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UNDERSTANDING ROSTOW’S VISION: A CAPITALIST ANSWER TO MARX

In the landscape of economic theory, few works have sparked as much debate and influence as The
Stages Of Economic Growth A Non Communist Manifesto, written by American economist
Walt Whitman Rostow in 1960. This seminal book was conceived during the height of the Cold War,
a time when the ideological battle between capitalism and communism was being fought not only in
military arenas but also in the minds of policymakers, academics, and citizens across the developing
world. Rostow’s work was, in many ways, a direct intellectual response to Karl Marx’s historical
materialism. Where Marx predicted that capitalism would inevitably collapse into revolution and
communism,  Rostow  offered  an  alternative  vision:  a  linear,  capitalist-led  path  to  modernity  and
prosperity that all societies could follow. His central thesis proposed that every society, regardless of
its starting point, passes through a series of distinct stages on its journey from traditional poverty to
modern,  high-consumption  affluence.  This  framework  became  a  cornerstone  of  development
economics and profoundly influenced Western foreign aid and geopolitical strategy for decades. To
fully grasp its impact, it is essential to explore the context in which it was written and the five stages
that form its core.
The book’s subtitle, A Non Communist Manifesto, was a deliberate and provocative choice. Rostow
sought to provide a blueprint for economic progress that did not require the violent overthrow of
existing social structures or the abolition of private property. Instead, he argued that the same
forces of innovation, entrepreneurship, and investment that had transformed Western Europe and
North America could be harnessed by newly independent nations in Asia, Africa, and Latin America.
The appeal was powerful: it promised a future of abundance and freedom without the totalitarian
baggage of Soviet-style planning. Yet, from the very beginning, critics questioned whether his model
was too rigid, too culturally biased, and too dismissive of the unique historical experiences of non-
Western societies. Despite these controversies, the book remains a touchstone in discussions about
development, modernization, and the global distribution of wealth.

THE FIVE STAGES OF ECONOMIC GROWTH EXPLAINED

Rostow’s model is elegantly simple. He argued that all societies, in their economic dimensions, can
be  placed  into  one  of  five  categories.  These  categories  are  not  merely  descriptive  but  also
prescriptive: they suggest the policies and conditions needed to move from one stage to the next.
Understanding each stage is crucial for anyone interested in the history of economic thought or the
practical challenges facing developing nations today.

Stage One: The Traditional Society
The  first  stage  in  The  Stages  Of  Economic  Growth  A  Non  Communist  Manifesto  is  the
traditional society. Rostow described this as a pre-Newtonian world, where science and technology
are limited in their application to economic production. In such societies, the overwhelming majority
of the population is engaged in agriculture, and productivity is low because farming methods are
based on pre-scientific knowledge and local custom. Social structures are hierarchical, with limited
social  mobility,  and  political  power  is  typically  held  by  landowners  or  tribal  chiefs.  The  defining
characteristic of a traditional society is that its potential for growth is severely constrained by a
ceiling  on  productivity.  While  such  societies  can  experience  occasional  booms  or  spurts  of
expansion, they lack the sustained, self-reinforcing momentum necessary for modern economic
development. Rostow pointed to ancient China, the civilizations of the Middle East, and medieval
Europe as historical examples. Importantly, he did not view these societies as static or backward in a
pejorative  sense;  rather,  he  saw  them  as  operating  under  a  different  logic,  one  where  the  very
concept  of  continuous  growth  was  absent.
In practical terms, a traditional society faces immense challenges in breaking out of this stage. High
birth rates often offset any gains in food production, a phenomenon famously described by Thomas
Malthus.  Infrastructure  is  minimal,  markets  are  local  and  fragmented,  and  savings  rates  are
extremely low because most income is consumed just to survive. For a society to transition to the
next stage, it requires a fundamental shock: the injection of new ideas, new technologies, or new
opportunities that can begin to raise productivity beyond the subsistence level.

