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The
trajectory
of
modernization theory, and
particularly of modernization
theory’s
explanation
of
democratization, is a key example of
a basic problem in the production of
knowledge about the social world: the
failure to treat some basic matters
as settled. Modernization theory was
dominant in the 1950s until the mid1960s, roundly criticized and out of
favor in the 1970s and 1980s, and
revived in the 1990s. Moreover, this
trajectory of rise and fall and return
has a prior history. The basic ideas
that became known as modernization
theory had been worked out by the
mid-19th century and had been roundly
criticized in the late 19th and early 20th
century. Indeed, the modernization
theory of the 1950s and 1960s was
already a re-elaboration of old and
thoroughly criticized ideas. In short,
modernization theory, twice discarded
and twice resurrected, is an example of
the failure to make progress in the field
of comparative democratization.
This cycle of fall and return does not,
by itself, indicate whether the problem
is due to those who discarded or those
who resurrected modernization theory.
However, as argued in this commentary,
the case against modernization theory
is strong. There are both theoretical
and empirical grounds for claiming that
modernization theory was discarded
correctly twice, and that discarding it
once again—and hopefully for good—
would be a sign of scientific progress.
More specifically, this claim is justified
on the basis of several criteria:
the consistency of modernization
theory and its hypotheses with the
relevant background knowledge, the
fruitfulness of theorizing, the results of
* The following draws on Chapters 5 and 6 of a book
manuscript in progress, provisionally entitled How
Advances in the Social Sciences Have Been Made:
The Study of Democratization Since 1789. This
manuscript includes a full list of references

empirical tests of hypotheses, and the
appropriateness of the empirical tests
used to assess modernization theory.

sciences. However, these theses came
rapidly under scrutiny and were subject
to withering critiques.

Metatheory
All theories are based on some
metatheoretical ideas or general
theoretical principles, which play an
important role, serving as orienting
principles that guide the development
of middle-range theories. And such
metatheoretical ideas can and should
by assessed, in light of background
knowledge. Thus, a point of entry
into an evaluation of modernization
theory is a consideration of the
general theoretical principles that are
distinctive of modernization theory as
a school of thought.

The shortcomings of societal and
economic reductionism were exposed by
scholars such as Weber, Hintze, Pareto,
and Mosca in what was a, or even the,
central theoretical debate in the social
sciences of the late 19th and early 20th
century. As these authors argue, since
political factors also affect society, the
role of the state has to be considered
and the relationship between politics
and economics is better seen as one
of reciprocal determination. Moreover,
since geopolitical factors played a
role, an analysis purely focused on
domestic factors is also limited. In turn,
the viability of diverse modes or paths
of economic development, adopted by
late developers due to the different
position in the global economy, and the
political consequences of such diverse
modes of economic development, was
explored by Veblen and Gerschenkron
during the first decades of the 20th
century. Moreover, during the 1960s,
1970s and 1980s a huge amount of
research on the impact of the state and
economic policy on society, and of the
state system and the global economy,
further revealed the weakness of the
theses of economic reductionism and
unilinear development.

The
metatheoretical
ideas
of
modernization theory are well-known.
One is the thesis of societal and, more
specifically, economic reductionism,
that is, that political changes are
explained by the domestic environment
of politics, primarily by economic
factors and, importantly, that political
changes do not themselves shape the
economy or the culture. A second is
the thesis of unilinear development,
whereby economic development, at
least since the industrial revolution, is
held to unfold in the same way or along
a single path and to have the same
political consequences all around the
world.
The history of these theses is also
rather well-known. They were novel
when first introduced by stage
theorists, such as Adam Smith in
the late 18th century and Comte and
Spencer in the 19th century, who
addressed, if in a rather sketchy way,
the origins of democracy. Moreover,
they played a positive role at the time,
in that they provided guidance to
initial research on political change and
democratization in the nascent social
37

