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Abstract

Francis Fukuyama's intellectual project is often reduced to a single proposition: that history ended with
the Cold War. This monograph argues that such a reading obscures both the actual meaning of the 1989-
1992 thesis and the larger theoretical system Fukuyama developed over the next three decades. His
mature work can be reconstructed as an inquiry into four connected problems: the directional pressures
generated by modernization; the human demand for recognition; the historical construction of state
capacity, rule of law, and accountability; and the recurrent possibility that successful political institutions
become rigid, captured, or repatrimonialized. The result is a theory in which liberal democracy remains a
privileged normative and legitimacy horizon without constituting an irreversible empirical destination.

The monograph proceeds historically and analytically. It begins with Fukuyama's formation in classics,
political philosophy, Soviet studies, RAND, and the U.S. policy world; distinguishes Hegel from Kojéve and
Kojéve from Fukuyama; reconstructs the logical architecture of The End of History and the Last Man;
examines Trust, Our Posthuman Future, State-Building, the two Political Order volumes, Identity, and
Liberalism and Its Discontents; and adds a distinct late phase centered on bureaucratic autonomy, public
administration, government quality, and democratic delivery. It then compares Fukuyama with
Huntington, Mearsheimer, Weber, Tilly, Mann, North, Dahl, Linz, Lipset, Acemoglu and Robinson, and
several major critics. Finally, it tests six separable Fukuyaman propositions against world politics from
1989 through 2026.

The central conclusion is that Fukuyama's strongest legacy is unlikely to be a literal 'end of history' thesis.
It is the synthesis of recognition and institutional development: modern politics requires states capable
enough to act, law strong enough to constrain them, accountability robust enough to legitimate them, and
social forms of recognition broad enough to make equal citizenship psychologically credible. Liberal
democracy is therefore not the cessation of politics. It is a difficult equilibrium whose failures generate
decay, resentment, identity mobilization, and authoritarian alternatives.

Keywords

Francis Fukuyama; End of History; Hegel; Alexandre Kojéve; recognition; thymos; liberal democracy;
modernization; state capacity; rule of law; accountability; political development; political decay;
vetocracy; identity; populism; liberalism; bureaucracy; democratic delivery.

Method and Source Hierarchy

This study distinguishes four evidentiary layers. First, [Primary Text] reconstructs Fukuyama’s own
published books, articles, lectures, and verified interviews. Second, [Historical/Empirical Evidence]
evaluates claims using comparative politics, political history, democratic indicators, and relevant
specialist scholarship. Third, [Critics] states competing arguments in their strongest form rather than
reducing them to slogans. Fourth, [Synthetic Assessment] identifies what survives, what requires
revision, and what remains empirically undecidable. This architecture is used repeatedly so that the
reader can distinguish what Fukuyama wrote from what this monograph concludes.
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For books, citations use author-year and, where page-specific verification is unavailable in the accessible
edition, identify the relevant part or chapter rather than inventing pagination. For journal articles,
standard bibliographic page ranges are supplied where verified. For current developments through
September 6, 2026, the report uses dated institutional sources and recent interviews. The forthcoming
memoir In the Realm of the Last Man, scheduled for U.S. publication on September 8, 2026, is treated only
through Stanford’s official description and prepublication interviews; claims that require reading the
final published text are explicitly deferred.

THE EVOLUTION OF FUKUYAMA'S INTELLECTUAL PROJECT

Soviet i
f End of Trust / human Political Identity / Bureaucracy /
studies H _huildi v
RAND d History nature State-building order liberalism delivery
R S 1989-92 1995-2002 Social  2004-10 Capacity, HRBIIEED 2018-22 Dignit 2023-25 Autonomy,
J o Modernization + capital; governance, ility- " 1gnity, quality, democratic
communist recognition biotechnolo sequencin: B DL populism, pluralism
legitimacy 9 qy g g decay performance

Figure 1. The intellectual evolution reconstructed in this monograph. Analytical diagram prepared for this report.
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Introduction

Francis Fukuyama occupies an unusual position in contemporary political thought. He became globally
famous for a proposition about the possible endpoint of ideological evolution, yet the greater part of his
later scholarship concerns questions that the slogan 'End of History' cannot answer: how states become
capable, why law can bind rulers, how accountability emerges, why institutions decay, why dignity and
status destabilize apparently successful democracies, and why liberal government must deliver public
goods if it is to remain legitimate. The interpretive problem is therefore not simply to decide whether
Fukuyama was 'right' or 'wrong' in 1989. It is to reconstruct the sequence of problems through which one
large intellectual project developed.

This monograph advances three claims. First, the intellectual unity of Fukuyama's work lies in the
conjunction of a philosophical anthropology of recognition and a comparative-historical theory of
institutions. The early work supplies an account of why equal citizenship possesses moral attraction; the
later work supplies an account of why the institutional conditions capable of realizing that promise are
historically rare, administratively demanding, and reversible. Second, the move from The End of History
and the Last Man to the Political Order volumes is best interpreted as a major theoretical correction
rather than a repudiation. Fukuyama progressively grants politics, administration, sequence, and
institutional autonomy more causal weight than the 1992 synthesis had allowed. Third, the post-2022
work on bureaucracy and democratic delivery extends this correction: legitimacy is not sustained by
constitutional form alone but also by the capacity of governments to execute decisions competently and
produce public goods.

The argument is deliberately history-of-ideas and political-scientific at once. A purely philosophical
reading misses the institutional theory; a purely comparative-politics reading misses why recognition,
dignity, and human nature remain causal in the later books. The methodological wager is that Fukuyama
is best read as a synthetic theorist moving among levels of explanation: human nature, social norms, state
formation, legal constraint, democratic accountability, administrative capacity, identity, and
international order. Those levels are related but not reducible to one another.

The monograph also resists a second simplification: treating liberal democracy as a single institutional
variable. Fukuyama's mature theory separates a capable state from the rule of law and from
accountability. This decomposition makes it possible to analyze China as high-capacity but weakly
accountable, democracies with strong elections but weak bureaucracies, and constitutional systems in
which legal constraints become so proliferated that they impede collective action. The political-
development project thereby becomes less teleological than the early rhetoric suggests: institutions can
arise in different sequences, can be recombined, and can decay.

Finally, this edition treats criticism as part of reconstruction rather than as an appendix. Hegel scholars
challenge Fukuyama's use of recognition; realists challenge the attenuation of power politics;
comparative historians challenge universal evolutionary compression; Marxist and postcolonial critics
challenge the underweighting of class, empire, and colonial extraction; specialists in China and India
complicate the categories of 'modern state' and 'rule of law'; and recent democracy scholarship disputes
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whether weak policy delivery is a primary cause of backsliding. These objections matter because they
identify the boundaries of Fukuyama's explanatory reach.

The result is a deliberately layered assessment. Where possible, chapters distinguish the primary-text
claim, the relevant historical or empirical evidence, the strongest criticism, and a synthetic judgment.
Primary writings by Fukuyama are privileged; specialist historiography is used to test his comparative
claims; and contemporary political developments are treated as tests of separable propositions rather
than as a single referendum on the phrase 'End of History.' The objective is not to rescue or dismiss
Fukuyama, but to identify what kind of theory he actually constructed, what changed within it, and
which parts remain analytically productive in 2026.

[Thesis] The mature Fukuyama is best understood as a theorist of political equilibrium: human beings
seek recognition; modernity creates pressures toward impersonal institutions; liberal democracy
combines capacity, constraint, and accountability; and the resulting order remains vulnerable to decay,
identity conflict, and failures of performance. Synthetic reconstruction of the argument developed in this
monograph.
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PART | — Formation, Genealogy, and the End-of-History
Problem

Part I reconstructs the intellectual formation of the 1989 thesis. It moves from Fukuyama's
classical and policy-world training through Hegel and Kojéve to the precise meaning of Universal
History, then tests the internal tension between equal recognition and the Nietzschean Last Man.

1. Person, Institutions, and the Pre-1989 “Phase 0”

1.1 Biography as intellectual formation

Francis Fukuyama was born in Chicago in 1952 and grew up largely in New York. The biographical facts
matter less than the institutional environments through which his questions were formed. He studied
classics at Cornell, received a doctorate in political science from Harvard, worked at RAND, served on the
U.S. State Department Policy Planning Staff, taught at George Mason and Johns Hopkins SAIS, and later
joined Stanford. This is an unusual sequence: ancient political thought, elite American political science,
strategic studies, public policy, and comparative institutional research coexist in the same career. The
combination helps explain why Fukuyama repeatedly asks philosophical questions—what is a legitimate
regime, what does dignity require, whether history has direction—while seeking answers in institutional

history and comparative politics (Stanford FSI 2026). (Fukuyama 2026, authorized prepublication excerpt;
Stanford FSI biography; Huntington 1968.)

1.2 Cornell, Allan Bloom, and the persistence of classical anthropology

At Cornell, Fukuyama studied classics and encountered Allan Bloom. The importance of this episode lies
not in a simple line of doctrinal influence but in the type of question Bloom made intellectually
respectable: political order must be judged partly against a theory of the human soul. This is why Plato’s
tripartite psychology can reappear in a late-twentieth-century account of democratic legitimacy. The
concept of thymos is not an ornament in Fukuyama’s 1992 book; it is the mechanism that prevents a
purely economic modernization theory from becoming sufficient. Humans want goods, but they also
want their worth recognized. (Fukuyama 2026, authorized prepublication excerpt; Stanford FSI biography;
Huntington 1968.)

1.3 Harvard and Samuel Huntington

Harvard supplied a different inheritance. Samuel Huntington’s Political Order in Changing Societies had
argued that modernization and political development are not identical. Social mobilization can outrun
institutions; strong political organization can matter more than the formal presence of democratic
procedures; and political decay is possible. Early Fukuyama did not foreground this architecture, but
later Fukuyama increasingly did. The maturation of his thought can therefore be understood partly as a
delayed synthesis between the Hegel-Kojéve tradition of legitimacy and recognition and the
Huntingtonian tradition of institutions, order, and decay. (Fukuyama 2026, authorized prepublication excerpt;
Stanford FSI biography; Huntington 1968.)
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1.4 RAND, Soviet studies, and the strategic-policy apprenticeship

Before “The End of History?” Fukuyama was principally a Soviet and foreign-policy analyst. Stanford’s
bibliography records research in the late 1970s and 1980s on Soviet strategy, Afghanistan, Pakistan, the
Persian Gulf, and Marxist-Leninist regimes. This pre-1989 corpus deserves to be treated as a distinct
Phase 0. It placed Fukuyama inside the empirical study of communist states before he became famous for
theorizing their ideological exhaustion. The End-of-History argument therefore arose not only from

Hegelian speculation but from sustained observation of Soviet-system performance and legitimacy.
(Fukuyama 2026, authorized prepublication excerpt; Stanford FSI biography; Huntington 1968.)

The policy-world setting also disciplined the scale of the question. RAND and Policy Planning were
institutions concerned with state behavior, regime durability, military power, and ideological
competition. The 1989 essay’s audacity becomes more intelligible when seen as an attempt to interpret a
strategic transformation that conventional policy analysis could describe but not fully conceptualize.

1.5 Cold War and post-Cold War as successive laboratories

The Cold War supplied the problem of competing regime legitimacy: liberal democracy, fascism’s
historical residue, and Marxism-Leninism. The post-Cold War era supplied the counterproblem: if liberal
democracy has the strongest legitimacy claim, why are capable democratic institutions so difficult to
build? Iraq and Afghanistan supplied a further correction: elections and constitutional design cannot
substitute for bureaucratic capacity, social trust, or historically embedded institutions. The 2010s then
supplied the problem of democratic decay from within. The 2020s added the question of whether
democracies that do not deliver public goods can sustain legitimacy. Fukuyama’s career is thus unusually
responsive to successive historical failures of his own earlier simplifications. (Fukuyama 2026, authorized
prepublication excerpt; Stanford FSI biography; Huntington 1968.)

[Synthetic assessment]

The best intellectual biography of Fukuyama is therefore not “conservative thinker becomes
liberal critic.” It is a movement across levels of explanation: Soviet strategy — regime legitimacy —
social capital and human nature — state-building — comparative institutional development —
decay and identity — liberalism — bureaucratic capacity and democratic delivery.

2. Intellectual Genealogy: Plato to Huntington

2.1 The genealogy is selective, not doctrinally pure

Fukuyama is a synthetic rather than a school-bound thinker. His writings do not reproduce a single
canonical lineage. Instead, he borrows problems and mechanisms from different traditions: Plato
supplies thymos; Hobbes the necessity of order and concentrated authority; Locke rights and limited
government; Rousseau equality and the psychological politics of esteem; Kant universalism and a
possible directional history; Hegel recognition and freedom; Kojéve a dramatized end-of-history
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anthropology; Nietzsche the internal critique of egalitarian satisfaction; Tocqueville civil society and the

psychology of equality; Weber impersonal bureaucracy; Huntington the autonomy of political

institutions; Lipset modernization and democracy; historical sociology the long-run sequence of state
formation. (Plato, Republic IV; Hegel 1977; Kojéve 1969; Weber 1978; Huntington 1968.)

Table 1. Intellectual genealogy: inheritance, modification, and rejection.

Thinker / tradition

What Fukuyama takes

Thymos; spirited concern with honor

What he modifies or rejects

Places thymos inside a modern

Flato and worth democratic theory of recognition.
Later separates state strength from
Hobbes Order, security, central authority arbitrary rule and insists on
law/accountability.
Adds state capacity and recognition;
Locke Individual rights; limited government rejects reducing liberal democracy to
market liberty.
Reworks recognition through
Rousseau Equality, esteem, social comparison Hegel/Kojéve rather than authenticity
alone.
Kont Universal history; progress; Makes regime form and modernization
cosmopolitan horizon more central.
. . . . Reads Hegel heavily through Kojéve and
Hegel Freedom, recognition, directional history . .
modern regime competition.
Kojeve Master-slave struggle; end of history; Recasts the endpoint as liberal
universal recognition democracy and links it to modernization.
Marx Grand historical direction and regime Rejects communism as endpoint;
succession restores non-material recognition.
. L Uses Nietzsche as an internal critique of
Nietzsche Last Man; danger of flattened aspiration ]
liberal success.
Weber Bureaucracy; impersonality; state Makes capacity and autonomy central to
organization contemporary governance.
. Institutionalization; order; decay; Absorbs much of this into the post-2004
Huntington .. o, :
modernization gap political-order project.
. . Treats the relationship as probabilistic,
Lipset Development-democracy correlation

not automatic.

2.2 Plato, Aristotle, and the anthropology of political motivation

Plato matters to Fukuyama less as a source of regime classification than as the source of thymos. In the

Republic, spiritedness is the part of the soul that becomes indignant at humiliation and seeks honor;

Fukuyama converts this into a vocabulary for status and recognition. The move is important because it

prevents political behavior from being reduced to material preference. Aristotle enters more diffusely.

Fukuyama shares the Aristotelian refusal to imagine human beings as pre-political atoms and repeatedly

treats association, status, family, and rule-following as features of a naturally social species. Yet his

universal-history framework is not Aristotelian in the strict sense: it assumes cumulative historical

change driven by science and institutions rather than a cyclical taxonomy of constitutions (Plato,
Republic IV; Fukuyama 1992, chs. 15-19).
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This classical inheritance also supplies a limit on economistic modernization theory. If human beings
seek only wealth and security, the political transition from successful authoritarian capitalism to
democracy is difficult to explain. Thymos supplies a non-material motive: prosperous and educated
citizens can demand voice because exclusion itself is degrading. The explanatory gain is real, but the
mechanism is not self-executing. Whether status grievances become liberal-democratic, nationalist,
religious, or revolutionary depends on political narratives and institutions. That ambiguity becomes more
explicit in Identity than in the 1992 book.

2.3 Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau, and the liberal problem of authority

Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau help locate Fukuyama inside the modern argument about legitimate
authority. Hobbes foregrounds order: without a power able to enforce rules, rights are insecure. Later
Fukuyama's insistence on state capacity brings him closer to this Hobbesian problem than the early End-
of-History thesis suggested. Locke supplies the language of rights, limited government, and consent; those
elements become part of what Fukuyama later calls classical liberalism. Rousseau contributes a more
unsettling idea: social comparison creates demands for esteem that cannot be satisfied by material
abundance alone. Fukuyama's recognition theory can therefore be read as a Hegelian reconstruction of a
Rousseauian problem of amour-propre (Fukuyama 1992; 2022).

The synthesis is not philosophically seamless. A strong state capable of governing effectively can threaten
Lockean liberty; robust legal vetoes can weaken Hobbesian capacity; democratic majorities can violate
liberal rights; and demands for recognition can destabilize constitutional restraint. Mature Fukuyama
does not solve these tensions by subordinating one institution to another. His political-order framework
is instead an equilibrium theory in which power, law, and accountability must coexist without any
component wholly neutralizing the others.

2.4 Tocqueville, Weber, Lipset, Huntington, and the social-scientific turn

The later project owes at least as much to Tocqueville, Weber, Lipset, and Huntington as the early project
owes to Hegel and Kojéve. Tocqueville supplies sensitivity to equality, associations, religion, and the
ambiguous psychology of democratic society. Weber supplies the ideal of impersonal bureaucratic
authority and the distinction between patrimonial and rational-legal administration. Lipset supplies a
probabilistic association between socioeconomic modernization and democracy. Huntington supplies the
crucial corrective: social mobilization can outrun political institutionalization, and political order has
causal autonomy from economic development (Tocqueville 1835/1840; Weber 1922; Lipset 1959;
Huntington 1968).

This cluster clarifies why the phrase 'from End of History to Political Order' describes a change in
disciplinary center of gravity. The Hegelian question asks what regime can satisfy recognition. The
Weberian-Huntingtonian question asks what kinds of organizations can actually govern. Fukuyama's
mature work keeps both. Liberal democracy remains the normative horizon, but administrative
institutions acquire their own histories, path dependencies, failure modes, and performance criteria.
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3. Hegel = Kojéve = Fukuyama

3.1 Hegel: freedom and recognition, not a newspaper prediction

Hegel’s philosophy of history is frequently caricatured almost as badly as Fukuyama’s. Its relevant core is
the idea that freedom becomes progressively intelligible and institutionally realized through historical
forms of social life. Recognition matters because self-conscious freedom is not purely private; persons
become intelligible to themselves through relations in which status and agency are socially
acknowledged. The famous lordship-and-bondage episode in the Phenomenology is one moment in a
much larger account of recognition, ethical life, civil society, and the state. Modern scholarship therefore
warns against treating the master-slave dialectic as the whole of Hegel’s politics (SEP, “Hegel”; SEP,
“Recognition”). (Hegel 1977, §§178-196; Kojéve 1969, 3-30; Fukuyama 1992, pts. III-IV.)

[Textual anchor] Hegel's recognition problem begins with the claim that self-consciousness is
mediated by another self-consciousness. Hegel 1977, §§178-196; paraphrase with section citation.

