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Liberal Democracy as the
End of History

Francis Fukuyama claims that liberal democracy is the end of history. This book
provides a theoretical re-examination of this claim through postmodernist ideas.

The book argues that postmodern ideas provide a valuable critique to Fuku-
yama’s thesis, and poses the questions: can we talk about a universal and teleolog-
ical history; a universal human nature; or an autonomous individual? It addresses
whether postmodern theories — concerning the movement of time, what it means
to be human, and what it means to be an individual/subject — can be accommo-
dated within a theory of a history that ends in liberal democracy.

The author argues that incorporating elements of postmodern thought into
Fukuyama’s theory makes it possible to produce a stronger and more compelling
account of the theory that liberal democracy is the end of history. The result of
this is to underpin Fukuyama’s theory with a more complex understanding of the
movement of time, the human and the individual, and to show that postmodern
concepts can, paradoxically, be used to strengthen Fukuyama’s theory that the end
of history is liberal democracy. The book will be of interest to students and schol-
ars of political theory, postmodernism and the work of Francis Fukuyama.

Chris Hughes currently teaches at the University of Liverpool and the University
of Manchester, UK.
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Introduction

The scope of the book

In this book, I provide a theoretical examination of Fukuyama’s claim that liberal
democracy is the end of history. The concepts of history and history are central
to this thesis; they require careful explanation and elaboration. By means of a
preliminary explanation, history refers to a particular and philosophical concept
of history; whereas, history is used to cover the multitude of ideas which are part
of the common usage of the word ‘history’. I will leave aside detailed explanation
of the difference I make between history and history for the next section of the
Introduction.'

The book assesses the theoretical and philosophical content of Fukuyama’s
claim that liberal democracy is the end of history. 1 seek to pose the question,
is the idea that liberal democracy is the end of history a compelling theory? I do
this by posing various challenges to the idea that Aistory has culminated in liberal
democracy. I use a range of critiques, ideas and authors to level challenges to core
arguments in Fukuyama’s thesis. Specifically, my book provides an answer to the
question: does Fukuyama’s end of history thesis provide a compelling account of
the movement of time and history/history, where an individualistic understanding
of the human acts as the geist propelling history to its end point, and where the
end point of Aistory’s movement is liberal democracy? This is a long and unwieldy
question, and this specific task is approached by examining three ideas which
are intrinsic to Fukuyama’s thesis. The first idea is the claim that it is possible to
construct time and history as something which has a universal, forward-moving
direction; the second idea is the claim that there is a universal geist behind the
movement of history and Aistory; and finally, the third idea is the notion that this
geist is an individualistic account of what it means to be human. The concept of
a geist is central to the idea of a teleological history, and the idea that there is a
geist driving and underpinning the movement of Aistory is an idea I will explore in
much more depth when I discuss the concepts of history and history.

I limit the scope of the book to a consideration of these three areas, since I can-
not explore all possible challenges to Fukuyama’s account of liberal democracy or
the concept of a history. I have further limited the range and scope of the critiques
I deploy against the ideas of history and liberal democracy, because although
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numerous critiques can be posed, e.g. from Marxists, Fascists, Communitarians
and even other Liberals, the critiques which I focus on are critiques which spring
from ideas in postmodern philosophy.’ Due to the importance of postmodernism
as a theory and a method of critique for the purposes of this book, postmodernism
is something that requires substantial exploration to elucidate its points of diver-
gence and its common features. However, I will leave aside any further discussion
of ‘postmodernism’ until the next section of the Introduction.

This book is, essentially, a reading of Fukuyama’s theory in opposition to a
range of concepts derived from postmodern theory. It is not an attempt to con-
struct a homogenous postmodern critique; it is, instead, an attempt to pose a cri-
tique through postmodern concepts. I use concepts from postmodern theory as
my method of critique, since postmodern ideas have been less frequently and less
overtly used to challenge Fukuyama than traditional ideologies, e.g. Marxism and
Fascism. Fukuyama has addressed these more traditional challenges in depth;*
but he has not formulated a detailed and in-depth response to arguments and ideas
found in postmodern theories. Thus, this book aims to both open up this critique,
and then provide a response to it.

