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7 Modernization Theory and
the Figure of Blindness

Filial Reflections
Andrew Apter

For David E. Apter. In memoriam.

Every poem is a misinterpretation of a parent poem.

—Harold Bloom

However negative it may sound, deconstruction implies the possibility of
rebuilding.
—Paul de Man

How poes onE read a text, or an oeuvre? How does one reread moderniza-
tion theory? In my own case the answers to these questions are linked by Freud’s
family romance and “the anxiety of influence” (Bloom 1973), which together guar-
antee a radical misreading of an intellectual father-figure who was also my father.
David E. Apter (1924-2010), a modernization theorist of the 1960s, worked in the
Gold Coast and Uganda in the 1950s before turning to issues of comparative de-
velopment. His Africanist case studies of institutional transfer (1955) and of bu-
reaucratic nationalism (1961) represent two of the four developmental trajectories
that he formalized and systematized in The Politics of Modernization (1965). This
latter text, translated into several languages (Japanese, Spanish, Indonesian, and
Mandarin), represents a period of high modernism in American social science,
an expansive moment in U.S. liberal empire associated with the wave of decolo-
nization that swept across the postwar globe, and which was particularly asso-
ciated with “development” in Africa. Motivated by the optimism of postcolonial
possibilities in the 1960s, this moment was also shaped by the polarizing pres-
sures of the Cold War (Bandung notwithstanding) and the predicaments these
created for emerging new nations.!
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Viewed today through the bifocal lenses of historical hindsight and cultury
critique, The Politics of Modernization—like modernization theory writ large__
remains a monument to its time: grand in its vision, hegemonic inits claims, regq.
lutely statist with its faith in expert knowledge and bureaucratic rationality, tragic
in its underestimation of the rise of military regimes, and dazzling in its elabor,.
tion and refinement of Parsonian functionalism, In returning to this text—ope
that occupied my early childhood as an unintelligible and all-consuming patriay.
chal vocation—my goal is not to defend it in any literal-minded sense, or “on its
ownterms.” Such a defense would not be difficult to make. For example, one coulg
commend the text’s multilinear modernizing trajectories in the face of prevailing
unilinear pathways (e.g., Rostow 1960); its exposition of a dynamic rather thay
static notion of tradition, including varieties of re-traditionalization; its diagnosis
of military regimes as weak and unstable, given their coercion-information curves;
its prescient prediction of the presidential monarch (before Bokassa, Mobutu, and
Amin declared themselves presidents-for-life); its emphasis on youth culture ag3
potent mobilizing force; its sensitivity to the mythic dimensions of modernizing
ideologies, drawing on Sorel and Freud; and its full recognition of socialist re-
gimes as modernizing agents, unusual within the genre. But such a defense is in
fact a diminution of the text, an underestimation of its broader place and signifi-
cance within the field.

Rather I wish to return to those forms of blindness it shared with the genreat
large, not to debunk a style of theory, which, like any strong fashion statement, is
easily caricatured in retrospect, but to excavate its epistemological history (back
to Kant) and recuperate a radical reversal within its Rousseauian myth of origins,
By focusing on the insight buried deeply within its blindness, I invoke two liter-
ary critics whose innovative work helped inaugurate the “linguistic turn” in social
theory, and who transform my filial perspective from a psychoanalytical liability
to an intuitive advantage. First there is Harold Bloom, whose Anxiety of Influence
(1973) reveals how every major modern poet misreads “his” father-figure accord-
ing to a hermeneutics of misprision; second there is Paul de Man, whose ground-
breaking essay “The Rhetoric of Blindness” (1983 [1971]) exemplifies the method
of deconstructive criticism, showing how every philosophical-literary insight re-
quires figural and rhetorical reversals that undermine its claims, as evidenced by
Derrida’s reading of Rousseauw’s Essai sur l'origine des langues. T will not engage
these texts in great depth, save only to frame the related problems of genealogy
and of origins in The Politics of Modernization and the genre to which it belongs.

Genealogies of Misprision

As a narrative genre, modernization theory reinscribes the grand discourses of
European empire as they developed in the nineteenth century—those of civilizing
savages, saving souls, cultivating wilds, or healing the sick, within the ratifying

pseut
heroic
negatio
white, and (

ition of sav . ositive ¢
o s leading toward civilization, affirming Europe’s “higher” virtues and values
wa

hrough the holy alliance of missionary and colonizer. It takes no great leap of
thro
'th erial theme, drawing implicitly on those associated sociological disti?ctions
:,mtpween Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft, mechanical and organic solidarity, sta-
njs and contract, that reinforced the picture.® Nor do we need Harold Bloom at
is point / -
tl:'louf’ingimperial ideology and its associated forms of colonial overrule, mod.erm
aation theory reproduced its dominant discourse, In its Parsonian incarnations,
z
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doscience of Victorian evolutionism.? The oppositions that stfu.ct'ured th.esi
discourses are by now well-documented, whether in the explicit ideologica

ns of not-civilized, not-human, not-rational, not-moral, not-h'ealthy, not-
with Hegel’s coup-de-grice) not even historical., r.epresentmg. the cor}:-
agery as one of absence or lack, or in the positive redemptive path-

