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Based on the author’s previously published studies and on the analysis of the Romanian notion of 

‘building without a foundation’, Modernitatea tendenţială. Reflecţii despre evoluţia modernă a 

societăţii shows how modernity has started in the Occident and then it spread all over the world, 
trying to impose itself on every country and meeting, more often than not, with forms of resistance. 

Modernity has started in the West, Professor Constantin Schifirneţ shows us through a survey of 
the great theoreticians and the way they defined it, after having presented, in the Introduction, his 
three directions of research: 1. Modernity as the same process in every industrialized, urbanized and 
democratic society; 2. The non-Occidental modernity as a late and unavoidable phenomenon 
resulted from the reproduction of the Occidental type; and 3. The non-Occidental modernity and the 
independence of the cultural traditions, deeply imprinted in people’s collective subconscious, from 
the economic development. 

An important point for any Sociology student but not only, the author starts with the theses 
previous to the 1960s, namely those of Karl Marx, Émile Durkheim and Max Weber, the latter 
arguing that modernity has appeared in Europe and that all societies should have followed “the 
European prototype due to its potential of universal development” (Schifirneţ 22) (translation mine). 
Making use of a rich bibliography, Anthony Giddens, Jurgen Habermas, Ulrich Beck or Zigmund 
Bauman to mention but a few, the author establishes a sum of the features characterizing 
modernity: industrialization, rationalization, capitalism, urbanization, the scientific and educational 
revolution, individualism, private versus public, the national state with its due territory and stability, 
the democratic political organization, citizenship, the civil society, the human rights, equality before 
law, popular sovereignty, social justice, secularism, technology, bureaucracy, the universalist 
humanity, paid work, nature versus society, social diversity, social protection, the rule of law, 
pluralism, representative bodies, management.  

The second part of the book focuses on the definition of his most original and significant term, 
“tendenţialitatea” – “the tendency”. Briefly stated, this refers to Romania’s attempts, as well as 
those of the non-Occidental countries to translate the results of modernity rather than the process 
as such, without possessing the necessary traditions and economy to be able to sustain and 
complete such a process.  

At a closer look, we find out that “the unforeseen consequences of the first occidental modernity 
have distorted it in its own space – the ‘western’ and have thus determined only the tendency 
towards its universality in the non-western space” (Schifirnet 60) (translation mine). Therefore, “the 
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principles of modernity are open to anti-imperialist critique, to innovation and redefinition, 
especially from a non-European perspective” (Schifirnet 60) (translation mine).  

European or not, “tendency” means that transformations do not affect the entire society, but 
only the political, institutional and juridical levels. Modernity happens only for the elites, it is 
“inconsistent and slow” (Schifirnet 94) (translation mine), the internal resources for the change – 
ideological, political, cultural, economic, administrative and financial resources – are absent. That 
society is only superficially touched, with huge gaps among social groups and regions, with 
advantages especially for those in the urban areas.  

“Tendency” means “a subsistence economy”, the prevalence of agriculture, traditional 
occupations, the middle class in minority, non-functional bureaucracy, an incipient civil society (cf. 
Schifirneţ 107), “limited political participation”, “the majority of the population dependent on the 
state’s actions and decisions”, “collectivism” (Schifirneţ 107) (translation mine). The natives’ 
resistance, through “premodern political, religious and cultural structures” to “the globalized 
modernity” (Schifirneţ 107) (translation mine) perceived as stripping them of their own values, is 
also called “tendency”.  

The role of the elites is well highlighted here, completely separated from the rest of the people, 
one might say, “outside their national frame” (Schifirneţ 159) (translation mine), as a 

 
consequence of a downwards change, from a minority educated in the spirit of modernity and 
oriented towards modern transformations, to an indifferent majority hostile to that change. The 
modernization process has showed its limits when it counted on socializing the elites for 
modernity, and the effects have translated into a specific rhetoric unfit to the social and national 
realities (Schifirneţ 159) (translation mine).  

 
The modern man is also absent from this type of modernity, limited to a small part of the urban 

population, educated, we might say, in the progressivist ideology. His total inefficiency shows when 
he chooses to simply copy institutions from other societies, institutions these societies have either 
already given up, or have transformed for better use, and that do not even match the true 
necessities of the native space. As a general idea for defining “tendency”, the developing state has 
the national construction as top priority, leaving the social and economic development aside.  

In the context of the current debates and conflicts inside the European Union, Constantin 
Schifirneţ sees a “tendentious Europeanization” defined as:  

 
malfunctions derived from the discrepancy between the European institutions’ abstract 
rationalism and the complex realities from each member country of the European Union. We can 
notice how this European institutionalism tries to regulate political and juridical reports for 
national societies and states, but not starting with the experience of a state and of a natural 
European society, and the consequence would be the distortion of the real meaning of 
Europeanization (Schifirneţ “Europeanizarea”, 38, qtd in Schifirneţ Modernitatea, 94, footnote) 
(translation mine). 

