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On Modernity and Wellbeing
Oded Stark
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A statement that there are different types of modernity is interesting but not
very useful. We would want to know which type of modernity is more
supportive of, or conducive to, economic betterment, what are the condi-
tions that yield one type of modernity as opposed to another, and whether
the evolutionary path from pre-modernity to modernity is amenable to
policy intervention.

The idea that there are different types of modernity – ‘multiple modernities’ –
is not alien to economics. In economic analysis we have many dynamic sys-
tems that converge to multiple steady-state equilibria. (A steady state is a sit-
uation in which all the relevant variables completed their adjustment to
exogenous changes.) We often have steady-state equilibria that are stable –
perturbations around them will set in motion adjustment processes that
bring us back to where we were prior to the disturbance, and equilibria that
are unstable – once tinkered with, we will be thrown far off course. Do we
have a similar characterization of states of modernity?

Moreover, we are also able to rank equilibria – for example a high per-
capita income steady-state equilibrium as opposed to a low per-capita income
steady-state equilibrium, and characterize the transition from one steady
state to another. Can a similar ranking be invoked and can a characterization
akin to the one we employ in economics apply to states of modernity?

Taking the view that the division of labor, specialization, and the associated
needs for cooperation and coordination are major constituent elements of
modernity brings us quite close to basic concepts of material development and
economic growth, and hence modernity is of natural interest to economists.
But in economics we would seek to know whether a particular social and orga-
nizational structure is better at coordinating, more effective in inducing coop-
eration, more successful at prompting and promoting trust. Note, however,
that contrary to the received wisdom in contemporary social science, the
proposition that people are better off in a society with trust than in a society
without trust need not necessarily hold. Consider a two-players, single-shot
prisoner’s dilemma game with the strategies and payoffs as per Table 15.1. Both

1403_939411_17_cha15.qxd  15/10/05  5:30 PM  Page 219



players agree to play C which entails the highest per-capita payoff in the
economy. In an economy with no trust, player E conjectures that player F will
not trust him to stick to C. Player E’s best response to player F’s expected
playing of D is to play D himself. Due to the symmetry of the game, the same
reasoning applies to what player F conjectures, and so on. Thus, we end up
with both players playing D. In an economy with trust, player E trusts that
player F will keep his word to play C, which entices player E to choose D.
Again, symmetry prompts player F to reason and act likewise, resulting in
both players ending up playing D. 

Interestingly, if the players were sufficiently altruistic towards each other –
attaching each a weight that is a little more than 1/3 to the wellbeing of the
other, and a little less than 2/3 to his own wellbeing, the economy will settle
at CC. For example, if each player were to attach a weight that is a little less
than 1/2 to the wellbeing of the other and a little more than 1/2 to his own
wellbeing, Table 15.1 will be converted, approximately, to Table 15.2 and the
economy will be at CC. If altruism is a trait, per capita income and thereby
wellbeing in a society with altruistic individuals will be higher than per
capita income and wellbeing in a society with trusting individuals. How does
the altruism trait come to be? Which processes, institutional forms, and
modes of incorporation of individuals and communities into a larger society
are likely to be conducive to the evolution of altruism and cooperation?
These are questions to which the multiple-modernities line of inquiry is yet
to provide answers.

The argument that modernity entails expansion of the set of communities
to which people belong is tantamount to stating that the onslaught of
modernity brings about a substitution of a large reference group for a small

220 Multilinear Modernization of Societies

Table 15.1

Player F

C D

C 3, 3 1, 4
Player E

D 4, 1 2, 2

Table 15.2

Player F

C D

C 3, 3 21/2, 21/2

Player E
D 21/2, 21/2 2, 2
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reference group. This substitution raises the interesting spectre that moder-
nity introduces new complications when it comes to the sensing of
improved wellbeing. It could also explain why modern societies are charac-
terized by both ‘a culture’ of political protest, and by ‘a culture’ of uncer-
tainty. Suppose that an individual i whose income is 10 belongs to a small
reference group in which the incomes of the other three members are 12
each. If, as for example in Stark and Wang (2000), we measure i’s relative
deprivation, RD(i), by the proportion of those in i’s reference group who are
wealthier than i times their mean excess income, we have that

If, while holding i’s income unchanged, i’s reference group expands to
include one additional member with an income of 12, then

Individual i may even have an income that is a little bit higher than 10, say
10 � �, � � 0, such that

.

Yet, for a small enough �,

;

the material gain that modernity confers may not be enough to counter the
increased relative deprivation and the associated feeling of eroded wellbeing
that could arise from modernity’s expansion of the reference group.

Drawing the attention of economists to the concept of modernity and to
the process of modernization is very tantalizing. Both concept and process
raise challenging questions, some of which I have sought to pose. A thor-
ough dialogue between sociologists and economists on these and related
questions is yet to begin. The study of the linkages between modernity and
economics lies at the very frontier of social science research.
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