I hope to make an original contribution to political thought in this book by
attempting to a problematicise Fukuyama’s theory. In doing so, I make a signifi-
cant contribution to two debates. First, I enter the debate about the meaning of the
concept of a history and show how a history is constructed. I question the feasibil-
ity of constructing a history and provide a fresh analysis about the legitimacy of
a history. Second, I question the validity of the metaphysical assumptions which
underpin liberal democracy and examine whether liberal democracy and liberal
democratic values can feasibly be put forward as the final social/political system. |
use Fukuyama’s theory as the basis of this examination, since Fukuyama presents
himself as a spokesperson, defender and advocate for both the concepts history
and liberal democracy. Fukuyama’s originality stems from his claim that not only
is there an end point to Aistory but that we have also reached that end point.

Fukuyama follows a long-standing tradition in attempting to write a history
which can reach an end point. This tradition stems, primarily, from modernity’s
Enlightenment project.® The Enlightenment approach to understanding the world
requires detailed exploration and explanation in order to elucidate the nuances of
this theory, because despite some uniting ideas, it is/was not a uniform movement,
since Liberalism, Utilitarianism and Marxism have all been aligned, in some
sense, to this general school of thought.® I provide a more detailed discussion of
the nuances and common features of Enlightenment thinking in the next section
of this Introduction. Although the Enlightenment tradition gave us the concept of
an end of history, the claim that history actually has ended is a more specific and
unique claim, and the relationship between the general Enlightenment position
with its theory of a theoretical end to history, and Fukuyama’s specific theory with
its claim that Aistory has ended is something I also explore in the next section of
this Introduction.

The primary focus of the book is to examine whether Fukuyama’s theory that
history has reached its end point in liberal democracy is compelling. I subject
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this theory to analysis by drawing on a range of concepts and critiques derived
from ideas in postmodern thinking. I do not seek to either wholly defend Fuku-
yama’s position in the face of postmodern critiques or support the postmodern
critique; instead, I seek to locate points of convergence between key postmodern
concepts and Fukuyama’s thought in order to transcend or bridge the apparent
dualistic binary between Fukuyama and postmodernism. I aim to take seriously
both the claim that we can conceive of a history which ends in liberal democracy
and a range of postmodern ideas which challenge this concept of a history and
their arguments for thinking about history as something which must be kept open,
something which cannot end.

In this book, I examine the differences in the theoretical methodologies and
ways to think about core social and political ideas in Fukuyama’s Enlightenment
approach and postmodern thought. My primary hope in this book is to explore the
possibility of producing a space where a conversation between the two can take
place. I assess the possibility of points of convergence, resonance and commonal-
ity between these positions. A second goal, and one which stems from this, is to
show that a conversation produced between Fukuyama’s thinking and postmodern
ideas could be constructive for contemporary political theory. I seek to illustrate
limitations and problems in Fukuyama’s theory through a discussion of postmod-
ern concepts; however, | also want to show that by instilling postmodern concepts
into Fukuyama’s theory that it is possible to reconstruct his theory. Thus, this book
will, ultimately, argue that it is possible to produce an enhanced and more compel-
ling account of Fukuyama’s theory of liberal democracy as the end of history, by
incorporating postmodern concepts into it.

Theoretical underpinnings of the project

This book relies on: a vast array of philosophical terms; a range of key ideologi-
cal positions; and numerous central ideas and concepts. Before embarking on the
project of reconstructing liberal democracy as the end of history through a blend-
ing of Fukuyama’s theory and postmodern ideas, it is important to clarify the most
central concepts. For now, I will leave aside discussion of technical terminology
and specific concepts and, instead, focus on four ideas and ideological perspec-
tives which underpin this project, and upon which this project is constructed.’
Fukuyama’s claim that liberal democracy is the end of Aistory invokes three
core ideas which need to be explained and defined. The first of these is the meth-
odological and epistemological background from which Fukuyama is working,
i.e. the Enlightenment approach. Thus, I shall start by discussing the common
features and points of divergence within Enlightenment theory, and Fukuyama’s
relationship to the Enlightenment tradition. However, I do not intend to spend
too long discussing Enlightenment theory, since it is the concept of Aistory, as
constructed within Enlightenment theory, which is the primary concern for my
work. Thus, the second concept which I attempt to define is Aistory; and, specifi-
cally, I discuss how I differentiate history and Aistory. The third concept invoked
by Fukuyama’s theory, which requires elaboration, is liberal democracy. Liberal
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democracy is a rich and divergent ideology, with a vast literature; therefore, my
discussion on this is limited to Fukuyama’s defence of it. Finally, in this section, I
produce a discussion on the methodology and epistemology which I am using to
critique Fukuyama, i.e. postmodernism. It is necessary to spend some time explor-
ing what is meant by postmodernism and elucidate the divergences within the
broad theory of postmodernism. There are numerous topics on which there seems
to be no shared position between the various postmodern thinkers, and thus any
reference to a postmodern position must be a recognition of the diversity within
the ‘ideology’ of postmodernism.