Thus, the two revivals of 19th
century theories under the label
of
modernization
theory
were
neither innocent nor an advance in
knowledge. The theorists who launched
modernization theory in the 1950s in
the United States, and reasserted the
principles of economic reductionism
and unilinear development, 1 ignored
1 ) Seymour Martin Lipset, “Some Social Requisites
of Democracy: Economic Development and
Political Legitimacy,” American Political Science
Review 53.1 (1959): 69-105, 69; and Daniel
Lerner, “Modernization. Social Aspects,” In David
L. Sills (ed.), International Encyclopedia of the
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valuable theoretical insights developed
during the first 30 to 40 years of the 20th
century and hence set out to explain
democracy on a weaker foundation
than provided by existing theory. In
turn, by the time modernization theory
was relaunching in the 1990s, and
these two metatheoretical theses
were reasserted once more, 2 the
inconsistency between the theoretical
principles of modernization theory
and the fund of existing knowledge
was simply staggering. In short,
particularly because the theoretical
principles of modernization theory had
been discarded after an explicit and
careful consideration, and the basis
for discarding them was so strong, the
return of modernization theory was a
clear setback in knowledge.
Theoretical Hypotheses
Modernization
theorists
have
also proposed several theoretical
hypotheses regarding the origins of
democracy and, before turning to
the results of empirical tests of these
hypotheses, it is important to assess
the fruitfulness of such theorizing
and, once again, its consistency with
background knowledge.
The core hypothesis proposed in the
literature in the 1950s and 1960s is
the Lipset hypothesis, which relates
level of economic development to
democracy through the growth of the
Social Sciences Vol. 10 (New York: The Macmillan
Company and the Free Press, 1968), pp. 386-95.
2) Francis Fukuyama, The End of History and
the Last Man (New York: The Free Press,
1992), 48; Ronald Inglehart, Modernization and
Postmodernization: Cultural, Economic, and Political
Change in 43 Societies (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1997), 205-09; Ronald Inglehart
and Christian Welzel, Modernization, Cultural
Change, and Democracy (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2005), 1-2, 5, 8-9, 22-25;
and Christian Welzel, Freedom Rising. Human
Empowerment and the Quest for Emancipation
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2013),
37-38, 48-50.

