Political modernization, championed by scholars like David Apter, emerged primarily in the 1950s and 60s. It seeks to understand how societies transition from "traditional" forms of organization to "modern" ones.
Rather than just looking at laws, Apter focused on how social change, economic growth, and technology force political systems to adapt or collapse.
1. The Core Concept: Tradition vs. Modernity
Apter viewed modernization as a process of increasing complexity. In his view, a modern political system is one that can handle the pressures of an industrializing society, such as mass education and urban migration.
Traditional Systems: Rely on custom, religion, and inherited authority (e.g., a village chief or a monarch).
Modern Systems: Rely on secularism, science, and "rational-legal" authority (e.g., a democratically elected parliament or a professional bureaucracy).
2. Apter’s Functional Approach
Apter argued that for a country to modernize, the political system must perform two main functions:
1. Information: The government needs to know what the people want and what is happening in the country.
2. Coercion: The government needs the power to enforce its decisions to maintain order during rapid change.
Examples:
The UK (Gradual Modernization): The British system transitioned slowly from a powerful monarchy to a parliamentary democracy. It maintained high "information" through a free press and high "coercion" through a stable legal system.
Post-Colonial States: Many African or Asian nations at independence had high "coercion" (military rule) but low "information" (no free speech). Apter studied how this imbalance often led to instability or revolution.

3. Apter’s Three Models of Development
In his work The Politics of Modernization, Apter identified three ways societies handle the stress of becoming "modern":
	Model
	Characteristics
	Example

	Hierarchical (Sacred)
	Power is concentrated at the top; the state is seen as "holy" or beyond reproach. Resists change to protect tradition.
	Traditional Monarchies (like pre-revolutionary Iran or Nepal).

	Pyramidal (Secular)
	Power is spread out; allows for competition and multiple groups to have a say.
	Federal Democracies (like India or the USA).

	Mobilization System
	A single leader or party "mobilizes" the entire population toward a goal (like industrialization).
	China under Mao or Ghana under Nkrumah.



4. Key Takeaways
Modernization is not just Westernization: While it often looks Western, Apter was interested in the structural changes (how institutions work), not just copying Western culture.
The Choice of Values: Apter highlighted that modernization forces a shift from consummatory values (doing things because they are "right" or "sacred") to instrumental values (doing things because they "work" or are "efficient").
Critical Reflection
While influential, this approach is often criticized today for being Eurocentric—it assumes every country should follow the same path as Europe. However, as an Assistant Professor, you might find it a useful lens for discussing why some states in the Global South developed stable institutions while others faced perpetual coups.
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