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Let us continue and let us conclude this essay on reflexive modernization by Ulrich Beck. So, 

this is a continuation from the previous class and for the last two sessions we have been 

discussing on the same essay. Indeed, we are spending quite a lot of time on this because it is 

an important essay and not also very easy to comprehend.  

So, we are now in the previous class he was talking about the kind of larger argument about 

how a new understanding that the which entails the kind of ontological transformation to 

understand the transition from first modernity to second modernity or even from traditional 

society to the modern society. So, the discussion is a continuation of that.  

So, he talks about forms of meta change, as stated above the theory of reflexive modernization 

maintains that we are now experiencing a meta change in the form of western industrial welfare 

state. In the formation of western industrial welfare state, a formation that has been stable for 

a long time. A meta change means that the experiential and theoretical coordinates are changing 

at the same time as the basic institutions.  

So, he says that in contrast to, what are the kinds of arguments that are put forward by other 

scholars as the reasons for these changes and he says that there could be a lot of changes, 

because of information technology because of post-industrial society, but Beck says that, those 

mono causal explanations as recent, as depending upon a single set of reasons, are not really 

helpful.  
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Rather, you need to this argument about modernization is that once modernization has been 

radicalizes, it affects all spheres of society. So, that is why he is using this term meta change 

as which is changing not only the systems, but even our understanding about this very existence 

of these very systems.  
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So, the first one is meta changes resulting from the unintended consequences of simple 

modernization. So, what were the kind of consequences that we were talking about, in the 

context of reflexive modernization the term side effects refer less to the sort of action and more 

to the transformation of social structures and categories of social thought.  

So, not the kind of a conventional understanding of side effects that those things we anticipated, 

but he is talking about how there are different, sort of actions and more transformational social 

structures and the focus is more on what might be called the second order side effects, where 

the side effects of social institutions that result in new conditions that call them into question.  

Central, among them, among the side effects of side effects has been the politicization of side 

effects, which has been a central problem for modern society since the 1960s. So, it is not only 

that the new institutions bring in side effects, but the side effects have created further side 

effects especially that of a politicization of that and that he argues, which are not amenable to 

be resolved or using the older frameworks.  
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This theorem of institutional side effects has broader acceptance in the current sociological 

literature, but it can be interpreted in a very different way. One interpretation Beck starts from 

the power of danger to produce institutional position. A subset of this is the idea that the 

institution's built on such second order changes such as European private insurance schemes 

grew up exactly where previous means no longer served and where the system is having 

difficulty taking… I think, let us keep it there and then go into the other sections. 
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Where he talked about the radicalized modernization. So, the principle of modern society was 

not until very recently applied to every sphere of social life. What happened instead in the 

beginning was this counter mode and social structures were generated in the reaction and 

combined with specifically modern ones to fill out the full form of fast modern society. Parallel 

to the process of marketization, rationalization and increase of productivity was the reinvention 

of traditional community structure.  

So, he is talking about earlier a scenario when modernity came with full force that also created 

quite a lot of anti-modern institutions, and anti-modern sentiment and the modernity was really 

forced to be to coexist with them. The first modern society was set in a kind of counter modern 

basis that damn the dynamics of modernization. The nuclear family, the non-market role of 

women, ascriptive modes of class assignment and nation-state all performed social integration 

function in the first modern society.  

We know that even in the status of women change very slowly and even in many of the 

industrial societies, the domestic role of woman is still something very important. So, these 

complicated dynamics really coexisted between the first and then second one.  
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On the other hand, the multiplication of possible forms of community and the dissolution of 

mechanism that placed boundaries on people's choices and assign them social roles against 

their will are continuations in the central and most valued process of modernization and when 

which is cherished by counter modernist as well, the emancipation of the individual.  

So, on the one hand, the multiplication of possible forms of community and the dissolution of 

mechanism that place boundaries on people's choices and assigned to them social roles against 

their will are continuation of the central and most valued process of modernization and when 

which is cherished by older models as well the emancipation of the individual.  

