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IN WATCHING the flow of events over the past decade or so, it is hard to avoid the feeling that
something very fundamental has happened in world history. The past year has seen a flood of
articles commemorating the end of the Cold War, and the fact that “peace” seems to be breaking
out in many regions of the world. Most of these analyses lack any larger conceptual framework
for distinguishing between what is essential and what is contingent or accidental in world
history, and are predictably superficial. If Mr. Gorbachev were ousted from the Kremlin or a new
Ayatollah proclaimed the millennium from a desolate Middle Eastern capital, these same
commentators would scramble to announce the rebirth of a new era of conflict.
And yet, all of these people sense dimly that there is some larger process at work, a process that
gives coherence and order to the daily headlines. The twentieth century saw the developed world
descend into a paroxysm of ideological violence, as liberalism contended first with the remnants
of absolutism, then bolshevism and fascism, and finally an updated Marxism that threatened to
lead to the ultimate apocalypse of nuclear war. But the century that began full of self-confidence
in the ultimate triumph of Western liberal democracy seems at its close to be returning full circle
to where it started: not to an “end of ideology” or a convergence between capitalism and
socialism, as earlier predicted, but to an unabashed victory of economic and political liberalism.
The triumph of the West, of the Western idea, is evident first of all in the total exhaustion of
viable systematic alternatives to Western liberalism. In the past decade, there have been
unmistakable changes in the intellectual climate of the world’s two largest communist countries,
and the beginnings of significant reform movements in both. But this phenomenon extends
beyond high politics and it can be seen also in the ineluctable spread of consumerist Western
culture in such diverse contexts as the peasants’ markets and color television sets now
omnipresent throughout China, the cooperative restaurants and clothing stores opened in the past
year in Moscow, the Beethoven piped into Japanese department stores, and the rock music
enjoyed alike in Prague, Rangoon, and Tehran.
What we may be witnessing is not just the end of the Cold War, or the passing of a particular
period of postwar history, but the end of history as such: that is, the end point of mankind’s
ideological evolution and the universalization of Western liberal democracy as the final form of
human government. This is not to say that there will no longer be events to fill the pages of
Foreign Affair’s yearly summaries of international relations, for the victory of liberalism has
occurred primarily in the realm of ideas or consciousness and is as yet incomplete in. the real or
material world. But there are powerful reasons for believing that it is the ideal that will govern
the material world in the long run. To understand how this is so, we must first consider some
theoretical issues concerning the nature of historical change.
In the past century, there have been two major challenges to liberalism, those of fascism and of
communism. The former saw the political weakness, materialism, anomie, and lack of
community of the West as fundamental contradictions in liberal societies that could only be
resolved by a strong state that forged a new “people” on the basis of national exclusiveness.
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Fascism was destroyed as a living ideology by World War II. This was a defeat, of course, on a
very material level, but it amounted to a defeat of the idea as well. What destroyed fascism as an
idea was not universal moral revulsion against it, since plenty of people were willing to endorse
the idea as long as it seemed the wave of the future, but its lack of success. After the war, it
seemed to most people that German fascism as well as its other European and Asian variants
were bound to self-destruct. There was no material reason why new fascist movements could not
have sprung up again after the war in other locales, but for the fact that expansionist
ultranationalism, with its promise of unending conflict leading to disastrous military defeat, had
completely lost its appeal. The ruins of the Reich chancellery as well as the atomic bombs
dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki killed this ideology on the level of consciousness as well as
materially, and all of the pro-fascist movements spawned by the German and Japanese examples
like the Peronist movement in Argentina or Subhas Chandra Bose’s Indian National Army
withered after the war.
The ideological challenge mounted by the other great alternative to liberalism, communism, was
far more serious. Marx asserted that liberal society contained a fundamental contradiction that
could not be resolved within its context, that between capital and labor, and this contradiction
has constituted the chief accusation against liberalism ever since. But surely, the class issue has
actually been successfully resolved in the West. This is not to say that there are not rich people
and poor people in the United States, or that the gap between them has not grown in recent years.
But the root causes of economic inequality do not have to do with the underlying legal and social
structure of our society, which remains fundamentally egalitarian and moderately
redistributionist, so much as with the cultural and social characteristics of the groups that make it
up, which are in turn the historical legacy of premodern conditions. Thus black poverty in the
United States is not the inherent product of liberalism, but is rather the “legacy of slavery and
racism” which persisted long after the formal abolition of slavery.
