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Francis Fukuyama was a little-
 known but respected researcher 

at the Rand Corporation when he 
burst on the intellectual scene in 
1989 with an article in the National 
Interest called “e End of History?”

e essay drew on the published
1930s lectures of the Russian-born 
French philosopher Alexandre Kojève 
on G.W.F. Hegel’s Phenomenology of 
Spirit. 

Kojève was himself a thinker then 
little known in America outside the 
circle of students of Leo Strauss, who 
viewed him as the villain in a philo-
sophical exchange with their teacher 
over the question of tyranny, in which 
Kojève offered a notorious defense of
Stalin. Kojève, a Marxist of a kind, 
took hold of a section of the Phenom-
enology devoted to the master-slave 
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dialectic, developing it into a clash 
between a class of masters, those will-
ing to risk death over a matter of pure 
prestige, and a class of slaves afraid to 
risk death but willing to give their 
labor over to the masters in exchange 
for their lives. e dialectical solution
to this class struggle was what Kojève 
called the “universal and homogenous 
state,” characterized by universal sat-
isfaction in the mutual recognition of 
the freedom and equality of each—in 
other words, the end of history un-
derstood in the Hegelian sense as 
the progress of spirit. e universal
and homogenous state was the neces-
sary outcome of the combination of 
absolute wisdom Hegel claimed to 
possess and the political achievement 
of Napoleon in spreading the rights 
of man. Hegel claimed to have wit-
nessed the “end of history” with the 
victory of Napoleon at the Battle of 
Jena in 1804. 

Kojève did not disagree. What did 
Stalin represent but the smashing 
of the feudal system in Russia once 
and for all and its replacement with 
a universal class? What was Mao but 
the coming of the Napoleonic Code 
to China? e universal and homog-
enous state need not have arrived in 
order for those in possession of abso-
lute wisdom, as Kojève maintained he 
himself possessed, to see it coming. 

Fukuyama’s essay was generally 
thought to have stood Kojève on his 

head: With the collapse of the War-
saw Pact and of Soviet Communism, 
Fukuyama argued that the end of 
history had indeed arrived. With com-
munism dead, no ideological competi-
tor to democratic capitalism remained. 
In the place of the universal and ho-
mogenous state, Fukuyama postulated 
as the endpoint a world consisting of 
peaceful states all organized on the 
democratic capitalist model.

at a lengthy article devoted to
a serious discussion of the question 
of the supposed end of history in 
a Hegelian-Kojèvian sense should 
capture the imagination of the world 
is implausible. Yet that is precisely 
what happened. Of course, most of 
the attention devoted to the article 
was dedicated to the proposition that 
Fukuyama was a fool: Look around 
and you can plainly see that history, 
bloody history, is still going on. But 
even after tossing out the remarks 
of those who criticized the article 
without having read it, one also had 
to discount the response of those who 
had read it but hadn’t understood it, 
a group to which no doubt many of 
his critics belong. Fukuyama fleshed
out his argument to book length in 
e End of History and the Last Man
(1992), in which he also drew out 
a description of Nietzsche’s critique 
of egalitarianism and the arrival of 
a world of “men without chests”: 
Would the price of the end of History 
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and the arrival of Nietzsche’s “last 
man” turn out to be a leveling of hu-
man possibilities that precluded great 
achievement?

ere are several points on which
Fukuyama’s argument is subject to 
legitimate challenge. For starters, 
Fukuyama was not quite right in 
thinking that he turned Kojève up-
side-down: Fukuyama’s vision of the 
end-state is, in fact, not all that differ-
ent from Kojève’s. e universal and
homogeneous state is not a “state” in 
the sense in which we currently use 
the term but a comprehensive net-
work of juridical relations allowing 
substantial local variance: A world 
of closely affiliated democratic states
would fit the bill, and of course, to
the extent that rising or at least steady 
prosperity would be desirable, market 
economics would be essential. Or-
thodox followers of Strauss held that 
Kojève’s vision of a “universal and 
homogenous state” was monstrous, in 
accordance with a remark of Strauss’ 
that any “universal” state would nec-
essarily be tyrannical. Kojève’s Outline 
of a Phenomenology of Right, however, 
offers a detailed account of, among
other things, how such a state could 
not be tyrannical and come into 
being.

