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Abstract

The project of modernity, which took its form in the thoughts
of Enlightenment, in the course of self-realization via the forces of
rationality, revolution and market, has experienced a series of di-
alectic logics of self-negation. Thus, when modernity, truly as an
experience of reality, presented itself before the classic social theo-
rists such as Tocqueville, Marx, Durkheim, Weber, Simmel etc. ,
it had transformed from the value that was looked upon and sought
after into the matter of endless bewilderment or confusion, anxiety,
tension, and conflict. To the character of the knowledge, the clas-
sic social theories are intellectual reactions toward the issues of
modernity.

If the classic social theory is to recognize or identify, under-
stand, deal with or control the issues of modernity, then, prior to
one taking steps to recognize or identify such issues, the very first
question that one would encounter is how one shall recognize and/or
identify those issues. Yet, this question itself is one that reveals the
modern nature and characteristics of the classic social theory: only
in the modern context of value plurality and social mobility, could
the traditional social philosophy or political philosophy transformed
into modern social theory clearly distinguishing between facts and

value, between science and moral judgment, and between descrip-
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tive laws and laws of norm; only in the context that scholar ’ s
knowledge and theories and insights no longer be regarded as God ’s
revelation, there will be a need for scholars’ methodology to prove
or grant to them legitimacy. Both the pursuit of “objectivity” as ex-
pressed in the discourse of methodology of classic sociological
methodology and the dethronement of “objectivity” with dancing
words by the postmodern social theories are the different facets of
reaction to the same situation.

The dispute of methodology shows the modern nature and
characteristics of knowledge shared by classic social theories. How-
ever, each specific one of the social theories, just as Weber stated,
is value-reference. To each of the social theorists, the specific issue
of modernity presented before their eyes arises out of the constraint
between the reality and his value concerns. In other words, due to
the difference of the value concern of different social theorists (and
the related difference of perspectives of specific methodologies), the
angles of their perspectives toward modernity and the facets of
modernity issue that they focus are also different. Accordingly, the
thus formed diagnostics of modernity are also different. The value
that Tocqueville unconditionally treasured is freedom, the objective
trend of modern society that he focused is democratization or equal-
ization. He saw the constraint between freedom and democratization
and thus revealed that the trend of democratization (equalization)
includes a great threat to individual freedom, and the pursuit of
equalization with the means of French revolution further facilitates
this trend. The value concern of Marx is that every person as a
“species-being” could truly become a self-conscious, free and for-self
being and that labor and products from labor could truly become the

self-affirming of a human being, the embodiment and realization of
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the intrinsic force and ability of a human being, and the substantial-
ly equal freedom. Accordingly, when Marx cast his eyes to the real
society, what he concerned thus was the alienation of human beings
into classes in modern civil society ( biirgerliche Gesellschaft) and on
this basis the formation of the general-agent-like state (political sup-
pression) and the domination of ideology (cultural hegemony).
What Durkheim was concerned with is social integration and harmo-
ny with the support of a moral conscience (collective consciousness)
that was in accordance with a given structural state, that is, “the
society has to be social”. Accordingly, the specific issue of moderni-
ty that he was concerned with was the crisis of integration due to
the absence of moral conscience in the structural transformation.
Weber and Simmel were quite close in the general aspect of value
concern, that is, a human being as an individual must go through a
meaningful life so as to acquire and achieve a, “personality” “self”
or “individuality”. Nonetheless, in the diagnostics of modernity
they are different from each other: Weber, through the study of ty-
pology of rationality, with the vertical historical examination and
horizontal (religion) comparison analysis, revealed the kinetics be-
tween rationality and significance, revealed the process of rational-
ization of society and Disenchantment of “Weltbildes”, and ex-
pressed his concern and anxiety over the modern human being char-
acterized by the statement that “specialists without spirit, sensual-
ists without heart”. Simmel, on the one hand, revealed from the
perspective of life philosophy the “tragedy of culture” that “those
creative lives continuingly generate things that have no life, that are
life-devastating and against life with their strong and’ forceful
sounds”; and on the other hand, from the perspectives of cultural

sociology, revealed the characteristics of modern cultural structure
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that objective culture (material culture) suppresses subjective cul-
ture (individual culture), and described the individual psychological
experience in the modern cultural structure.

Classic social theorists not only offered each of their own diag-
nostics of modernity, but also showed us each of their own therapy
for modernity. Yet, the therapies offered by classic social theorists,
due to the difference of positions with regard to the reactions and
handlings of modernity issues pertaining to intellectuals to which
they themselves belong as a member, can also be accordingly classi-
fied into two categories, which are social therapy and individual
therapy (essentially a type of self-therapy). The former is proposed
by Tocqueville (his basic therapy theory is to alter old legal system
and not to touch old faith) , Marx (who believes it is necessary to go
beyond the “political emancipation” of bourgeois revolution over to
“human emancipation”) and Durkheim (who placed the hope of
resolution of the social integration issues to professional ethics and
civil moral which has “moral individualism” as its essential con-
tent); and the latter is proposed by Weber (who believed that in the
modern world absent of God and Prophet, each individual has to de-
vote itself to the “career” of his own selection and consciously abide
to “ethics of responsibility” so as to build up “personality”) and
Simmel (on the basis of his life philosophy, he considered that in
the modern world where the God is dead, an individual has to ex-
tract the significance of life from the life of sense).

Due to the difference among the classic social theorists with re-
gard to their value concerns and their positions of methodology,
their perspectives and focuses regarding the issues of modernity are
different, and their modernity diagnostics and the corresponding

therapies are also different with each other. On the other hand,
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there are three kernel issues emerged from their mutually different
discourses of modernity, which are: the issue of “community”
which is mainly embodied in the structural phase, the issue of “le-
gitimacy” which is mainly embodied in the institutional phase, and
the issue of “liberty” which is mainly embodied in the phase of indi-
vidual actions. The modernity diagnostics and therapy of classic so-
cial theory undoubtedly have their limits, but they provided to us
the basic gate and avenue to deliberate over the issues of modernity.
Also, as long as we do not deny the to-date existence of the above
kernel modernity issues-although in the context of so-called post-
modernity and globalization, the ways of substantiation of these is-
sues are altered-then, the discourse of modernity of classic social

theory is of stimulation as to us reflecting today s reality.
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