imagination to see modernization theory as a secular variation of this grand
e

to apprehend the larger politics of narrative revision at work: in dis-

modernization theory embraced self-determining nation-state.s as t'hey mo.ved
away from ascribed roles and primordial affiliations toward 'natlonall mtegr'at%on,
industrialization, rational planning, democratic rule, ftfnctlonal ‘dlfferentlatl(‘)jr'l,
role specification, innovation, and meritocracy—essentially moving from tradi-
i rnity. ‘
o \t/c\)f}l::cll;oor: does encourage us to find are the genealogies within thllsdge-
nealogy, in this case a genealogy of social theorists 'wh(') ftoo.d on the shlog k.ers
of their predecessors while—if Bloom’s theory of misprision s correctﬁ cic ing
their feet out from under them. As Bloom (1973, 5) ex.plau‘us in a nutshell, P‘oe'tlc
history, in this book’s argument, is held to be indistmgt.ushable from poetic in-
fluence, since strong poets make that history by misreafimg one ano'the'r, S0 a;s to
clear imaginative space for themselves.” One may question my substltutl(.)n o s:io.—
cial theorists for strong poets, who, for the most part, engage langua.ge with ra i-
cally divergent sensibilities. Unlike the vulgar pretensions (‘)f Mons1f:ur ]o:il(ridalln
in Moliére’s Le petit gentihomme, there is no danger of s‘oc1'a1 theorl‘st.s su 'enly
learning that they have been “speaking” poetry all of their lives! Yet it is precise ){
a poetics of social theory and social science that illuminates—,——throllgh rhfat;)lr)lc;
analysis—its dominant tropes and displacements, whethe”r of the. mat‘erla‘ ed-
rock” of productive relations, the collective “effervescerlce of 'soc1a1 sol}dar}llty, or
the hypostatized “actors” and self-professed “robustness of' ratlo'nal <.:h01“ce t eor}zz
the latter of which belies more than a little anxiety about its scientific “potency
within the academy. More concretely, strong theorists, like strong poetcs, have
strong personalities, with ego-driven intellects that seek breakthroug:hs, sh;lft para-
digms, and establish interpretive terrains. The fact that I grew up in such a pas-
sionate intellectual home environment, heard Bloom’s DeVane lectures as a high
school student, and came of professional age at the University of Chicago,. where
my most senior colleagues routinely called me “David”—nominally merging me
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with the legendary father who had co-founded the Committee for the Compars.
tive Study of New Nations with Edward Shils in the late 1950s—together provideq
me with specialized training in the anxiety of influence, in its textual, psychoap.
alytic, and institutional modalities.

Autobiographical self-indulgence aside, I will not pursue modernization the.
ory’s genealogy of misprision with the depth and span that it deserves, but invoke
Bloom’s central insight to bring one form of blindness (my own misreading) to
bear on another—the enduring legacy of Weberian rationalization—and so iden.
tify the birth of modernization theory with a critical epistemological rupture and
reversal. The genealogy I sketch combines academic mentorship with textual filia-
tion (as Bloom says, all poems only exist in other poems), blending literal and fig-
ural relationships that trace back to a founding father-text.

Working backward, we begin with David Apter, son of Marion Levy Jr. The
filial relation is somewhat skewed, in that Marion was only five years older than
my father in chronological time yet served as his dissertation advisor at Princeton,
Moreover, my father and Marion were friends—compadres in the language of com-
pradrazgo when Marion became my sister’s godfather (whatever that meant be-
tween secular Jews!). But intellectually, Marion was mentor and teacher. His two-
semester seminar on historical sociology used Talcott Parsons’ The Structure of
Social Action (1949 [1937]) as a basic text that deeply influenced my father’s think-
ing. So did Marion’s own The Structure of Society (1952), a book that sought to re-
fine Parsonian structural-functionalism with a near-viral proliferation of concepts
and categories that laid out the logic of requisite analysis and distinguished (use-
fully) between analytic and concrete structures. That some of this artillery ap-
peared in my father’s first monograph (Apter 1955, see esp. 325-34), less in his sec-
ond (Apter 1961), and more again in The Politics of Modernization, hardly captures
the complex relations of apprenticeship and intertextuality that developed between
them. In what might seem like a routine clerical task, my father typed all 541 pages
of The Structure of Society in final draft, a book that was curiously published in
typescript rather than the metal-cast “foundry” or linotype of the day." In this the
book bears the imprint not of my father’s thinking but of his manual labor, a la-
bor that no doubt influenced his thinking—a way of “working through” the text
and being subjugated by it (as amanuensis) captured by registers of mutual rec-
ognition and implication. If in 1952 David Apter was thanked for his assistance in
the preface of The Structure of Society, a larval “ephebe” emerging from the pool,
by 1965 he could dedicate The Politics of Modernization “To Marion J. Levy, Jr.”

Although Levy would later publish two massive volumes on modernization
applying the categories of The Structure of Society to international relations (Levy
1966), the former work remained his theoretical centerpiece, characterizing his
own vexed relationship as an intellectual “son” of Talcott Parsons, who had served
as Levy’s dissertation advisor. Like many of the tomes at that time within the genre,
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this was the product of a seminar (three seminars, actually—two at Princeton in

 following one at Harvard in 1947, when Levy was still a graduate student in the
i< artment of Social Relations). This was also during the postwar boom of a new
zecl;al science, with seminars, committees, and workshops funded by the Qarnegie
Corporation and Ford Foundation, bringing together the be.st and the brightest—
saciologists, anthropologists, psychologists, political scientlst's, ?s \.Nell as the odd
biologist, mathematician, or epistemologist—to form interdisciplinary research
teams collaborating on theoretical systems and conceptual schemes. These sem-
inars formed “circles,” typically of young men around a mentor (Parsons at Har-
vard, Levy at Princeton, Shils at Chicago) producing vanguard texts and dense
networks of scholars sustained by charismatic relations of reciprocal recognition.®
Levy's intellectual identity was clearly forged within the Parsonian crucible at Har-
vard, as his acknowledgment of the “private seminar held at Harvard in the sum-
mer of 1947” implies, for it was there that “the definition of the concept of society
and the list of functional requisites that form the bases for the present work were
produced” (Levy 1952, xiv). And it is here, in his text, that Levy’s relationship to
his precursor begins to swerve,’ clearing the ground for an autonomous vision
that paradoxically purports to be more faithful to the father than the father was
to himself.