3.2 Kojéve: existentializing and radicalizing Hegel

Alexandre Kojéve’s Paris lectures were not neutral exegesis. They read Hegel through Marx and
Heidegger, centering the struggle for recognition and making human negation, labor, risk, and mortality
central. The master seeks recognition from a subordinate who cannot freely provide it; the bondsman
transforms the world through labor. Historical reconciliation therefore requires universal and reciprocal
recognition. Kojéve’s “universal and homogeneous state” becomes the institutional symbol of a world in
which the basic recognition struggle has been resolved. The Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy
correctly emphasizes that Kojéve’s lectures were an original reinterpretation rather than a transparent
reproduction of Hegel. (Hegel 1977, §§178-196; Kojéve 1969, 3-30; Fukuyama 1992, pts. III-IV.)

3.3 Fukuyama: from philosophical reconciliation to regime legitimacy

Fukuyama’s move is to translate Kojeve’s philosophical anthropology into a theory of late-modern regime
legitimacy. Liberal democracy institutionalizes equal recognition by treating persons as formally equal
rights-bearing citizens and participants in political sovereignty. Fascism denies equality; hereditary
aristocracy denies equal status; communist dictatorship claims equality but suppresses political
recognition; liberal democracy, in Fukuyama’s argument, integrates universal rights and political
participation more successfully than its principal ideological rivals. (Hegel 1977, §§178-196; Kojéve 1969, 3-30;
Fukuyama 1992, pts. III-IV.)

The translation changes the theory in three ways. First, Fukuyama supplements recognition with a
modernization mechanism based on cumulative natural science and economic development. Second, he
identifies a specific institutional endpoint—liberal democracy—rather than merely a universal state.
Third, he retains Nietzschean doubt: a society of equal recognition may generate boredom, status hunger,
and renewed megalothymia. Thus the endpoint produces the psychological forces that can destabilize it.
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Fukuyama’s Intellectual Genealogy

Hegel ~ Kojéve Fukuyama (1989-92)
Histpry « Freedom < Recognftion ecognition ¢ Post-histor beral democracy as legitimacy horizgn

v

Plato / Nietzsche Weber / Huntington Lipset / modernization Tocqueville / liberalism
thymos ¢ Last Man state « institutions ¢ decay development ¢ democracy civil society ¢ equality

The mature project combines philosophy of history with comparative political development.
Figure 2. Intellectual genealogy: the philosophical and social-scientific streams converging in Fukuyama. Conceptual diagram.

[Critical distinction]

Hegel — Kojéve — Fukuyama is not a chain of identical propositions. Hegel provides a philosophy
of freedom and recognition; Kojéve radically anthropologizes and finalizes the dialectic;
Fukuyama turns that interpretation into a claim about the legitimacy of modern regime types
under conditions of economic modernization.

4. 1989: The Emergence of “The End of History?”

4.1 Timing

The essay appeared in The National Interest in summer 1989, before the Berlin Wall fell. That timing is
essential to fair evaluation. Fukuyama was not merely celebrating a completed Soviet collapse. He
interpreted Gorbachev-era reform, the erosion of Marxist-Leninist confidence, democratization trends,
and the apparent absence of a compelling universal ideological alternative as evidence of a deeper
transformation in the realm of legitimacy. (Fukuyama 1989, 3-18; Huntington 1989, 3-11.)

[Textual anchor] 'end point of mankind's ideological evolution' and 'final form of human government'
Fukuyama 1989, 4.

4.2 Why it provoked a global argument

The essay crossed disciplinary boundaries. To philosophers it revived teleological history after decades of
suspicion. To realists it appeared to underweight permanent power competition. To Marxists it converted
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the crisis of Soviet communism into a verdict on socialism and class conflict. To conservatives and
civilizational theorists it universalized a Western institutional form. To modernization theorists it made a
large historical inference from economic and ideological convergence. The controversy was therefore not

reducible to one factual forecast; it was a dispute over whether history can have direction at all.
(Fukuyama 1989, 3-18; Huntington 1989, 3-11.)

4.3 Huntington’s immediate challenge

Samuel Huntington’s “No Exit: The Errors of Endism,” published in the same 1989 issue, is especially
important because it shows that criticism began before the Soviet Union disappeared. Huntington
emphasized enduring sources of conflict and the danger of mistaking one ideological victory for the
resolution of historical plurality. Yet, as later chapters show, Huntington and Fukuyama would prove

much closer on political development than their famous macro-historical contrast suggests. (Fukuyama
1989, 3-18; Huntington 1989, 3-11.)

4.4 The late-Cold-War empirical setting

The 1989 essay should be read against a sequence of developments that had made Soviet ideological
confidence increasingly difficult to sustain: economic stagnation, the costs of strategic competition,
Gorbachev's perestroika and glasnost, the erosion of communist-party authority in Eastern Europe, and
the broader 'third wave' of democratization that had already transformed Southern Europe, Latin
America, and parts of Asia. Fukuyama's claim was therefore empirically opportunistic but not merely
retrospective. The Berlin Wall had not yet fallen when the essay appeared. Its audacity lay in interpreting
a still-unfinished crisis as evidence of an ideological asymmetry between liberal democracy and its
twentieth-century rivals (Fukuyama 1989; Huntington 1991).

The surrounding American intellectual climate was equally important. Realists expected power politics to
persist independently of ideology; democratic-peace research was increasingly attentive to the
consequences of regime type; modernization theory had revived after earlier criticism; and debates over
the Soviet future divided those who saw reform as tactical from those who saw systemic exhaustion.
Fukuyama's intervention crossed these literatures by arguing that ideas about legitimacy could be
historically consequential even if strategic competition and violence continued.

4.5 The crisis of Marxism and the asymmetry of ideological competition

The end-of-history thesis was strongest when framed comparatively rather than triumphally. Fascism
had been militarily and morally discredited; Soviet communism still possessed states and armies but had
lost much of its capacity to present itself as the future of advanced society. Liberal democracy, by
contrast, could incorporate significant welfare provision, regulation, and redistribution without
surrendering multiparty competition or individual rights. This asymmetry mattered more to Fukuyama
than the immediate number of democracies in the world. His question concerned the repertoire of
universally ambitious regime principles, not a census of regimes at a particular date (Fukuyama 1989;
1992, chs. 1-5).

The weakness of this formulation is that ideological alternatives need not look like twentieth-century
universal doctrines. Nationalist authoritarianism, civilizational narratives, religious politics, and high-
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capacity one-party capitalism can remain durable without claiming universal inevitability. Post-1989
history therefore places pressure on the inference from the weakening of universal rivals to long-run
liberal convergence. That distinction is central to the empirical assessment later in this monograph.

5. The Architecture of The End of History and the Last
Man

5.1 What “History” means

The single most important interpretive correction is to distinguish history as events from History as a
directional process of political and ideological development. Fukuyama did not argue that wars,
revolutions, elections, crises, or ordinary political events would cease. His claim concerns whether the
long search for a superior universal principle of political legitimacy has produced a regime form—Iliberal
democracy—that no rival has clearly surpassed on its own universal terms. (Fukuyama 1992, pts. I-V.)

Table 2. Four meanings of “history” and the level at which Fukuyama’s claim operates.

Level Meaning Does Fukuyama claim an “end”?
1 Events continue to occur No.
2 Conflict and war continue No.
3 Historical process has direction Yes, provisionally.
4 Universal History of regime legitimacy This is the principal level of the thesis.
s Every country becomes democratic No.
quickly
6 Democratic Institutions become No; later work explicitly theorizes decay.

irreversible

5.2 Two engines of history

The book’s logic is best reconstructed as a dual-engine theory. The first engine is cumulative natural
science. Scientific knowledge produces technological development, industrialization, urbanization,
education, complex division of labor, and administrative rationalization. This generates broad
convergence in socioeconomic structures. But it cannot by itself explain political freedom. The second
engine is recognition: persons do not merely seek utility; they seek acknowledgment of their dignity.
Liberal citizenship provides a form of universal equal recognition. Economic modernization explains
why societies become structurally similar; recognition explains why equality and political participation
become normatively compelling. (Fukuyama 1992, pts. I-V.)

5.3 Liberal capitalism and liberal democracy

Fukuyama’s early work often associates market capitalism with liberal democracy, but the two are
analytically distinct. Markets can coexist with authoritarian rule. That distinction becomes increasingly
important in his later engagement with China. The End-of-History thesis is therefore stronger when
stated as a claim about liberal-democratic legitimacy than as a claim about an inseparable package of
capitalism and democracy. (Fukuyama 1992, pts. I-V.)
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5.4 The Last Man as internal critique

The title’s second half functions as a warning against triumphalism. If liberal democracy solves the
problem of equal recognition too well, it may flatten risk, sacrifice, greatness, or aspiration. Nietzsche’s
Last Man becomes a figure of comfortable self-preservation. Fukuyama therefore embeds a destabilizing
possibility inside the apparent endpoint: megalothymia, nationalism, religion, charismatic leadership, or
political struggle may return because human beings are not satisfied by equality and consumption alone.
(Fukuyama 1992, pts. I-V.)

[Primary-text reconstruction]

The 1992 book is best read as: historical pessimism — possibility of Universal History —
modernization mechanism — recognition mechanism - liberal democracy as legitimacy endpoint
— Nietzschean problem of satisfaction. The famous first claim is incomplete without the final
warning.

[Primary-text finding] Primary text: the claim concerns Universal History and regime legitimacy, not
the cessation of events or war.

[Historical / empirical evidence] Empirical evidence: post-1989 democratization supported
convergence for a period, while authoritarian durability and backsliding later weakened the stronger
forecast.

[Strongest objection] Strongest criticism: the thesis risks becoming unfalsifiable if every reversal is
defined as temporary.

[Synthetic assessment] Assessment: retain the legitimacy-horizon and recognition arguments; reject
deterministic convergence.

5.5 The book as a five-stage argument

The End of History and the Last Man is most accurately reconstructed as five linked arguments. First,
Fukuyama rejects the twentieth-century loss of faith in directional history and asks whether a Universal
History can still be written. Second, he identifies modern natural science as a cuamulative mechanism that
pushes societies toward industrial organization, education, urbanization, and complex division of labor.
Third, he argues that economic convergence alone cannot explain democracy. Fourth, he introduces
recognition to explain why human beings seek political status and equal citizenship. Fifth, he turns
Nietzsche against his own apparent conclusion: a society that successfully universalizes equal recognition
may produce boredom, status hunger, and renewed megalothymia (Fukuyama 1992, pts. I-V).

The architecture therefore contains both an external and an internal challenge to liberal democracy.
Externally, not every society will necessarily reach or remain at the putative endpoint. Internally, the
endpoint may fail to satisfy important dimensions of human striving. The 'Last Man' is not an appendix to
a triumphalist book; it is the mechanism by which Fukuyama acknowledges that the successful
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institutionalization of equality can itself generate dissatisfaction. Reading the book this way substantially
narrows the distance between the 1992 analysis and the later work on identity and populism.

5.6 Modern natural science: direction without a complete political mechanism

Fukuyama's most important material mechanism is modern natural science. Scientific knowledge
accumulates across generations, generates technologies with military and economic uses, and rewards
societies capable of large-scale education, specialization, and administrative organization. This creates a
form of historical directionality that is stronger than simple cultural diffusion because states face
competitive incentives to acquire technologies and productive capacities. Yet science does not specify a
unique constitutional form. Authoritarian governments can industrialize, educate populations, and
deploy complex bureaucracies. The economic mechanism therefore establishes common developmental
pressures without proving democratic convergence (Fukuyama 1992, chs. 6-12).

This gap is precisely why recognition is necessary in the theory. Economic modernization changes social
structure and raises expectations, but thymos gives political content to demands for equal standing. The
resulting causal chain is probabilistic: modernization can expand educated middle classes, organizational
resources, and expectations of autonomy; political entrepreneurs then interpret grievances through
available identities and institutions. China demonstrates that the chain can be interrupted for long
periods. The mature Fukuyama accordingly gives much greater autonomy to political institutions than
the 1992 model did.

5.7 Liberal capitalism is not the endpoint by itself

A recurring misunderstanding equates Fukuyama's endpoint with neoliberal capitalism. The text does
not support that reduction. Markets matter because they coordinate complex economies and because
command systems proved inefficient, but the philosophical endpoint is liberal democracy, not laissez-
faire. The difference becomes explicit in Liberalism and Its Discontents, where Fukuyama criticizes
neoliberal extensions of market logic and accepts a substantial regulatory and welfare role for capable
states. The continuity is the protection of individual autonomy and equal status; the revision concerns the
institutional conditions necessary to make those principles socially sustainable (Fukuyama 1992; 2022).

This distinction also helps explain why economic inequality is a serious but not straightforward
falsification of the early thesis. Inequality can undermine equal recognition, distort political
accountability, and increase elite capture without abolishing liberal rights formally. It therefore exposes
a tension between juridical equality and social power that the early book underdeveloped. Later work on
political decay, oligarchic influence, and democratic delivery partially addresses the gap but never
develops a full theory of distributive justice comparable with Rawls or contemporary political economy.

6. Human Nature, Thymos, Recognition, and the Last Man

6.1 Reason, desire, and thymos

Fukuyama adapts a tripartite anthropology. Desire seeks material goods; reason calculates means and
understands universals; thymos evaluates worth. Political orders fail when they satisfy one dimension
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while systematically humiliating another. A wealthy authoritarian society may satisfy desire while
restricting equal political recognition. A formally equal democracy may satisfy isothymia while leaving
status competition and megalothymia politically volatile. (Fukuyama 1992, pts. III-V; Nietzsche, Zarathustra,
Prologue §5.)

6.2 Isothymia and megalothymia

Isothymia is the desire to be recognized as equal. Liberal-democratic citizenship institutionalizes it
through equal legal status. Megalothymia is the desire to be recognized as superior. Fukuyama treats it
ambivalently: it can produce entrepreneurship, leadership, courage, or artistic achievement, but also
domination, imperial ambition, and personalistic politics. The later theory of populism becomes
intelligible when political actors convert perceived humiliation into promises of restored collective
greatness. (Fukuyama 1992, pts. III-V; Nietzsche, Zarathustra, Prologue §5.)

6.3 Recognition as bridge concept

Recognition is the single concept that most clearly unifies early and late Fukuyama. In 1992 it helps
explain why liberal democracy is attractive. In 2018 it explains why liberal democracies are unstable
when universal equal recognition is experienced as abstract, culturally thin, or inconsistently delivered.
What appears to be a new turn toward identity is therefore a return to an old mechanism under new
empirical conditions. (Fukuyama 1992, pts. I1I-V; Nietzsche, Zarathustra, Prologue §5.)

6.4 The Last Man, honor, and the politics of dissatisfaction

Nietzsche's Last Man enters Fukuyama's argument as a warning that equal recognition may be
psychologically incomplete. A liberal order can reduce arbitrary hierarchy, pacify many forms of status
competition, and convert ambition into economic or professional achievement. But it cannot abolish the
desire to be exceptional. Megalothymia can be sublimated into entrepreneurship, art, science, sport, or
constitutional leadership; it can also be redirected into domination, ethnic supremacy, imperial
adventure, or charismatic politics. Liberal democracy therefore survives partly by finding socially
productive outlets for unequal ambition (Fukuyama 1992, chs. 26-31).

This is why religion, nationalism, honor, and heroism remain analytically important after the putative
endpoint. They offer forms of belonging and sacrifice that consumer society may not provide. The insight
is stronger than the prediction attached to it. Fukuyama correctly identifies status and dignity as
irreducible political motives, but the theory does not determine which identities will capture thymotic
energy. That requires historical sociology, political organization, media, leadership, and institutional
context. Identity is thus best read as an attempt to supply the missing meso-level mechanismes.

6.5 Recognition and liberal equality: a built-in instability

Isothymia appears to support liberal equality, but the demand for recognition is not automatically
universalistic. A group can demand equal standing for itself while denying equal status to outsiders.
Conversely, universal rights can feel abstract when communities seek recognition of specific histories or
injuries. This creates a central tension in Fukuyama's mature liberalism: liberal institutions must
recognize citizens as equal individuals while allowing sufficient space for particular identities that give
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life social meaning. The state cannot eliminate identity without becoming coercively homogenizing; it
cannot constitutionalize every identity claim without weakening a common civic framework (Fukuyama
2018b; 2022).

The analytical advantage of recognition theory is that it connects personal humiliation to collective
politics. Its weakness is measurement. Material deprivation, cultural status, partisan identity, race,
religion, and nationalism are empirically entangled. A rigorous application therefore requires evidence
that status mechanisms add explanatory value beyond economic interest or elite mobilization. The theory
is best treated as a causal dimension to be tested, not as a universal residual category for any non-
economic political behavior.
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PART Il — From Legitimacy to Social Order and Human
Nature

Part II follows Fukuyama away from regime legitimacy toward the social and anthropological
foundations of order: trust, norm formation, biotechnology, and the practical discovery that
liberal institutions cannot be manufactured without administrative capacity.

7. Trust, Social Capital, and Economic Organization

7.1 Why Trust belongs inside the same project

Trust (1995) is often treated as a detour from the End-of-History thesis. It is better understood as an
inquiry into the informal social foundations that formal institutions presuppose. If modern economies
and states require cooperation among strangers, then culture, norms, and social capital shape
organizational scale. Fukuyama contrasts high-trust environments capable of building large
organizations beyond the family with low-trust settings in which kinship remains a dominant organizing
principle. (Fukuyama 1995.)

7.2 From kinship to patrimonialism

This insight later becomes institutional. Patrimonial political systems distribute office and resources
through personal and familial networks. Impersonal bureaucracy requires officials to separate public
role from private loyalty. Trust therefore anticipates the later problem of “getting to Denmark”: a modern
state depends not merely on constitutional form but on norms supporting impersonal cooperation.
(Fukuyama 1995.)

7.3 Critique

The risk is cultural essentialism. National cultures are heterogeneous, and trust can be both cause and
consequence of institutions. Later Fukuyama became more careful about measurement and mechanisms,
defining social capital as shared norms that enable cooperation rather than treating national culture as a
fixed explanatory essence. The movement from Trust to governance research can thus be read as a shift
from broad civilizational typology toward institutionally tractable variables. (Fukuyama 1995.)

7.4 High-trust and low-trust social structures

Trust compares societies according to the radius within which people can cooperate beyond close kin. In
Fukuyama's stylized contrast, societies with strong voluntary associations and generalized trust more
easily create large, professionally managed organizations, whereas family-centered systems may rely
more heavily on kin networks or on the state to assemble large-scale economic organizations. The
argument was an effort to reintroduce culture into political economy without claiming that culture is
immutable. It also foreshadows the later concern with patrimonialism: when reliable cooperation stops
at the family boundary, public office and economic organization are more vulnerable to personalistic
exchange (Fukuyama 1995, pts. II-IV).
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The comparative typology generated controversy because national cultures contain multiple
organizational forms and because successful firms can arise under different ownership structures. East
Asian development also shows that family networks, bureaucratic states, and market institutions can
complement rather than simply substitute for one another. The most durable contribution of Trust is
therefore not a fixed ranking of national trust levels but the proposition that informal norms affect
transaction costs, organizational scale, and the institutional capacity to cooperate with strangers.

