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Multiple Modernities: 
A Theoretical Frame

MaSoud KaMali

The resurgence of modernisation theory in post-WWII engaged many social scientists in 
an effort to plot the world’s development on a linear axis. Modernisation theorists tried 
to integrate different parts of their theory into a coherent theoretical system that would 
serve to explain, in Weberian tradition, the uniqueness of Western civilisation in contrast to 
other civilisations, in such cases as they recognised other societies as civilisations. They were 
generally West-centric intellectuals who saw the West as, in the words of Paul Valery, “the 
pearl of the globe” (Kingston-Mann Esther, 1999 : 3).

Such an effort to see the contemporary West as the goal of human history put the theoretical 
uniqueness and constitution of “the West” on the research agenda of many universities and 
research centres. The major body of research conducted by modernisation theorists was not 
concerned about the internal differences among western countries but rather what constituted 
an internally coherent ideal type of “the West” and focused on the differences between this 
and non-Western countries. The rather heterogeneous developments of Western countries, 
developmental patterns called the French model, English model, German model, Swedish 
model, and so forth, were not the main subject of research or interest in a world where the 
narcissistic and capitalistic West was facing its rival, the “Socialist World”. The socialist world 
was considered the Eastern enemy and, as such, non-modern. The fact that the “communist 
enemies” were as modern as the “Western capitalist friends” and that there hardly existed “a 
West” but rather several Western patterns of socioeconomic and cultural developments was 
neglected in the comparative research based on the modernisation theory model. 

These theorists promoted the universalism of the Western experiment and saw it as a 
blueprint for non-Western countries to follow. This formed part of the post-colonial world’s, 
and the former colonialists’, attitudes towards “the rest”. Many evolutionist social theorists, 
and in particular sociologists, tried to present it as the only way towards a lasting system for 
all human societies and thus the ultimate goal of history. It is not only classical modernist 
theorists such as Hegel, Spencer, Marx, and Weber, who believed in the triumph of modern 
“reason in History”, but contemporary sociologists, such as Francis Fukuyama and his ideas 
about “The End of History”, Anthony Giddens “Modernity as our destiny”, and others, such as 
Habermas and Beck who believed, and still believe, that this modernity is the final solution to 
human problems. The only variety that some of these scholars, such as Habermas and Beck, 
could accept as part of the global modernity project were capitalist or socialist modernities. 
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This is still the problem of biased assumption regarding the “uniqueness’”of the “West” and 
the West-centric understanding of modern(isation) history.  

The newly established concept of multiple modernities indicates that the features and 
forces of modernity can potentially be received and developed in different ways in different 
countries. Furthermore, the assumption that modernity has an entirely European origin is not 
reconcilable with historical developments. For instance conscription, which was developed in 
Europe both by French and English governments, is an Ottoman invention which existed long 
before Europe in the Ottoman Empire (Kamali 2006). Or the so well-admired freedom of 
religion, also an Islamic phenomenon. Freedom of religion has been a part of Islamic models 
of governance both in the Ottoman and Persian empires. Bazaars in Muslim countries have 
been at the heart of pre-modern and in many cases of the modern cities. Many features of 
the modern capitalist economy were part of Muslim cities and framed the life of Muslim 
individuals. In addition, the businessmen of the bazaar have not been exclusively Muslims; 
Jews have also been and still are, in countries such as Iran, a part of the bazaar. Contrary to 
the classics of social sciences modernity was not been an exclusively western invention, but 
has had non-western features and forces. 

A theoretical perspective of multiple modernities should play up divergence and heterogeneity 
rather than homogeneity, and therefore must be a challenge to any simple dualistic, and (in 
relation to each other) paradoxical, models, such as Occident / Orient, modern / traditional, 
gemenschaft / geselschaft, Christian / Muslim, and universal / particular. Alongside this, it must 
also challenge the generalising concepts of Otherisation, such as the holistic imaginisation 
of the existence of a simple and homogeneous “Muslim World” or the claimed lack of civil 
society in the “Muslim World”. This conjectural method of Other-ising Muslims and Muslim 
societies seems to be experiencing a revival in the post-September 11th 2001 political arena, 
in the form of the “new Orientalism”. 

Homogeneity of presentation of the “Muslim world”

During the rise and growing dominance of modernisation theory at the end of the nineteenth 
century and until the First World War, the categories of the “difference” and “superiority” 
of the “West” in relation to “the rest” were dominating the social sciences in general and 
sociology in particular. During the revival of modernisation theory following the Second 
World War, many social scientists, reinforced by the resurgence of the liberal “West” tried 
to present the “West”, which was synonymous with modernity, in a selective way. Modernity 
was cleaned of its “negative sides”, namely Fascism, Nazism and Communism. These were 
considered exceptions to the “linear” development of the “modern West”. The theoretical 
tradition of the uniqueness of the “West” was revived. 

As a result of the cold war, the substantial Americanisation and westernisation of those 
parts of the world under the direct or indirect influence of western powers was considered 
by many in non-western countries, including Muslim countries, as justified actions towards 
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the modernisation of what they considered “pre-modern” societies. This was and is still a 
common notion in the intellectual spheres of many non-western countries in general and 
Muslim countries in particular. This led the field of sociology to be dominated by homogenous 
theoretical perspectives and methodological tools. It was not only the liberal “West” and its 
legacy that influenced the establishment of bad research and intellectual works in many 
Muslim countries but also the influence of another (un-recognised) modernity, namely the 
communist modernity. In both cases, many researchers and intellectuals of Muslim societies 
were viewing their societies through the eyes, theories and methods of the classics of social 
sciences, such as Hegel, Durkheim, Weber, and Marx (cf. Turner, 1994). This is a major 
challenge for social scientists to overcome even today. The problems and legacy of a single 
western modernity is still haunting the social sciences, hindering the development of social 
theory in Muslim countries. 

This forms the very ground for a long-standing “homogeneity of presentations” of Muslim 
societies and their modern developments. We have to scientifically challenge the established 
social and political meta-theories about a single western modernity and the existence of 
a, completely different, singular “Muslim world”. In a global world we need new methods, 
scientific tools and theoretical perspectives for exploring and understanding different societies. 
The following are some theoretical suggestions for breaking free of the destructive legacy that 
hampers creative both sociological research and the development of social theory not only 
in Muslim countries, but in western mainstream universities and research centres, as well. We 
should : 

• Use the theoretical tools of multiple modernities for understanding Muslim societies’ 
modern history.

• Challenge the ideas and theories of the uniqueness of the “West”.

• Conduct new research in Muslim countries by using the theoretical tool of civil society / state 
relations, in order to better understand new developments, including the emergence and 
reinforcement of Islamism, in those countries.

• Conduct new research about the role of European and “extended-European” powers and 
interests in the destruction / improvement of democratic movements in Muslim countries.

• Conduct new research about the diversity of modern developments in Muslim 
countries. 

These are among a few scientific actions that would help us understand many modern 
developments in Muslim countries, including the characterisation and categorisation of 
Muslim modernities. Challenging the established “meta-narratives” through which the world 
simplifies and dichotomised into an “us” and “them” is one of the most important and fruitful 
scientific developments in a post-structural theoretical paradigm. We need a change of the 
established paradigms and a scientific emancipation from “meta-narratives”. In other words, 
social sciences need a heterogeneity of perspectives free from “methodological nationalism” 
and “west-centric paradigms” in order to understand the world in general and Muslim 
countries in particular. 
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