First, there is the ambivalent debt. After locating his text within a theoreti-
cal genealogy of Durkheim, Pareto, Weber, and Veblen—virtually recapitulating
the major figures explicated in The Structure of Social Action—Levy foregrounds
his teacher for particular attention:

A special indebtedness is owed, however, to Talcott Parsons. The work grew out
of concerns stimulated and encouraged by him and by his work, This work was
not done in consultation with him, and it has taken many turns with which I
am sure he would not agree. He is certainly not to blame for its shortcomings.
Still its indebtedness to him will be obvious enough to the reader, particularly
with regard to the distinction of the uses of concepts and theories, the concern
with systems of phenomena, and the interrelationship of different aspects of
social phenomena. (Levy 1952, xiv)

In this text, and in the “private” Harvard seminar, Parsons figures as the absent
father, neither consulted during the writing process nor physically present among
his neophytes in the summer of 1947. The text’s “many turns” deviate from the
master, for which he cannot be “blamed,” and in effect revise the master plan with
even greater methodological rigor. Levy regarded his “requisite analysis” as a nec-
essary corrective to Parsons’ functional imperatives, and “the analytic aspects of
relationship structures” as an improvement on Parsons’ pattern variables. In fact,
Levy felt that Parsons betrayed his own principles by failing to refine their meth-
odological implications, a task that his student assumed for himself. For this hu-

bris, Levy was effectively banished from the Parsonian circle, as evidenced by his
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conspicuous absence from Toward a General Theory of Action (1951)—an impor.
tant volume co-edited by Talcott Parsons and Edward Shils to assess the current
state of sociological theory.® Levy acknowledged this volume while effectively ne.
gating it in The Structure of Society, noting that “the final published version of [Tp-
ward a General Theory of Action] has been under preparation at the same time ag
the present one, and hence use of its findings has not been made here” (Levy 1952,
19n16). Thus Levy cleared the ground for his own succession, and for his growing
circle of acolytes at Princeton,

It is tempting, following Pierre Bourdieu, to pursue the microsociology of
these postwar circles as contestations within an emerging field of intellectual
capital, converting ideas, resources, debts, and obligations into centers of “excel-
lence” materialized by texts. But my aim here is more limited, emphasizing rela-
tions of textual filiation in the reckoning of an intellectual genealogy. In explor-
ing Parsons’ filial relationship to Weber, the textual connections are complicated
by Weber’s prodigious output and the sheer scope of his ideas, ranging from Die
Protestantische Ethik und der Geist des Kapitalismus (The Protestant Ethic and the
Spirit of Capitalism) (1904/5)—which so resonated with Parsons’ Calvinist back-
ground and New England family history—to the methodological essays and sub-
stantive studies in economic, religious, and political sociology. Parsons (1980, 38)
recounts how Weber “served, in a very real sense, as my teacher,” despite the fact
that he died five years before Parsons arrived (in the fall of 1925) to study in Hei-
delberg. Absent the father figure himself, Parsons studied with Max’s brother
Alfred Weber, attended the “sociological teas” hosted by Max’s widow Marianne
Weber, thereby entering the “Weber circle” which “was the main center of Heidel-
berg academic society at that time”'° (40), and prepared four examination fields,
including a minor in Kant with Karl Jaspers. I mention this Kantian focus be-
cause it illuminates the analytical register of Parsons’ revisionary relationship to
Weber.

There is no question that The Protestant Ethic was the catalyst of Parsons’
Weberian conversion. It was the first of Weber’s works that he read, “straight
through . . . as if it were a detective story” (1980, 39), inspiring his dissertation
topic on the concept of capitalism in German social science literature, And it was
the first of Weber’s works that Parsons translated, appearing in 1930 for Anglo-
American readers, followed much later, in 1947, by Part I of Wirtschaft und Gesell-
schaft.as The Theory of Social and Economic Organization.!' But however much
it engaged the young Parsons, The Protestant Ethic was a stepping-stone toward
more fundamental issues of theory and method raised by its use of the ideal type.
Parsons’ discussion of this important text and its place within Weber’s broader
religious typology in chapters 14 and 15 of The Structure of Social Action segues
into a sustained methodological engagement with the strengths and limitations
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of the ideal type and its associated forms of causal inference and explanation. In
chapters 16 and 17, Parsons revises Weber to prepare the ground for his own more
cneralized analytical theory.

The depth of Parsons’ understanding of Weber is based on his extraordinary
(raining in Heidelberg, where he read Weber extensively, studied with Weber’s
students and contemporaries, and familiarized himself with those debates and
polemics concerning the logic of the cultural sciences that Weber had directly en-
gaged- Parsons (1949, 481) frames the initial problematic in terms of a profound
Kantian dualism pervading German methodological thought: on the one hand
between the “objective” realm of a rule-governed, causally connected, naturaland
physicalworld susceptible to scientific analysis; and “that of freedom, of ideas, of
Geist” on the other, associated with the human and social world. At issue for Kant
was the subjective factor governing these radically separated realms: minimal in
the world of pure reason and scientific determination,'> maximal in the world of
ractical reason where the subject is free to think itself gua noumena, or “thing-in-
itself,” beyond the world of objective determination and thus free as a moral and
social agent, The implication for German methodology was something of an im-
passe between natural science and historicism, giving rise to varieties of “partic-

from the sociocultural sciences (Geisteswissenschaften). For Weber, the problem
concerned the place of subjective motivations, intentions, and valuations in the
frames of reference of both analysts (so-called “value relevance”) and sociohis-
torical actors (Verstehen). The more hermeneutical or idiographic approaches to
history and social action grounded in the interpretation of subjective meanings
could never achieve the nomothetic status of the natural sciences and their gen-
eral laws.

