Beyond the end of history
In an article in the Dutch daily NRC Handelsblad, India-correspondent Anil Ramdas accounts of how a traditional Indian fishermen’s song is sampled and rewritten by American rap artist Dr. Dre, instantly transforming it into a worldwide number one hit. As the lyrics of the hit sound obscene and the melody is considered “stolen”, the Indian government prohibits its being played. This naturally results in India’s youth downloading the song en masse from the internet and dancing to it in secret. Or at least young men and boys do, as in India it is still considered inappropriate for girls to dance, smoke or drink, even at semi-private occasions. Girls that do party are – in Ramdas’ rendition of Indian social norms and custom – only asking to be raped. The author worries that western ideas and values, such as the right to enjoying oneself in public, are not taking hold in non-western societies, despite the spread of western music, and despite a widely shared moral conviction among westerners that individual freedom, tolerance and emancipation derive from human nature and are therefore universally applicable. He provokingly asks whether non-western cultures and peoples conceive of freedom the way westerners do, or if their interests with the West lie primarily in purchasing convenient household appliances and consumer goods like mobile telephones and televisions.

Ramdas’ anecdote epitomizes ongoing debates on the impact and meaning of today’s globalization. According to some authors, globalization is a clashing of traditional forces with modernity. Others, quite reversely and perhaps more optimistically, believe increased international trade and cultural exchange are inevitably leading the world to one political and economic system. The most notable proponent of this idea is of course the American philosopher Francis Fukuyama, who in the summer of 1989 published an article in an obscure conservative foreign policy journal, predicting the collapse of the Berlin Wall, so claiming that history had ended. In Fukuyama’s view, the defeat of communism marked the decisive triumph of liberal democracy and capitalism as the final form of government. History, understood as the battle of ideas, was over.


Three years later, Fukuyama elaborated and expanded his thesis in his book, The End of History and the Last Man. It quickly became a best seller, due in part to the controversy it generated and the criticisms it drew from the Left. A number of leftists felt outrage and indignation that Fukuyama could so callously dismiss the human suffering that occurs under liberal democracy: social inequality, violence, racism, as well as massive environmental depletion. Some critics even rejected the entire book as mere bourgeois propaganda for George Bush’s New World Order.

Yet this criticism is unfair, as Fukuyama has repeatedly taken care to explain that his phrase “the end of history” does not imply the end of human suffering or the cessation of unfortunate and grave events, such as wars and disasters taking place. His intention rather, was to proclaim the end of mankind’s ideological evolution and the culmination of this process in the form of human government known as liberal democracy. (One might add that this discussion is further complicated by Fukuyama’s rather incoherent and variable usage of key words, such as (neo)liberalism and democracy. In The End of History, democracy is understood to be an idea, an ideal, a principle, an institution, a right, as well as a form of government. The combination of these multiple meanings is a hindrance to the clarity of Fukuyama’s central argument and a nuisance to the reader. To his staunchest critics, this conceptual haziness and lack of sharp definitions serves to prove the neoconservative propaganda value of the book.)


For about ten years, it would seem, Fukuyama’s critics and opponents had a hard time pointing to an ideology that could somehow provide a viable alternative model for liberal democracy. The idea that history had ended, however, was drastically challenged on September 11, 2001. The leading neorealist, Samuel Huntington, wrote of the terrorist attacks as “history recommencing”, as Islamic extremists seek to destroy democracy and the ideals and principles it embodies, such as the church-state divide and equal rights for men and women. In Huntington’s dark view, Islam is in fact the principal antithesis to western civilization and culture.


A very different challenge to liberal democracy emerged a few years earlier in the form of demonstrations and protests by the anti- (or alter-)globalization movement. These were a reaction to global capitalism and the imposition of free trade on developing nations. The protestors generally believe that global financial institutions and agreements undermine local decision-making methods and local traditions, negatively affecting developing economies as well. Multinational Corporations for instance, readily exploit workers in the third world, primarily with the intention of reaping easy profits, thereby largely disregarding human rights and the environment. Celebrating the spread of liberal, capitalist democracy then, would seem rather misplaced, if not crooked and perverse.


And yet Fukuyama has to this day maintained that his “end of history”-hypothesis remains correct, despite the events of September 11 and fierce anti-globalist resistance. He argues that radical Islam has no universal appeal and thus poses no ideological threat to liberal democracy, as all but a few Muslims truly embrace Osama bin Laden’s radically intolerant and anti-modern doctrine of “Islamo-fascism”. This is a plausible explanation, just as challenges from those who resist progress are always to be expected.

In debating the anti-globalists however, Fukuyama is much less convincing. In fact he ignores the very fundamental way in which liberal democracy is being subjected to change from within. Anti-globalist ideals such as diversity and multiculturalism are slowly penetrating liberalism. As these and other values, like participation, social inclusion and transnational citizenship, increasingly influence politics and shape policies, an alternative ideology beyond liberal democracy may very well be in the making.

Even if the outcome and possibilities of such an evolution still remain to be seen, it serves to indicate that Fukuyama’s judgement about history is much too premature. For a distinguished philosopher who defies the epithet 'ideologue', the least one can say then, is that a more humble and cautionary tone is in place.

 
Van Oudheusden, M., Het einde van de Geschiedenis? Francis Fukyama’s these opnieuw ter discussie gesteld naar aanleiding van 11 september en de globalisering, Leuven, s.e., 2004, 92 p.
PAGE  
1