Enlightenment theory

The Enlightenment is both a period in history and a philosophy about the world,
knowledge, humans, politics, etc. The Enlightenment is a period in history because
the ideas, values and ways of thinking about the world in Enlightenment thought
became the dominant way of thinking. The Enlightenment way of thinking is,
arguably, still the dominant form of discourse, and it is an epistemological and
methodological approach for theorising about the world and society which I need
to explore, and to some extent define, since it is from within this tradition that
Fukuyama operates.

Enlightenment thought is best understood as an approach for theorising about
the world and politics, rather than as an ideology. As a school of thought, it can be
seen to possess a number of core unifying traits, but its epistemology can be used
to ground a variety of conflicting ideologies. Although Enlightenment theory may
be used to justify and ground numerous ideological positions, it is based on the
underlying notion of the development of rationality. Enlightenment thought takes
the view that humans are progressing towards the greater usage and fulfilment of
their rationality. For Kant, the Enlightenment is the development of reason; it is
the development of each man’s understanding.® The Enlightenment is a system
of thought based around the belief in man’s ability to reason, and the search for a
social/political order which facilitates this. Thus, in a historical context, Enlight-
enment thought was a radical and dangerous philosophy, since it was an attack on
authority and ‘guardians’.® The Enlightenment both as a philosophy and a period
of history sought to ‘liberate mankind from immaturity . . . [leaving] all men free
to use their own reason in all matters of conscience’.'

Enlightenment theory and its epistemological approach to human understand-
ing implies a great many things. First is the idea of ‘man’s emergence from . . .
immaturity’!'' — the idea that man is progressing towards the use of his own reason
and that the aim for mankind is for each individual to ‘have [the] courage to use
your own understanding!”'? Thus, the epistemological framework of Enlighten-
ment theory can be seen to have some uniting traits concerning: the passage and
movement of time and history, human nature and the individual."* Most crucially
for the project I am undertaking in this book, Enlightenment theory produces the
formula for the notion of a history, based on the idea that through the cultivation
of reason, time and history move in a progressive manner. Kant’s definition of the
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Enlightenment as man’s emergence from immaturity defines historical movement
by its progression from one phase — a lesser phase — to a new, higher phase; and,
implied in this is the concept of teleology, and an end point where the end point
is when mankind leaves behind its immaturity and emerges into adulthood. The
Enlightenment, thus, postulates a theory about the perfectibility of man; it takes a
positive account of mankind, because even if mankind is seen to be an immature
state, Enlightenment theorists argue mankind can rise from barbarism through the
freedom to reason and ‘men will of their own accord gradually work their way
out of barbarism’.'* Thus Enlightenment theory provides the basis for theorising
about a progressive/teleological history, since it is premised on the improvement
and progress of mankind.