For Parsons, Weber’s methodological achievement was to bring the socio-
cultural sciences, infused by Verstehen, within the fold of general explanatory con-
cepts and causal analysis. Working within the human sciences, Weber organized
the manifold complexity of historical reality into “unified conceptual patterns”
(1949, 603) or ideal types that brought out the order, clarity, and logical relations
governing “historical individuals” and their causal pathways. His methodological
failure, for Parsons, was that he didn’t push this generalizing logic into a unified
theoretical system.

Parsons drew heavily on the work of Alexander von Schelting (1934) in devel-
oping a critique of the ideal type, a “not altogether satisfactory” analytical device
that blends “two quite heterogeneous categories of generalizing and individualiz-
ing concepts” that need to be rigorously distinguished. The individualizing con-
cepts of Weber’s ideal types refer to those “concrete historical individuals” such
as feudal society, bourgeois capitalism, the Indian caste system, or Chinese pat-

ularism” and “intuitionism” that banished general laws and explanatory concepts,
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rimonial bureaucracy that are abstracted into essential dimensions and char
teristic features as objects of causal analysis and historical explanation, Nor

the Brahmanic philosophy of karma. Such “slippage” between institution
ideological spheres is in fact methodologically justified by Weber himself
the broader epistemological context of value-relevance,

In Parsons’ work, by contrast, the problem was that of general theory con.

struction. As an abstraction, the individualizing ideal type remained Potentialy

ad hoc and trapped in analytical amber, frozen, as it were, by its “mosaic atom.

ism” (Parsons 1949, 610), unable to make the leap from morphology to genery|
dynamics (with codependent variables). That the “generalizing” function of the

ideal type could lead the way forward is a theme that Parsons draws from vop

Schelting, with specific reference to rationality and causality. First, the very idea

of rational action, derived from neoclassical economics, constitutes a generaliz.

ing ideal type in that the maximization of means-ends relations establishes the

starting point of meaningful behavior. Such a generalizing dimension thus jp.
forms any ideal-typical characterization of a concrete historical individual, Sec.
ondly, any causal explanation of an individualized ideal type requires the hypo-
thetical consideration of its hecessary conditions—what must have been in place
for X to emerge. Thus “a general ideal type” for Parsons (60s) is a hypothetical
construction of conditions or events that generate “a typical course of action, or
form of relationship.” That such generalizing functions of the ideal type were lost
on Weber, who shifted the burden of causal explanation onto separate consid-
erations of objective possibility and adequate explanation, explains, for Parsons,
what Weber himself could never see—that “an ideal type . .
ized unit of a social system” (619).1?

Thus would Parsons “complete” the Weberian project, systematizing the gen-
eral analytics of ideal types and their principles of classification into an action-
oriented theory of society sui generis (Parsons and Shils 1951; Parsons 1952)—a di-
rection Weber explicitly disavowed from the standpoint of cultural hermeneutics,
For Weber (1949, 105), general concepts are necessary but always subject to revi-
sion because “in the cultural sciences concept-construction depends on the set-
ting of the problem, and the latter varies with the content of culture itself.” This
position involves more than mere scientific sobriety—a judicious appreciation
of the complexity of reality and a wariness of premature generalization—but in-
forms a different epistemological understanding of social theory itself. In his cri-
tique of the Historical School, which sought “a ‘completed’ and hence deductive
science,” Weber reframes the very means-ends relationship between theoretical

concepts and historical reality, In a revealing Kantian invocation, theory serves
history rather than the other way around:

. is always a general-

a

are
such individualizing typifications limited to corporate structuresand inStitutional

complexes; they apply equally to religious ideas such as Calvinistic theology .

al and
Within
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the problem of objectivity poses something of a paradox. How can the fundame,

sible? Like Kant’s world of experience, the sociohistorical manifold must be ¢

tinuum:

How is the causal explanation of an individual fact possible—since a descrip.
tion of even the smallest slice of reality can never be exhaustive? The numbey
and type of causes which have influenced any given event are always infinite
and there s nothing in the things themselves to set some of them apartasalone
meriting attention. . . . Order is brought into this chaos only on the condition
that in every case only a part of a concrete reality is interesting and significant
to us, because only it is related to the cultural valyes with which we approach
reality. Only certain sides of the infinitely complex concrete phenomenon,
namely those to which we attribute a general cultural significance—are there-
fore worthwhile knowing. They alone are objects of causal explanation. (We-
ber 1949, 78; emphasis original)

i
i
|
|
|
!
§
|

What Weber so clearly establishes here are the conditions of sociohistorical
object-construction through operations of logical selection and abstraction that,
in revised Kantian terms, are located within a cultural a priori.'s Transcendental
because they are necessary, they are nonetheless fluid rather than fixed because
of the subjective character of their determination, motivated by (historically spe-
cific) cultural values and interests, from “particular points of view” (81; emphasis
original). “Objectivity” in the social sciences begins, then, with the construction
of sociohistorical objects and the imputation of causal relationships. From its sub-
jective points of entry, social science approaches objective knowledge through the
development and deployment of ideal types, those analytical constructs that ac-
centuate the distinctive attributes of ideologies, institutions, and developmental
sequences to establish their causal conditions and scientific significance. As with
Kant’s separation of concept and object, Weber rigorously distinguishes between
ideal type and historical reality. Ideal types are conceptual “utopias” precisely be-
cause they do not actually exist in the world but are used to render the world in-
telligible. They are fictions, heuristic devices that must not be hypostatized into

the naturalizing fallacies of social science dogmas (whether the psychological re-
ductionism of “free market” economics or the metaphysical determinism of his-
torical materialism). And it is precisely to avoid such naturalistic fallacies that
Weber remonstrates against those pseudosocial sciences professing general laws
and axioms that would assimilate the cultural to the natural sciences.