As a result of the receding of the class issue, the appeal of communism in the developed Western
world, it is safe to say, is lower today than any time since the end of the First World War. This
can he measured in any number of ways: in the declining membership and electoral pull of the
major European communist parties, and their overtly revisionist programs; in the corresponding
electoral success of conservative parties from Britain and Germany to the United States and
Japan, which are unabashedly pro-market and anti-statist; and in an intellectual climate whose
most “advanced” members no longer believe that bourgeois society is something that ultimately
needs to be overcome. This is not to say that the opinions of progressive intellectuals in Western
countries are not deeply pathological in any number of ways. But those who believe that the
future must inevitably be socialist tend to be very old, or very marginal to the real political
discourse of their societies.
WHAT HAS happened in the four years since Gorbachev’s coming to power is a revolutionary
assault on the most fundamental institutions and principles of Stalinism, and their replacement by
other principles which do not amount to liberalism per se but whose only connecting thread is
liberalism. This is most evident in the economic sphere, where the reform economists around
Gorbachev have become steadily more radical in their support for free markets, to the point
where some like Nikolai Shmelev do not mind being compared in public to Milton Friedman.
There is a virtual consensus among the currently dominant school of Soviet economists now that
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central planning and the command system of allocation are the root cause of economic
inefficiency, and that if the Soviet system is ever to heal itself, it must permit free and
decentralized decision-making with respect to investment, labor, and prices. After a couple of
initial years of ideological confusion, these principles have finally been incorporated into policy
with the promulgation of new laws on enterprise autonomy, cooperatives, and finally in 1988 on
lease arrangements and family farming. There are, of course, a number of fatal flaws in the
current implementation of the reform, most notably the absence of a thoroughgoing price reform.
But the problem is no longer a conceptual one: Gorbachev and his lieutenants seem to
understand the economic logic of marketization well enough, but like the leaders of a Third
World country facing the IMF, are afraid of the social consequences of ending consumer
subsidies and other forms of dependence on the state sector.
In the political sphere, the proposed changes to the Soviet constitution, legal system, and party
rules amount to much less than the establishment of a liberal state. Gorbachev has spoken of
democratization primarily in the sphere of internal party affairs, and has shown little intention of
ending the Communist party’s monopoly of power; indeed, the political reform seeks to
legitimize and therefore strengthen the CPSU’S rule. Nonetheless, the general principles
underlying many of the reforms - that the “people” should be truly responsible for their own
affairs, that higher political bodies should be answerable to lower ones, and not vice versa, that
the rule of law should prevail over arbitrary police actions, with separation of powers and an
independent judiciary, that there should be legal protection for property rights, the need for open
discussion of public issues and the right of public dissent, the empowering of the Soviets as a
forum in which the whole Soviet people can participate, and of a political culture that is more
tolerant and pluralistic - come from a source fundamentally alien to the USSR’s Marxist-Leninist
tradition, even if they are incompletely articulated and poorly implemented in practice.
The Soviet Union could in no way be described as a liberal or democratic country now, nor do I
think that it is terribly likely that perestroika will succeed such that the label will be thinkable
any time in the near future. But at the end of history it is not necessary that all societies become
successful liberal societies, merely that they end their ideological pretensions of representing
different and higher forms of human society. And in this respect I believe that something very
important has happened in the Soviet Union in the past few years: the criticisms of the Soviet
system sanctioned by Gorbachev have been so thorough and devastating that there is very little
chance of going back to either Stalinism or Brezhnevism in any simple way. Gorbachev has
finally permitted people to say what they had privately understood for many years, namely, that
the magical incantations of Marxism-Leninism were nonsense, that Soviet socialism was not
superior to the West in any respect but was in fact a monumental failure. The conservative
opposition in the USSR, consisting both of simple workers afraid of unemployment and inflation
and of party officials fearful of losing their jobs and privileges, is outspoken and may be strong
enough to force Gorbachev’s ouster in the next few years. But what both groups desire is
tradition, order, and authority; they manifest no deep commitment to Marxism-Leninism, except
insofar as they have invested much of their own lives in it. For authority to be restored in the
Soviet Union after Gorbachev’s demolition work, it must be on the basis of some new and
vigorous ideology which has not yet appeared on the horizon.
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IF WE ADMIT for the moment that the fascist and communist challenges to liberalism are dead,
are there any other ideological competitors left? Or put another way, are there contradictions in
liberal society beyond that of class that are not resolvable? Two possibilities suggest themselves,
those of religion and nationalism.
The rise of religious fundamentalism in recent years within the Christian, Jewish, and Muslim
traditions has been widely noted. One is inclined to say that the revival of religion in some way
attests to a broad unhappiness with the impersonality and spiritual vacuity of liberal consumerist
societies. Yet while the emptiness at the core of liberalism is most certainly a defect in the
ideology - indeed, a flaw that one does not need the perspective of religion to recognize - it is not
at all clear that it is remediable through politics. Modern liberalism itself was historically a
consequence of the weakness of religiously-based societies which, failing to agree on the nature
of the good life, could not provide even the minimal preconditions of peace and stability. In the
contemporary world only Islam has offered a theocratic state as a political alternative to both
liberalism and communism. But the doctrine has little appeal for non-Muslims, and it is hard to
believe that the movement will take on any universal significance. Other less organized religious
impulses have been successfully satisfied within the sphere of personal life that is permitted in
liberal societies.