middle class and middle-class values. 3
This hypothesis is pretty much a
verbatim copy of a hypothesis that was,
by the mid-19th century, commonplace.
Many authors, including Adam Smith
and Tocqueville, had argued that there
is a link between certain economic
changes—the rise of commerce and
industry—and democracy. Furthermore,
many 19th century works had specified
that link, arguing that such economic
changes bring about an increase in
wealth and lead to an expansion of
the middle class, which is the carrier
of certain cultural predispositions.
Thus, modernization theorists in the
1950s did not open up new areas for
exploration or generate a stream of
new hypotheses and thus failed to
show that modernization theory was a
fertile, progressive agenda of research.
However, the revised version of
Lipset’s hypothesis proposed by
Inglehart and Welzel, 4 the fruit of the
most concerted effort to elaborate
modernization theory since the collapse
of communism, is even more troubling.
In formulating the Inglehart and Welzel
hypothesis, these authors introduce
two significant changes to Lipset’s
hypothesis. First, Inglehart and Welzel
revise the scope or domain of Lipset’s
hypothesis. Succintly, Lipset posits
that his hypothesis is relevant to cases
around the globe at least since the
start of the industrial era; though Lipset
refers to Aristotle and thus seems to
3) Seymour Martin Lipset, “Some Social Requisites
of Democracy: Economic Development and Political
Legitimacy,” American Political Science Review 53.1
(1959): 69-105. Subsequent references to Lipset are
to this text.
4) Ronald Inglehart, Modernization and
Postmodernization: Cultural, Economic, and Political
Change in 43 Societies (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1997); and Ronald Inglehart and
Christian Welzel, Modernization, Cultural Change,
and Democracy (New York: Cambridge University
Press, 2005). Subsequent references to Inglehart
and Welzel are to these texts.
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indicate that his hypothesis should
hold from the times of Ancient Greece
onward, his broader discussion and
indicators clearly suggest a focus on
changes initiated with industrialization.
In contrast, Inglehart and Welzel
rather clearly suggest that the effect of
economic development on democracy
operates primarily since the transition
to a post-industrial economy, that is,
only since the 1970s.
Second, Inglehart and Welzel propose
a change to the causal mechanism
associated with Lipset’s hypothesis,
that is, the process at the level of actors
through which economic development
produces democratization. Lipset
does not offer an elaborate discussion
of any causal mechanism. But, in
seeking to account for how change
in the level of economic development
would lead to democracy, he draws
on Marx’s idea of class struggle and
posits that democracy is the outgrown
of a conflictual relationship between
actors driven by economic interests. In
contrast, Inglehart and Welzel drop any
such reference to class struggle and
suggest a different causal mechanism.
Since Inglehart and Welzel rely on
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, they
posit that actors push for democracy
only in a post-scarcity context, when
economic needs cease to be a driving
concern and post-materialist, selfexpression values flourish. Moreover,
since Inglehart and Welzel assume that
there is a congruence between mass
culture and institutions—in their terms,
elites “supply” the level of democracy
that the masses “demand”—they hold
that democracy is generated simply
by values-based mass demand for
democracy, regardless of any possible
resistance by elites.
The evolution from Lipset to Inglehart
and Welzel is testimony to a welcome
concern with theorizing. However,
it cannot be considered theoretical
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progress. Inglehart and Welzel’s
revised version of Lipset’s hypothesis
signals a huge retreat from the
earlier more ambitious claim that
modernization theory offers a theory
of global scope from the industrial
revolution onwards, and is explicitly
a concession to Barrington Moore’s
critique of modernization theory. 5
In turn, the problem with the causal
mechanism posited by Inglehart and
Welzel is that it is inconsistent with
a lot of relevant research. There is a
wealth of evidence that the demand for
democracy is based, at least in part,
on economic interests and that actors
do not only demand democracy once
their material needs have been met.
Moreover, there is abundant evidence
that the process of democratization is
a conflictual one that largely hinges
on the resistance to democratization
by incumbent elites or important parts
of the incumbent elites, who do not
“supply” democracy willingly to the
extent the masses “demand.” 6
In the end, however, the most notable
indictment of recent efforts to revise
5) Ronald Inglehart and Christian Welzel,
Modernization, Cultural Change, and Democracy
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 21;
Barrington Moore, Social Origins of Dictatorship and
Democracy. Lord and Peasant in the Making of the
Modern World (Boston: Beacon Press, 1966).
6) On the importance of economically-based
demands and elite resistance in processes
of democratization, see Karl de Schweinitz,
Industrialization and Democracy: Economic
Necessities and Political Possibilities (New
York: Free Press of Glencoe, 1964); Dietrich
Rueschemeyer, Evelyne Huber Stephens, and
John D. Stephens, Capitalist Development and
Democracy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1992); Charles Tilly, Contention and Democracy
in Europe, 1650-2000 (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2004); Adam Przeworski,
“Conquered or Granted? A History of Franchise
Extensions,” British Journal of Political Science
39.2 (2009): 291-321; and Stephan Haggard
and Robert R. Kaufman, “Inequality and Regime
Change: Democratic Transitions and the Stability
of Democratic Rule,” American Political Science
Review 106.3 (2012): 495-516.