7.5 Social capital, civil society, and the state

Fukuyama subsequently refined social capital as an instantiated informal norm that promotes
cooperation rather than as trust itself. This distinction matters. Trust can be an outcome; networks can be
carriers; norms of reciprocity provide the rule structure. Some tightly bonded groups possess high
internal trust while imposing costs on outsiders. Social capital is therefore not automatically democratic
or socially beneficial. Mafias, patronage machines, and exclusionary sects can mobilize dense solidarity.
The normative question is whether associational networks widen cooperation across social boundaries or
reinforce segmented privilege (Fukuyama 1999; 2001).

This qualification brings Fukuyama closer to institutional analysis. Effective states need social
cooperation but also impersonal rules capable of overriding particularistic networks. Too little social
trust raises enforcement and monitoring costs; too much deference to private networks can produce
capture. The later state-capacity project is consequently not a repudiation of social capital but a theory of
how formal authority must coexist with informal cooperation without being colonized by it.

8. The Great Disruption: Norm Breakdown and
Spontaneous Social Order

8.1 Why the book belongs in the central intellectual sequence

The Great Disruption (1999) is often omitted from compressed accounts of Fukuyama because it does not
contain a famous constitutional thesis. That omission is misleading. The book asks a problem that links
Trust to the later Political Order project: how do complex societies generate and regenerate the informal
norms that make cooperation possible when inherited social structures are destabilized by economic and
technological change? The object of explanation is neither the state nor the market alone but the
normative infrastructure in which both operate. Fukuyama's authorized 2026 memoir preview
retrospectively describes the late-1970s and early-1980s milieu as the 'high point' of what he later called
the Great Disruption, confirming that the book grew out of a long biographical as well as theoretical
concern (Fukuyama 1999; Fukuyama 2026, authorized prepublication excerpt). (Fukuyama 1999; Fukuyama
2026, authorized publisher preview.)

8.2 The disruption thesis

Fukuyama associates the transition to a postindustrial information society with a cluster of social
changes visible across advanced countries from roughly the 1960s through the early 1990s: weakening
family stability, changing fertility and gender roles, higher crime in many societies, and declining
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confidence in established forms of authority. He does not treat these indicators as a single moral
pathology. The theoretical claim is that rapid transformations in labor markets, technology,
contraception, and women's economic participation altered the incentives and social expectations on
which older norms rested. The disruption is therefore partly endogenous to modernization itself: the
same individual autonomy and informational flexibility that enhance economic dynamism can erode

inherited coordinating norms (Fukuyama 1999, pts. I-II). (Fukuyama 1999; Fukuyama 2026, authorized
publisher preview.)

8.3 Spontaneous order and renorming

The book is not a simple conservative lament because Fukuyama rejects the idea that social order
depends wholly on top-down authority. Human beings are norm-producing and association-forming
animals. When old rules cease to fit new circumstances, decentralized communities generate new
expectations, networks, and forms of reciprocity. This 'renorming' proposition anticipates the later
distinction between formal institutions and the informal social practices that sustain them. It also limits
the state-building argument: government can enforce law and supply public goods, but it cannot by
administrative command manufacture all of the trust and moral reciprocity on which successful
institutions depend (Fukuyama 1999, pt. III). (Fukuyama 1999; Fukuyama 2026, authorized publisher preview.)

8.4 Theoretical function and criticisms

The Great Disruption contributes three elements to the larger project. First, it makes social capital
dynamic rather than treating national 'cultures of trust' as fixed inheritances. Second, it provides a bridge
from cultural explanation to institutional evolution by showing that informal norms can change in
response to structural conditions. Third, it adds a theory of social self-correction: modernity can dissolve
norms without leaving permanent anomie. Critics can nonetheless question both the aggregation of
heterogeneous social indicators and the causal story linking them to an information-society transition.
Family change, gender equality, crime, and associational life do not necessarily move together, and
normative decline can be judged differently across groups. The book is strongest when read as a theory of
norm adaptation, not as a single index of moral deterioration. (Fukuyama 1999; Fukuyama 2026, authorized
publisher preview.)

8.5 From Trust to Great Disruption to Political Order

Read in sequence, Trust asks why some societies possess broader radii of cooperation; The Great
Disruption asks how those informal norms break and regenerate; the Political Order volumes ask how
societies convert authority from kinship and patronage into impersonal institutions. The continuity is
therefore more substantial than the conventional bibliography suggests. Fukuyama's later concept of
repatrimonialization can be read as a political analogue of social renorming gone in reverse: formal
organizations drift back toward personalistic networks when impersonal rules lose legitimacy or
enforcement. This is one reason the social-capital phase should not be treated as an intellectual detour.
(Fukuyama 1999; Fukuyama 2026, authorized publisher preview.)

[Textual anchor] Fukuyama's authorized memoir preview calls the early 1980s the 'high point of what
I later called the Great Disruption.' Fukuyama 2026, authorized publisher preview; quotation kept brief.
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9. Biotechnology and Our Posthuman Future

9.1 Human nature as constitutional infrastructure

Our Posthuman Future (2002) asks a question that connects directly to the recognition theory: if equal
dignity rests on something shared about human beings, what happens when biotechnology can
deliberately alter the traits through which humans understand themselves? Fukuyama worries that
genetic enhancement, psychopharmacology, reproductive technologies, and other interventions could
generate new forms of hierarchy or modify dispositions that liberal equality presupposes. (Fukuyama
2002.)

9.2 The “Factor X” problem

Fukuyama’s argument depends on the proposition that humans possess a complex, irreducible set of
characteristics that grounds equal moral status. Critics object that this risks reifying a historically
contested “human nature,” while defenders note that rights discourse requires some account of why all
humans are owed equal concern. The book is therefore best seen as the bioethical extension of the same
philosophical anthropology that underlies thymos and recognition. (Fukuyama 2002.)

9.3 Contemporary relevance

The biotechnology argument acquires renewed importance in the era of gene editing and artificial
intelligence, though Al is not biological modification. The common problem is political control over
technologies that can change capacities, status hierarchies, and the informational environment within
which citizens form judgments. Fukuyama’s later work on platform power demonstrates that
technological change remains part of his account of democratic vulnerability. (Fukuyama 2002.)

9.4 Liberal equality and the political problem of enhancement

Our Posthuman Future asks what happens when biotechnology changes traits that liberal institutions
presuppose rather than merely treating disease. If wealth can purchase heritable cognitive, physical, or
behavioral enhancement, formal equality before the law may coexist with biologically entrenched
inequality. Fukuyama's concern is therefore political as well as bioethical: a society of designed status
differences could weaken the shared human basis on which universal dignity is claimed. The argument
anticipates contemporary debates over gene editing, neurotechnology, reproductive selection, and
algorithmically mediated enhancement (Fukuyama 2002, chs. 5-10).

The difficulty is that 'human nature' can be invoked too broadly. Many characteristics humans regard as
morally important are socially formed, historically variable, and technologically mediated already. Critics
therefore question whether stable species-typical traits can bear the normative weight Fukuyama places
on them. His strongest point is more limited: liberal equality depends on refusing to let political status
track engineered hierarchy. That institutional principle can survive even if philosophical accounts of a
fixed Factor X remain contested.
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10. Iraq, Neoconservatism, and the Turn to State-Building

10.1 The break with neoconservatism

Fukuyama’s public break with the neoconservative movement over the Iraq War was not merely a
change in foreign-policy preference. It exposed an institutional blind spot: removing authoritarian rule
does not create a capable, legitimate state. America at the Crossroads later criticized the expectation that
military power could rapidly produce liberal-democratic outcomes in societies lacking the necessary
institutions and political bargains. (Fukuyama 2004; Fukuyama 2006.)

10.2 State-Building: scope versus strength

State-Building (2004) introduces a distinction that became central to Fukuyama’s mature theory. The
scope of the state concerns how many tasks government undertakes; the strength or capacity of the state
concerns how effectively it performs them. A government can be broad in scope yet weak in
implementation, or relatively limited in scope yet administratively strong. This distinction breaks with
both libertarian measures of “small government” and crude measures of public expenditure as proxies
for state strength. (Fukuyama 2004; Fukuyama 2006.)

10.3 Afghanistan and Iraq as negative lessons

Post-conflict interventions demonstrated that ministries, tax systems, courts, police, administrative
routines, and legitimacy cannot simply be imported. Institutional capacity depends on knowledge,
incentives, professional norms, political settlement, and historical sequence. Fukuyama’s theory
therefore moves from constitutional regime type toward institutional substrate. Democracy is no longer
the first variable; the state becomes analytically prior in many contexts. (Fukuyama 2004; Fukuyama 2006.)

[Major theoretical transition]

End of History asks: which regime has the strongest ultimate legitimacy claim? State-Building
asks: what if a society cannot produce an organization capable of enforcing rules, collecting
revenue, providing services, or maintaining order? The second question does not abandon the
first; it exposes its institutional prerequisites.

10.4 From regime change to institutional sequencing

The Iraq experience sharpened a distinction that became central to later Fukuyama: removing an
authoritarian regime, holding an election, and building a state are analytically separate tasks. Elections
can confer a form of accountability while coercive capacity, professional administration, fiscal extraction,
and legal order remain weak. Under those conditions democratization may intensify competition over
state resources rather than institutionalize impersonal government. This insight links the post-Iraq
foreign-policy critique directly to the sequencing argument of the Political Order volumes (Fukuyama
2004; 2006).

The American Newspaper — americannewspaper.org | AmericanTV — americantv.org e 17



THE AMERICAN NEWSPAPER | AMERICANTV e FRANCIS FUKUYAMA: THE INTELLECTUAL PROJECT

The revision also narrows the foreign-policy implications of the End-of-History thesis. Even if liberal
democracy is normatively attractive, outsiders possess limited knowledge and limited capacity to
transplant institutional equilibria created through long historical processes. Fukuyama's break with
neoconservatism is therefore not a rejection of democratic legitimacy. It is a rejection of the inference
that legitimacy makes rapid coercive institutional engineering feasible. The later preference is for state
capacity, gradual institution-building, and contextual political knowledge.
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PART Ill — Political Order, State Capacity, and Decay

Part III examines the mature theory of political development. Its central question is institutional:
how do societies escape kinship-based patrimonialism, construct impersonal states, constrain
rulers through law, create accountability, and preserve sufficient bureaucratic autonomy to
govern effectively?

11. The Origins of Political Order

11.1 Before the state: kinship, biology, tribe, and patrimonialism

A close reading of The Origins of Political Order must begin before the institutional triangle. Fukuyama
starts with primate sociability and the proposition that humans are biologically predisposed toward kin
selection, reciprocal altruism, status hierarchy, and rule-following. Political development therefore does
not begin from isolated rational individuals contracting into a state. It begins from intensely social groups
in which authority is embedded in kinship and personal obligation. The historical problem is how
political organizations become sufficiently impersonal that officeholders can treat strangers according to
general rules rather than familial preference (Fukuyama 2011, chs. 1-5). (Fukuyama 2011.)

This starting point gives patrimonialism a deeper status than ordinary corruption. Patrimonialism is the
natural tendency to treat political office as an extension of household and lineage. Neopatrimonialism is
its modern return inside organizations that formally claim to be bureaucratic. The achievement of the
modern state is therefore not simply centralization; it is the creation of recruitment, promotion, taxation,
military service, and adjudication that are at least partly insulated from kinship. Fukuyama's later
concept of political decay is intelligible only against this anthropological baseline: impersonal institutions
are historically constructed achievements that remain vulnerable to repersonalization (Fukuyama 2011,
chs. 6-9; Fukuyama 2014b).

Religion plays an ambivalent role in this transition. It can reinforce hierarchy and inherited status, but
transcendent religious authority can also create norms standing above rulers and kin groups. In
Fukuyama's comparative narrative, this mechanism becomes important for the emergence of legal
constraint in India and medieval Europe. The argument is analytically powerful but historically
contestable because 'religion,' 'law,' and 'state' are not equivalent categories across civilizations. Specialist
scholarship therefore needs to test the mechanism rather than merely accept the labels (McClish 2019a,
2019b; Olivelle and Davis 2017).

[Analytical payoff] The Origins of Political Order is not merely a three-pillar theory. It is also a theory
of the difficult transition from kin-based personal rule to impersonal administration. Fukuyama 2011,
chs. 1-9.

11.2 The three-institution framework

The Origins of Political Order (2011) is the first volume of Fukuyama’s largest comparative-historical
project. It begins from the claim that modern liberal democracy combines three independently
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developing institutional complexes: a state, rule of law, and accountable government. The state
concentrates power and solves collective-action problems; rule of law subjects power to general and
relatively impersonal rules; accountability forces rulers to answer to the political community. Their
simultaneous presence is historically unusual because the first concentrates power while the other two
constrain it. (Fukuyama 2011.)

POLITICAL ORDER AS A THREE-DIMENSIONAL BALANCE

ar / capacity

RULE OF LAW Constraint
/ impersonality

LIBERAL DEMOCRATIC POLITICAL ORDER =
balanced power, constraint, and

accountability

Figure 3. Fukuyama’s institutional triangle. A successful liberal-democratic order requires capacity, constraint, and accountability
in stable balance.

11.3 State

Fukuyama’s state is Weberian but not reducible to coercive monopoly. The analytically important feature
is an impersonal administrative apparatus capable of formulating and executing collective decisions
across territory. State strength is therefore institutional and organizational. It can be observed in
taxation, security provision, infrastructure, regulation, personnel systems, and implementation capacity.
This permits comparison between democratic and authoritarian states without assuming that one regime
type monopolizes capacity. (Fukuyama 2011.)

11.4 Rule of law

Rule of law is not simply “laws exist.” It means rulers themselves are constrained by a body of rules
understood as standing above immediate political will. Historically, Fukuyama traces such constraints to
religion, custom, corporate privilege, and later constitutionalism. The key theoretical function is to
prevent the state’s concentrated power from becoming purely arbitrary. (Fukuyama 2011.)
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11.5 Accountability

Accountability means that rulers answer to a broader political community. Modern elections are the most
visible mechanism, but Fukuyama'’s historical account includes premodern estates, representative bodies,
and institutionalized constraints that made rulers responsive to organized constituencies. This allows
him to distinguish accountability from liberal rights: a system can be electorally responsive yet weakly
liberal, or legally constrained yet weakly democratic. (Fukuyama 2011.)

12. China, India, and Europe as Comparative Sequences

12.1 China: state before law and accountability

Ancient China is central because Fukuyama treats Qin and Han political development as an unusually
early breakthrough from patrimonial and kin-based rule toward centralized, bureaucratic, impersonal
administration. The comparison is functional rather than normative: China develops state capacity early,
but it does not develop an externalized rule-of-law tradition or modern political accountability on the
same path. Contemporary China therefore becomes historically intelligible as a system with deep

administrative traditions and comparatively weak liberal constraints. (Fukuyama 2011; Hui 2005; Yates 1995;
McClish 2019a, 2019b; Ertman 1997.)

12.2 India: normative law before strong state consolidation

India plays almost the inverse role. Fukuyama emphasizes Brahmanical religious authority and
normative orders that could bind rulers. The point is not that ancient India possessed modern
constitutionalism,; it is that legitimate rules were conceived as not wholly reducible to the sovereign’s
will. Critics reasonably question whether the category “rule of law” stretches too far when applied across
such different historical contexts. The case nevertheless illustrates Fukuyama’s commitment to

sequencing: legal constraint can arise before centralized state capacity. (Fukuyama 2011; Hui 2005; Yates
1995; McClish 2019a, 2019b; Ertman 1997.)

12.3 Europe: the combination problem

Western Europe matters because strong states, autonomous legal traditions, and representative
accountability eventually became combined. England is often used to illustrate a comparatively
successful balance; France demonstrates powerful state-building with different accountability
trajectories; Spain illustrates the persistence of patrimonial and rent-distributing structures; Denmark
becomes the shorthand for competent, impersonal, trusted democratic administration. “Getting to
Denmark” is not a geographical claim but a development problem: how does a society arrive at high-

capacity, low-corruption, rule-bound, accountable government? (Fukuyama 2011; Hui 2005; Yates 1995;
McClish 2019a, 2019b; Ertman 1997.)

12.4 Specialist-historiographical caution

The comparative sweep is a strength and a vulnerability. Specialist historians dispute periodization,
causal priority, and conceptual equivalence. Qin bureaucratic rationalization, Brahmanical dharma,
English common law, French absolutism, and Scandinavian administration cannot simply be placed on
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one unilinear ladder without loss of historical specificity. Fukuyama’s categories are most useful when
treated as ideal-typical dimensions rather than as claims that different civilizations were literally
building the same institution under different names. (Fukuyama 2011; Hui 2005; Yates 1995; McClish 2019a,
2019b; Ertman 1997.)

12.5 Specialist historiography: where Fukuyama’s categories are strongest and
weakest

Fukuyama's China narrative is strengthened by scholarship demonstrating the extraordinary
administrative reach of Qin and Han institutions, but specialist work complicates the claim that Qin
simply created the first 'modern’ state. Robin Yates's study of Qin administrative documents shows
elaborate procedures for appointment, reporting, performance checks, tenure, and salaries, while
research on Han administration describes a vast bureaucratic apparatus capable of mobilizing resources
over enormous territories. These findings support Fukuyama's emphasis on early impersonal
administrative capacity. Yet Victoria Tin-bor Hui's comparative work stresses interstate war, strategic
competition, and state-society bargaining, making the path to unification more contingent than a linear
civilizational narrative suggests (Yates 1995; Hui 2005, 54-223). (Fukuyama 2011; Hui 2005; Yates 1995; McClish
2019a, 2019b; Ertman 1997.)

The Indian case requires even greater conceptual caution. Fukuyama's account emphasizes Brahmanical
normative authority as an early analogue of law standing above rulers. Recent scholarship by Mark
McClish shows that the traditions of statecraft and sacred law were historically more distinct than this
formulation implies. Royal adjudication and pragmatic statecraft could develop in traditions not
originally governed by dharma, with Brahmanical integration occurring later. Patrick Olivelle's work on
the Arthasastra likewise reveals a sophisticated science of bureaucracy, taxation, security, and
adjudication. The specialist literature therefore supports the existence of normative constraints on
kingship but undermines any simple picture in which a unified religious 'rule of law' precedes political
authority (McClish 2019b, 155-223; Olivelle 2013).

For Europe, Fukuyama's sequencing claims should be read alongside the fiscal-military and historical-
sociological literature. Thomas Ertman distinguishes bureaucratic from patrimonial forms of state-
building and shows why Latin European absolutisms differed from other paths; Charles Tilly and Brian
Downing emphasize war, extraction, bargaining, and the survival of representative institutions; Joseph
Strayer traces the medieval consolidation of durable political offices. These accounts do not invalidate
Fukuyama's triangle. They suggest that the triangle is most useful as a comparative outcome space, while
the causal roads into it remain multiple, conflictual, and path dependent (Ertman 1997; Tilly 1990;
Downing 1992; Strayer 1970).

The synthetic conclusion is therefore asymmetric. Fukuyama is strongest when he decomposes political
order into analytically distinct dimensions; he is weaker when he compresses specialized historical
literatures into a universal evolutionary sequence. The more modest interpretation preserves the
comparative value of state, law, and accountability without requiring that every civilization travel
through functionally equivalent stages.