The essential question posed in 
 “e End of History?” is the

essential social question as such: Most 

of us have an intuitive sense that there 
is such a thing as “progress.” Is that 
true? On the basis of what are we 
entitled to reach such a conclusion? 
Since the appearance of “e End
of History?” these questions have 
been at the center of Fukuyama’s own 
research. Rather than living off of the
idea that made him famous—and 
who among us cannot name academ-
ics who have made a career out of a 
central insight tiny not only compara-
tively but in absolute terms?—he has 
spent the years since probing deeper, 
unflinchingly challenging his own
early conclusions.

e first major problem Fukuyama
confronted following e End of
History and the Last Man might be 
characterized as the social founda-
tions of democratic capitalism. In 
the immediate post-Soviet period, 
there was a widespread sense that 
capitalism was something like a natu-
rally occurring phenomenon: All one 
had to do was remove the political 
structures impeding it, and it would 
flourish. Although by now this seems
like naïveté, at the time, it manifested 
itself in such forms as policy propos-
als for the rapid privatization of state-
held assets in the former Soviet Union 
as well as numerous other elements of 
what became known collectively as 
the “Washington consensus.” If there 
is private property, the consensus 
went, capitalism will follow.
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Fukuyama’s answer to this was 
Trust: e Social Virtues and the Crea-
tion of Prosperity (1995), a book in 
which he explored the social fabric 
that is a prerequisite of successful 
capitalism. In the absence of relations 
of trust between parties engaged in 
a transaction, the transaction is less 
likely or unlikely to take place. Ac-
cording to Fukuyama, relations of 
trust, though they go hand in hand 
with the increasing prosperity of 
capitalist societies, are not themselves 
the product of capitalism. Perhaps 
the most vivid illustration of this 
is the prosperity of ethnic Chinese 
throughout Asia relative to the local 
majority populations among whom 
they live. e key to the enhanced
prosperity is trade—but not trade in 
general. Rather, ethnic Chinese trade 
especially heavily among themselves 
because notwithstanding the diaspora 
they share a common language and 
a common cultural background. In 
a word, they feel they can trust each 
other.

But what if capitalism itself tended 
to undermine the social cohesion 
that capitalist society requires? What 
if the culture of “instant gratifica-
tion” fostered by twentieth-century 
capitalism led to social pathologies 
that could undermine the capitalist 
edifice? With the old-style virtues Max
Weber had catalogued in e Protes-
tant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism 

apparently on the wane—thrift, 
hard work, patience, delayed grati-
fication—and crime, divorce, sexual
promiscuity, and illegitimacy on the 
rise, could the system be counted on 
to hold together sufficiently well to al-
low us to conclude that it constituted a 
final answer in terms of the organiza-
tion of economic affairs?

Fukuyama addressed this ques-
tion in e Great Disruption: Human
Nature and the Reconstitution of Social 
Order (1999). Surveying a vast social-
science literature on trends in social 
pathology, he arrived at a startling 
conclusion—and one that is still 
deeply resisted among “culture war-
riors” of the Right: e intersection
of questionable social policy (long-
term welfare for the able-bodied, for 
example), the new capitalist econom-
ics (easy credit, for example), and 
technology (the birth control pill, for 
example) had indeed led to a “great 
disruption.” But surprisingly, far 
from being on a downward spiral to 
perdition and social breakdown, by 
Fukuyama’s reckoning, trends seemed 
to be reversing. Society was “re-
norming”—not, to be sure, to the 
old, lower levels of out-of-wedlock 
births, but at higher levels that might 
well prove to be stable and socially 
sustainable. So on top of the social 
fabric measured in Trust, we see a 
certain social resilience emerging in 
e Great Disruption. Both are deeply
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reflective of the human nature that
finds fulfillment in the arrangements
at the end of history. 

Not long after the publication of 
“e End of History?” Fukuyama re-
marked that he thought his thesis was 
most vulnerable on the question of 
its assumptions about human nature. 
e claim that democratic capitalism
is the most satisfactory to mankind 
depends on the fixed nature of man-
kind. But what if human nature is 
not fixed? What if human beings find
themselves with the capacity to alter 
human nature through such techno-
logical means as genetic engineering? 

e result was Our Posthuman Fu-
ture: Consequences of the Biotechnology 
Revolution (2002), a warning about 
the dangers known and unknown of 
developments in biotechnology: 

ese developments will… chal-
lenge dearly held notions of human 
equality and the capacity for moral 
choice; they will give societies new 
techniques for controlling the behav-
ior of their citizens; they will change 
our understanding of human person-
ality and identity; they will upend 
existing social hierarchies and affect
the rate of intellectual, material and 
political progress; and they will affect
the nature of global politics.

