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Historians’ studies of efforts to modernize the
so-called Third World have accelerated in the
last decade and show little signs of diminis-
hing. Most of the first scholarship on moder-
nization theory was American-centered, fo-
cused more on ideas than on practices, and
examined only the 1950s and 1960s. The la-
test scholarship on modernization – some of
which was discussed at a recent German His-
torical Institute workshop – has built on these
studies but expanded dramatically in terms of
chronology, approach and perspective. As the
American and European scholars gathered to
discuss „Modernization as a Global Project“
agreed, new work on modernization is far
broader. It is more global (looking from the
perspective of the Soviet bloc and from the
Third World countries that were the objects of
modernization); it looks both before and after
the heyday of modernization in the two de-
cades after the end of the Second World War;
and it includes intensive local studies as well
as expansive interpretative approaches, very
often in the same work. As a result, scholars
are now able to gain a better understanding of
events and concepts that shaped the course of
Third World and global history in the context
of decolonization and the Cold War.

Several key issues emerged over the cour-
se of the workshop, one of which was the
question of historical continuities and ruptu-
res; when were the major points of inflection
of theories and practices of modernization,
and what accounted for them? Many British
colonial officers, for instance, continued their
careers in the postcolonial era as develop-
ment experts and advisors for post-colonial
governments and international organizations,
as JOSEPH HODGE demonstrated in his pa-
per. Hence, conceptual continuities about de-
velopment, modernization, and race tended

to be strong, and experiences from the pre-
war era influenced postwar programs to a lar-
ge degree. As a consequence, 1945 presented
less of a caesura than often imagined, the dis-
cussants agreed.

Similarly, many participants stressed the
need to situate the Cold War rather than as-
suming that modernization was inherently a
Cold War project. In many cases, the turn
toward American or Soviet sponsors was dri-
ven by domestic circumstances, both political
and economic; DANIEL SPEICH’s paper on
the domestic politics of modernization in Ke-
nya was one example of the ways in which
modernization was a global project that exis-
ted both within and outside of Cold War geo-
politics. Strategic issues, as important as they
were to the superpowers and their allies, of-
ten had a smaller impact on modernization
approaches and practices in the newly inde-
pendent countries than local circumstances,
interests, traditions, and personal preferences.
Many Third World countries were attracted
to the example of Soviet modernization, but
the reality of Soviet development aid – low-
quality goods, insistence on a single model of
central planning that took no account of local
conditions, overly rigid models – proved di-
sillusioning and encouraged cooperation with
countries that could offer more pratical and
more prestigious aid – such was the Indo-
nesian experience of Soviet aid, as RAGNA
BODEN’s paper illustrated. Hence, material
advantages competed with, and occasionally
outweighed, ideological preferences.

The rise of multinational discourses of ex-
pert (especially social scientific) knowledge
also worked aside or against Cold War geo-
politics. Key categories and measures, from
Gross National Product to measures of food
supply and population, contained imbedded
notions of progress, generally shared across
ideological lines – and shaped both western
and Soviet modernization programs. Some of
the most influential knowledge was economic
in nature, and contained within it a dispo-
sition toward economic planning, one of the
main features of modernization politics in the
1950s and 1960s globally. Indeed, one of the
principal contributions of the workshop was
to open up the question of Soviet-bloc strate-
gies in the Third World in competition with
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the range of western visions, as SARA LO-
RENZINI did in her comparison of East and
West German approaches in the Third World.
Beneath the cover of Cold War ideology, West-
ern economic planning strategies shared a
great deal with certain Soviet strategies – even
though, as LORENZ LÜTHI emphasized, the-
re were multiple Soviet models in play, each
drawn from a different period of Soviet histo-
ry.