Table 3. Fukuyama’s historical sequences tested against specialist historiography.
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relatively impersonal
state

documents, and
contingent unification

Case Fukuyama’s emphasis Specialist Synthetic judgment
counterweight
in/Han China Early centralized, War, administrative Strong evidence for
y g

capacity; “modern”
remains an analogy

Ancient India

Normative authority
constraining rulers

Statecraft and dharma
developed in partially
distinct traditions

Supports constraint,
complicates a single
rule-of-law genealogy

Western Europe

Eventual combination
of state, law,

War, bargaining, fiscal
systems, and divergent

Triangle useful; causal
sequence should

conceptual
nonequivalence

accountability regime paths remain plural
Comparative method Universal political Civilization-specific Best used as a
development categories and framework, not a

deterministic ladder

sequences.

[Primary-text finding] Primary text: political institutions emerge separately and in different

capacity, plural Indian legal/state traditions, and divergent European paths.

[Historical / empirical evidence] Empirical evidence: specialist histories support early Chinese

institutions.

[Strongest objection] Strongest criticism: universal categories can compress nonequivalent historical

ladder.

[Synthetic assessment] Assessment: use the triangle as an outcome space, not as a single civilizational

12.6 The comparative-sequence argument and its limits

Fukuyama's deepest comparative claim is not that China, India, and Europe each invented one pure

institution. It is that the sequence in which state power, law, and accountability become institutionalized
leaves durable legacies. Early Chinese centralization made capable bureaucracy historically available
without an independently organized legal order capable of binding the sovereign in the European sense.
South Asian traditions created powerful normative and religious constraints without producing the same
degree of centralized state penetration. Western Europe combined church-state differentiation, feudal
representation, urban autonomy, fiscal-military competition, and legal pluralism in ways that eventually
generated multiple equilibria rather than one linear path (Fukuyama 2011).

Specialist historiography cautions against turning these contrasts into civilizational essences. Chinese
rule contained law, consultation, local elite bargaining, and recurrent constraints; Indian states
developed sophisticated administration and royal adjudication; European states often remained
patrimonial, coercive, and legally unequal for centuries. Sequence is therefore useful when treated as a
heuristic about path dependence, not a taxonomy assigning one institutional essence to entire
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civilizations. Hui, Yates, McClish, Olivelle, Ertman, Downing, and Strayer provide alternative mechanisms
—warfare, texts, fiscal extraction, legal pluralism, and organizational inheritance—that complicate
without nullifying Fukuyama's comparison (Hui 2005; Yates 1995; McClish 2019a, 2019b; Olivelle 2013;
Ertman 1997).

13. Political Order and Political Decay

13.1 From origins to modernity

Political Order and Political Decay (2014) carries the story from the French Revolution into the modern
era. Its key move is to make political development reversible. Institutions are not merely created; they
age. Successful arrangements can become rigid when their environment changes. Social coalitions that
once supported public purposes can become rent-seeking interests. Impersonal states can become
repatrimonialized. Political development therefore generates its own possibility of decay. (Fukuyama
2014b.)

[Textual anchor] Huntington's classic opening contrast is between countries by their 'degree of
government,' not simply their constitutional form (Huntington 1968, 1).

13.2 Institutionalization

Institutionalization refers to the stability, value, autonomy, and routinization of organizations and rules.
Here the Huntingtonian inheritance is unmistakable. A modern state is not strong because leaders can
issue orders; it is strong because organizations survive leadership turnover, recruit and promote
personnel through relatively impersonal standards, preserve specialized knowledge, and execute policies
predictably. (Fukuyama 2014b.)

13.3 Political decay as endogenous failure

Political decay occurs when institutions fail to adapt to changing circumstances or when impersonal
institutions are recaptured by private networks. This is analytically important because decline need not
result from invasion, revolution, or poverty. Wealthy and long-established democracies can decay
endogenously through veto proliferation, elite capture, clientelism, polarization, or procedural rigidity.
(Fukuyama 2014b.)

Table 4. Mechanisms of political decay.

Mechanism Causal logic Typical symptom

L o Rules created for an earlier environment | Inability to reform obsolete programs or
Institutional rigidity

persist after conditions change. structures.
. Organized actors gain privileged access Public policy diverges from diffuse
Elite capture . o
to policy and rents. public interests.

Public office becomes a vehicle for . L o .
Cronyism, politicized administration,

Repatrimonialization personal, familial, or factional
patronage.

advantage.

. . Multiple actors can block action without . L
Veto proliferation . . Gridlock and policy incoherence.
bearing responsibility for outcomes.
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Mechanism Causal logic Typical symptom

Opponents are treated as illegitimate, Institutional hardball and declining
making compromise costly. trust.

Polarization

. . Professional competence and autonomy Poor implementation, slow delivery, loss
Capacity erosion )
are weakened. of expertise.

13.4 Institutional rigidity, capture, and repatrimonialization

Political decay is more than declining administrative quality. Fukuyama identifies two broad
mechanisms. Institutions can become rigid: rules created for one environment persist after external
conditions change because organizations develop constituencies, routines, and legal protections.
Institutions can also be repatrimonialized: offices formally governed by impersonal rules become
vehicles for family, faction, patronage, or organized private interest. The mechanisms can interact. Rigid
institutions create rents; rent beneficiaries then defend the rigidity that protects them (Fukuyama 2014b,
chs. 35-36).

This account differs from theories that locate failure solely in weak states. Highly institutionalized
systems can decay precisely because their procedures are difficult to change. The analytical challenge is
to distinguish beneficial commitment from maladaptive rigidity. Constitutional vetoes can protect
minorities; professional tenure can protect administrative independence; judicial review can constrain
arbitrary power. The same arrangements can become obstacles under different conditions. Political
decay is therefore relational: it is a mismatch between institutional structure and changing functional
demands, not a fixed list of 'bad’ institutions.

13.5 Development without a single sequence

The mature theory rejects any claim that state, law, and accountability must emerge in a universal order.
Historically, strong states sometimes preceded representative institutions; law could arise from religion
or corporate privilege; accountability could emerge before professional bureaucracy. What matters is
eventual balance. This gives Fukuyama a language for comparing divergent trajectories without
collapsing them onto a single democracy score. It also makes later development difficult: importing one
element can destabilize the others if bureaucratic capacity, legal constraint, and political competition are
badly sequenced (Fukuyama 2011; 2014).

The resulting theory is evolutionary without being deterministic. Institutions arise through conflict,
imitation, religion, warfare, economic change, and contingent leadership. They persist because they
become embedded in organizations and expectations. They decay when they fail to adapt or are
captured. Directionality remains at the level of increasing impersonality and accountability, but
reversibility is built into the causal model.
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14. The United States and Vetocracy

14.1 Checks and balances versus vetocracy

Fukuyama’s concept of vetocracy describes a pathological extension of a constitutional system designed
to prevent concentrated power. Separation of powers, bicameralism, federalism, courts, administrative
procedures, and organized interests can protect liberty. But when blocking opportunities multiply while
responsibility is fragmented, the system may become systematically unable to make or implement
collective decisions. The argument is therefore not “checks and balances are bad”; it is that the same
institutional architecture can generate different outcomes under different levels of polarization and
interest-group mobilization. (Fukuyama 2014b; Fukuyama 2016a.)

14.2 Courts, Congress, lobbying, and bureaucracy

The American system invites legal contestation and distributes authority across many veto points.
Organized groups often possess stronger incentives to defend concentrated benefits than diffuse publics
possess to organize against them. Congress can delegate difficult problems and then criticize the
bureaucracy it created; courts can become policy venues; agencies can be constrained by procedural
requirements and politicized oversight. Fukuyama’s diagnosis combines Madisonian constitutional
structure with a modern interest-group and administrative-state problem. (Fukuyama 2014b; Fukuyama
2016a.)

14.3 Contemporary evidence and neutral framing

Recent democracy reports provide a current empirical context, not a substitute for Fukuyama’s theory.
Freedom House reported that global freedom declined for a twentieth consecutive year in 2025. V-Dem’s
2026 report described significant democratic backsliding in multiple established democracies and a
particularly sharp decline in its U.S. liberal-democracy indicators during 2025. These are assessments
produced by those organizations and remain contestable measurements; their relevance here is that they
supply contemporary evidence for the broader question Fukuyama posed—whether long-established
liberal institutions can decay from within (Freedom House 2026; V-Dem Institute 2026). (Fukuyama 2014b;
Fukuyama 2016a.)

14.4 Vetocracy as a coordination problem rather than an attack on
constitutionalism

Vetocracy is frequently misunderstood as a complaint that the United States has too many constitutional
constraints. Fukuyama's narrower point is functional. A system can distribute blocking authority so
widely that no actor possesses either sufficient capacity to implement collective decisions or clear
responsibility for failure. Fragmented committee structures, litigation, federalism, administrative
procedure, interest-group access, and polarized parties can combine to make policy adaptation slow
while preserving multiple avenues for organized minorities to defend existing benefits (Fukuyama 2014b,
chs. 35-36).
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The concept must nevertheless be used carefully. The same veto points can protect civil liberties, prevent
abrupt policy reversal, and force compromise. Cross-national work on veto players shows that stability
and decisiveness trade off in complex ways. Fukuyama's claim is therefore strongest when connected to
observable policy domains in which diffuse blocking power produces persistent inability to update
institutions, rather than as a general preference for executive concentration.

14.5 Bureaucracy and the American paradox

American political culture combines suspicion of concentrated government with demands for high
administrative performance. Fukuyama argues that this often produces a paradox: legislators constrain
agencies through detailed rules, oversight, litigation exposure, and politicized appointments while
citizens then blame bureaucracy for being slow or unresponsive. The later work on bureaucratic
autonomy gives this older vetocracy argument a more precise administrative dimension. Professional
independence can improve perceived quality, but discretion must be calibrated to capacity and
accountability (Bersch and Fukuyama 2023; 2025).

This also changes how democratic resilience should be evaluated. Elections and constitutional checks
remain essential, but a democracy that cannot administer taxes, infrastructure, public health, security, or
social programs effectively may lose legitimacy. Administrative competence is not an alternative to
liberal constraint; it is one of the conditions under which citizens experience constitutional government
as capable of collective action.

15. Governance, Bureaucratic Autonomy, and Democratic
Delivery, 2023-2025

15.1 A distinct late phase

The earlier report ended the intellectual sequence with the crisis of liberalism. Fukuyama’s recent
research indicates a further phase. His 2023-2024 publications on bureaucratic autonomy, public
servants, government quality, and failed states, followed by his 2025 work on democratic delivery, shift
attention toward a concrete question: can democracies remain legitimate if they cannot implement policy
effectively? Stanford’s bibliography records “Defining Bureaucratic Autonomy” (with Katherine Bersch),
work using a global survey of public servants, “Failing States and Failed Politics,” and “Calibrating
Autonomy.” In April 2025, he presented work on delegation and state capacity, focusing on the balance
between professional bureaucratic authority and political control. (Fukuyama 2013; Bersch and Fukuyama
2023; Bersch and Fukuyama 2025; Schuster et al. 2023; Fukuyama, Dann, and Magaloni 2025; Carothers and Hartnett
2024, 2025.)

[Textual anchor] The 2025 delivery essay states that 'delivery for citizens is crucial to rebuilding the
social contract' (Fukuyama, Dann, and Magaloni 2025, 5).

[Textual anchor] Bersch and Fukuyama distinguish political independence from administrative
discretion rather than treating autonomy as a single dimension. Bersch and Fukuyama 2023, 213-232;
2025, e12865.
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15.2 Bureaucratic autonomy

Autonomy is not insulation from democracy in the absolute sense. It is the bounded discretion that
enables officials with expertise and organizational knowledge to implement public purposes without
every personnel decision or technical judgment becoming partisan patronage. Too little autonomy
produces politicization and short-termism; too much autonomy can weaken accountability. The problem
reproduces Fukuyama’s larger institutional triangle inside administration: capacity requires discretion,
rule-bound government requires professionalism, and democratic legitimacy requires political

accountability. (Fukuyama 2013; Bersch and Fukuyama 2023; Bersch and Fukuyama 2025; Schuster et al. 2023;
Fukuyama, Dann, and Magaloni 2025; Carothers and Hartnett 2024, 2025.)

15.3 Testing the “Goldilocks” hypothesis: Brazil and the Global Survey of Public
Servants

The late governance phase is unusual because Fukuyama's own earlier propositions are subjected to
direct empirical testing. His 2013 Governance essay proposed that bureaucratic autonomy should have a
curvilinear relationship with government quality: too little discretion allows political interference and
excessive procedural control, while too much discretion weakens accountability. The optimal point
should move with bureaucratic capacity. Bersch and Fukuyama later disaggregated autonomy into
political independence and administrative discretion and tested the hypothesis with a survey of more
than 3,200 Brazilian public-sector workers plus administrative data covering roughly 325,000 federal

employees (Fukuyama 2013, 347-368; Bersch and Fukuyama 2025, e12865). (Fukuyama 2013; Bersch and
Fukuyama 2023; Bersch and Fukuyama 2025; Schuster et al. 2023; Fukuyama, Dann, and Magaloni 2025; Carothers
and Hartnett 2024, 2025.)

The results qualify the original theory. Perceived independence from political actors was associated with
higher perceived agency quality in a roughly linear fashion rather than an inverted U. Discretion, by
contrast, produced initial evidence closer to the Goldilocks pattern: very low and very high discretion
were associated with lower perceived quality, especially where capacity was weak. The distinction
matters conceptually. Independence concerns insulation from partisan interference; discretion concerns
room to choose how a mandate is executed. Treating them as one variable had obscured different causal
relationships (Bersch and Fukuyama 2025, e12865).

The Global Survey of Public Servants broadens this empirical turn. The harmonized dataset reported by
Schuster and colleagues contains responses from more than 1.3 million public servants in more than
1,300 government institutions across 23 countries, measuring recruitment, management, motivation,
performance practices, and employee experience. Fukuyama's participation in this project is significant
for intellectual history: the thinker who once worked at the scale of Universal History is now also
engaged with micro-data on bureaucratic organizations. The late project therefore becomes less a
philosophical endpoint theory and more a research program on measurable administrative quality
(Schuster et al. 2023, 982-993).

Table 5. Empirical test of the bureaucratic-autonomy hypothesis.
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Fukuyama’s proposition

Empirical finding

Implication

Too little autonomy can reduce
quality

Supported for discretion

Rigid control can suppress
expertise and adaptation

Too much autonomy can reduce
quality

Initial support for discretion,
especially at low capacity

Discretion requires
organizational competence and
oversight

Political independence should

Evidence in Brazil is closer to a

Insulation from partisan

be calibrated positive linear relationship interference is distinct from

discretion

Capacity moderates optimal Partial support Autonomy cannot be assessed

autonomy independently of organizational

capability

15.4 “Delivering for Democracy”

In “Delivering for Democracy: Why Results Matter” (2025), Fukuyama, Chris Dann, and Beatriz Magaloni
argue that service delivery and outcomes are important to rebuilding the social contract and resisting
democratic backsliding. This is not merely technocratic governance theory. It adds a performance
mechanism to Fukuyama’s mature account of legitimacy. Citizens may value democracy intrinsically, but
repeated inability to provide infrastructure, security, administrative fairness, or visible public goods can
weaken support for democratic institutions and strengthen appeals by authoritarian alternatives
Claiming competence. (Fukuyama 2013; Bersch and Fukuyama 2023; Bersch and Fukuyama 2025; Schuster et al.
2023; Fukuyama, Dann, and Magaloni 2025; Carothers and Hartnett 2024, 2025.)

15.5 Does democratic performance cause democratic survival? The delivery debate

Fukuyama, Chris Dann, and Beatriz Magaloni's 2025 Journal of Democracy essay argues that performance
and public-goods delivery are important to the social contract and to support for democracy. Their
evidence connects economic performance with satisfaction with democracy and stresses infrastructure
as a visible domain in which democratic governments must demonstrate capacity. The claim is not that
delivery is the only democratic value; it is that procedural legitimacy becomes fragile when citizens
repeatedly experience democratic states as incapable of producing collective outcomes (Fukuyama, Dann,
and Magaloni 2025, 5-19). (Fukuyama 2013; Bersch and Fukuyama 2023; Bersch and Fukuyama 2025; Schuster et
al. 2023; Fukuyama, Dann, and Magaloni 2025; Carothers and Hartnett 2024, 2025.)

Thomas Carothers and Brendan Hartnett supply an immediate and important counterargument. In a
2024 study of twelve backsliding cases, they find mixed evidence that poor socioeconomic delivery
explains the election of backsliding leaders. Some economies were performing well before erosion. They
emphasize instead leaders' predatory strategies and the weakness of institutional guardrails. Their 2025
rejoinder accepts that performance matters but argues that correlation between dissatisfaction and
economic outcomes does not by itself explain the causal transition from democratic frustration to
institutional dismantling (Carothers and Hartnett 2024, 24-37; 2025, 20-22).
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The strongest synthesis treats the two arguments as operating at different stages. Poor delivery can lower
trust, increase demand for alternatives, and widen the opportunity structure for challengers; it does not
automatically generate backsliding. Actual erosion requires political agents willing to attack constraints
and institutions unable to stop them. In causal shorthand: performance affects vulnerability; leadership
and guardrails affect conversion of vulnerability into regime change. This synthesis also fits Fukuyama's
broader project because it combines state capacity with rule of law and accountability rather than
making output performance a substitute for constitutional restraint.

Table 6. The democratic-delivery debate: performance versus leaders and guardrails.

Position Primary mechanism Best interpretation

Fukuyama-Dann-Magaloni Weak delivery erodes the social | Performance is a legitimacy
contract and democratic support | input

Carothers-Hartnett Predatory leaders exploit weak | Agency and institutional
guardrails; performance is constraint are closer causes of
inconsistent across cases backsliding

Synthesis Delivery shapes vulnerability; Capacity, law, and accountability
leaders and guardrails shape remain jointly necessary

institutional erosion

15.6 The revised mature model

The revised mature model should not be presented as a four-pillar replacement for Fukuyama's
institutional triangle. State, rule of law, and accountability remain the three institutional dimensions.
Delivery is better treated as a performance output of state capacity that feeds back into legitimacy: state
capacity enables public-goods delivery; delivery affects performance legitimacy; rule of law and
accountability determine whether that capacity remains constrained and responsive. This preserves the
conceptual distinction between institutions and outcomes while integrating the late governance research.

(Fukuyama 2013; Bersch and Fukuyama 2023; Bersch and Fukuyama 2025; Schuster et al. 2023; Fukuyama, Dann,
and Magaloni 2025; Carothers and Hartnett 2024, 2025.)

[Primary-text finding] Primary text: capable bureaucracies require calibrated autonomy and
democratic governments require credible performance.

[Historical / empirical evidence] Empirical evidence: Brazilian data partly support the Goldilocks
hypothesis; cross-national survey infrastructure expands measurement.

[Strongest objection] Strongest criticism: democratic backsliding cannot be reduced to poor delivery;
predatory leaders and weak guardrails are proximate causes.

[Synthetic assessment] Assessment: delivery affects legitimacy and vulnerability, while law and
accountability condition whether capacity remains democratic.
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PART IV — Identity, Liberalism, and International Order

Part IV returns from institutions to meaning. Recognition reappears as identity, resentment,
nationalism, and populism; liberalism is reconstructed as a pluralist doctrine distinct from
democracy and capitalism; and the implications for international order are assessed against
realism and civilizational theory.