Let us now shift perspectives and view the problem of objectivity from the
other side of the Kantian divide, If for Parsons, Weber’s cultural hermeneutics

fell sh
duction to
of the transcen

jective know
frst Critique (Of P
to the evaluat
viewPoint” in
Weber (1949, 1103
empirical knowledge rests e

tally subjective foundations of cultural and historical understanding give rige to
an objective form of knowledge? How is objective knowledge of social reality pog.
con.
ditioned” by a prior framework in order to be “synthesized” and apprehende.
Causal understanding, in particular, is never simply ascertained from facts, but
belongs to the prior segmentation of the infinitely complex sociohistorical o

cordin

p;et;in:c:lue of those truths which empirical knowledge alone is able give us... . It
0

1d be remembered that the belief in the value of scientific trutl: is the prod-
oo tain cultures and is not a product of man’s original nature.” Presumably
v Ofc?r still talking about social science, but the slippage between the ?ult:lral
x‘:ﬂbﬁ;tltslral sciences, and “the hair-line which separates science from faith,” re-
f'] on of Kant’s pure concepts of understanding, relocating th.e gr'ounds of SCI(:-P
t;ﬁc objectivity within a prior cultural framework of evaluative ideas, From this
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f a fully scientific sociology—a diatribe developed further in his intro-
o Theory of Social and Economic Organization (Parsons 1947)—what
e dental conditions of natural science as the prop'er domain Off(;b'-
ledge? As we read Weber on Kant and the core efplstemology 0 1sf
ure reason), we glimpse a radical assimllatlon“of science 1Fse.
ive ideas of cultural interests, one that refrarlne“s t’he .nz?tu:allstlc
historical and cultural terms. At the end of hls' ol.))ectlv‘lt?r es;a)lfi
emphasis original) reminds us that “the ob]ectw‘e Valldlt).’ ofa
xclusively upon the ordering of the given reality ac-

to categories which are subjective in a specific sense, namely, in that ‘tl.ley
: he presuppositions of our knowledge and are based on the presupposition

ins ambiguous. We could read this passage as a resurrected subjective deduc-
a .

erspective, transcendental synthesis is always culturally me;iia'ted. v
’ Evidence for this more radical assimilation appears in “Science a‘s a 1o}:a-
tion,” where Weber (1958) likens Kant’s epistemology to a form of rational the-
]

ology:
All theology represents an intellectual rationalization of. t.he posszssnorslcci)g ns?(;
cred values. No science is absolutely free from presgpposntlons, an nc:) clenc
can prove its fundamental value to the man who rejects .t}}ese IafreS};p[‘)v osrk and.
Every theology, however, adds a few specific Presuppqmtnonz or its vork and
thus for the justification of its existenc'e. Tf.lelr meaning an scop<:BS thz.t o
ery theology, including for instance Hmd.ulst‘ theology., presuptptohs'  that th
world must have a meaning, and the question is how to interpret this g

so that it is intellectually conceivable, o ]
It is the same as with Kant’s epistemology. He t.oc.)k for‘ his point of deﬁacri .

ture the presupposition: “Scientific truth exists and it is \"alld, and thefl asf fi?’;

“Under which presuppositions of thought is truth possible and meaningful?

(Weber 1958, 153-54)

As Barker (1980, 226) points out, Kant is here “rel.ativized” as anﬁther.:?eel}
ology in which “the objectivist component of his ca.te’:gorlcal system swa ot::'sl (; e
up.” Indeed, Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason is positioned beyond reasog cate
the conditions of its valid employment, and in this sense the transcendenta 1 )
main retains the whiff of an evaluative theology. To be sure, Weber was not a lone
in revising Kant, but took his place within an impres.swe range o'f neo-K‘er.ltla?s
who tampered with the foundations of his architectonic. But what is so striking
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Weber’s particular revisionary strategy is how he “absorbs” or assimilates Kant
epistemology to his own more evaluative a priori framework."”

Ultimately the case against “science” remains moot because of Weber’s uii
yielding commitment to causality, not in the form of abstract laws but as neces.
sary conditions of concrete cultural phenomena illuminated by ideal types, 1
this, Weber remains a Kantian, first by locating causal relations within the a prior
framework of analytical concepts, and secondly by defining causal relations i
the transcendental terms of the following form: what are the conditions neces-
sary for the possibility of X? This latter formulation illuminates the entire tradi.
tion of “structural” social science that followed from Weber, whether in Parsong’

+ude—what Derrida calls “presence present to itself”—associatfed with
plen™ fe language in a mythic state of nature that persists like a pahmpseslt
:j)els ofg traditional society. We can gloss this:is the Tyfhos o.f modern{—
. theory and break it down into three linguistic “stages’™ 31'gnal.1ng, associ-
Zatlon-t o expression and subsistence; negation, associated with displacement
atej ‘?Z};laptlicr::l aIr)ld supplementation, associated with writing and surplus pro-
and all ’
dyction Rousseau, the first significant expressions, motivated by the passions,
Forth Zestural) and vocal, articulating not objecfgs or thi'ngs but fearsfami de-
g” mode of spontaneous outcry. Here, in the state of nature,

fan P
the origin
within mo

were bo ‘ .
({33
siresin the signalin

functionalimperatives, Levy’s structural requisites, or the more general typologies

and trajectories of modernization theory. But it is with the former Kantian char:
acteristic of causality, the critical separation of concept from object—of analyti-

cal construct from apprehended “reality”—that I would like to identify the birth

of modernization theory, inaugurating a principled critique of positivism and em-

piricism within a specific tradition of critical sociology. It was the turning point

or epistemological rupture that Kant himself called his Copernican revolution in
response to David Hume (Kant 1973, 22, 254).