On the other hand, the loss of neo-traditional forms of community causes uncertainties in the 

socialization process, which in turn caused deficit in social integration. So, when it comes to 

the second modernity, this lack of socialization or the kind of a crumbling of a host of us 

institutions are creating quite a lot of negative consequences which we call as the uncertainties 

in socialization poses which in turn cause deficit to social integration. Against these deficits 

are counter pose to a large number of attempts to build new secondary forms of community, 

ranging… 
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from youth culture to fundamentalist ethnic groups reflectivity or Flexi modernity can be seen 

as a vast field of social experiment where under the pressure of globalization, various types of 

post traditional social bonds and post national imagined communities are being tried out in 

competition with each other, whether this process will produce a reflective solutions, that is 

community structures that can stabilize themselves without depending on an appeal of 

naturalness or their legitimacy, still is an empirically opened question.  

So, this is something similar to what we discussed in Arjuna Appadurai argument, when he 

talks about the emergence of new neighbourhood and locality. So, you know that in a highly 

industrialized society, an individual gets socialized or an individual identifies his or her group, 

not with the kind of ascriptive group that he or she is born into.  

And the internet offers quite a lot of possibilities for this person to find a membership, find a 

home or identify herself with a with n number of communities which are operating at the global 

level. So, that could be from youth culture to fundamental ethnic groups or even terrorist groups 

or environment groups and n number of groups.  
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Next one is questioning of cognitive basis of first modern society. rationalization, the process 

of increasing rationality of action and thought accomplishes much of its tasks to the application 

of unquestioned criterion assumption. In this which determine what in any given case is an 

ordinary differentiated space, sphere of action or research will be counted as a rational. A key 

component of reflexive modernization is that this unquestioned basis of modernization is itself 

examined in terms of its rationality, it is part of why we characterize its second order 

rationalization or reflexivity.  

Now, what is the cognitive basis for a modern society or what basis do we take into decision 

on what basis do we place our decision making our knowledge making processes and we know 

that modernity is always equated with the rise of rationality, the rise of reason, the argument 

that human beings are now capable of using their reason to make sense of the world, they do 

not need to depend upon the theological or religious interpretation.  

So, rationality or scientific knowledge and rationality human reason was seen as the basis for 

everything, basis for your creation of knowledge, basis for your action and all these things and 

this particular pre-eminence given to rationality is now been brought into question according 

to Beck, and it is not only Beck, almost every social scientist including, postmodernist and 

others, they agree to this question that the monopoly enjoyed by science or rationality is now 

being questioned.  

It becomes even more abundantly clear that every given is, in fact a choice and that at the level 

of fundamental proposition, propositions such ultimate starting points can only be normatively 

grounded or defended as useful a priori constructs.  
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So, very, closely, you know are referring to the kind of a postmodernist positions are to the 

extent that this erosion of the basis of certainties, publicly recognized, spaces opened up for 

alternative forms of knowledge to come into play, the result of this sort of second order 

rationalization is a situation in which there is no longer one best way to solve every problem, 

but rather several.  

So, this I think you will understand it more clearly when we discuss Beck's notion of risk 

society, he makes very interesting connection between scientific knowledge and then 

alternative ways of understanding and how the scientific knowledge has really lost its ability 

to categorically say and to convince people about its authenticity and legitimacy. So, yeah, so, 

it is reflected in a philosophy and sociology science reflection on scientific reflection has been 

demonstrated. So, this is the elaboration of that.  
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The classical paradigm of first modernity is that the intellectual progress along diversity of 

front will in the end yield a unified picture of the world and furthermore, one that evidence the 

universality of common principles. Now, the model now stands refuted.  
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The contradistinction to many postmodern positions, the perspective of reflection 

modernization does not pose it an arbitrary multiplicity as an ultimate fact, such a situation can 

only maintain itself over the long-run in cultural spheres that are free from burden of decision 

making.  

In general, where decisions are must be made, where legitimacy is demanded and where 

responsibility must be assigned, procedures must be worked out and criteria must be agreed 

upon at least to the degree that better solutions can be distinguished from worse, such an influx 

of practical knowledge is constantly revisable.  

So, this is the point where they make a distinction between the postmodernist position and 

reflexive modernity, when the postmodern position any they would say that any basis any 

agreeable basis for a position or a decision is impossible, they talk about a kind of a complete 

arbitrariness which reflects the modernist do not agree.  
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Now, another section, where Beck talks about is this dissolving fundamental distinctions, a 

host of fundamental distinction, again this point will come up when we discuss his argument 

about risk society, the distinction between individual and collective, the public and private, the 

nature and culture.  