16. Identity, Dignity, Nationalism, and Populism

16.1 Identity as the return of recognition

Identity (2018) does not introduce an entirely new subject. It reactivates the recognition mechanism from
1992. Liberal democracy promises universal equal recognition, but people experience themselves
through particular histories, nations, religions, races, genders, and communities. When universal legal
equality is perceived as failing to acknowledge lived status, recognition demands can become
particularized. (Fukuyama 2018b.)

16.2 Resentment and status loss

Fukuyama’s central claim is that many political mobilizations conventionally interpreted as economic are
also thymotic. A person may experience economic change as humiliation, loss of social standing, cultural
invisibility, or disrespect. Material compensation therefore may not resolve the grievance. This helps
explain why nationalism and populism can mobilize groups across conventional income categories.
(Fukuyama 2018b.)

16.3 Populism

In Fukuyama’s usage, populism becomes especially dangerous to liberal democracy when a leader claims
direct representation of a morally homogeneous “real people” and treats institutions, minorities, courts,
media, or professional administration as illegitimate obstacles. The tension is between the democratic
principle of popular rule and the liberal principle that rights and institutions limit what electoral
majorities or leaders may do. Populism can therefore be democratic in its rhetoric while illiberal in
institutional practice. (Fukuyama 2018b.)

16.4 National identity

Fukuyama does not propose abolishing national identity. He increasingly argues that liberal societies
require inclusive national identities capable of sustaining solidarity, public goods, and democratic
loyalty. The normative challenge is to define national membership broadly enough to preserve equal
citizenship while strongly enough to generate reciprocal obligation. This is why his liberalism is not
identical to cosmopolitan individualism. (Fukuyama 2018b.)
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16.5 From universal dignity to particular identities

Identity reconstructs the recognition problem by distinguishing an inner sense of authentic selfhood
from the public demand that society acknowledge that self. Modern liberalism universalized dignity by
treating individuals as formally equal, yet social movements often organize around experiences in which
formally equal persons believe their particular histories, cultures, or injuries are ignored. Fukuyama's
concern is not that such claims are illegitimate. It is that a politics organized exclusively around fixed
group identities can fragment the universal civic status on which liberal equality depends (Fukuyama
2018b, chs. 1-10).

The argument applies across ideological directions. Nationalist populism can define the 'real people'
ethnically, religiously, or culturally and exclude minorities from full belonging. Progressive movements
can treat membership in historically disadvantaged groups as the primary unit of moral standing.
Fukuyama's proposed solution is a broader national identity grounded in constitutional principles,
shared institutions, and inclusive citizenship. The difficulty is practical: civic identities are not
manufactured by declaration. They depend on education, public narratives, language, migration policy,
economic inclusion, and credible political institutions.

16.6 Status economics and material economics

Fukuyama's analysis is most persuasive when status and material interest are treated as interacting
rather than competing explanations. Deindustrialization can produce both income loss and loss of
occupational honor. Immigration can create labor-market effects and symbolic anxiety. Educational
polarization can redistribute both earnings and cultural prestige. Political entrepreneurs then interpret
these changes through narratives of respect, betrayal, or national decline. Recognition theory adds value
by explaining why objectively similar economic shocks generate different political responses depending
on identity and status structure (Fukuyama 2018b).

This formulation also avoids a common overreach in identity analysis. Not every populist vote is
primarily a reaction to humiliation, and not every group demand is reducible to status. Causal
identification requires distinguishing economic exposure, demographic context, elite messaging, partisan
sorting, and subjective recognition. Fukuyama provides a useful motivational vocabulary, but empirical
political science must specify when it is decisive.

17. Liberalism and Its Discontents

17.1 Liberalism defined

Liberalism and Its Discontents (2022) distinguishes liberalism from democracy and capitalism. Liberalism
is a framework for governing plural societies by limiting power, protecting individual rights, affirming
equality before the law, and allowing persons space to pursue different conceptions of the good.
Democracy answers the separate question of who authorizes political rule. Markets answer questions of
ownership and exchange. Liberal democracy combines rights-constrained government with popular
sovereignty; it does not logically require a maximal market order. (Fukuyama 2022a, 2022b.)

| [Textual anchor] Fukuyama's mature liberalism makes 'moderation’ a cardinal political virtue rather
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than treating autonomy as unlimited (Fukuyama 2022b, 154).

17.2 Neoliberalism

Fukuyama criticizes neoliberalism when economic freedom is elevated into a comprehensive political
doctrine and the state’s legitimate capacities are systematically weakened. The critique reflects his
post-2004 concern with state competence and his post-2008 reassessment of market-centered
conservatism. Liberalism needs markets, but it also needs institutions capable of regulation,
redistribution, public investment, and the production of common goods. (Fukuyama 2022a, 2022b.)

17.3 Progressive identity politics

His critique of parts of the progressive left is structurally parallel. When universal individual rights are
displaced by rigid group essentialism, the liberal promise of equal citizenship can fragment into
competing claims for recognition that are difficult to reconcile within a common political framework.
Critics respond that universalism can conceal historically unequal power and that group-conscious
remedies may be necessary to make formal equality substantive. The strongest synthesis is that liberal
universalism requires empirical attention to unequal conditions without making identity categories
permanently constitutive of political personhood. (Fukuyama 2022a, 2022b.)

17.4 Communitarian and nationalist criticism

Communitarian critics argue that liberalism thins collective meaning, while nationalist critics claim it
dissolves sovereignty and inherited culture. Fukuyama’s response is not to deny community but to embed
pluralism inside an inclusive nation. His mature liberalism is therefore more state-centered and
communitarian than a purely procedural or libertarian liberalism, though it remains committed to
universal individual dignity as the limiting principle. (Fukuyama 2022a, 2022b.)

17.5 Liberalism distinguished from adjacent doctrines

Fukuyama's defense of liberalism becomes clearer when separated from doctrines with which it is
routinely conflated. He does not defend a minimal state, laissez-faire economics, or unrestricted
individual self-authorship. Mature Fukuyaman liberalism combines universal individual dignity,
pluralism, legal restraint, a capable public sector, and an inclusive national community. This makes it
compatible with substantial social-democratic policy while distinguishing it from both libertarian
minimalism and collectivist identity essentialism (Fukuyama 2022a, 2022b). (Fukuyama 2022a, 2022b.)

Table 7. Fukuyama’s liberalism compared with adjacent political doctrines.

Tradition Core value State Market Equality Fukuyama’s
relationship

Classical Liberty under | Limited but Protected Formal equal Normative

liberalism general law necessary status foundation
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Tradition Core value State Market Equality Fukuyama’s
relationship
Libertarianism | Maximal Minimal Strongly Primarily Too thin for
negative privileged formal state capacity
liberty and social
solidarity
Neoliberalism | Market Constrained Strongly Secondary Criticized
allocation and privileged when markets
deregulation displace
legitimate state
functions
Social Liberty plus Capable Mixed More Broadly
democracy social welfare state economy substantive compatible
protection with mature
liberalism
Progressivism | Reform and Activist Regulated Substantive Partly
social equality and often compatible;
group- criticized
sensitive when group
identity
overrides
universal
rights
Conservatism | Order, Variable Variable Skeptical of Some inherited
continuity, leveling concerns, but
tradition not
Fukuyama’s
endpoint
Fukuyaman Equal dignity, | Capable but Necessary but | Universal civic | Synthesis of
liberalism pluralism, constrained bounded equality rights, state
moderation capacity, and

inclusive
nationhood

[Primary-text finding] Primary text: liberalism protects universal individual dignity and pluralism
through limited, lawful government.

[Historical / empirical evidence] Empirical evidence: liberal democracies vary widely in welfare

states, markets, national identities, and administrative capacity.

The American Newspaper — americannewspaper.org | AmericanTV — americantv.org e 34




THE AMERICAN NEWSPAPER | AMERICANTV e FRANCIS FUKUYAMA: THE INTELLECTUAL PROJECT

Tradition Core value State Market Equality Fukuyama’s
relationship

[Strongest objection] Strongest criticism: universalism can understate structural inequality and
historical domination.

[Synthetic assessment] Assessment: Fukuyama’s strongest liberalism is institutional and moderate,
not neoliberal or libertarian.

17.6 Liberalism, democracy, capitalism, and social democracy

Fukuyama's later work is clearer than the 1992 book about the need to separate liberalism, democracy,
and capitalism. Liberalism protects individual autonomy, pluralism, and legal limits on power.
Democracy authorizes rule through popular participation and electoral accountability. Capitalism
organizes production substantially through private ownership and markets. These arrangements often
coexist but can come apart: electoral majorities can violate liberal rights; markets can operate under
authoritarian rule; liberal legal orders can sustain substantial welfare states. Conflating them turns
empirical questions about institutions into ideological packages (Fukuyama 2022b).

Social democracy is consequently compatible with Fukuyama's mature liberalism to a much greater
extent than the 'neoliberal triumph' caricature implies. He accepts capable government, regulation,
public goods, and redistribution where they preserve opportunity and social cohesion. Libertarianism, by
contrast, becomes too thin when it treats most collective action as an intrusion on negative liberty. The
late project is therefore best described as liberal rather than libertarian: it seeks a state strong enough to
govern but legally limited enough to preserve pluralism.

17.7 Moderation as institutional rather than merely temperamental

When Fukuyama makes moderation central to liberalism, the term should not be read as simple
centrism. Liberal moderation is an institutional principle arising from recognition of persistent
disagreement. Because citizens hold incompatible conceptions of the good, political systems should avoid
using state power to enforce a comprehensive moral identity where peaceful coexistence is possible.
Rights, due process, constitutional limits, and toleration embody this restraint. The doctrine therefore has
a procedural core even when substantive policy can be ambitious (Fukuyama 2022b, chs. 1-3).

The vulnerability is that moderation may appear inadequate in the face of structural inequality,
emergency, or movements that reject liberal reciprocity. A liberal state sometimes must act forcefully to
defend constitutional order or correct exclusion. Fukuyama's answer is not passivity but bounded state
action: government may redistribute, regulate, police, and provide social services, but it must do so under
general law and equal citizenship. The line is contestable, which is why liberalism cannot eliminate
politics.
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18. Fukuyama as an International-Relations Thinker

18.1 Is there an IR theory?

Fukuyama is not primarily an international-relations theorist in the disciplinary sense of offering a
compact model of interstate behavior under anarchy. His deepest contribution to IR is one level below
systemic theory: he asks what kinds of states modernity produces and what legitimacy principles they
embody. If regime type and identity change, state preferences and relations may also change. This is why
Fukuyama overlaps with liberal and constructivist approaches while remaining distinct from both.
(Mearsheimer 1990; Huntington 1993; Fukuyama 1989.)

Table 8. International-relations approaches: principal causal variables and contrast with Fukuyama.

Approach Primary explanatory variable Contrast with Fukuyama

Fukuyama gives greater causal weight to
Realism Power, security, strategic competition regime legitimacy and domestic

development.

Fukuyama expects domestic regime
Neorealism Anarchy and distribution of capabilities evolution to transform some preferences

but does not abolish anarchy.

L . . Closest systemic family, but Fukuyama
. Institutions, interdependence, domestic ) .
Liberal IR . adds philosophy of history and
regime type o
recognition.
. . . Fukuyama shares ideational
L Identity, norms, socially constituted . .

Constructivism mechanisms but anchors recognition

interests

partly in human nature.

Democratic peace

Peaceful relations among democracies

A narrower empirical proposition than
Fukuyama’s regime-legitimacy thesis.

Huntington

Civilizational identity and conflict

Emphasizes durable difference where
Fukuyama emphasizes possible
ideological convergence.

18.2 Fukuyama versus Mearsheimer

Mearsheimer’s 1990 “Back to the Future” argued that the disappearance of Cold War bipolarity could
restore instability in Europe because power structure and security competition persist regardless of

ideological convergence. Subsequent great-power rivalry gives substantial support to the realist warning
that the collapse of communism did not abolish geopolitics. Fukuyama’s strongest reply is that realism
does not explain the internal transformation, legitimacy, or decay of regimes. The theories therefore

compete when claims expand beyond their natural level: realism is stronger on recurrent security

competition; Fukuyama is stronger on why states develop different domestic institutional forms and

legitimacy structures. (Mearsheimer 1990; Huntington 1993; Fukuyama 1989.)

18.3 Fukuyama versus Huntington

The famous contrast—ideological convergence versus civilizational differentiation—is useful but
incomplete. Huntington expected culture and civilizational identity to remain potent sources of conflict.
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Fukuyama expected no ideological rival to match liberal democracy’s universal legitimacy claim. Yet in
political development their positions converge: both emphasize institutions, state capacity,

modernization pressures, and political decay. The late Fukuyama is, in this domain, substantially more
Huntingtonian than the popular opposition suggests. (Mearsheimer 1990; Huntington 1993; Fukuyama 1989.)

18.4 Comparative IR matrix: what changes and what does not

The deepest divide between Fukuyama and structural realism concerns historical transformation.
Realism treats anarchy and uncertainty as recurrent constraints that survive ideological change;
Fukuyama asks whether domestic regime evolution can alter the kinds of states that populate the system
and the legitimacy of their aims. Liberal IR theory is closer to Fukuyama on institutions and regime type,
while constructivism is closer on identity and legitimacy. Yet Fukuyama differs from strong
constructivism by grounding recognition partly in a transhistorical account of human nature.
Democratic-peace theory is compatible with his expectations about relations among liberal democracies
but is narrower because it does not itself explain why democracies should emerge (Mearsheimer 1990, 5-
56; Huntington 1993, 22-49; Fukuyama 1989). (Mearsheimer 1990; Huntington 1993; Fukuyama 1989.)

Table 9. Comparative international-relations matrix: ontology, mechanism, power, ideas, and historical change.

Approach Unit / ontology | Causal Power Ideas /identity | Historical
mechanism change
Realism / States under Security Central Secondary Recurrence
neorealism anarchy competition dominates
and
distribution of
capabilities
Liberal IR States, Interdependen | Important but | Important Possible
institutions, ce, institutions, | mediated through
societies regime type institutional
change
Constructivism | Socially Norms, Socially Central Open-ended
constituted identities, interpreted
actors intersubjective
meaning
Democratic Regime dyads | Institutional/ Conditioned by | Relevant Focused on
peace normative regime type war among
constraints democracies
among
democracies
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Approach Unit / ontology | Causal Power Ideas /identity | Historical
mechanism change
Huntington Civilizational Cultural Important Central Modernization
blocs / states differentiation need not erase
and identity civilizations
conflict
Fukuyama Regimes Modernization | Persistent, Central Directional at
embedded in +legitimacy + | especially in the level of
historical recognition + non- regime
development institutions posthistorical legitimacy, not
settings events

The comparison also clarifies why the return of great-power rivalry is not, by itself, a logical refutation of
the End-of-History thesis. It is strong evidence against any reading that expects interstate power politics
to disappear, but the actual 1989 claim concerns ideological evolution and the legitimacy of regime formes.
The more serious empirical challenge arises when powerful authoritarian states can combine capacity,
innovation, legitimacy, and international attractiveness over long periods. China therefore tests
Fukuyama more directly than the mere persistence of military competition.

18.5 Regime evolution versus structural recurrence

The deepest theoretical contrast with realism concerns historical time. Structural realists such as
Mearsheimer expect recurrence because anarchy and uncertainty continually reproduce security
competition. Fukuyama allows the international system itself to change as regime types, legitimacy, and
domestic institutions change. If liberal democracies become more common and if their relations are less
war-prone, domestic political development can alter systemic outcomes even though anarchy formally
persists. The disagreement is therefore not simply over whether power matters; it is over whether the
identities and purposes of states are historically transformable in ways that change the logic of
international politics (Mearsheimer 1990; Fukuyama 1992).

Post-Cold-War experience provides evidence for both. NATO enlargement, economic interdependence,
and democratic cooperation show that institutions and regime type matter. Russia's wars, China's
military rise, nuclear deterrence, and renewed great-power rivalry show that material capability and
security dilemmas remain irreducible. The strongest synthesis is layered: Fukuyama explains long-run
changes in legitimacy and regime formation; realism explains persistent strategic constraints among
powerful states. Neither level cancels the other.

18.6 Constructivism, recognition, and democratic peace

Fukuyama resembles constructivist IR in assigning causal significance to legitimacy, identity, and shared
ideas, but differs in grounding these partly in a universal anthropology of recognition rather than
treating identities as primarily socially constituted. He also overlaps with democratic-peace theory, which
finds that established democracies rarely fight one another. Yet the democratic-peace claim is dyadic and
empirical; the End-of-History thesis is historical and normative. One can accept democratic peace while
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rejecting liberal convergence, or accept convergence pressures while disputing the causal mechanisms
behind peaceful democratic relations (Doyle 1983; Fukuyama 1992).

Recognition also suggests an international dimension that Fukuyama never develops into a full systemic
theory. States themselves seek status, prestige, and acknowledgment. National humiliation can become a
domestic resource for leaders, while rising powers can demand institutional voice disproportionate to
material calculations alone. This creates a possible bridge between Fukuyama and status theories in
contemporary IR, but it remains more an implication of his anthropology than a fully specified
international-relations model.

19. China, Russia, Ukraine, and the United States

19.1 China as the hardest long-run case

China is the strongest empirical challenge to a simple modernization-to-democracy model because it
combines market-based development, technological sophistication, nationalism, one-party rule, and
substantial state capacity. The case simultaneously weakens and strengthens different parts of
Fukuyama. It weakens any claim that wealth mechanically produces democratization. It strengthens his
insistence that state capacity is an independent institutional variable. The unresolved question is
durability: can a highly developed authoritarian state sustain innovation, succession, information quality,
legitimacy, and administrative adaptation over generations without liberal accountability? A theory
whose answer is always “eventually no” risks unfalsifiability; a theory that specifies mechanisms and
time horizons can be tested. (Fukuyama 2020; Freedom House 2026; V-Dem Institute 2026.)

19.2 Russia and the failed convergence expectation

Post-Soviet Russia demonstrates that regime collapse can produce neither capable liberal institutions nor
linear democratization. Weak law, oligarchic concentration, patrimonial networks, nationalist legitimacy,
resource rents, and subsequent recentralization under Vladimir Putin generated a durable authoritarian
order. The case is more easily explained by mature Fukuyama—state and law, patrimonialism, identity,
decay—than by the optimistic reading of 1989. (Fukuyama 2020; Freedom House 2026; V-Dem Institute 2026.)

19.3 Ukraine

Russia’s 2022 full-scale invasion of Ukraine plainly disproved only the caricature that war would
disappear. The theoretically important question is whether the conflict represents the resurgence of a
durable alternative legitimacy principle or continuing contestation between liberal-democratic and
authoritarian-nationalist models. Fukuyama has interpreted Ukraine largely in the latter terms. A realist
can simultaneously interpret the war through security competition. The case therefore illustrates
theoretical pluralism rather than a single decisive test. (Fukuyama 2020; Freedom House 2026; V-Dem Institute
2026.)