We need go no further back in our genealogical search for the founding fa-
ther of modernization theory, since Kant’s critical awakening from his “dogmatic
slumber” (Kant 1976, 8) established a radical reversal of “things” and “representa-
tions” to restore causal necessity to objective experience. As Kant showed contra
Hume, if all of our knowledge begins with experience, it does not follow that jt
arises out of experience, but rather that it derives from a priori concepts and judg-
ments that render experience possible. The resurrection of causality from Hume’s
empiricist critique demoted the empirical world of things to a secondary or de-
rivative epistemological status in relation to prior concepts and laws, And within
this reversal of concept and object, I will argue, lies an important insight in mod-
ernization theory’s blindness, one that faithfully devolved through lines of mis-
prision even as it was deeply buried or overlooked for generations. Before devel-
oping this argument further, however, I will try to relate modernization theory’s
eponymousancestor toa different yet complementary kind of philosophical origin
associated with Rousseau’s “Essay on the Origin of Languages.”®

The Language of Origins

The “birth” of modernization theory as rupture with the given object, a “Coper-
nican” reversal of sign and referent, cause and effect, “language” and “world,”
mirrors very nicely the reversal of speech and writing developed in Derrida’s read-
ing of Rousseau (Derrida 1976, 165-268). The implications of this latter reversal
for redressing the blindness of modernization theory concern less the chains of
genealogical transmission discussed above than the disruption of that prelapsar-

¢ very beginnin i . , .
at tgiatedyform of expression, one limited by the immediacy of space and time to
me

he proximate situations of selves and others. In some ways this natur.al protIO}-1
; eglflage works like poetry and music, connoting feelings and emotions wit
an

littleo

gs of human sociation, we find a “natural” and relatively un-

£

- no denotational value, thus “le premier langage dut étre ﬁgurfe ( .
424).2 The referential properties of language will emerge, but in its earliest

(Rousseau

1824>

tages, the world indeed consciousness, is not yet divided into words and things.
S B ’

Mankind in this natural state inhabits the fu.llnes.s of the mom‘ent within ?;;2:
tinuous present tense, a world in which need 1s. sat.lsﬁed by fubsmtencz,.oilczl o
oeia resonates with nature, and pure expression involves “the unme 1;1l e pi >
ence of the self to its own voice” (De Man 1983, 114). .Clearly such a mythic or ‘fho
remains a hypothetical baseline of language evolution even for Illousseau,t he
was only too willing to draw valid conclusion.s fror'n con]ecturz}a1  assumpti on,
and thus develop the idea of method in the soc1a.l sc1ences.'For t .1; very reaSOd_,
the myth of original symbolic and material plenitude survives within ourf mt "
els of social differentiation and evolution, whethe.r co’r)lcelvec.i as a counterfactu
point of departure or as “the original affluent society” (Sahlins 197'2).. )
Whatever its status as mythic origin, however, the natural condltlo.n 0 proto-
linguistic plenitude is broken by the emergence of language prope;, w1tht{ts ml(:(r)i
complex semantic and syntactic functions based on tl}(e power”o' negla fon. or
only through negation can the fateful transition from natural ‘ signa ; .to co! y
ventional” signs take place, differentiating sounds from the partlcular. t 1n§1§ a}111't
classes of objects that they “re-present.” A sign can only represen.t a t}.ung which i
is not, but for which it stands. A self becomes a grammatical subject in relation to
objects, actions, and others whom he or she is not. We nclaed not enga,ge l:he spf—
cific sequences of substantives, particles, and adjectives in Rousseau’s t 1Zory r(;
appreciate the critical power of negation in setting language and the wo’r:1 all)a ‘
by the social institution of linguistic conventions.l As spoken language heve op
and emerges, the “natural” relation between meaning and expression .m t e. origi-
nal outcry is displaced by the social relation between words a?d things, just as
the denotatum is severed from the sign. Man is thus “alienated” from the condi-
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tion of natural plenitude when transformed into a grammatical and socia] sub.

ject, disconnecting from the state of nature while becoming linguistically inte,.

polated as a socially organized and mediated being. ‘
If we shift to the Second Discourse, we see that negation serves as the Precon.

dition of civil society, of private property and thus of inequality. In the famoyg
opening of Part 2

The first person who, having enclosed a plot of land, took it into his head to
say this is mine and found people simple enough to believe him, was the true
founder of civil society. What crimes, wars, murders, what miseries and hor:
rors would the human race have been spared, had someone pulled up the stakes
or filled in the ditch and cried out to his fellow men: “Do not listen to this im-
poster. You are lost if you forget that the fruits of the earth belong to all and
the earth to no one!” (Rousseau 1987, 60)

In this mythic charter of “primitive communism,” the alienation of man and
land co-occurs through the speech act of physical enclosure, in which “this” plot
of land is not “that,” in which “mine” is not “yours,” and in which the property
of negation creates the value of property. From such a logically primitive start.
ing point develops a chain reaction of alienating social forms, from pride, vanity,
shame, and envy to violence, cruelty, and the exploitation of labor. Rousseau’s cri-
tique of civilization, prefiguring Marx’s critique of capitalism, is thus intrinsically
grounded in a theory of language and its discriminating capabilities.