The interest in planning, even on the Ame-
rican side should not be such a surprise; many
of the proponents of postcolonial moderniza-
tion were New Dealers committed to a mixed
economy with a significant guiding role for
government agencies. DAVID HAMILTON’s
paper, for instance, traced the career of Ame-
rican agricultural economist Mordecai Ezekiel
from the U.S. Department of Agriculture to
the Food and Agriculture Organization. In the
postwar era, Ezekiel and his fellow New Dea-
lers continued to embrace its privileging of
social scientific expertise, long-term planning,
and state intervention to solve economic pro-
blems and create welfare states. The specters
of fascism and global war had strengthened
their belief that economic security was essen-
tial to achieve long-lasting peace within a sta-
ble international order. Technocracy in the op-
timistic sense seemed to hold the opportuni-
ty to overcome political and ideological strife
and to improve the standard of living (ano-
ther quantitative measure of the postwar era)
of billions of people across the globe. At the
same time, technocratic planning would also
provide expanded government control over
peoples and regions that were difficult to mo-
nitor by traditional political means. Even du-
ring colonial times political control over the
subjected societies had remained incomple-
te; in many cases, decolonization made such
control even harder. Unsurprisingly, the mi-
litary played an important role in helping
to realize large-scale modernization projects.
Apart from strategic considerations, the mas-
sive transfer of military equipment and know-
ledge from the First and Second Worlds to the
Third World was regarded as one of the most
effective ways of enabling traditional societies
to establish the structures necessary to build
a modern state that would be able to with-
stand external pressures and solve domestic

problems. As BRAD SIMPSON’s paper on US
aid to Indonesia and BERND SCHAEFER’s on
East German aid to North Vietnam demons-
trated, military aid could serve not just geo-
political ends but also promote a version of
state-building defined by pervasive control.

One of the new nations’ most pressing do-
mestic problems was the rural situation –
long ignored by scholars of modernization.
Historians have too often focused on indus-
trial aspirations of modernization programs –
dams, steel mills, and factories – without ade-
quate attention to the massive transformati-
ons of agriculture and rural life that were an
equal part of modernization programs. In the
view of the postcolonial administrations and
the modernizers from abroad, however, agri-
cultural reforms were of utmost importance to
make the Third World countries economically
independent, politically stable, and general-
ly modern. CORINNA UNGER’s paper com-
pared West German aid programs for Indian
agriculture and industry, showing how vastly
different approaches to modernization could
be even within a single bilateral relations-
hip. Usually, rural reform aimed at increasing
the agricultural production to create a surplus
and provide the basis for domestic economic
growth. This implied abolishing the traditio-
nal, supposedly inefficient methods of agri-
culture and introducing modern techniques
and structures. Model programs were initia-
ted to convince the rural population of the ad-
vantages of modern agriculture and modern
ways of living; JASON PRIBILSKY, for instan-
ce, described Cornell University’s program in
Peru, which put Cornell in charge of its own
hacienda and combined persuasion with co-
ercion. Land reforms, resettlement, educatio-
nal campaigns, and technological measures
(irrigation, the use of artificial fertilizers and
new seed varieties, extension, etc.) were sup-
posed to solve the „rural problem,“ which
seemed to prevent the decolonized nations
from advancing toward prosperity. Yet whe-
ther based on socialist or capitalist ideas, most
reform projects sooner or later came to be re-
garded as failures for a number of reasons:
The local populations resisted the programs,
which ran counter to tried practices; the new
techniques, typically imported from another
part of the world or even from a theoretical
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construct, did not account for local conditions
and preferences; production often remained
too low or increased only in selected areas; or
the effects – for instance the Green Revoluti-
on – posed ecological and economic threats to
the rural population.

Closely linked to the problem of low pro-
duction levels and a low standard of living
was the phenomenon of „overpopulation,“
which Western observers came to regard as
a danger to global security in the 1950s and
1960s. In some cases, racist Western notions
about the value of Third World denizens en-
couraged such thinking. But even within the
Third World, rural populations were designa-
ted as „surplus,“ subjecting them to measures
as diverse as resettlement and so-called popu-
lation control. As in many other cases of struc-
tural and sociological modernization, from In-
dia to Indonesia to Peru, the line between vol-
untary and coercive implementation was very
fine. Coercive measures in the field of public
health, birth control, resettlement, or compul-
sory labor services to build infrastructure and
lessen unemployment were legitimized in the
name of modernization. Their sometimes bru-
tal effects on the individuals involved and, in
addition, on the environment were presented
as unavoidable sacrifices in the interest of the
larger goal of overcoming „backwardness.“
Many of the postcolonial regimes considered
human rights a luxury that only established
modern societies could afford.