19.4 Trump and the United States

Fukuyama has interpreted Donald Trump and Trumpism through recognition politics, populist
nationalism, and political decay. That is Fukuyama’s analytical position, not a neutral label imposed here.
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In his framework, perceived status loss can create demand for a leader promising restored collective
recognition; institutional polarization and vetocracy can weaken trust in normal governing procedures;
conflict over bureaucratic autonomy raises the question of whether professional state capacity can
survive intense partisan control. Recent prepublication interviews in 2026 indicate that Fukuyama
continues to defend the core legitimacy interpretation of the End-of-History thesis while emphasizing the
dangers of populist politics and the importance of effective bureaucracy. Reuters also reports that he now
stresses social-democratic policies more than in his earlier career. These claims should be revisited after
the September 8 memoir is available in final form (Serhan 2026). (Fukuyama 2020; Freedom House 2026;
V-Dem Institute 2026.)

19.5 Comparative case matrix: what each case actually tests

China, Russia, Ukraine, and the United States should not be treated as four versions of the same
challenge. China primarily tests whether advanced modernization can coexist durably with authoritarian
accountability structures and whether high state capacity can compensate for political closure. Russia
tests whether market transition and the collapse of communist ideology necessarily produce impersonal
rule of law rather than oligarchic and patrimonial recentralization. Ukraine tests the continuing force of
nationalism, military power, and democratic identity under external aggression. The United States tests
endogenous decay inside an established liberal democracy (Fukuyama 2014b; 2018b; 2022h).

The comparative lesson is that the strongest version of the 1992 convergence claim performs worse than
Fukuyama's later institutional propositions. China and Russia weaken any deterministic relation between
modernization and liberalization. At the same time, their trajectories reinforce the later emphasis on
state capacity, rule of law, elite capture, nationalism, and institutional sequence. The mature corpus
therefore survives empirical challenge partly because it contains mechanisms capable of explaining
deviations the early model underestimated. That is theoretical development, but it also raises the danger
of retrospective flexibility: a theory that can explain both convergence and divergence must specify
conditions clearly enough to remain falsifiable.
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PART V — Comparison, Criticism, and Empirical
Assessment

Part V compares Fukuyama with competing theories, reconstructs the strongest criticisms, and
subjects the early and mature arguments to empirical testing. The emphasis is on discriminating
among propositions rather than issuing a single verdict on Fukuyama as a whole.

20. Modernization, Democracy, and Competing Theories
of Development

20.1 Does economic growth lead to democracy?

Fukuyama’s early framework gives modernization a directional role, but the mature position is
probabilistic rather than deterministic. Seymour Martin Lipset’s classic argument associated higher
development with conditions favorable to democracy. Przeworski and Limongi’s influential cross-
national analysis found that wealth more clearly increased democratic survival than the probability of
transition. Huntington emphasized that modernization can destabilize politics when participation grows
faster than institutions. Barrington Moore emphasized class coalitions and agrarian structures.
Fukuyama increasingly integrates these complications: modernization changes social structure and

expectations, but institutions and sequence mediate the political outcome. (Lipset 1959; Przeworski and
Limongi 1997; Fukuyama 1992.)

20.2 Marx and Fukuyama

The structural comparison “Marx: class struggle — communism; Fukuyama: modernization + recognition
- liberal democracy” is useful if treated carefully. Both inherit a Hegelian ambition to identify historical
direction. Marx locates the driving contradiction in material production and class relations; Fukuyama
divides causation between material modernization and a transhistorical desire for recognition. Marx
expects capitalism to produce its own supersession; Fukuyama treats market modernity as broadly
compatible with the endpoint. The similarity is therefore formal—directional Universal History—rather
than substantive. (Lipset 1959; Przeworski and Limongi 1997; Fukuyama 1992.)

20.3 Barrington Moore and historical pathways

Moore’s famous dictum about the social origins of dictatorship and democracy directs attention to class
structures, agrarian relations, and coercive transformations. Fukuyama’s later historical work becomes
closer to this path-dependent perspective, but his categories remain more universal and institutional.
Moore is more skeptical that one transhistorical institutional triangle can capture the causal diversity of
modernity. (Lipset 1959; Przeworski and Limongi 1997; Fukuyama 1992.)
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20.4 Lipset, Przeworski, and conditional modernization

Lipset's classic argument linked socioeconomic development to democracy through education,
urbanization, middle-class growth, and moderation. Later statistical research complicated the causal
claim. Przeworski and collaborators found strong evidence that wealth helps democracies survive while
questioning whether development itself reliably causes transitions. Subsequent research has produced
conditional findings: education, inequality, resource dependence, state structure, international context,
and elite incentives mediate the relationship. Fukuyama's mature position is therefore better read as
conditional modernization than as a mechanical wealth-to-democracy law (Lipset 1959; Przeworski et al.
2000).

Recognition changes the expected mechanism. Economic development can create actors with greater
resources and autonomy, but democracy becomes attractive when political exclusion is experienced as a
denial of status. Even then, authoritarian governments may accommodate demands through
performance, nationalism, consultation, selective rights, or co-optation. The key empirical question is not
whether modernization creates pressure but whether institutions translate that pressure into
accountable rule.

20.5 Huntington and the problem of disequilibrium

Huntington's political-development theory supplies a counterweight to modernization optimism. Rapid
economic and social change mobilizes new groups, increases expectations, and expands participation; if
parties, bureaucracies, courts, and associations are weak, the result can be disorder rather than
democracy. Fukuyama's later work largely absorbs this insight. State capacity and institutionalization are
not by-products of development; they are separate achievements that determine whether participation
can be organized without destroying political order (Huntington 1968; Fukuyama 2011; 2014).

This is one reason Fukuyama and Huntington are closer in comparative politics than their famous
geopolitical disagreement suggests. Both reject the assumption that economic modernization
automatically creates political maturity. The difference is that Fukuyama retains a stronger normative
and historical expectation that equal recognition gives liberal democracy a privileged endpoint, whereas
Huntington is more agnostic about long-run regime convergence.

21. Institutionalism, State Theory, and Acemoglu &
Robinson

21.1 Historical institutionalism

Fukuyama is closest to historical institutionalism because sequence, path dependence, institutional
layering, and long-term adaptation are central. China’s early state, India’s normative law, and Europe’s
accountability are not treated as simultaneous functional responses; their order shapes later possibilities.
Yet he is eclectic. Rational-choice mechanisms appear in rent-seeking and elite capture; sociological
mechanisms appear in norms, legitimacy, trust, and identity. (Weber 1978; Tilly 1990; Mann 1986-2013; North
1990; Acemoglu and Robinson 2012, 2019.)
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21.2 Weber, Tilly, Mann, and North

Weber contributes bureaucracy, impersonality, and legitimate domination. Tilly emphasizes coercion,
war, extraction, and the fiscal-military origins of European states. Michael Mann distinguishes despotic
from infrastructural power, an important reminder that a state can be administratively penetrating
without being liberal. Douglass North defines institutions as rules shaping incentives and transaction
costs. Fukuyama’s distinctive move is to insist that “state capacity” be analytically separated from law
and accountability; strong government is neither synonymous with democracy nor with unconstrained
authority. (Weber 1978; Tilly 1990; Mann 1986-2013; North 1990; Acemoglu and Robinson 2012, 2019.)

21.3 Acemoglu and Robinson

Why Nations Fail organizes development around inclusive versus extractive institutions. The Narrow
Corridor later emphasizes an unstable balance between a capable state and a mobilized society: liberty
survives only within a corridor where neither despotism nor stateless weakness dominates. This
converges strongly with Fukuyama’s mature concern for combining power and constraint. The difference
is teleology and mechanism. Acemoglu and Robinson explicitly reject a universal historical progression
and emphasize continuous struggle; Fukuyama retains a weaker directional account of modernization
and legitimacy. Their framework therefore supplies one of the strongest non-teleological competitors to
mature Fukuyama. (Weber 1978; Tilly 1990; Mann 1986-2013; North 1990; Acemoglu and Robinson 2012, 2019.)

21.4 Historical institutionalism and sequencing

Fukuyama's mature method is closest to historical institutionalism because sequence and path
dependence are central. State institutions created before mass political participation can develop
professional autonomy that later democratization must constrain; mass participation introduced before
administrative consolidation can politicize offices and reinforce clientelism. Religious law can constrain
rulers before representative accountability exists. Early choices create organizations, interests, and
expectations that make later reform costly. The causal weight of timing is therefore more important than
a static checklist of institutional quality (Fukuyama 2011; 2014).

At the same time, Fukuyama remains less methodologically bounded than most institutionalists. He
mixes evolutionary anthropology, rational incentives, ideas, religion, warfare, culture, and leadership.
This eclecticism is a strength when asking very large historical questions, but it makes causal
adjudication difficult. When multiple mechanisms point in the same direction, the synthesis is
persuasive; when they conflict, the theory often lacks a formal rule for assigning weight.

21.5 Acemoglu and Robinson: power, society, and the corridor

Acemoglu and Robinson's inclusive-versus-extractive framework overlaps with Fukuyama's concern for
broad accountability but places distributional conflict more centrally. The Narrow Corridor further
argues that liberty emerges from a dynamic balance between a capable state and an organized society
strong enough to discipline it. Fukuyama's triangle decomposes the same problem differently: the state
supplies capacity, rule of law constrains power, and accountability ties rulers to society. The two
approaches converge on the proposition that a weak state is not a liberal achievement and that
unconstrained state power is not political development (Acemoglu and Robinson 2012; 2019).
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The difference is explanatory emphasis. Acemoglu and Robinson foreground the distribution of de facto
and de jure power among elites and social groups. Fukuyama foregrounds institutional genealogy,
administrative impersonality, and sequencing. The former is often stronger on conflict and inequality;
the latter is often stronger on differentiating components of governance. A synthetic research program
would ask how power struggles shape the separate trajectories of capacity, law, and accountability.

22. Major Critics

22.1 Huntington: the strongest early pluralist critique

Huntington’s criticism attacks premature closure. Ideologies do not exhaust the sources of political
conflict; culture, religion, nationalism, and strategic rivalry persist. The subsequent importance of
identity politics supports this warning. Yet Fukuyama can reply that persistent conflict does not by itself
generate a superior universal principle of regime legitimacy. The deepest irony is that Fukuyama later
imports Huntington’s concept of political decay and his insistence on institutional autonomy. (Burns 1994;
O’Neill 1997; Melleuish 2012; Derrida 1994; Kagan 2008.)

22.2 Mearsheimer and realism

The realist critique is strongest when Fukuyama’s argument is expanded into a prediction of pacified
international politics. Anarchy, uncertainty, military capability, and security dilemmas continue among
states regardless of internal legitimacy. Great-power rivalry after the Cold War vindicates this warning.
The critique is weaker when it treats domestic regime form and legitimacy as irrelevant; those factors
clearly shape alliances, foreign-policy coalitions, and the political sustainability of international
commitments. (Burns 1994; O’Neill 1997; Melleuish 2012; Derrida 1994; Kagan 2008.)

22.3 Derrida: the problem of closure

In Specters of Marx, Derrida attacked the triumphant language surrounding the end of Marxism and
liberal capitalism’s supposed fulfillment. His strongest philosophical objection is that Fukuyama oscillates
between an empirical world full of injustice and a normative ideal said already to have “won.” If the ideal
is never fully instantiated, then declaring history complete appears to confuse a regulative horizon with a
finished historical event. This criticism remains powerful because it targets the logical status of the
endpoint, not merely contrary events. (Burns 1994; O’Neill 1997; Melleuish 2012; Derrida 1994; Kagan 2008.)

22.4 Perry Anderson and Marxist criticism

Perry Anderson’s concluding essay, ‘The Ends of History,” places Fukuyama inside a longer genealogy of
end-of-history arguments from Hegel and Kojéeve and challenges the political closure implied by liberal
victory. From a Marxist-historical perspective, the problem is not simply that rival ideologies survived
after 1989; it is that liberal-democratic recognition may universalize formal legal status while leaving
ownership, class power, labor relations, unequal accumulation, and the international hierarchy of
capitalism structurally unresolved. This criticism is strongest when Fukuyama’s thymotic language turns
distributive or class conflicts into problems of dignity alone. Fukuyama’s later attention to inequality,
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neoliberalism, and state capacity partly answers the objection, but it does not displace his commitment to
markets or to liberal universalism. (Anderson 1992; Derrida 1994; Fukuyama 2012; 2022.)

22.5 Postcolonial criticism

Postcolonial criticism targets Universal History’s tendency to treat Western institutional development as
the normative measuring rod of global trajectories. Colonial conquest, imperial extraction, racial
hierarchy, and international dependency receive less causal weight than they do in postcolonial and
world-systems accounts. Fukuyama’s comparative history includes non-Western cases, but inclusion is
not the same as de-centering the endpoint. The strongest defense is methodological: state, law, and
accountability can be used as analytic dimensions without assuming Western moral superiority. The
strongest rebuttal is that the selection and valuation of those dimensions already encode a liberal-
modern endpoint. (Burns 1994; O’Neill 1997; Melleuish 2012; Derrida 1994; Kagan 2008.)

22.6 Robert Kagan and the return of geopolitics

Kagan’s “return of history” argument stresses renewed rivalry between liberal and authoritarian powers.
It is less a full alternative theory than a correction to convergence. The empirical record of Russia-China-
West competition supports the persistence of geopolitical pluralism. Fukuyama’s mature response is to
absorb this rivalry into a longer contest over regime legitimacy rather than deny it. (Burns 1994; O’Neill
1997; Melleuish 2012; Derrida 1994; Kagan 2008.)

22.7 Hegelian and historical critiques internal to Fukuyama scholarship

A particularly important criticism comes from scholars who accept recognition as a serious political
category but reject Fukuyama's Hegelian reconstruction. John O'Neill argues that Fukuyama treats
recognition too much like an independent status good and therefore makes market society appear more
capable of satisfying it than Hegel's richer associational account would allow. On this reading, the
problem is not simply whether liberal democracy recognizes abstract individuals, but whether social
institutions provide substantive roles in which recognition is attached to shared practices and goods
(O'Neill 1997, 191-196). (Burns 1994; O’Neill 1997; Melleuish 2012; Derrida 1994; Kagan 2008.)

Historical critiques of The Origins of Political Order attack a different form of compression. Gregory
Melleuish argues that Fukuyama's evolutionary model forces heterogeneous cases into a sequence that
overemphasizes coercion in Qin China and understates alternative political forms such as Rome and
post-1688 England. Whether or not one accepts every part of that critique, it identifies a recurrent
methodological hazard: large comparative histories gain explanatory leverage by abstracting from
specificity, but the same abstraction can misclassify historically distinct institutions as functional
equivalents (Melleuish 2012, 112-122).

Recent reviews of Identity and Liberalism and Its Discontents likewise reveal a continuity in criticism:
Fukuyama is admired for identifying a real problem of dignity and pluralism, but critics question
whether his preferred universal liberal framework sufficiently addresses economic hierarchy, racialized
or colonial power, and the capacity of illiberal systems to innovate. The strongest scholarly use of these
reviews is therefore not to count positive and negative verdicts but to identify repeated stress points in
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the architecture of his theory: the content of recognition, the distribution of material power, and the
historical specificity of institutional development (Fowkes 2019, 714-717; Sishuwa 2023, 585-586).

23. Empirical Testing, 1989-2026

23.1 Why one catch-all test is methodologically weak

Statements such as “China disproves Fukuyama” or “the fall of the Soviet Union proved Fukuyama right”

conflate different propositions. A rigorous test separates claims. This monograph identifies six

propositions that recur across the corpus and can be evaluated independently. (Fukuyama 1989, 1992, 2011,
2014, 2018; Freedom House 2026; V-Dem Institute 2026.)

EMPIRICAL TESTING: SIX DISTINCT FUKUYAMA PROPOSITIONS

H1 Communist legitimacy crisis

H2 Modernization raises democratic pressure

H3 No equally universal rival legitimacy principle

H4 Recognition is politically causal

H5 Order requires capacity + law + accountability

.

H6 Institutions can decay

Cases should be tested against each proposition separately, not against a single catch-all “End of History” claim.

Figure 4. Six propositions that should be tested separately. Analytical framework prepared for this monograph.

Table 10. Six propositions for empirical testing.

Proposition

H1. Communist legitimacy crisis

Operational question

Did Marxism-Leninism lose its status as
a globally expanding legitimacy model?

2026 assessment

Strongly supported by the Soviet collapse
and subsequent ideological decline; does
not imply the disappearance of left
politics.

H2. Modernization — democratic
pressure

Does socioeconomic modernization
systematically increase demand or
probability of liberal democracy?

Partly supported, strongly conditioned;
China and authoritarian resilience
prevent a deterministic reading.

H3. No universal rival

Has a rival principle achieved
comparable universal legitimacy to
equal liberal citizenship?

Still defensible in a weak form, though
authoritarian nationalism and China
challenge it.
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Proposition

Operational question

2026 assessment

H4. Recognition matters

Do status, dignity, and humiliation
independently mobilize politics?

Substantially supported by nationalism,
populism, identity conflict, and social-
movement research.

HS5. Political order is multidimensional

Do capacity, rule of law, and
accountability vary independently and
jointly shape performance?

Strongly supported as an analytic
framework; exact measurement remains
contested.

H6. Institutions decay

Can established institutions rigidify, be
captured, or repatrimonialize?

Strongly supported across democratic
and authoritarian cases.

23.2 Event-by-event assessment

Table 11. Post-1989 developments and proposition-specific tests.

Development

Which propositions are tested?

Interpretation

Strong support for communist legitimacy

Soviet collapse H1, H3 crisis; insufficient alone to prove
permanent liberal convergence.
L Early support, later differentiated by
Eastern European democratization H2, H3, H5

institutional quality and backsliding.

Yugoslav wars

H4; IR limits

National recognition and geopolitical
conflict persist; not a literal refutation of
“History” as ideological evolution.

9/11 and political Islam

H3, H4

Shows power of religion/identity; did not
clearly produce a universally exportable
regime model.

Iraq/Afghanistan

H5

Strong evidence that elections without
capacity and legitimacy do not create
stable liberal order.

Arab Spring

H2, H4, H5

Dignity demands visible; institutional
weakness and coercive power shaped
divergent outcomes.

China’s rise

H2, H3, H5

Strongest challenge to democratic
modernization; confirms independent
state-capacity dimension.

Putin’s Russia

H3, H4, H6

Shows durable authoritarian
nationalism and repatrimonialized
institutions.

Global backsliding

H2, H6

Weakens irreversible convergence;
strongly supports decay.

Brexit

H4

National sovereignty and identity can
override economic-integration logic.

Trumpism

H4, H6

Fits Fukuyama’s recognition/decay
framework while challenging early
optimism.

Ukraine war

H3; IR limits

Confirms continuing power politics; also
a contest over regime identity and
sovereignty.
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Development Which propositions are tested? Interpretation

Adds performance as a mechanism
2023-25 delivery research H5 linking capacity to democratic
legitimacy.