So, these things are the one which are the cornerstones of modern social theory. So, now, the 

argument that puts that, Beck puts forward is that these it is not that these boundaries are 

becoming invisible or these boundaries are simply dissolving, he does not say that.  

But he says that there is a multiplicity of such boundaries, we still work with these boundaries, 

but there are multiple proliferation of such boundaries and once you have a proliferation of 

boundaries, then you get much more latitude, you get much more opportunity and freedom and 

to manual around in this whole situation, you can fix the kind of boundary as you want and this 

is again something distinctly different from the kind of a postmodernist positions. He talks 

about the relation, the boundary between nature and society.  

So, this division came into being in specific form with the modern society and was for a long-

time constitutive part of the institutional order. So, long as it was clear that there is a sphere of 

reality that was natural in which could be distinguished from everything from social and 

cultural, it is limited to the extent to which certain social arrangements had to…  
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answer for themselves, anything considered natural was relieved from the need to justify itself 

and we know that this how this term natural has been used, maybe one of the sites, where this 

term natural has been used, was in terms in terms of this questions related to sexuality. So, 

homosexuality was penalized in India during the colonial time and even after that, because it 

was seen as unnatural, it was seen as an unnatural sexual act.  

So, this so, anything that is unnatural was seen as something negative, something bad which 

needs to be discouraged. Some even needs to be some kind of a punished. So, Beck argues that 

we have not traversed much further into dissolving this distinction between what is natural and 

what is cultural.  

So, now we know that there something that we consider as natural, there is even the sphere of 

nature in which we thought that are clearly beyond the purview of human beings are now being 

encroached upon, when we are talking about the genetic engineering, when we are talking 

about, the recent advancements in in microbiology or artificial intelligence, we are actually 

encroaching, we are actually moving into the realms which once were considered to be the 

realm of the nature.  

If you can create a child with genetic engineering with a particular set of dispositions with the 

guarantee that the child will be free from certain kinds of genetic disorders, then definitely we 

are moving into that kind of era. The theory of reflexive modernization starts from the more 

realistic assumption that there will be pluralization of natural definitions and that this the 

fictional picture of nature that it implies.  
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Another example that he gives is the whole question of gainful employment and other form of 

activities beginning to blur in favour of an extension and pluralization of what counts as work. 

Another example that he gives is that the whole argument that our conventional understanding 

of work at starting at nine and ending at five is under is undergoing significant change. So, he 

has a very interesting argument about how these boundaries are becoming more and more fluid. 
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Now, a kind of a summary of this test criterion for the presence of reflexive modernization, the 

general criteria the multiplicity of boundaries or attempts to draw boundaries, an operational 

definition of reflexive modernization is that the boundaries between social spheres are 

multiplied, this is also true for the boundaries between society and nature, between knowledge 

and superstition between life and death and between us and the others. Each of these boundaries 

become pluralized and this entails three things.  
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Boundaries cease to be given and instead becomes choices, drawing boundaries become 

optional. Simultaneously that there is a multiplication of the plausible ways in which 

boundaries can be drawn, as such the ways in which they can be brought into doubt and the 

existence of multiple boundaries exchange not only the collectivity defined by them, but the 

nature of boundaries themselves. So, this point that we discussed earlier.  
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While post modernism celebrates the multiplication and opening up of boundaries, reflexive 

modernization posits that every individual and institutional decision presupposes those 

boundaries have somehow been redrawn on a practical basis. So, this is the distinction that 

again, he makes between post modernism and reflexive modernism.  
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Second one is the ‘Beyond Certainly: Multiplying of Rationalities’. Again, a summary of what 

we discussed so far. Another reason that boundaries become harder to maintain is that the 

multiplication of valid means of justification leads to multiplication of claims to knowledge. 

So, the monopoly of rationality, monopoly of scientific rationality is seriously compromised. 

Alternative rationality is based on say, wisdom based on tradition based on religion, based on 

other sorts of indigenous knowledge are equally valid or they are perceived to be equally valid. 