and elaborate modernization theory
has come from the broader field of
comparative democratization. A great
amount of work has sought to empirically
test modernization theory. Yet this
research has, with a few exceptions,
focused on Lipset’s hypothesis. The
lack of data on individual-level values
is part of the reason. Nonetheless,
it is hard to escape the conclusion
that modernization theorists have
largely failed to convince the field of
democratization studies that it has
produced any new theoretical ideas
that are worthy of serious consideration
beyond a hypothesis already well
known in the middle of the 19th century.
Empirical Tests
Turning finally to the empirical testing
of modernization theory, three points
bear mentioning. First, a glance at
the results of quantitative tests of the
Lipset hypothesis, which operationalize
economic development largely but not
exclusively in terms of income, reveals
a rather striking pattern (see Table 1).
Prior to the key work by Przeworski
and Limongi in 1997, 7 an overwhelming
majority of studies confirm Lipset’s
hypothesis. In contrast, since 1997,
the number of studies that disconfirm
Lipset’s hypothesis slightly outnumber
those that confirm Lipset’s hypothesis.
Indeed, as a thorough meta-analysis
of post-1997 tests concludes, this
research shows that “there is no robust
effect of income on democratization.” 8
Moreover, adding weight to the results
of the more recent research, it is clearly
the case that the research from 1997
onwards is more credible than the earlier
research, in that it has benefited from
more and better data, and an increased
7) Adam Przeworski and Fernando Limongi,
“Modernization: Theories and Facts,” World Politics
49.2 (1997): 155-83
8) Troy Saghaug Broderstad, “A Meta-analysis of
Income and Democracy,” Democratization 25.2
(2018): 293-311, 294.
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attention to causal inference. Thus,
a preliminary conclusion is that the
Lipset hypothesis, the core hypothesis
of modernization theory, has been
thoroughly tested and the evidence
does not support modernization theory. 9
Second, many of the tests conducted by
proponents of modernization theory, or
that provide support for modernization
theory, rely on decisions that are
rather questionable, in that they are
not consistent with the theory and tend
to make the test easier rather than
tougher. All empirical tests of theories
and even theoretical hypotheses
are indirect. Indeed, all empirical
tests of hypotheses rely on multiple
subsidiary assumptions concerning the
formulation of empirical hypotheses
and the selection of indicators, and
these assumptions are always more
or less ad hoc. However, there is a
concerning pattern in this literature.
Modernization theory is a global theory,
that posits that economic development
has the same impact on democracy
around the world, and a theory that
claims that the cause of democracy
lies in the domestic environment
of politics and is not conditional on
political or international factors. In
turn, Lipset argues that economic
development leads to democracy in
all countries, and not that economic
development leads to democracy only
in countries that have a certain kind of
economic development or when certain
9) There has been much less testing of Ingelhart
and Welzel’s version of modernization theory.
However, all independent studies, including the
recent study by Dahlum and Knutsen—which
offers a methodologically superior test compared
to that conducted by Inglehart and Welzel—
disconfirm Ingelhart and Welzel’s hypothesis. Thus,
research on Ingelhart and Welzel’s hypothesis
further supports this conclusion about the Lipset
hypothesis. Sirianne Dahlum and Carl Henrik
Knutsen, “Democracy by Demand? Reinvestigating
the Effect of Self-expression Values on Political
Regime Type,” British Journal of Political Science
47.2 (2017): 437-61.
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political or international conditions
hold. However, many tests of the
Lipset hypothesis that yield a positive
result rely on choices that clearly
deviate from modernization theory and
Lipset’s hypothesis. For example, tests
routinely drop oil exporting countries
from their analysis or control for factor
endowments such as oil, suggesting
that such an exclusion is justified
because oil might have a “negative
impact … on democratic transitions. 10
Along similar lines, several authors
have tested the impact of economic
10) Carles Boix and Susan C. Stokes, “Endogenous
Democratization,” World Politics 55.4 (2003): 51749, 535.

development on democracy conditional
on the ideology of rulers or the global
political order, factors that are not only
not part of modernization theory but run
counter to its metatheoretical ideas.
Thus, its reliance on advanced methods
notwithstanding, some recent empirical
research on the Lipset hypothesis is
flawed. In many instances, researchers
seem more intent on saving than testing
modernization theory.
More broadly, researchers fail to
recognize the big difference between
the original Lipset hypothesis and the
hypotheses that many tests consider.
It is one thing to test the hypothesis
40