23.3 Contemporary democratic environment

Freedom House’s 2026 report found a twentieth consecutive annual decline in global freedom during
2025, with 54 countries deteriorating and 35 improving. V-Dem’s 2026 Democracy Report likewise
describes widespread autocratization. These findings do not by themselves adjudicate Fukuyama’s
philosophical claim about ultimate legitimacy, but they substantially weaken any reading of the early
thesis as a near-term empirical convergence forecast. They also increase the relevance of political decay,
state capacity, and delivery as explanatory variables. (Fukuyama 1989, 1992, 2011, 2014, 2018; Freedom House
2026; V-Dem Institute 2026.)

[Primary-text finding] Primary text: separate the legitimacy thesis, modernization mechanism,
recognition theory, institutional triangle, and decay hypothesis.

[Historical / empirical evidence] Empirical evidence: the propositions receive different verdicts
across China, Russia, democratic backsliding, and post-Cold-War democratization.

[Strongest objection] Strongest criticism: broad historical claims lack a clear time horizon for decisive
falsification.

[Synthetic assessment] Assessment: the strong convergence thesis is weakened; recognition, state
capacity, and political decay remain analytically robust.

23.4 Proposition-specific evidence rather than verdict journalism

The empirical record becomes clearer when each proposition is assigned distinct observable
implications. H1, ideological exhaustion of Soviet communism, is strongly supported by the collapse of
communist regimes and the absence of a comparable Marxist-Leninist revival. H2, modernization
pressure toward democracy, receives mixed support because development correlates with many social
conditions favorable to democracy while China and other authoritarian modernizers demonstrate
durable interruption. H3, absence of a universal ideological rival, remains difficult to judge because
authoritarian capitalism and nationalism are influential without possessing the same universal doctrinal
form (Fukuyama 1989; 1992).

H4, the political importance of recognition, has substantial qualitative support from nationalism, identity
politics, status polarization, and movements organized around dignity, though causal measurement
remains contested. H5, the need to combine state capacity, law, and accountability, is strongly supported
by cases in which elections coexist with weak administration or strong states coexist with weak
accountability. H6, endogenous political decay, is compatible with polarization, capture, institutional
rigidity, and democratic backsliding in established systems. The later propositions are therefore more
empirically modular and more testable than the singular 'End of History' formulation.
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23.5 Hard cases and disconfirming evidence

A serious test must identify evidence that would count against Fukuyama. Sustained prosperity,
innovation, high legitimacy, and orderly succession in a wealthy authoritarian China without significant
demands for liberal accountability would weaken the modernization-recognition link. Persistent failure
of democracies to outperform authoritarian systems in public-goods delivery would weaken arguments
that accountable government possesses a long-run performance advantage. Evidence that status
variables add little explanatory power once income, education, and partisan cues are controlled would
weaken the recognition mechanism. Conversely, repeated cases in which strong states without legal
constraint produce information failures or succession crises would support the mature institutional
balance thesis.

This approach also prevents wars and atrocities from being misclassified as automatic refutations. The
Yugoslav wars, Rwanda, 9/11, Afghanistan, Iraq, and Ukraine demonstrate that violence and geopolitics
persist; they refute only the popular caricature that historical events were supposed to stop. They become
relevant to Fukuyama's actual theory only insofar as they bear on regime legitimacy, recognition,
institutional capacity, nationalism, or the long-run repertoire of political alternatives.

24. Predictive Accuracy and Falsifiability

24.1 Claims that aged well

The diagnosis of Soviet ideological exhaustion was unusually prescient given the essay’s timing. The
persistence of recognition as a political motive also aged well: nationalism, identity movements, status
politics, and populism became central features of the post-Cold War landscape. The prediction that liberal
democracy could generate dissatisfaction from within—the Last-Man problem—is more important

retrospectively than the triumphalist interpretation that dominated early reception. (Fukuyama 1989, 1992;
Huntington 1989; Mearsheimer 1990.)

24.2 Claims that were too optimistic

The durability of authoritarian modernization, the return of intense geopolitical rivalry, and democratic
backsliding show that modernization does not place societies on an automatic liberal track. China is
particularly damaging to any claim that rising wealth and education generate an inevitable transition.
Russia demonstrates that the collapse of communism can be followed by new forms of authoritarian

nationalism rather than institutional liberalization. (Fukuyama 1989, 1992; Huntington 1989; Mearsheimer
1990.)

24.3 The falsifiability problem

The phrase “final form of human government” can become difficult to falsify if every contrary case is
defined as a temporary deviation on an indefinite historical horizon. A defensible weak thesis must
therefore be stated in comparative legitimacy terms: no alternative has yet demonstrated a more
universalizable principle than equal rights and accountable government. This proposition remains

contestable but empirically more disciplined than a claim of inevitable convergence. (Fukuyama 1989, 1992;
Huntington 1989; Mearsheimer 1990.)

The American Newspaper — americannewspaper.org | AmericanTV — americantv.org e 49



THE AMERICAN NEWSPAPER | AMERICANTV e FRANCIS FUKUYAMA: THE INTELLECTUAL PROJECT

24.4 Ex ante difficulty: judging predictions fairly

Retrospective evaluation should distinguish obvious extrapolations from genuinely risky claims. The
1989 essay appeared before the Berlin Wall fell and more than two years before the dissolution of the
Soviet Union, so the diagnosis of Marxism-Leninism's ideological exhaustion deserves greater evidentiary
weight than a prediction made after regime collapse. Conversely, the claim that modernization would
leave liberal democracy without a comparably universal rival should be evaluated over a longer horizon
and with explicit attention to authoritarian adaptation. The table therefore reports not only outcome but
ex ante difficulty. (Fukuyama 1989, 1992; Huntington 1989; Mearsheimer 1990.)

Table 12. Predictive accuracy adjusted for ex ante difficulty.

1989-92 claim Ex ante difficulty Observed record Assessment

through 2026
Soviet communism High USSR dissolved; Impressive and
faced a terminal communist ideology genuinely anticipatory
legitimacy crisis sharply contracted
Liberal democracy High Strong 1990s Substantially but not
would dominate the expansion; later fully accurate
language of legitimacy backsliding and

illiberal contestation
Recognition would High / conceptually Nationalism, identity Strongly suggestive
remain politically unusual conflict, and status support
explosive politics intensified
Modernization would Medium Mixed record; China is Overstated if treated
increase pressure the central anomaly causally or
toward democracy deterministically
No equally universal High and long-horizon | Authoritarian Still contestable, not
ideological rival would nationalism and China | decisively resolved
emerge challenge, but no direct

Soviet-style universal

doctrine
Liberal democracy Difficult to Comfort coexists with Conceptually prescient,
could generate Last- operationalize populist and empirically indirect
Man dissatisfaction megalothymic politics

24.5 Hindsight discipline and ex ante difficulty

Prediction should be evaluated relative to information available at the time. In mid-1989, identifying the

depth of Soviet ideological exhaustion before the Berlin Wall fell was a nontrivial judgment. By contrast,

expecting long-run liberal convergence extrapolated from a uniquely favorable geopolitical moment and
therefore deserved a higher burden of proof. The Last-Man argument is different again: it is not a point
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prediction but a structural warning that successful liberal societies can generate status dissatisfaction. Its
apparent relevance to later populism is suggestive, but it should not be credited as a precise forecast of
particular parties or leaders.

The same discipline applies to later revisions. The post-Iraq emphasis on state-building responded to
visible policy failure and therefore has less predictive novelty than the 1989 intervention, but it produced
concepts with greater comparative portability. The political-decay argument gains credibility if it
identifies mechanisms before their consequences become obvious and if those mechanisms can be
measured across cases. Intellectual evaluation should therefore separate audacity, empirical accuracy,
conceptual usefulness, and causal precision rather than collapsing them into a single score.

25. Scholarly Standing and Long-Run Intellectual Legacy

25.1 Public fame versus disciplinary contribution

Fukuyama’s public reputation is dominated by one phrase, but his disciplinary significance is distributed
differently. In political philosophy he is less systematic than John Rawls or Jirgen Habermas. In
democratic theory he is less institutionally specialized than Robert Dahl, Juan Linz, or Alfred Stepan. In
state formation he competes with traditions built by Weber, Tilly, Mann, and historical sociologists. In
international relations he is less parsimonious than structural realists such as Mearsheimer. His
comparative advantage is synthesis: he connects philosophical anthropology, large-scale historical
development, state capacity, democratic legitimacy, and contemporary institutional decline in a single
vocabulary. (Fukuyama 1992, 2011, 2014b, 2018b, 2022b; Dahl 1971; Habermas 1996; Huntington 1968;
Mann 1986-2013; Mearsheimer 1990; Rawls 1971; Tilly 1990.)

25.2 Why Political Order may outlast End of History academically

The End-of-History thesis has extraordinary historical and intellectual significance because it captured
the ideological drama of 1989. Yet the Political Order project provides more portable analytic tools.
Scholars can operationalize state capacity, rule of law, accountability, patronage, bureaucratic autonomy,
and institutional decay without accepting teleological history. Those concepts travel across cases and
research traditions. The likely long-run result is a bifurcated legacy: public culture remembers the End of
History; comparative politics increasingly values the theorist of order, capacity, and decay. (Fukuyama
1989, 1992, 2011, 2014b; Huntington 1968; Tilly 1990; Mann 1986-2013.)

25.3 Comparison with major contemporaries

Table 13. Comparative scholarly standing by type of contribution.

Thinker Primary achievement Where Fukuyama differs

. . L. Fukuyama is more historical, empirical,
John Rawls Systematic normative theory of justice .
and regime-developmental.

. . . . . Fukuyama is more teleological and
Isaiah Berlin Value pluralism and history of ideas T .
institutionally comparative.

Fukuyama emphasizes state capacity

Robert Dahl Democratic institutions and polyarchy o L
and long-run institutional origins.
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Thinker

Samuel Huntington

Primary achievement

Order, modernization, political decay;
civilizations

Where Fukuyama differs

Closest large-scale comparator;
Fukuyama adds Hegelian recognition
and liberal legitimacy.

Charles Tilly

Coercion, capital, state formation

Fukuyama is more universalist and less
war-centered.

Michael Mann

Sources of social power

Fukuyama offers a simpler normative-
institutional triangle.

Jirgen Habermas

Communicative rationality, democracy,
modernity

Fukuyama relies more on anthropology,
comparative history, and institutions.

John Mearsheimer

Structural realism and great-power
politics

Fukuyama works mainly at the regime-
development and legitimacy level.

25.4 Final standing

Fukuyama is best classified as a major post-Cold-War comparative political thinker whose work bridges
philosophy of history and political development. He is not a canonical philosopher of justice on the
Rawlsian scale, nor a single-model causal theorist in the style of structural realism. His originality lies in

integrating recognition with institutional evolution and in repeatedly revising the level at which liberal

democracy must be explained—from legitimacy, to social capital, to state capacity, to decay, to identity,
and finally to delivery. (Fukuyama 1992, 2011, 2014b, 2018b, 2022b; Dahl 1971; Habermas 1996;
Huntington 1968; Mearsheimer 1990; Rawls 1971.)

[One-sentence definition]

Fukuyama'’s intellectual project explains why modernization and the human demand for

recognition make liberal democracy a powerful legitimacy horizon, while the historically

contingent creation, balance, performance, and decay of state capacity, rule of law, and

accountability determine whether that promise can ever be realized or sustained.
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PART VI — Extended Scholarly Studies

Part VI provides extended scholarly studies and reference tools: close readings of the major books,
specialist historical counterweights, democratic and state-theoretical comparisons, the problem of
teleology, and an integrated model of the full intellectual project.

26. Close Reading of the Major Books as a Single
Argument

26.1 The End of History and the Last Man as a deliberately divided book

A graduate-level reading of the 1992 book should resist the temptation to extract only its opening thesis.
The architecture is deliberately divided between an affirmative Universal History and a skeptical
anthropology. The first half asks whether there is a mechanism that makes historical development
directional. Modern natural science is the candidate because knowledge accumulates even when political
regimes change. Industrial production, military competition, technological diffusion, urbanization,
education, and increasingly complex organization follow from this cumulative mechanism. Yet economic
convergence alone cannot select democracy over technocratic authoritarianism. The second half
therefore introduces the struggle for recognition. A modern regime must satisfy not only material desire
but claims to dignity and equal status. (Fukuyama 1992, 1995, 2002, 2004, 2011, 2014, 2018, 2022.)

This dual architecture explains why the book can sound simultaneously triumphalist and pessimistic.
Liberal democracy appears to solve the recognition problem at the level of formal principle: citizens
possess equal legal status and political voice. But the Last Man problem asks whether formal equal
recognition can ever satisfy a species capable of megalothymia. The endpoint is therefore an endpoint in
the evolution of legitimating principles, not in the production of political dissatisfaction. The book is best
read as a theory of why liberal democracy may be normatively final while remaining sociologically
unstable.

The “mechanism” problem

The economic mechanism is more causal than the recognition mechanism. Science and technology
generate observable constraints and incentives; recognition operates at the level of motives and
legitimacy. This asymmetry matters. If modernization can produce affluent authoritarian capitalism, as
China demonstrates, then the recognition mechanism must do more work than Fukuyama originally
expected. The empirical burden shifts from showing socioeconomic convergence to showing that citizens
in advanced authoritarian systems eventually demand equal political recognition in ways rulers cannot
indefinitely contain. This remains one of the theory’s central open questions. (Fukuyama 1992, 1995, 2002,
2004, 2011, 2014, 2018, 2022.)

The “endpoint” problem

Fukuyama’s endpoint is also ambiguous between ideal and institution. If “liberal democracy” means an
abstract principle of equal rights and accountable government, it can remain normatively attractive even
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while actual liberal democracies perform poorly. But the more abstract the endpoint becomes, the harder
it is to falsify. Derrida’s critique presses precisely here: an ideal that remains infinitely incomplete cannot
easily be treated as a historical event already achieved. The strongest defensible Fukuyaman position is
therefore comparative rather than absolute: among large-scale modern regime principles, liberal
democracy continues to articulate universal equal political standing more explicitly than its rivals.
(Fukuyama 1992, 1995, 2002, 2004, 2011, 2014, 2018, 2022.)

26.2 Trust as a bridge from culture to institutions

Trust shifts the analysis from regime legitimacy to organizational sociology. Fukuyama asks why firms
and associations take different forms across capitalist societies that share broadly similar markets and
technologies. His answer emphasizes the radius of trust: where cooperative norms extend beyond
kinship, large voluntary organizations can form with lower social friction; where trust is concentrated
inside families, business and politics may rely more heavily on kin networks. The argument links culture

to transaction costs without reducing economic behavior to prices alone. (Fukuyama 1992, 1995, 2002, 2004,
2011, 2014, 2018, 2022.)

The long-run importance of this book lies in how its categories migrate into the later political-order
project. Patrimonialism is, in part, a political form of narrow-radius trust: officeholders owe obligations
to family and clients rather than to an impersonal public role. Modern bureaucracy asks officials to act
against some of the oldest human social instincts—to favor kin, friends, and reciprocal patrons.
Fukuyama’s later emphasis on impersonal administration therefore rests on an anthropological tension
already visible in Trust.

The major criticism is causal circularity. High-trust societies may build better institutions, but effective
and fair institutions can also generate generalized trust. National averages can obscure subnational
variation, and “culture” can become a residual category for unexplained outcomes. Fukuyama’s
subsequent turn toward measurable bureaucratic structures partly solves this problem by moving from
broad cultural typology to organizational mechanisms.

26.3 Our Posthuman Future as a theory of liberal equality

The 2002 biotechnology book becomes more coherent when placed beside the recognition theory. Liberal
rights depend on the claim that humans share a morally relevant status that cannot be ranked according
to wealth, intelligence, beauty, or inherited social station. Fukuyama worries that biotechnology could
convert morally arbitrary natural differences into deliberately engineered and politically consequential
hierarchies. Enhancement would not merely increase individual capacities; it could transform the social

meaning of equality if affluent groups could reproduce designed advantages biologically. (Fukuyama 1992,
1995, 2002, 2004, 2011, 2014, 2018, 2022.)

The philosophical weakness is the difficulty of specifying the “Factor X” that grounds equal human
dignity. If it is a list of traits, people possessing those traits to different degrees could appear to possess
different moral worth. If it is an emergent property of complex human nature, the argument becomes
less precise but avoids crude biological essentialism. The book is therefore strongest as a political
warning about irreversible status engineering and weakest as a fully specified moral ontology.
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26.4 State-Building and the discovery of administration

State-Building marks a methodological break. The object of analysis becomes the ability of organizations
to implement policy. Fukuyama’s matrix of state scope and state strength allows him to distinguish
countries that attempt many functions but perform them weakly from states that undertake fewer tasks
but execute them competently. This distinction is crucial because ideological debates over “big” and
“small” government often confuse the quantity of state activity with the quality of administration.
(Fukuyama 1992, 1995, 2002, 2004, 2011, 2014, 2018, 2022.)

The book also introduces the problem of institutional transfer. Formal institutional designs can travel
across borders, but tacit organizational knowledge cannot be copied as easily. Donors can finance
ministries, draft laws, and supply advisers without creating professional norms, credible personnel
systems, or local political legitimacy. The implication is anti-technocratic: state-building is partly a
problem of context-specific institutional learning rather than optimal blueprint design.

26.5 The two Political Order volumes as a research program

The 2011 and 2014 volumes should be read together as Fukuyama’s attempt to replace a missing theory of
political development. The first volume explains the emergence of basic institutional forms; the second
explains their modernization, diffusion, and decay. The project rejects any single causal variable. War
matters, but not everywhere in the same way. Religion matters for law. Kinship matters for
patrimonialism. Economic change matters for social mobilization. Ideas of legitimacy matter for
accountability. The method is therefore synthetic and sequence-sensitive rather than monocausal.
(Fukuyama 1992, 1995, 2002, 2004, 2011, 2014, 2018, 2022.)

The state-rule-accountability triangle also solves a conceptual problem common in democratization
research: a country can hold elections and remain administratively weak; it can possess strong courts but
lack fiscal capacity; it can build a formidable bureaucracy without political accountability. Treating these
dimensions separately permits more precise diagnosis. Its limitation is measurement: each dimension is
internally heterogeneous, and cross-civilizational historical comparisons can conceal differences under
broad labels.

26.6 Identity and Liberalism as a two-book sequence

Identity diagnoses the fragmentation of recognition; Liberalism and Its Discontents reconstructs the
normative container that might manage that fragmentation. The first book argues that universal equal
dignity has been displaced in political practice by claims organized around particular identities and
perceived disrespect. The second argues that plural societies require a liberal framework precisely
because citizens disagree about religion, culture, morality, and collective purpose. Taken together, the
books represent Fukuyama’s response to a problem already embedded in 1992: how can isothymia be
institutionalized without generating either a flattened Last-Man society or competing forms of
megalothymic identity politics? (Fukuyama 1992, 1995, 2002, 2004, 2011, 2014, 2018, 2022.)

The normative answer is limited government plus equal rights, but later Fukuyama adds two
qualifications absent from thin libertarian liberalism. First, the nation remains necessary as a bounded
community of solidarity and public obligation. Second, the state must possess sufficient capacity to
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produce public goods. Mature Fukuyaman liberalism is therefore neither borderless cosmopolitanism
nor market fundamentalism. It is a rights-based, nationally organized, administratively capable form of
pluralism.