These efforts were not solely imposed by
the developed world upon helpless Third
World nations. Many Third World govern-
ments themselves promoted coercive mea-
sures in the battles against „backwardness.“
DANIEL MAUL showed that even organizat-
ions like the International Labor Organization
(ILO), which made human rights a central ele-
ment in promoting its integrated moderniza-
tion concept and in fighting racism, had on-
ly limited influence on these modernization
practices. In sum, the effort to modernize the
Third World by democratic means often clas-
hed with coercive measures employed by au-
thoritarian regimes that used the rhetoric of
modernization to bridge national divides and
generate political legitimacy.

This sense of modernization gone awry
leads to another point that emerged as a pro-

minent theme at the workshop: when would
a modernization program be judged a suc-
cess or a failure? NICK CULLATHER and
ARNE WESTAD questioned whether final
judgments were ever rendered on moderniza-
tion programs. The language of experimenta-
tion made it hard to determine when and un-
der what circumstances a project might end;
these „experiments“ usually ended for exter-
nal reasons – policy changes, funding cutoffs,
or external pressures – rather than a final me-
asure of success or failure. Most historians fol-
low modernization programs’ impresarios’ in
deeming the projects failures, yet the failures
rarely discouraged modernization efforts, at
least until the very late 1960s; there were al-
ways groups and individuals that benefited
from a given project by gaining access to re-
sources or political control. DAVID ENGER-
MAN underscored the notion, widely held in
the west, that the Third World was a labora-
tory for experiments on social and economic
modernization also encouraged the deferral
of an ultimate reckoning about a given pro-
ject; a failure could continue almost indefini-
tely. The notion of a laboratory for social chan-
ge, often found in the development discourse,
seemed to suggest a controlled experiment.
But this language worked against the claims
by most experts that development was a com-
plex and multifaceted set of changes – not the
sort typically amenable to an experiment, es-
pecially one with only a handful of cases. As
a result, most modernization programs privi-
leged one variable – market production, stan-
dard of living, agricultural productivity – that
would have unintended and often dangerous
consequences on the so-called experimental
subjects.

Modernization theorists and practitioners
had an especially hard time reckoning with
the role of religion. Western and Soviet pro-
grams alike considered religious belief an ar-
tifact of the „backwardness“ that they hoped
to overcome. This attitude was prevalent in
programs in Islamic countries; Islam, as some
participants noted, could be a vehicle as well
as an obstacle for modernization programs.
Especially in the Middle East and North Af-
rica, Islam had a crucial political role that mo-
dernization programs typically ignored or mi-
sunderstood. Indeed, a cluster of papers on
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the Islamic world – including JEFFREY BYR-
NE’s on Algeria and MASSIMILIANO TREN-
TIN’s on Syria – demonstrated the ways in
which Western and Soviet encounters with
Islam were fraught with misunderstanding
well before the rise of militant Islam.

Conference participants generally agreed
that future scholarship needed to take better
account of the impacts of modernization poli-
tics on the Third World societies, on every-
day life, on family structures, gender roles,
etc. How did individuals experience the intro-
duction of infrastructure, technology, and in-
dustry into their daily lives? In which ways
did economic modernization influence con-
sumption patterns and consumer identities
(as JAMES WOODARD discussed for Brazil)?
How did different generations react to the so-
cial effects of modernization – the contesta-
tion of traditional gender roles (as YOUNG-
SUN HONG and CONSTANTIN KATSAKIO-
RIS discussed in range of Soviet-bloc cultural
and medical programs for the Third World),
the propagation of urban lifestyles, semantic
and linguistic changes? To answer those ques-
tions, the particularities of places of moder-
nization, the physical sites where modernizat-
ion was contested, and its material conditions
will have to be considered more systematical-
ly. Similarly, it will be important to investiga-
te the reactions of the modernizers at the sites
of modernization. How did they react to the
frustrations that often accompanied their pro-
jects? Did they learn from their experiences,
and did they adapt their approaches and ex-
pectations?