With writing comes a more “advanced” stage of alienation from natural dis-
course in Rousseau, one associated with the triumph of reason over passion, but
also the “enervation” of spoken language as its emotive base is rationalized, Writ-
ing for Rousseau is thus secondary to speech, the written sign of a verbal sign,
thus twice removed from pure expression, a graphic doubling of verbal articula-
tion. Such a parasitic notion of writing as that which “feeds” off a prior spoken
code valorizes the spoken over the written word, which “is nothing but a supple-
ment of speech” (Derrida 1976, 295; emphasis original), fixing it with graphic ex-
actitude while paradoxically transforming it with “an additive substitution” (270),
We need not engage Rousseau’s discussion of pictorial, ideographic, and phonetic
scripts to appreciate the general hierarchy toward “higher” civilizations which the
sequence reflects, a movement that refines language as it simultaneously muzzles
the popular voice. The excess and surplus of supplementary writing, like the ex-
cessive surplus of civilized society, set the stage for a reappropriation of la volonté

générale, a political project for The Social Contract that corresponds linguistically
to the recuperation of an original voice. The problem for Derrida—foregrounded
by De Man—is that any such return to an original source is always already sup-

plementary, predicated on an infinite chain of displacements and substitutions
(mise en abyme):
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Whenever Rousseau designates the moment o.f unity that exists at the beg}iln-

.o of things, when desire coincides with enjoyment, t.he self and the other
e ited in the maternal warmth of their common origin, and consciousness
e ul?s with the voice of truth, Derrida’s interpretation shows, without leav-
| eathe text, that what is thus designated as a moment of presence always has
o osit another, prior moment and so implicitly loses its privileged status asa
" Pnt of origin. Rousseau defines voice as the origin of written language, but
g?sl description of oral speech or of music can be shown to possess, from the
stlart, all the elements of distance and negation that prevent written language
from ever achieving a condition of unmediated presence. All attempts to t.r'face
writing back to a more original form of vocgl utterance lead to thf: repe.tltlcl)ln
of a disruptive process that alienated the written word from experience in the

first place. (De Man 1983, 115)

Derrida thus assimilates original speech into the prior framework of écr}ilturg of
“writing” as semiosis or signification tout court, as the cause rat}?er tha'n the e;l ‘eci
of unmediated presence. The birth of écriture as a decons.trl.lctlye phll(.)so‘p ica
register that relegates speech to a secondary effect of semnotlF dl.fferentlatlon, orf
of writing writ large, signals the rhetoric of blindn’ess operative in all sy,stems 0h
representation. To be brief, Hume’s object is to Kant’s concept as R?usseau s s}:eec
is to Derrida’s écriture: the thing-in-itself, the myth of full meanmg, th'e ermary
plenitude which signified meanings “re-present,” are effects of the signifying sys-
tem itself, traces of figurative language. .

We have followed two paths to the same destination where different forn?s of
blindness converge. The first genealogical chain of transmission tr'aced th.e.blmd-
ness of misprision back to Kant’s Copernican revolution, recuperatlflg a.crltlcal re-
versal of concept and object within a “structural” genre of modernlzatlon“th.eo‘ryz
The second traced a chain of rhetorical displacements from writ%ng to the ‘origin
of linguistic representation, effecting a critical reversal of mgmfner and' signified
within Rousseau’s protolinguistic state of nature. From this philosophical topos
of an absent presence, we can turn modernization theory on its head.

We seem to have traveled far from modernization theory, but vsie ha've reached
its figural ground, its myth of origin: namely, “traditional society” or in another
context what Jonsson (2001) has called “society degree zero.” True to the genre,
modernization theory posits a global shift from traditional societies through pe-
riods of colonization (when modernizing trends are put in place) into indepen-
dent nation-states, where the stakes of modernization really count. Whatever their
specific locations, traditional societies are precapitalist and in a Weberian sense
prerational, following “conservative” peasant subsistence str?.teglis, nonpfoduc-
tive logics of surplus extraction, mystifying forms of “traditional” authority, re-
distributive “extended” families, and nonscientific cultural worldviews, all of which
hinder meritocratic mobility and “economic take-off.”2! But like the spoken ground
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of written language, or the “givenness” of known objects, the original “Primitiyer
or traditional society was never there “in the first place,” but was produced by the
ideological engines of colonization as part and parcel of the civilizing missiop._.
a trace or effect of modernizing colonies, not preexisting conditions, The “trad.
tional society” of modernization theory is always already mediated by colonig|

modernity’s production of tradition, and here lies its compound blindness: (1)
ditional society is misapprehended as a precolonial condition rather than a

thropology),?2 whereby the imprint of colonial culture and hegemony is la
neglected; and (2) colonialism is credited with the making of new elites and

pro.
fessionals by transcending tradition rather than actively producing it.

Nowhere is this logic of transcendence more clearly illustrated than in the
treatment of primordial “tribal” affiliations that must be integrated into more

rational nation-states, According to the standard modernization model, affec.
tive attachments to “tribe” reinforce ascribed roles and hinder the more ratio-
nal discourse of democratic pluralism that allows achieved roles and equitable
interest-articulation to emerge as the hallmark of postcolonial modernity, We
now know that so-called “tribalism” is a consequence of colonial governance, and
that it emerges when ethnicity becomes politicized as a source of political capital
in the postcolonial state, and thus it cannot be said to predate the state as such.
And if national integration “solves” the problem of tribalism within the emergent
framework of legal-rational authority, the road or pathway from mythic origin
to disenchanted destination describes a secondary mythic narrative loaded with
ideological baggage, rearticulating “la mission civilisatrice” within the Weberian
machinery of rationalization,
This compound blindness in modernization theory, however, touches upon
a critical slippage between political institutions and their associated ideologies,
and here is where I would like to return to my father’s text. I have already noted
that the concept of traditional society developed in The Politics of Moderniza-
tion began to break free from its mythic conventions by recasting them in func-
tional terms. In chapter 3, “The Analysis of Tradition,” traditional societies are
already flexible, innovative, cosmopolitan, stratified, multiethnic, etc., and are
furthermore refashioned to provide cognitive closure in rapidly changing situa-
tions. Moreover their significance begins to shift, less as a starting point for dia-
chronic trajectories and more as rhetorical material for structuring change in
recognizable terms. Modernizing ideologies, whether neotraditional or radically
utopian (or as in the Tanzanian case of ujamaa, both) operate like political re-
ligions, and are basically mythic in structure and function, “Myth is the social
equivalent of metaphor,” Apter (1965, 278) writes, whether grounded in visions
of traditional village harmony or in “the myth of the proletarian general strike”
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se it builds solidarity around moral community. The deeper 1rr}11p11;
is insight were set into motion but did not' yc;‘t emerge. ’P.lroulg tf)un
he mythic core of modernizing ideologies still fu'n.ctllons 11(11 relajldlo :
in strategic, affective, legitimating, mobll'lzmg., an s.o i a}f
ities; that is, in relation to some other bedrock reality—including tbe
ins me sense “precedes” ideology even if shaped and transform‘ed ¥
et S(:)mes central to modernization, it still remains hidden within the