The most striking consequence is that the established sciences no longer have the definitive 

power to end disputes. In the first place, scientists themselves have publicized their own 

disputes about fundamental principles. So, this again, we will discuss we take a piece argument 

about world risk society or the whole idea of risk society, we will we will discuss that in detail, 

so I am not going into the depth. 
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Third, the next one is this being the expecting the unexpected. Again, he is bringing back 

Koselleck and try to see that, the main result of this shift is that the decision-making process 



becomes dominated by the expectation of unexpected side effects, which this goes so far as to 

reverse the sequence of decision making, when the expectation of unexpected consequence 

precedes the decision itself, then the language of economics externalities have become 

internalized.  
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So, this is mainly because our past offers very little cue about what lies ahead. The past 

becomes less effective in equipping us to meet the front, meet the future, the future appears 

absolutely unexpected and our actions to tame or to prepare ourselves for that becomes highly, 

temporary and insufficient.  
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Another major area that he looks into is the consequence of this reflexive modernization on 

subjectivity, on the whole question of trying to define who we are, how do we perceive 

ourselves? How do we understand ourselves? Can we have a more crystallized understanding 



of who we are. So, those kinds of questions and it is very interesting points where he is kind of 

quoting Scott Lash, another important sociologist who summarized Beck himself.  
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So, this is Scott Lash’s summarization or summary of Beck himself, the individual, the first 

modernity is reflective, this is a very important point, I hope will give you some clarity about 

what is the distinction between reflexivity and reflectivity. So, usually, we say that sociology 

is a reflective science or modernity helps you to be a reflective, ability to think about to reflect 

on certain thing and then bring that and then constantly think about certain thing and then bring 

that information upon your action, so that you are always in that kind of thinking process.  

The individual of the first modernity is reflective, while that of the second modernity is 

reflexive, the idea for reflective belonging to the philosophy of consciousness of the first 

modernity, and to be fair, Habermas was one of the first to note this, to reflect is to somehow 

subsume the object under the subject of knowledge.  

So, in order to reflect, you have a subject and then you have a knowledge about it and then you 

try to understand that particular thing and then reflect over that, it presumes a dualism, a 

scientific attitude in which subject is in one realm, the object of knowledge in another. So, you 

keep yourself away and then you try to understand certain things objectively. So, this dualism 

was a very important premises of the first modernity,  
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Beck's work from the very start has presupposed a critique of objectivist knowledge, a critique 

of such dualism, be they have Cartesian or Kantian. Thus is the objectivity of simple- modernity 

individualism is replaced by intentionality of knowledge in the second modernity. This 

individuality is again a centre stage of risk society. He is summarizing the risk society now tied 

with the ecological problematique 
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The Cartesian subject of simple modernity or Descartes metaphysical medications is reflective. 

So, is the Kantian subject of determinate judgment. Beck often describes you know the very or 

famous thing ‘I think, therefore, I am’. So, here the ability of I think as entity and then to define 

themselves as a thinking entity he says is distinctly that of the modern period and in the 

reflective modernity, that is in something simply unavailable or impossible.  

Today's nonlinear individual in terms of not the ‘I think therefore I am’, but instead in terms of 

‘I am, I think therefore’, I am having to do with reflection, ‘I am I’ has more to do with reflex 

and beck often indeed work from the contrast of reflects with reflection. Reflexive, he argues 



has more to do with reflex then reflection, reflexes are indeterminate. We often talk about the 

reflexive action when you, when somebody hits here, your hand moves and that is a reflexive 

action that that is not a product of your conscious thinking.  

So, the argument of Beck is that in late mortality, everybody is in that permanent state of 

reflexivity. So, we do not get enough time or we are rather incapable of thinking and processing 

and reflecting over and then taking decision rather the pace of social change or the scenario of 

uncertainty is so large that we are forced to resort to these reflexive decisions immediately.  
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So, what this distinction between first and modernity, second modernity subjectivity refers to? 

Limited sovereignty and calculable subjectivity was the first modern feature of first modern 

society. In first modern society the subject was conceived of in terms of limited sovereignty 

and calculable subjectivity, because you could think of, your sovereignty is limited, because 

you are a part of a society, but at the same time, you had a subjectivity which was something 

more crystallized.  

