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Abstract

This paper argues that it is both an ethical and an epistemological
necessity to re-cognize modernity from a native perspective. Once we
dare to give up the conventional perspective, problematize modernity, and
explore its contingencies and complexities in history, we will know that
the mainstream understanding of modernity is a Eurocentric hegemonic
discourse. This discourse has not only created many myths about Europe,
but also has led us to misunderstand our own history — we were even
glad to do so. This article explores the conceptual history of “modern”
and modernity as well as the sociology of knowledge about research on
modernity and modernization. Putting them back in their historical context
of the alternating hegemony between the East and West on the one hand
and between Europe and the USA on the other hand, and exploring the
changing meaning of the reference to “the West”, I demonstrate why
modernity is a hegemonic discourse. Finally, I appeal for an active search
for Taiwan’s standpoint and, with this, build a local view about the world

and history.

Keywords: modernity, conceptual history, the West, Eurocentrism, Taiwan

as standpoint
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Long Summary

This paper argues that it is both an ethical and an epistemological
necessity to re-cognize modernity from a native perspective. Once we
dare to give up the conventional perspective, problematize modernity, and
explore its contingencies and complexities in history, we will know that
the mainstream understanding of modernity is a Eurocentric hegemonic
discourse. This discourse has not only created many myths about Europe,
but also has led us to misunderstand our own history — we were even glad
to do so.

The constitutive role of language is widely recognized after the
linguistic and cultural turn. Therefore we cannot speak of modernity
before the invention of the term “modernity,” as Peter Wagner stressed.
However, the mainstream often conflated modernity with the “modern
period” of European history, or traced it back to the Enlightenment,
Renaissance, Christianity or even the ancient Greek. This article first
explores the conceptual history of “modern” and modernity to dispel such
myths. Although the adjective “modern” already appeared in the fifth
century, it won a totally positive evaluation only until the 17 century and
served as periodization since 18t century. The noun “modernity” was an
even later product. It appeared only in the 19th century and was almost
never used by the founders of sociology despite that today’s sociology
tends to see itself as son of modernity and produces many books to

interpret those founders’ notion about modernity.

Y 4 p airiti Press

EEBM R



The Necessity to Re-cognize Modernity Again 109

In other words, it is a contemporary projection if anyone discussed
modernity before the 19t century. Actually the term modern had already
played such a role, though in the opposite direction, when it functioned
as periodization. In order to confirm and praise itself, it projected its
contemporary imagination to the past and constructed the temporal “other”
as Dark Age. Modernity alike was a weapon of symbolic struggle. It
emphasized not only a temporal, but also a spatial rupture. Namely, only
the modern western society or civilization had developed modernity and
was far more progressive than any other societies. Nevertheless, there
were always some worries or anxieties hidden behind. While the European
of the end of the 19th century enjoyed various material progresses and
were confident and content, they were also pessimistic about their future
and fate. The only thing that didn’t change was they saw themselves
superior to other people.

However, I found unexpectedly an interesting fact after searching
the jstor databank. The term modernity was still not widely used before
1945 and definitely not a key concept. But in the limited cases that used
the term modernity or modernization, the attention to East Asia, especially
China and Japan, was very significant. Those discussions revealed that
the West felt superior and “threatened” at once. In fact, the West was
also a construction of 19th century. Its function was to include the rising
Russia and the USA. Although the USA was the biggest winner of the
World War Two, it did not win the political hegemony to lead the world

at once in 1945, not to mention the cultural hegemony. It was a long and
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heterogeneous alternation of hegemony between the old European powers
and the USA. The success of USA’s cooperation with East Asian countries
like Japan and Taiwan in the postwar Cold War period not only canceled
its dishonor in the Latin America, but also helped it finally to seize the
cultural hegemony in 1980s.

This article turns then to the sociology of knowledge about the
researches of modernity and modernization. The aim of the theory
of modernization was to modernize the so called the Third World. It
was therefore not result of studies of western societies, but a sum of
assumptions based on many projected dichotomies. Its exemplar jumped
from European past to the USA’s present. In the contemporary aura of
self-determination and independence many native elites of the Third
World actively and passionately responded to the idea of modernization
because they thought it better than colonialism.

The theory of modernization began to decline because the changing
world political conjuncture, the rising various social movements, and
the emerging new theories in academics in the end of the 1960s. What is
worth to attention was the rise of the historical sociology. It tried to go
beyond the uni-linear and Eurocentric framework of modernization theory
by bringing history back. However, when it turned its sight from the Third
World back to the European past, it produced an unintended consequence.
Despite that their comparative framework tried to be objective and
neutral, it was an unachievable ideal due to the cultural blind spot und

intellectually unequal familiarity. The result was nothing but to confirm
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their assumption or departure: the European long term superiority due to
the modernity.

Two lines were remarkable in the succeeding development. First, the
rise of East Asia (from Japan via four tigers to China) stimulated waves
of exploring and explaining the success of the West time and again. In
a sense, we can say that the concern about East Asia’s catch-up was the
promoter of modernity discourse. And it was always so after the concept
modernity was coined.

Second, the European intellectual fought back as they gradually
realized that they have lost the cultural hegemony. The first attack was the
claim of postmodernity. Some European intellectuals thought this gone
too far, but were also very discontent with the USA style modernity whose
core was formal democracy, economic liberalism, and consumptionism.
They therefore developed various versions of modernity. Actually, the
concept modernity only became popular in the sociological circle after the
postmodern challenge.

It is worth to note that these theoretical developments were almost
pure theoretical discussion and did not take the latest achievements
of historical revisionism into account. If the classic sociology was
ahistorical historicism, the up-to-dated sociological theory wants to
give up historicism. Therefore, the new discourse of modernity was still
Eurocentric and not aware of the fact that modernity actually formed in the
interactions of various world regions as they were connected to be one and

the same modern world society. However, the new discourse of modernity
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was attracting because it was highly reflexive. This made its hegemonic
character invisible.

If we take the standpoint theory seriously, the conclusion seems to be
obvious. We should actively search for Taiwan’s standpoint and build our
own point of view. If we replace the Eurocentric framework with Taiwan’s
perceptive, we will find that every corner of the world, including Taiwan
of course, had played a constitutive role in the formation of modernity.
To re-cognize modernity from the perspective of connected histories had

therefore both ethical and epistemological legitimacy.
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