Stage Two: The Preconditions for Take-Off
The second stage is the period when the preconditions for sustained growth are established. Rostow
argued that this stage typically begins when a society is exposed to more advanced ideas from
outside,  either  through  colonialism,  trade,  or  intellectual  exchange.  During  this  phase,  the
fundamental infrastructure of a modern economy starts to be built. This includes transportation
networks  like  railways  and  ports,  the  establishment  of  banks  and  financial  institutions,  and  the
introduction of formal education systems. Perhaps most importantly, a new class of entrepreneurs
and innovators begins to emerge, challenging the traditional elite’s dominance over resources and
decision-making.
Politically,  this  stage often coincides with the rise of  a centralized state capable of  mobilizing
national  resources.  Governments  may  invest  heavily  in  infrastructure,  impose  tariffs  to  protect
nascent  industries,  or  initiate  land  reforms  to  increase  agricultural  productivity.  The  key
psychological shift  that occurs during the preconditions stage is the acceptance that economic
progress is not only possible but desirable. A society must develop a collective will to grow. Rostow
emphasized that this stage can be long and painful. It requires substantial capital formation — the
process  of  building  up  the  stock  of  productive  assets  —  often  at  the  expense  of  current
consumption.  For  many societies,  especially  those emerging from colonialism,  this  period was
marked by political instability and social upheaval as old structures clashed with new aspirations.
The successful navigation of this stage sets the scene for the most dramatic transformation of all:
the take-off.

Stage Three: The Take-Off
The  take-off  is  the  pivotal  stage  in  Rostow’s  entire  framework.  It  is  the  short  period  of  intensive
growth — typically lasting two to three decades — in which the economy and the society transform
themselves in such a way that growth becomes a normal, self-sustaining condition. During the take-

off,  the  rate  of  effective  investment  and  savings  rises  dramatically,  usually  from  around  5%  of
national  income to 10% or more. One or more key manufacturing sectors — such as textiles,
railroads, or steel — experience explosive growth, pulling the rest of the economy along with them.
This growth is not just quantitative; it involves the rapid adoption of new production techniques and
the expansion of markets.
Rostow identified  several  historical  take-offs:  Great  Britain  (roughly  1783-1802),  the  United  States
(1843-1860),  Japan (1878-1900),  and Russia (1890-1914).  In each case,  the take-off was triggered
by a specific set of circumstances: technological innovation, political revolution, or a favorable shift
in international trade. The social structure is also fundamentally altered during this stage. The new
entrepreneurial class gains political influence, the labor force becomes more urbanized and skilled,
and traditional attitudes toward work, saving, and family undergo rapid change. For Rostow, the
take-off  was  the  critical  watershed  between  traditional  stagnation  and  modern  growth.  Once  a
society successfully completed this stage, it had, in his words, “crossed the threshold.” The forces of
compound growth, once unleashed, would inevitably drive the society forward into the next stages.

Stage Four: The Drive to Maturity
The fourth stage is the drive to maturity, a long period of sustained progress that typically lasts
about  60  years  after  the  take-off.  During  this  phase,  the  economy  extends  its  technological
capabilities to a wide range of industries. The leading sectors that propelled the take-off — such as
textiles or railways — may lose their dynamism, but new sectors emerge to take their place: steel,
chemicals, electrical equipment, and automobiles. The economy becomes more diversified, resilient,
and  sophisticated.  The  workforce  becomes  better  educated,  and  the  share  of  the  population
engaged in agriculture declines further, while the services and industrial sectors expand.
Maturity, in Rostow’s terms, is the stage at which a society has effectively absorbed the full range of
modern technology. It can produce almost anything it chooses to produce. The national income
grows steadily, and the standard of living for the average citizen begins to rise noticeably. Politically,
this stage is often associated with the rise of welfare state policies, labor unions, and a more
complex system of government regulation. Societies in this stage begin to look inward, focusing on
social welfare, income distribution, and leisure rather than just raw industrial expansion. Examples
of countries reaching maturity include Germany and Japan in the early 20th century, and the Soviet
Union by the 1950s. The drive to maturity is, in many ways, the payoff for the sacrifices made during
the take-off. It is a stage of consolidation, diversification, and growing national confidence.