And at the same time, in the second modernity that is different. The fundamental assumption 

was that certain boundaries were independently assigned and beyond and individual’s control 

such non-optional boundaries were thought to provide only framework that made… 
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stable identity and individual possible, these unalterable taken for granted boundaries were all 

based on various essentialist pictures of the world, some of the world pictures based on 

themselves on biology, like sexual differences or difference of skin colour. disparities inherent 

in human nature, somewhere based on society and culture like class differentials and 

differences in family structures.  
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Under this scheme, individuals were supposed to create their lives by building up pre given 

patterns of social occupation family, gender, neighbourhood and nation.  
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Now that situation he says is now leading to a multiplicity of subject boundaries. In the 

reflexive modern societies, such pre given boundaries are undermined and overthrown through 

the technological economic and political and cultural process of radical modernization.  

So, anything that was crystallized, that would provide you some certain sense of a central 

subjectivity, Beck says he is now completely disturbed or scrambled or dismantled in the 

second modernity. The end result is that the subject no longer has firm boundaries; there is 

instead a multiplicity of inclusionary and exclusionary practices and according to context, a 

multiplicity of ways in which, they are bounded off.  

The question, what group do I belong? Can no longer be answered collectively according to 

pre given social pattern, but must instead be answered individually with the reference to change 

probabilities and new stereotypes? Absolutely, you know, that the whole course of who am I? 

It is a very complicated question in the era of second modernity or reflexive modernity.  

You cannot be defined or you will not be defined on the basis of your nationality or class or 

your caste, you could be born in a particular family, but you can end up as a very, very different 

person. In terms of your, for example, in terms of your sexual orientation, in terms of your 

orientation towards certain political ideologies, your orientation towards consumption, your 

orientation towards environment, a host of things, you could turn out to be very, very different 

position.  
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So, those are points, he says as the multiplicity of subject boundaries were recognized and this 

recognition led to institutional turbulence in the adjudication of citizenship rights and the 

compilation of official statistics, we know that now, every state is forced to have a category of 

others, male, female, and other.  

So, such kind of things are becoming important and the necessity of constructing fictional but 

consequential subject boundaries were accepted and the distinction would emerge between a 

degenerate subject and a de facto one that is to say, the idea of an acting and deciding subject 

were preserved as a legal fiction because decision making would otherwise be impossible.  
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So, all the time, you need a legal idea of a person, but in reality you might come across people 

who are very different and constantly at odd with this kind of illegal definition of human being. 
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Now, another point is about the Quasi subject, a subject against this new background, the 

individual can no longer be conceived as a stable and unchangeable subject, but rather as a 

Quasi subject, the result as well as the producer of its network situation, location and form. But 

paradoxically, the individual remains and may only be more than ever effective decision maker, 

the author of his own self and his biography.  
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The argument is the whole idea that you are the master of your own actions, you are the author 

of your own actions, these only appear very, very hollow words, you realize that you are 

becoming increasingly incapable of taking your own decisions. So, the whole idea of agency, 

the whole idea of agency becomes problematic. So, he gives the example of from a surfer and 

a drifter, the surfer as in the case of first modernity and drifter in the case of a second modernity, 

just read it. 
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And the second next one is periodization of a heuristic as a heuristic device; there is a, summary 

that is given.  
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And maybe this, these two tables, there is one more table one, which might help you to 

understand it simple or fast modern society, reflexive or second modern society and 

postmodern society. So, these tables will help you institutional and subject boundaries. They 

were clearly assigned and indisputable subject boundaries, defining all aspects of social life, 

including its institutional, cultural and technical aspects, here whether it is multiplicity both 

same recognition of the multiplicity are subject boundaries necessity, here necessity for the 

subjective drawing of boundaries not recognized.  

So, the kind of difference between postmodernist and reflective modernity positions are given 

here. So, I think I will conclude here, you might have found this slightly difficult, but it is, I 

spent so much time on this because it is something important, maybe as a very important 

example of the sociological theorization against the postmodernist positions.  

As you know, represented by a host of thinkers. So, read it again and if there are doubts or 

clarifications, you could always get in touch with me during either a live session or through the 

internet or emails or other things. So, see you in the next class and thank you. 

 