is this slippage between the institutional bases of povyer'and thci symbollc-:
o of authority, between the system as such and its 1deolog1ca’l repre
It;jlat provides a dialectical opening into mf)dernizatiolrll th‘eory I;elzlrl:l(:;
that resurrects Kant’s Copernican revolution and (fo owing
o seau’s natural history of discourse. I am not suggesting a collap.se
e I'{(')usl regimes into purely occult forms of mystification, since auth.orlty
ofel l:‘Ohtlcas o?political representation, class formation, and social stratifica-
t'ypes'» S)tlftte r:J::tions are also real and variable, But the language with which we en-
ton e rbstracti)ons belongs, in part, to the systems in which we operate, and
BE’ Fhese 3 my father later argued in a hefty book manuscript (Apter n.d,) that
;enrllaelvnesr;)zi)lis)}’wd—part of the problem. This reflexive amir ind;ed qu(;f]StZ:(;
ved i inni emerge from The Politics of Modernization
. dlml(;ni:()int:)v i)shl:relilrlrllz:(lﬁotgical stﬁdies of political protest (Apter and Sa.w'a
evzn)tzildyrevolution (Apter and Saich 1994), and to a discourse theory of politi-
::iltiolence (Apter 1997, 2010). But that is another story, another set of texts.
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5. My father’s intellectual influences were hardly defined by Levy’s mentorship, bug “

included the behavioralism of Heinz Eulau at Antioch College, the phenomenology of Harolg ‘

Garfinkel (and the legacy of Alfred Schiitz) at Princeton, a lifelong friendship with Clifforg
Geertz (from their Antioch days), and a formidable command of Marx and Marxist theory,

6. Gilman (2003) develops “microhistories” of Harvard’s Department of Social Rela.
tions (DSR) under Parsons, the Social Science Research Council’s Committee on Compay,.
tive Politics (CCP), and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology’s Center for Internatio"a[
Studies (CIS).

7.In this case Bloom's revisionary ratio of clinamen applies with near-perfection; “4 poet
swerves away from his precursor, by so reading his precursor’s poem as to execute a clinamey,
in relation to it, This appears as a corrective movement in his own poem, which implies thigy
the precursor poem went accurately up to a certain point, but then should have swerved, pre.
cisely in the direction that the new poem moves” (Bloom 1973, 14),

8. Those listed are David Aberle, Albert Cohen, Arthur Davis, Francis Sutton, and Levy
himself (Levy 1952, xiv).

9. This account of Levy'’s exile from the Parsonian circle at Harvard comes from David
Apter, personal communication, 21 August 2009,

10. The circle included Georg Simmel, Ferdinand Ténnies, Werner Somart, and Alexandey
von Schelting,

L1, Die Protestantische Ethik und der Geist des Kapitalismus first appeared as two install-
ments in the Archiv fiir Sozialwissenschaft und Socialpolitik, 1904 bis 1905. (20. Bd., Heft 1,S;
1-54; 21. Bd., Heft 1, S. 1-110), Parsons’ translation of Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft, however, was
highly mediated and intertextual, with the first two of its four chapters based on a prior (byt
freely revised) translation by A. M, Henderson, and chapters 1-3 reappearing in Weber (1978,
3-301). Parsons (1980, 42) furthermore recalls that his revision of Henderson’s chapter 1 was
“greatly helped by a mimeographed draft translation which had been worked out by Edward
Shils and Alexander von Schelting.” Such levels of implication and revision between transla-
tors could be developed in a richer discussion of influence and intertextuality, but such con-
cerns lie beyond the scope of the present essay.

12. Witness Kant’s attempt to edit out the subjective deduction in the B edition of his First
Critique,

13, Kisler (1988, 183) distinguishes the individualizing and generalizing ideal types in
terms of “historical” and “sociological ideal types,” the latter emerging in Weber’s last phase
of work pursuing a more universal historical sociology.

14. As Brand (1979, 11n7) further notes, “Weber’s interest for [sic] Kant can also be gauged
from his notes and underlinings in his own copy of Windelband’s Geschicte der Philosophie,
of which the first edition appeared in 1889 but of which Weber possessed the fourth edition of
1907.”

15. My awareness of Weber’s debt to Kant traces back to a dazzling lecture by Seyla Ben-
habib, which she presented in the 19705 while still a graduate student at Yale, called “The Philo-
sophical Foundations of Weber’s Methodology and Theory of Value™—specifically the section
on Weber’s epistemological foundations and the Kantian tradition. See also Benhabib (1981).

16. A perspective developed earlier by Herder and von Humboldt and later elaborated by
Ernst Cassirer. See also Lash (20009) for a remarkably similar discussion of the social a priori
in relation to Kant, Durkheim, Weber, Simmel, Marx, and even Parsons.

17. Here we witness Bloom’s revisionary ratio of daemonization at work, whereby “the
later poet opens himself to what he believes to be a power in the parent-poem that does not be-
long to the parent proper, but to a range of being just beyond that precursor. He does this, in

his poem, X
of the carlie

type

slems ! '
;c la penhabib, entit

riding h
Jeduction poss!
fanction
with the

including comparis
(1987 [175]), but to

Modernization Theory and the Figure of Blindness | 59

. . s
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