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Many Modernities

It does not necessarily take an academic to establish that our world is complex. There are two aspects
to this complex world. One is the complexity arising in our daily lives and the represen tations that
we make in them. The growing mobility of people across the planet is resulting in an ever more
visible hybridity. Each of us carries layers of identities that we use to interact with the multitude of
choices and tasks that represent the tangible elements through which the complexities of the world
are translated. Meanwhile, the growing potential for cross-cultural encounters, the reality of
talking and listening to each other, makes us more aware, not only of the existence of a plurality
of references and beliefs, but also of their integration into – or exclusion from – power relations
that are not necessarily visible, physical. This situation does not preclude the possibility that some
actors will imagine that they can disturb existing power relations – and that they will in fact have
the means to do so. This duality of powerlessness and having tremendous power, at both micro and
macro levels, has become another ingredient of the complexity of the world that we share. 

In our cross-cultural world, these layers of inclusion or exclusion, of acceptance or denial, 
are sometimes seen through the prism of modernity. In one view of the complexity of the world,
the major issue is the desirability or inevitability of the path towards modernity, in the sense of
establishing western values and modes of social organisation. Francis Fukuyama’s ‘End of History’
thesis, notwithstanding his relative revision of some of his premisses, aspires to and justifies this
logic of inevitability. It implies the victory of liberal democracy after the Cold War: the absence 
of competition between superpowers makes the world a better (albeit more ‘boring’) place. 

A contrasting perspective is offered by the political scientist Samuel P. Huntington, who argues
that conflicts will arise along cultural rather than ideological lines, leading to a clash of the world’s
major civilisations – western, Islamic, Latin American, African, Buddhist, Orthodox, Chinese,
Hindu and Japanese.

Despite the differences between these approaches, both foresee everything being subsumed into
a unifying western value system, either because of an acceptance of its legitimacy (Fukuyama), 
or as a consequence of confronting it (Huntington).

This leads us to ask: Who is absorbing whom? And into what? There are two elements to this
question, and one might give two answers.

The first kind of answer emerged from the Covenant of the League of Nations (1919), in the form
of the Mandates system, where the development of colonised countries was supervised by advanced
nations upholding ‘a sacred trust of civilisation’. Another process of inclusion works by imposing
changes on other people’s way of being, taking them away from who they are and bringing ‘them’
into ‘our’ world. An extension of this process is the imposition of ‘modernity’ on ‘traditional’ societies. 

One understanding of the expansion of modernity describes a hegemonic process based on the
unchecked advance – and full acceptance – of the western version of modernity. However, other
interpretations of modernity are possible. Differences between cultures, between peoples, have
given rise to different types of modernity – what we might call multiple modernities.

In this context it is important to note how non-European societies have challenged the hegemony
of modernity, causing transformations to occur and new questions to emerge. This critical
modernity, or counter modernity, enables them to be selective about which elements of modernity
to adopt; it leaves room, in the process of development and modernisation, for a society’s own
distinct traditions.

The social impact of modernity has been more intense, and more far-reaching, than that of any
other movement or ideology in human history. One of the consequences of this process has been
the birth of modern international structures – multi-centred and heterogeneous systems generated
by dynamic and continuously changing relations between cultures. These structures share many
common characteristics, but also evince differences among themselves.

Thus hegemonic modernity has always existed alongside critical modernity (which lies within
hegemonic modernity) and counter modernity (which lies outside it). The interaction between
them creates tensions and contradictions.
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We can note three aspects of the ‘original’ modernity that developed in the west. The first
aspect is structural and organisational, relating to growing urbanisation, industrialisation and
communication networks. The second is the institutional aspect, namely the development of the
modern nation-state as a new polity, of national collectivities and capitalist political economies.
The final aspect is modernity’s distinct cultural programme, which is closely related to the specific
structural modes of major arenas in social life.

Sociological analyses of modernisation and the convergence of modern societies tend to assume
that hegemonic and homogenising tendencies will prevail in the west, and that modernity will
continue to expand through time and space. Regardless of circumstances, all modern societies are
supposed to take similar paths.

Yet modern societies are creating new interpretations of different dimensions of modernity,
leading to the development of different cultural agendas. The original theory of modernity
formulated in earlier decades has also come under criticism. Some have insisted that modernity
has already come to an end (a theory criticised by scholars such as Jürgen Habermas). Even these
radical reinterpretations constitute inherent components of the culture of modernity. Each activity
against modernisation also connotes the nature of modernity.

In sum, cultures and civilisations are constantly changing through a process of dialogue. 
The notion of modernity (initially created in western societies) has been accepted and rearranged
by non-western societies, taking on forms such as Islamic modernity, Confucian modernity, 
and so on. 

Modernity has spread throughout most of the world, but not according to a single pattern. How
it expands depends on the historical experience of the specific civilisation. One of the important
things in today’s scene is the continuous interaction among civilisations around modernity, including
attempts at its radical rejection (the legitimacy of criticism is explicitly recognised). Today’s multiple
modernities share many common components and mutual reference points. They are continuously
evolving, unfolding, giving rise to new problematics and reinterpretations of the basic premises 
of modernity. 

If modernity can be plural, if the tangible and intangible elements of lived environments 
can have pluralistic logic and dynamics, can the makers of the built environment be open to such 
a multitude of modernities?

Modjtaba Sadria

AKAA2007_FINAL_130-192:AKDN 2007  24/7/07  16:02  Page 171