Stage Five: The Age of High Mass
Consumption
The final stage in The Stages Of Economic Growth A Non Communist Manifesto is the age of
high mass consumption. This is the stage in which Rostow’s own country, the United States, found
itself in the 1950s. In this stage, the leading sectors of the economy shift toward durable consumer
goods and services:  automobiles,  housing,  televisions,  household appliances,  and,  increasingly,
healthcare, education, and leisure. A society at this stage is no longer primarily concerned with
building the basic infrastructure of industrialism or with achieving a minimum level of material
security. Instead, the focus shifts to the quality of life, consumer choice, and personal fulfillment.
The age of high mass consumption is characterized by mass production for mass markets. The
automobile industry, in particular, plays a transformative role, reshaping cities, suburbs, and the
very  fabric  of  social  life.  Consumer  credit  becomes  widely  available,  enabling  households  to
purchase high-value goods. The state takes on a larger role in providing social safety nets, such as
social security, unemployment insurance, and public health programs. Rostow argued that this stage
represents the ultimate triumph of capitalism: a society of abundance where the majority of citizens
can enjoy a level of comfort and security previously reserved for a small elite. However, he also
acknowledged new challenges, including the rise of consumerism, environmental degradation, and a
sense of spiritual emptiness that material wealth alone could not address. He even speculated about
a possible “beyond consumption” stage, where society might prioritize cultural achievement and
human development over the mere accumulation of goods.

CRITICISMS AND LIMITATIONS OF THE ROSTOW MODEL

Despite its elegance and historical influence, Rostow’s framework has been subjected to extensive
criticism. One of the most common critiques is that it is overly linear and deterministic. The model
assumes that all societies will follow the same path as Western Europe and North America, ignoring
the profound differences in culture, history, and global context. Many developing nations found that
the preconditions for take-off were much harder to establish than Rostow suggested, particularly in
a world where the terms of trade were often stacked against primary commodity producers.
Another  major  criticism  is  that  the  model  is  ethnocentric,  reflecting  a  Western-centric  view  of
progress. By labeling societies as “traditional” and “pre-conditions,” the model implicitly devalues
non-Western ways of life and knowledge systems. It also assumes that modernization inevitably
means Westernization,  a proposition that many post-colonial  thinkers have vigorously rejected.
Furthermore, the model pays insufficient attention to the role of external factors such as colonialism,
imperialism, and global power structures. For many countries in Africa and Asia, the conditions they
faced after independence were not the same as those faced by Britain in the 18th century or the
United States in the 19th. They inherited economies that had been deliberately underdeveloped and
dependent, a legacy that Rostow’s stages did not adequately address.
Critics have also pointed out that the model underestimates the importance of income distribution
and social  equity.  A society could technically  achieve a “take-off” while  leaving large segments of
the population in poverty. Rostow’s focus on aggregate growth indicators like GNP per capita can
mask deep inequalities. The experience of countries like Brazil and South Africa suggests that high
growth rates can coexist with extreme poverty and social exclusion. Additionally, the model does not
adequately account for environmental limits. The industrial path that Rostow advocated has, over
the long term,  contributed to  climate  change and resource depletion,  raising questions  about
whether the “age of high mass consumption” is sustainable on a global scale. Finally, the model’s
neat separation into stages can seem arbitrary. In reality, development is often messy, uneven, and
characterized by reversals and overlaps. The boundaries between stages are not always clear, and
some societies seem to get stuck or even regress.
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THE LEGACY AND RELEVANCE OF ROSTOW’S MANIFESTO TODAY

Despite these valid criticisms, the legacy of The Stages Of Economic Growth A Non Communist
Manifesto  remains  substantial.  The  book  was  instrumental  in  shaping  the  field  of  development
economics and in justifying large-scale foreign aid programs, such as the Marshall Plan in Europe

and subsequent aid programs for the developing world. The idea that countries can be classified by
their stage of development is still widely used, albeit in modified forms, by institutions like the World
Bank and the International Monetary Fund. The focus on savings, investment, and leading sectors
remains a core part of mainstream growth theory.
In the 21st century, Rostow’s ideas have experienced something of a revival in discussions about