Fukuyama concludes with a set of 
policy prescriptions designed to pro-
vide a regulatory framework to lessen 

the potential harm, but his argument 
leaves unclear whether he regards 
these reforms as anything more than 
palliative.

Now comes State-Building: Gov-
 ernance and World Order in 

the 21st Century, where Fukuyama 
probes some difficult questions about
states: What makes some states suc-
cessful and others fail? To what extent 
can we transfer our knowledge about 
what works in one state to another? 
What kinds of problems are suscepti-
ble to “technocratic” fixes?

is book, which began as a series
of lectures at Cornell University, is 
primarily concerned with identifying 
the problems we face in developing 
state capacity. Solutions, if they are 
forthcoming, will come later. ere
are, he writes, serious “limitations 
on the ability to transfer existing 
knowledge about institutional con-
struction and reform to developing 
countries…. But the problem is in 
fact even worse: e international
community is not simply limited 
in the amount of capacity it can 
build; it is actually complicit in the 
destruction of institutional capacity in 
many developing countries.” African 
“development” since decolonization 
is a case in point.

State-Building argues that the 
problem in the world today is not, as 
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some have proposed, the increasing 
obsolescence of the state. Rather, it is 
the weakness of all too many states. 
We have not solved the problem of 
how to transform so-called “weak 
states” or “failed states” into fully 
functioning modern polities—the 
problem of “getting to Denmark,” 
as Fukuyama cites other scholars’ 
pithy description, “where Denmark,” 
he continues, “stands generically 
for a developed country with well-
functioning state institutions. We 
know what ‘Denmark’ looks like, and 
something about how the actual Den-
mark came into being historically. 
But to what extent is that knowledge 
transferable to countries as far away 
historically and culturally from Den-
mark as Somalia and Moldova?”

Yet until we have functioning state 
structures, the Denmarks of the world 
(including the United States and Is-
rael) will be at risk from the territories 
of failed states: “What only states and 
states alone are able to do is aggregate 
and purposefully deploy legitimate 
power. is power is necessary to
enforce a rule of law domestically, and 
it is necessary to preserve world order 
internationally.” In the absence of the 
dominance of legitimate power, ille-
gitimate power arises, and it is folly to 
think that such power will confine the
trouble it makes to the borders of the 
failed state it has colonized.

S tate-Building is not an especially 
 sexy book. One set of graphs, 

for example, plots public sector 
outputs on the basis of an x-axis 
of “specificity,” from low to high,
against a y-axis of “transaction vol-
ume,” from low to high. Central 
banking is a matter of very high 
specificity and very low transaction
volume. It is accordingly easier to 
adopt a technocratic approach to 
central banking. A court system has 
fairly high specificity but very high
transaction volume. Such systems are 
accordingly difficult to approach in
a technocratic fashion. is is a very
interesting but not quite scintillating 
discussion. 

In the end, however, this is as it 
should be. As a practical matter, we 
have arrived at the limits of brilliance, 
at least for the time being. We know 
what we want: Competent, account-
able, democratic governance that 
creates conditions for the improve-
ment of people’s material prosperity 
and allows ample space for a civil-
society sector, family life, and in-
dividual freedom. Nothing else, as 
Fukuyama made clear in “e End
of History?” will do. But how to get 
there? e path is not clear, the bur-
den is heavy, and the stakes in terms 
of human lives are vast.

anks to Fukuyama’s latest book,
we have yet another caution to weigh, 
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on top of the ones he has outlined in 
previous volumes, in relation to the 
“end of history.” A system of peaceful, 
democratic, market-oriented states 
may indeed represent the best of all 
possible worlds, and we may be confi-
dent of this conclusion and confident
also that the world has made a lot of 

progress toward that end. But we are 
not there yet, and we ought not take 
anything for granted. 

Tod Lindberg is a research fellow at the 
Hoover Institution, Stanford University, 
and editor of Policy Review. 