that economic development leads to
democratization through its impact on
class structure and certain values. It
is a rather different thing to test the
hypothesis that economic development
leads to democratization if economic
development brings about some
changes in the class structure and/or
the values of societal actors, particularly
when the conditions accounting for the
impact of economic development on
the key intervening variables of class
structure and distribution of values are
extraneous to or even incompatible
with modernization theory. Indeed,
the hypotheses that are tested in
many studies that provide support for
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modernization theory are one more
sign of the retreat from early claims
of modernization theory and yet
another major concession to critics of
modernization theory.
Third, and relatedly, it is noteworthy
that several recent studies that claim
to offer support for modernization
theory actually yield results that are
problematic for the theory. One study
argues that modernization theory is
supported even though it finds that the
impact of economic development on
democratization “varies across income
levels and across eras” and is “weak
or nonexistent after World War Two.” 11
Going further, a recent study claims
to support modernization theory by
showing that an increase in the level
of economic development decreases
the likelihood of regime change—but
increases the probability that, if there is
regime change, it will be in the direction
of democracy. That is, this study ignores
that modernization theory posits
that economic development makes a
prediction both about regime change
and the direction of regime change.
Yet, rather oddly, the author suggests
that it is the critics of modernization
theory that suffer from “a fundamental
misconception” that prevents them
from recognizing that this finding
does not “contradict modernization
theory.” 12 Finally, scholars fail to
recognize that tests showing that the
impact of economic development on
democracy is conditional on political
and international factors should be read
as offering support for alternatives to
modernization theory, which explicitly
criticized modernization theory for its
11) Carles Boix, “Democracy, Development and the
International System,” American Political Science
Review 105.4 (2011): 809-28, 809, 820.
12) Ryan Kennedy, “The Contradiction of
Modernization: A Conditional Model of Endogenous
Democratization,” Journal of Politics 72.3 (2010):
785-98, 785, 788.

failure to address the role of political
and/or international factors. 13 That is,
adding to other problems in the testing
of modernization theory, some scholars
draw implications from the results of
their tests in dubious ways and overstate
the case for modernization theory.
In sum, with several decades of research
to draw on—it is not a stretch to claim
that the Lipset hypothesis is one of the
most tested hypotheses in the field
of comparative politics—we are in a
position to conclude that the evidence
runs mainly against modernization
theory. Or, put more categorically, it
strains credulity to posit that further
testing is likely to tilt the evidence
strongly in favor of modernization
theory and hence that modernization
theory deserves more time to prove
its empirical validity. Indeed, it is fair
to argue that the payoff from recent
empirical research is steadily declining
and to insist that the lack of robust
confirmation of the Lipset hypothesis is
much more than a tentative finding.
Conclusion
We lack a protocol for deciding, as a
community of scholars, when a theory
should be discarded. And a decision to
discard a theory, a research tradition,
or a body of literature, should be made
deliberately and cautiously. Indeed, the
history of the social sciences is full of
cases in which important knowledge has
been rejected, forgotten or abandoned.
However, as argued at the outset,
discarding modernization theory once
and for all would be a sign of scientific
progress.
Modernization theory is a failed theory.
It faces major theoretical and empirical
13) Carles Boix, “Democracy, Development and the
International System,” American Political Science
Review 105.4 (2011): 809-28; Michael K. Miller,
“Economic Development, Violent Leader Removal,
and Democratization,” American Journal of Political
Science 56.4 (2012): 1002-20; and Daniel Treisman,
“Income, Democracy, and Leader Turnover,”
American Journal of Political Science 59.4 (2015):
927-42.
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weaknesses. Moreover, it ceased to be
productive a long time ago. Indeed, it
is a degenerative program, in that its
proponents have largely neglected
to propose new ideas and open up
new areas for research; increasingly
retreated from earlier claims, explicitly
or implicitly making concessions to
critics of modernization theory; and
regularly opted to lower rather than raise
the bar in their empirical tests. Thus,
the costs of any further investment of
resources (e.g. research time, research
funds, journal space) in modernization
theory should be recognized.
Various alternatives to modernization
theory show considerable promise
and time is better spent developing
and testing these theories. Important
priorities are the reformulation of a
political economy of distributive conflict
in a way that avoids the pitfalls of the
unrealistic medium voter model, the
systematization of the scattered yet
useful ideas about the impact of nondemocratic regimes, and the launching
of an agenda on the nexus between the
multi-faceted problematic of the state
and democracy that avoids the cul-desac of arguments about prerequisites.
More broadly, greater attention should
be given to theories that link macroand micro-levels of analysis, address
theimpact of distal and proximate
causes, and explore the possibility of
multiple paths to democracy.
In short, it is time to draw a collective
conclusion about modernization theory.
The field of comparative democratization
should act on the considerable signs
that modernization theory is a failed
theory, set it aside, and move on to
more promising avenues of research.
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