 

One project the author sees as just “tendency” is “a liberal society centered on the idea of human 
autonomy”, “universal and without limits as a principle” (Schifirnet 98) (translation mine), therefore 
a total utopia.  

Another interesting aspect of this book is the way Constantin Schifirneţ applies his theories on 
several concrete examples: the Asian modernity (China, Japan, South Korea), the Latin-American 
modernity, the Indian modernity and, of course the Romanian modernity. 

As a general feature of the Asian modernity, we have “a mixture of traditional elements, colonial 
reminiscences and the natives’ effort to adapt to the change” (Schifirneţ 69) (translation mine). Thus, 
“the study of the local cultural identities” (Schifirneţ 70) (translation mine) is of major importance 
for the Asian intellectuals, as an “alternative way of development” (Schifirneţ 70) (translation mine). 
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Extremely significant, even their central element, is Confucianism which, unlike the “western 
individualism based on the standard of the law” (Schifirneţ 70) (translation mine), has been 
introduced as:  

 
a way of spreading the ruling class political ideology among the population and as an ethic norm 
for the daily life of this population. Thus, the social norms and the political ideology have largely 
been established by Confucian values, although their civic life has varied from country to 
country. This cultural community based on Confucianism serves to form a common regional 
identity and common values, as a necessary condition to consolidate the North-Eastern Asian 
countries into a single economic community (Schifirneţ 70) (translation mine). 

 

The Latin-American modernity is defined, instead, by the difference between the 
center/metropolis (mother country) and the periphery, the latter failing to level with and to repeat 
the modernizing experience of the center. According to the Chilean sociologist Jorge Larraín2, there 
are six stages in the modernization of Latin-America, starting with the colonial period (1492-1810) 
and ending with the neo-liberal period (1990-present)3. 

Totally unlike the first two examples, but somehow similar to the Romanian theory of ‘building 
without a foundation’, it is India, which, according to Dipankar Gupta4, has started “the revolution 
from above”, “even against the trend of popular demands”, mistaking “modernity for the 
contemporary trends and for fashion, without the adoption of the occidental values of social 
equality” (Gupta qtd. in Schifirneţ 116) (translation mine). Thus, the west supporters, the 
“westintoxicated” as Gupta calls them, do nothing but use their birth privileges, or their access to 
wealth and power to show off “their social distance from the rest of the population” (Gupta qtd. in 
Schifirneţ 76) (translation mine). 

Finally, Romania is either similar to India, as in the example above, or to South Korea, in the sense 
of the “comprised modernity”, or the “shortcutting of stages in the modern evolution” (Schifirneţ 74) 
(translation mine). Romania is a modern country without the modern man (cf. Schifirneţ 76) 
(translation mine), a country that has started from “asserting its national spirit and from its political 
construction towards the economic development” (Schifirnet 14) (translation mine), where the elites 
consider themselves European, but the population is traditionalist and much more indifferent to 
their sophisticated speeches “about liberty, democracy, justice” (Schifirnet 124) (translation mine). 
As Constantin Schifirneţ explains, in Romania: 

 
the tendentious modernity advances hardly and slowly through the complicated red of socio-
institutional structures of the Romanian traditional and patriarchal society. It is a mosaic 
modernity, without any dominant shape. Modernity supports nationalism like a frame, but not 
economically, the correct way to lay the foundation of any national state, only as a tendency, as 
an ideal to be reached when asserting the nation. All the aberrations, the contradictions, the 
discrepancies from the modernization process are, actually, typical phenomena in the new trend 
of capitalist development, a development that has been only partial and incomplete. That 
explains, for example, the new serfdom, which is not a new form of serfdom, but tendentious or 
partial capitalism, without the economic capitalist mechanisms, that is, without its performance 
and its profitableness, the indicators of this economy (14) (my translation). 

 
 

 

                                                 
2
Jorge Larraín, Identity and modernity in Latin America. Cambridge: Polity Press, 2000. 19. Print. 

3
The colonial period (1492-1810), the oligarchic modernity (1810-1900), the end of the oligarchic modernity 

(1900-1945), the post-war expansion of modernity (1945-1970), dictatorships (1970-1990), neoliberalism 
(1990-present) (Larraín qtd. in Schifirneţ 85) (translation mine). 
4
Dipankar Gupta, Mistaken Modernity: India between Worlds. New Delhi: HarperCollins, 2002. 2. Print 
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