Fukuyama’s conception of man does not always sit comfortably with the
Enlightenment concept of a man who is moving towards self-reasoning. For Fuku-
yama, there is a side of man that may act contrary to rationality; there is a side of
man that is willing to risk his very existence for prestige. If we take rationality
to be a desire to preserve the body, and attain/secure basic natural needs/desires,
e.g. food, water, shelter, rest etc., then to argue that man is willing to risk his life
for immaterial goods, e.g. recognition, produces the implicit argument that there
is also an irrational side to man. Fukuyama does recognise man’s desire for natu-
ral goods,'® but he argues that humans want to be recognised as human, and that
each human wants to be seen to possess a certain quality, dignity and value. For
Fukuyama, a man’s ‘encounter with other men leads to a violent struggle in which
each contestant seeks to make the other “recognize” him by risking his own life.
Man is . . . [led] into a violent struggle to the death for pure prestige’.'® Although a
willingness to jeopardise one’s own existence for something that is not materially
essential to life seems irrational, there is a process of reasoning behind the action,
as the reason to act in this manner originates from a desire for recognition and
dignity; and thus Fukuyama’s man may not be rational, per se, if rationality is con-
strued with material preservation. However, Fukuyama’s concept of man is still a
concept of man as a reasoning being, but his claim that man has a violent impulse
for non-material desires does put Fukuyama at odds with many Enlightenment
thinkers. Thus, Fukuyama is not wholly representative of the Enlightenment tra-
dition and poses some critiques to Enlightenment thought, himself; however, he
can still be seen to be working from within an Enlightenment framework, because
his theory is based on the notion of progress and the movement of history/history
towards a ‘mature’ social/political order. For Fukuyama, even though the indi-
vidual may not always be ‘rational’, humanity is progressing towards a rational
social/political order, a social/political order which does not possess contradic-
tions and satisfies the desires and objectives of mankind.

The concepts of history and history

In some ways, Fukuyama is the first thinker to argue that history has ended. Hegel
had declared that history ended with the Battle of Jena in 1806,'” but he also ques-
tioned whether the realised European state embodied freedom and justice (the end
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point for history in Hegelian thought), and argued that the ‘world spirit is always
ready to move on . . . [and] not even the most advanced human state can realize the
human species’ potential for freedom’.'® Philosophers who endorse the concept of
history do not tend to argue that history has ended, or even that it necessarily will
end. Instead, they tend to argue that history can end, i.e. they argue there is a deep
universal force driving history; and that history is driven towards the realisation of
this geist. This position is perfectly exemplified by Kant, for whom history was an
evolutionary process whereby the intelligent and instinctive sides of man become
reconciled and conflict between body and mind becomes civilised. Thus, for Kant,
the end point of history is when man is sufficiently prudent and rational to over-
come the shortcomings of his instinctual nature.'” Kant does not argue man has, or
ever will, achieve this, but he argues Aistory has direction and is programmed by a
geist, and that Aistory is a process which is seeking to realise the geist; thus, Kant
argues, we can write Aistory, because there is an end point.

It is important to underline the difference I make between history and history.
It is possible to argue that Aistory has ended; but also argue that history has not
ended, or will necessarily end. Fukuyama acknowledges events (i.e. history) will
continue, but he claims Aistory has ended because philosophical conversations
about the ideal social/political system have reached their cumulative point. Whilst
it is important to distinguish history from the past, it is even more important to
distinguish history from Aistory.

History is not the same as the past — the past is events which are emplotted, and
as part of their narration, they become history: ‘history is a discourse about, but cat-
egorically different from, the past’.?° History is a discourse about things that happen
in time; it is ‘the creation . . . of a particular narrative form on the past’.?' History
is not the same as the actuality of the past, since it is a discourse about empirical
events. History is ‘the need to interpret the past, not simply present it [and] finding
a larger context for the story in an attempt to say not just “what happened” but what
it meant’,?? but what it is important to take from the notion of history is the idea that
history is about events — actual, specific events which happened.

History, on the other hand, as Kant explains, is the attempt to discover a met-
aphysical, universal ‘purpose in nature behind this senseless course of human
events’.” Thus, for Fukuyama, history and events do continue even at the end
of history, because history ‘is not the end of worldly events but the end of the
evolution of human thought’.* History ends when we locate a social/political
order which satisfies the universal and metaphysical force driving it. For Kant, for
instance, the end of Aistory is the idea that

the history* of the human race as a whole can be regarded as the realisation
of a hidden plan of nature to bring about . . . [a] perfect political constitution
as the only possible state within which all natural capacities of mankind can
be developed completely.?

Fukuyama’s argument concerning the end of history and continuation of history
can be more clearly elucidated by examining his metaphor of mankind as wagons