At this point, it seems evident that the si-
milarities between Eastern and Western mo-
dels of modernization were much greater
than their differences. In the end, the socia-
list version of Third World modernization fai-
led when the USSR, its most influential propo-
nent, crumbled. However, it seems advisable
to analyze socialist models of modernization
in the Third World in their own right instead
of tying them too closely to Soviet politics –
much as scholars are starting to do for west-
ern models. This would not do justice to the
inherent dynamic of decolonization, to the de-
colonized countries’ individual historical de-
velopment, and to their initiative and agency
in promoting indigenous, hybrid concepts of

modernization. As a consequence of this re-
assessment of the Cold War’s importance in
the context of global modernization, histori-
ans will have to come up with a new peri-
odization and a new geographic perspective
that, instead of starting out from Moscow, Wa-
shington, London, and Paris, starts out from
the alleged periphery, which turned out to be
surprisingly central in the second half of the
twentieth century.

Conference overview:

Panel I: First World
Chair: Nick Cullather (Indiana University)

Joseph M. Hodge (West Virginia University)
British Colonial Expertise, Post-Colonial Ca-
reering, and the Early History of International
Development

Jason Pribilsky (Whitman College)
Modernizing Peru: Negotiating Indigenismo,
Science, and the „Indian Problem“ in the
Cornell-Peru Project

Corinna Unger
Industrialization or Agrarian Reform? West
German Modernization Policy in India in the
1950s and 1960s

§
Panel II: Second World
Chair: David Engerman

Ragna Boden (University of Bochum)
What Went Wrong? Obstacles to the Soviet
Modernization Offensive in Indonesia

Young-sun Hong (SUNY Stony Brook)
International Solidarity, Health, and Race in
the East German Encounter with the Third
World

Constantin Katsakioris (Ecole des Hautes Etu-
des en Sciences Sociales Paris)
The Soviet Model of Modernization for the
Arab Partners: Representation, Implementati-
on, and the Soviet-Arab Encounter

Bernd Schaefer (Woodrow Wilson Internatio-
nal Center)
Socialist Modernization of Vietnam: The East
German Approach, 1976-1989

§
Panel III: Third World
Chair: Odd Arne Westad (London School of
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Economics and Political Science)

Lorenz Luthi (McGill University)
Soviet Economic Development Models and
their Application in the People’s Republic of
China

Bradley R. Simpson (University of Maryland
Baltimore)
Indonesian Modernization Discourses

Daniel Speich (ETH Zürich)
The Kenyan Style of „African Socialism“: De-
velopmental Knowledge Claims and the Ex-
planatory Limits of the Cold War

James P. Woodard (Montclair State Universi-
ty)
The Consumption of (Over?) Consumption:
Development, Modernization, and Consumer
Culture in Brazil’s „American Century“

§
Panel IV: Transnational Organizations
Chair: Corinna Unger

David Hamilton (University of Kentucky)
Modernizing Agriculture, Winning the Peace:
Mordecai Ezekiel, the FAO, and Food and
Agriculture

Daniel Roger Maul (University of Giessen)
„Make them move the ILO way“: The Interna-
tional Labour Organization’s Integrated Ap-
proach to Development and the Modernizati-
on Discourse of the 1950s

§
Panel V: Triangulating Modernization
Chair: David Engerman

Jeffrey James Byrne (London School of Econ-
omic and Political Science)
The Narrow Doorway: Algeria and the Con-
test of Modernisations in the 1960s

Sara Lorenzini (University of Trento)
Modernization German Style, East and West:
A Comparison

Massimiliano Trentin (University of Florence)
„Tough Negotiations“: The Two Germanys in
Syria, 1963-1972

§
Panel VI: Comments and Final Discussion
Chair: Corinna Unger

Nick Cullather
David Engerman
Odd Arne Westad
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