The other major “contradiction” potentially unresolvable by liberalism is the one posed by
nationalism and other forms of racial and ethnic consciousness. It is certainly true that a very
large degree of conflict since the Battle of Jena has had its roots in nationalism. Two cataclysmic
world wars in this century have been spawned by the nationalism of the developed world in
various guises, and if those passions have been muted to a certain extent in postwar Europe, they
are still extremely powerful in the Third World. Nationalism has been a threat to liberalism
historically in Germany, and continues to be one in isolated parts of “post-historical” Europe like
Northern Ireland.
While it is impossible to rule out the sudden appearance of new ideologies or previously
unrecognized contradictions in liberal societies, then, the present world seems to confirm that the
fundamental principles of sociopolitical organization have not advanced terribly far since 1806.
Many of the wars and revolutions fought since that time have been undertaken in the name of
ideologies which claimed to be more advanced than liberalism, but whose pretensions were
ultimately unmasked by history. In the meantime, they have helped to spread the universal
homogenous state to the point where it could have a significant effect on the overall character of
international relations.
The struggle between two opposing systems is no longer a determining tendency of the presentday era. At the modern stage, the ability to build up material wealth at an accelerated rate on the
basis of front-ranking science and high-level techniques and technology, and to distribute it
fairly, and through joint efforts to restore and protect the resources necessary for mankind’s
survival acquires decisive importance.
The post-historical consciousness represented by “new thinking” is only one possible future for
the Soviet Union, however. There has always been a very strong current of great Russian
chauvinism in the Soviet Union, which has found freer expression since the advent of glasnost. It
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may be possible to return to traditional Marxism-Leninism for a while as a simple rallying point
for those who want to restore the authority that Gorbachev has dissipated. But as in Poland,
Marxism-Leninism is dead as a mobilizing ideology: under its banner people cannot be made to
work harder, and its adherents have lost confidence in themselves. Unlike the propagators of
traditional Marxism-Leninism, however, ultranationalists in the USSR believe in their Slavophile
cause passionately, and one gets the sense that the fascist alternative is not one that has played
itself out entirely there.
The Soviet Union, then, is at a fork in the road: it can start down the path that was staked out by
Western Europe forty-five years ago, a path that most of Asia has followed, or it can realize its
own uniqueness and remain stuck in history. The choice it makes will be highly important for us,
given the Soviet Union’s size and military strength, for that power will continue to preoccupy us
and slow our realization that we have already emerged on the other side of history.
THE PASSING of Marxism-Leninism first from China and then from the Soviet Union will
mean its death as a living ideology of world historical significance. For while there may be some
isolated true believers left in places like Managua, Pyongyang, or Cambridge, Massachusetts, the
fact that there is not a single large state in which it is a going concern undermines completely its
pretensions to being in the vanguard of human history. And the death of this ideology means the
growing “Common Marketization” of international relations, and the diminution of the
likelihood of large-scale conflict between states.
This does not by any means imply the end of international conflict per se. For the world at that
point would be divided between a part that was historical and a part that was post-historical.
Conflict between states still in history, and between those states and those at the end of history,
would still be possible. There would still be a high and perhaps rising level of ethnic and
nationalist violence, since those are impulses incompletely played out, even in parts of the posthistorical world. Palestinians and Kurds, Sikhs and Tamils, Irish Catholics and Walloons,
Armenians and Azeris, will continue to have their unresolved grievances. This implies that
terrorism and wars of national liberation will continue to be an important item on the
international agenda. But large-scale conflict must involve large states still caught in the grip of
history, and they are what appear to be passing from the scene.
The end of history will be a very sad time. The struggle for recognition, the willingness to risk
one’s life for a purely abstract goal, the worldwide ideological struggle that called forth daring,
courage, imagination, and idealism, will be replaced by economic calculation, the endless
solving of technical problems, environmental concerns, and the satisfaction of sophisticated
consumer demands. In the post-historical period there will be neither art nor philosophy, just the
perpetual caretaking of the museum of human history. I can feel in myself, and see in others
around me, a powerful nostalgia for the time when history existed. Such nostalgia, in fact, will
continue to fuel competition and conflict even in the post-historical world for some time to come.
Even though I recognize its inevitability, I have the most ambivalent feelings for the civilization
that has been created in Europe since 1945, with its north Atlantic and Asian offshoots. Perhaps
this very prospect of centuries of boredom at the end of history will serve to get history started
once again.
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