27. Political Development in Europe: Four Comparative
Trajectories

27.1 England: balance through layered conflict

England occupies a privileged position in Fukuyama’s account because state power, legal autonomy, and
representative accountability gradually became combined without one fully eliminating the others. The
common-law tradition, corporate rights, Parliament, taxation bargains, and the long contest between
Crown and organized society created multiple institutional centers. The Glorious Revolution is important,
but Fukuyama’s deeper point is path dependence: later constitutional balance rests on earlier legal and
representative structures rather than emerging ex nihilo in 1688. (Fukuyama 2011; Ertman 1997; Tilly 1990;
Downing 1992; Strayer 1970.)

The danger of an England-centered narrative is Whiggish retrospective inevitability. Civil war, religious
conflict, exclusion, oligarchic representation, empire, and class hierarchy complicate the image of a
smooth road toward liberal order. A careful use of the case therefore treats England as one sequence in
which power and constraint eventually balanced—not as the universal path all societies should have
followed.

27.2 France: state strength without equivalent early accountability

France illustrates a different route. Monarchical centralization, administrative penetration, and
absolutist ambitions created a stronger central state relative to many European neighbors, while
representative institutions developed differently from England. The French Revolution then radically
transformed sovereignty, citizenship, administration, and law. Fukuyama uses France to show that state
capacity can be historically advanced without producing the same premodern accountability structures
found in England. (Fukuyama 2011; Ertman 1997; Tilly 1990; Downing 1992; Strayer 1970.)

This case also clarifies why strong states are not simply authoritarian residues. Modern democratic
France inherits substantial administrative capacity from earlier centralization. Institutional development
is cumulative: democratic accountability can later be layered onto state structures with non-democratic
origins. That observation is central to Fukuyama’s rejection of the idea that every desirable institution
must arise simultaneously from a liberal founding moment.

27.3 Spain: patrimonialism, empire, and rent distribution

Spain is used to illustrate how imperial wealth and inherited corporate privileges can shape institutional
incentives. External rents can reduce rulers’ dependence on broad domestic taxation bargains and
sustain privileged groups. The result is not a timeless national character but a political economy in which
patrimonial and rent-distributing structures become entrenched. The broader lesson is that resource
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flows and elite coalitions can alter the sequence by which state capacity and accountability emerge.
(Fukuyama 2011; Ertman 1997; Tilly 1990; Downing 1992; Strayer 1970.)

Specialist scholarship complicates any direct line from early modern empire to modern governance, and
regional variation inside Spain is substantial. Fukuyama’s case is most useful at the level of mechanism:
rents can weaken incentives for impersonal bargaining and institutional broadening. It should not be
treated as a complete historical explanation of Spanish political development.

27.4 Denmark: endpoint metaphor and its dangers

“Getting to Denmark” is Fukuyama’s shorthand for arriving at a high-capacity, low-corruption, rule-
bound, democratic state. Denmark is attractive because it appears to combine effective bureaucracy,
social trust, legal constraint, and accountability. But the metaphor risks turning one historically specific
Scandinavian equilibrium into a universal development benchmark. Fukuyama himself uses the phrase
partly ironically: development experts know what “Denmark” looks like but are much less successful at
explaining how societies get there. (Fukuyama 2011; Ertman 1997; Tilly 1990; Downing 1992; Strayer 1970.)

The analytical value of the metaphor lies in disaggregating the endpoint. Denmark is not desirable simply
because it is democratic. It represents a combination of professional administration, generalized trust,
low patrimonialism, rule-based authority, and accountability. Those dimensions can be studied
separately even if the national metaphor is abandoned.

27.5 Europe and sequencing

The European comparison supports Fukuyama’s most important anti-deterministic insight: there is no
single order in which state, law, and accountability must appear. Strong states can precede democracy;
legal constraints can precede centralized states; representative institutions can coexist with weak
administrative capacity. What matters is whether institutions eventually complement rather than destroy
one another. Sequence affects both the capacity of later reform and the forms of political decay that
become likely. (Fukuyama 2011; Ertman 1997; Tilly 1990; Downing 1992; Strayer 1970.)

28. China and India Revisited: Historical Sociology and the
Problem of Conceptual Stretching

28.1 Why China is more than a contemporary challenge

China matters to Fukuyama twice: historically as an early state and contemporaneously as an
authoritarian-capitalist power. The historical argument is that warfare, social transformation, and
Legalist administrative innovations helped break aristocratic and kin-based constraints, producing a
centralized bureaucracy far earlier than Europe. The modern implication is that Chinese state capacity is
not a recent communist invention but draws on a very long tradition of centralized administration.
(Fukuyama 2011; Hui 2005; Yates 1995; Lewis 2007; Pines 2012; McClish 2019a, 2019b; Olivelle 2013.)

This long continuity should not be overstated. Imperial bureaucracies differed profoundly from modern
Weberian administrations in recruitment, information, fiscal penetration, and territorial reach. The
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Communist Party-state also transformed institutions through revolution, mass mobilization, planned
economy, reform-era decentralization, and digital governance. “Strong state tradition” is therefore a
background condition, not a sufficient explanation of contemporary Chinese capacity.

Meritocracy

The language of meritocratic bureaucracy requires similar caution. Imperial examinations created
pathways based partly on learning rather than heredity, but access to education was socially unequal,
and officeholding remained embedded in elite structures. Contemporary meritocratic claims about the
Chinese Communist Party similarly combine real organizational selection with political loyalty.
Fukuyama’s concept is strongest when “meritocracy” means relative movement away from hereditary
office and weakest when it implies politically neutral technocracy. (Fukuyama 2011; Hui 2005; Yates 1995;
Lewis 2007; Pines 2012; McClish 2019a, 2019b; Olivelle 2013.)

28.2 India and the autonomy of normative order

Fukuyama’s India chapter seeks an institutional analogue to Europe’s law-above-ruler tradition.
Brahmanical authority and dharma supplied normative constraints that were not simply commands of
the sovereign. The comparative insight is important: legal constraint need not originate in liberal
constitutionalism. Religious and customary orders can create independent sources of legitimacy capable
of limiting rulers. (Fukuyama 2011; Hui 2005; Yates 1995; Lewis 2007; Pines 2012; McClish 2019a, 2019b; Olivelle
2013.)

Yet translating this into “rule of law” risks conceptual stretching. Caste hierarchy, plural jurisdictions,
uneven enforcement, and the absence of modern legal equality differ sharply from contemporary rule-of-
law ideals. The safest interpretation is genealogical rather than equivalential: India illustrates an early
separation between political authority and a normative order not wholly controlled by rulers. That
separation is one ingredient of later rule-bound government, not its completed form.

28.3 Comparative value

The China-India contrast is methodologically valuable because it breaks the assumption that all “good
institutions” co-evolve. China shows organizational concentration without autonomous legal constraint;
India shows normative constraint without equivalent centralized capacity. Europe eventually combines
elements of both. Whether the historical narratives are fully persuasive is less important than the
analytic decomposition they enable. Fukuyama’s major contribution is to make institutional imbalance
visible. (Fukuyama 2011; Hui 2005; Yates 1995; Lewis 2007; Pines 2012; McClish 2019a, 2019b; Olivelle 2013.)

28.4 China: war, administrative documents, and the limits of “modernity”

Fukuyama's description of Qin China as an early modern state is functional rather than chronological: he
emphasizes centralized taxation, military mobilization, bureaucratic recruitment, standardized
administration, and the weakening of hereditary aristocratic privilege. Specialist evidence supports the
existence of remarkable administrative sophistication. Qin legal and administrative documents analyzed
by Robin Yates reveal procedures for appointment, reporting, salaries, evaluation, and control of officials;
work on early imperial China documents a bureaucracy of exceptional territorial reach. These features
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justify treating ancient China as a critical case for theories that make European modernity the exclusive
source of capable state organization (Yates 1995; Lewis 2007).

The label 'modern,' however, can obscure as much as it reveals. Victoria Tin-bor Hui's comparison of
ancient China and early modern Europe emphasizes interstate competition, warfare, strategic choice, and
state-society relations. Yuri Pines emphasizes the distinctive ideological construction of imperial unity.
These perspectives make Qin unification a contingent historical outcome within a competitive system
rather than a timeless expression of Chinese political culture. The strongest revised formulation is
therefore that China generated exceptionally early forms of centralized bureaucratic capacity without
reproducing the full European package of autonomous law and representative accountability (Hui 2005;
Pines 2012).

28.5 India: dharma, dandaniti, and plural normative orders

Fukuyama's India argument is attractive because it demonstrates that legal constraint need not originate
in modern parliaments or secular courts. Yet specialist scholarship shows that law' in ancient India was
plural. Brahmanical dharma, royal adjudication, local custom, and traditions of pragmatic statecraft did
not form one unified constitutional hierarchy. Mark McClish argues that the Arthasastra tradition of
dandaniti developed a science of political rule and law with a history distinct from later Brahmanical
sacred-law synthesis. Patrick Olivelle's translations reveal a ruler-centered administrative system
concerned with taxation, intelligence, courts, and bureaucratic discipline (McClish 2019a, 2019b; Olivelle
2013).

The implication is not that Fukuyama's case fails, but that its mechanism should be specified more
modestly. Normative orders outside the ruler can constrain political action by shaping legitimacy, social
hierarchy, and acceptable adjudication even when no institution corresponds to modern rule of law.
India therefore demonstrates the possibility of normative pluralism and extra-state authority, not a
simple historical precursor of constitutional judicial review. This distinction preserves comparative
insight while reducing conceptual stretching.

28.6 Europe: coercion, representation, and multiple pathways

European development also resists a single narrative. Strayer emphasized medieval institutional
consolidation; Downing linked military organization to constitutional outcomes; Ertman distinguished
bureaucratic from patrimonial administration and absolutist from constitutional regimes; Tilly
highlighted war-making and extraction. Fukuyama incorporates parts of all these arguments but
organizes them around the eventual combination of capacity, law, and accountability. The comparative
advantage of his synthesis is clarity; the cost is compression of mechanisms that specialists treat
separately (Strayer 1970; Downing 1992; Ertman 1997; Tilly 1990).

A publication-grade reading should therefore use the triangle as a dependent-variable map rather than as
a complete causal theory. It tells the researcher what institutional balance to look for. Specialist historical
sociology supplies the mechanisms—war, class coalitions, religious organization, fiscal extraction, urban
bargaining, legal professions, and contingent rulers—that explain how particular components emerged.
This division of labor makes Fukuyama more useful, not less, because it prevents a grand synthesis from
claiming evidentiary precision it cannot provide on its own.
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29. Fukuyama and Democratic Theory: Dahl, Linz, Stepan,
Diamond, and Lipset

29.1 Dahl and polyarchy

Robert Dahl’s theory of polyarchy focuses on contestation and participation: meaningful democracy
requires organized competition and broad inclusion. Fukuyama accepts these dimensions but argues that
they do not exhaust political development. A state can hold competitive elections while lacking
administrative reach, impartial enforcement, or professional bureaucracy. Fukuyama’s addition is
therefore vertical: he places democratic procedures inside a larger state-and-law architecture. (Dahl 1971;
Linz and Stepan 1996; Diamond; Fukuyama 2011, 2014.)

29.2 Linz and Stepan: transition and consolidation

Juan Linz and Alfred Stepan analyze the conditions under which democratic transitions become
consolidated across state, political society, civil society, rule of law, and economic society. Their
framework overlaps strongly with mature Fukuyama because it rejects electoral minimalism. The
difference is temporal scale and causal ambition. Linz and Stepan focus primarily on modern transitions;
Fukuyama seeks the millennial origins of the institutional components that make consolidation possible.
(Dahl 1971; Linz and Stepan 1996; Diamond; Fukuyama 2011, 2014.)

29.3 Larry Diamond and democratic quality

Diamond’s work on democratic recession, liberal democracy, and democratic quality provides a
contemporary empirical counterpart to Fukuyama. Both emphasize that elections can coexist with
corruption, weak rights, or institutional erosion. Fukuyama’s distinctive contribution is to connect those

contemporary defects to state capacity and patrimonialism within a long-run theory of development.
(Dahl 1971; Linz and Stepan 1996; Diamond; Fukuyama 2011, 2014.)

29.4 Lipset and modernization

Lipset’s famous development-democracy correlation supplies an empirical skeleton for early Fukuyama,
but Fukuyama adds two elements. First, recognition provides a psychological and normative mechanism
linking social modernization to political demands. Second, later institutional theory explains why similar
levels of wealth can coexist with divergent regimes. The mature position is consequently less
deterministic than classic modernization theory while retaining the belief that socioeconomic change
alters political pressures. (Dahl 1971; Linz and Stepan 1996; Diamond; Fukuyama 2011, 2014.)

29.5 What is distinctive about Fukuyama’s democratic theory?

Fukuyama is distinctive because democracy is never only a set of electoral procedures. It is one side of a
compound political order. Democracy supplies accountability; liberalism supplies rights and legal
constraint; the state supplies capacity; social trust supplies cooperative foundations; recognition supplies
psychological legitimacy; bureaucratic professionalism supplies implementation. This multidimensional
construction is less parsimonious than procedural theories but more capable of explaining why formally
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democratic states vary so dramatically in performance and durability. (Dahl 1971; Linz and Stepan 1996;
Diamond; Fukuyama 2011, 2014.)

29.6 Democracy as only one component of political order

Fukuyama's distinctive contribution to democratic theory is negative as much as positive: he argues that
electoral accountability cannot bear the entire weight of political development. Dahl's polyarchy specifies
contestation and participation; Linz and Stepan analyze transition and consolidation; Diamond
emphasizes democratic quality; Lipset examines socioeconomic conditions. Fukuyama asks what
happens when these democratic mechanisms operate through states that cannot implement decisions or
through legal systems that do not constrain rulers impartially. Democracy can exist formally while
governance remains clientelistic, patrimonial, or territorially weak (Dahl 1971; Linz and Stepan 1996;
Diamond 2008; Fukuyama 2014b).

This argument has implications for democracy measurement. Election-centered indices capture
indispensable features of popular sovereignty but can miss administrative competence and rule-bound
implementation. Conversely, governance indicators can reward authoritarian capacity without
measuring accountability. Fukuyama's decomposition suggests a multidimensional research design
rather than a single ranking: assess state capacity, legal constraint, democratic accountability, and
perhaps delivery separately, then study how their combinations affect legitimacy and durability.

29.7 Liberal democracy as a compound regime

The phrase liberal democracy combines two traditions with different failure modes. The democratic
principle asks who authorizes rule; the liberal principle asks what rulers may do even when majorities
support them. Political development adds a third question: whether the state can actually carry out
lawful decisions. Fukuyama's mature framework therefore treats a successful liberal democracy as a
compound equilibrium of authorization, constraint, and capacity. Populism threatens the liberal
component when leaders claim exclusive representation of a homogeneous people; technocratic
insulation can threaten democratic accountability; weak administration can make both rights and
electoral promises ineffective (Fukuyama 2018b; 2022).

This compound view also explains why democratic backsliding can occur incrementally. Elections may
remain while legal independence, administrative professionalism, media pluralism, or opposition rights
erode. The relevant empirical question is not simply when a regime crosses a categorical threshold but
which component deteriorates first and whether the remaining institutions can correct the imbalance.

30. Fukuyama and the Theory of the State: Weber, Tilly,
Mann, and North

30.1 Weber: impersonality and bureaucracy

Max Weber’s importance to mature Fukuyama lies in the distinction between patrimonial and rational-
legal administration. A modern state is not merely a ruler with superior coercive resources; it is an
organization in which offices possess defined competences, officials are recruited according to
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qualifications, decisions follow rules, and public roles are distinguished from private property.
Fukuyama’s recurrent concept of repatrimonialization assumes this Weberian baseline: decay occurs
when modern offices are once again treated as personal assets or factional spoils. (Hegel 1977; Kant 1784;
Marx; Kojéve 1969; Fukuyama 1992.)

30.2 Tilly: war made the state

Charles Tilly’s classic account emphasizes coercion, capital, warfare, and extraction. European rulers
built states because interstate competition forced them to raise revenue, organize armies, and bargain
with resource holders. Fukuyama accepts warfare as a powerful state-building mechanism but rejects its
universality as a sufficient explanation. China’s state formation, religious law, kinship structures, and
accountability institutions require additional mechanisms. His framework is therefore broader but also
less parsimonious. (Hegel 1977; Kant 1784; Marx; Kojéve 1969; Fukuyama 1992.)

30.3 Michael Mann: infrastructural power

Mann’s distinction between despotic power and infrastructural power sharpens Fukuyama’s state-
capacity concept. Despotic power concerns what rulers can decide without negotiation; infrastructural
power concerns the ability of the state to penetrate society and implement decisions throughout territory.
Liberal democracy ideally limits despotic power while maintaining substantial infrastructural capacity.

This distinction helps explain why “weak state” and “liberal state” should never be treated as synonyms.
(Hegel 1977; Kant 1784; Marx; Kojeve 1969; Fukuyama 1992.)

30.4 Douglass North: rules and incentives

North’s institutionalism treats formal and informal rules as structures that shape incentives and
transaction costs. Fukuyama shares the emphasis on institutions but gives more weight to organizational
capacity, legitimacy, and historical sequence. A constitution may define rules without generating an
organization capable of enforcing them. Conversely, an organization may possess capacity while
operating under extractive or patrimonial rules. Fukuyama therefore insists that rules and organizations
must be analyzed together. (Hegel 1977; Kant 1784; Marx; Kojéve 1969; Fukuyama 1992.)

30.5 State capacity: an unresolved measurement problem

Fukuyama’s conceptual distinction is clearer than the empirical measurement. Capacity varies by
function: a state may collect taxes effectively but regulate banks poorly; deliver health care competently
but fail at policing; build infrastructure quickly but administer courts unevenly. Aggregate indices risk
concealing this domain specificity. The 2023-2025 bureaucracy research moves toward a more
measurable research program by examining personnel systems, autonomy, and public-service
organizations directly. (Hegel 1977; Kant 1784; Marx; Kojeve 1969; Fukuyama 1992.)

30.6 Capacity, autonomy, and infrastructural power

State capacity is often treated as a single latent trait, but Fukuyama's own late research points toward
decomposition. Fiscal capacity, bureaucratic expertise, territorial reach, implementation ability,
information, coercive control, and organizational autonomy need not covary. Michael Mann's concept of
infrastructural power is particularly useful because it distinguishes the ability of the state to penetrate
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society and implement decisions from arbitrary despotic power. Fukuyama's ideal capable state is closer
to infrastructural than despotic strength: power should be organizationally effective while remaining
legally bounded and politically accountable (Mann 1984; Fukuyama 2013; Bersch and Fukuyama 2023).

Autonomy adds another dimension. An agency wholly subordinated to partisan commands can lose
professional competence; an agency insulated from all political control can become unaccountable.
Bersch and Fukuyama therefore distinguish political independence from administrative discretion and
show empirically that the two have different relationships with government quality. This late work turns
a broad historical category into a research program about organizational design.

30.7 Measurement and the problem of outcomes

Capacity should not be inferred only from policy outcomes because outcomes depend on difficulty,
resources, citizen cooperation, and external shocks. Nor should formal bureaucratic rules be assumed to
measure actual professional behavior. The Global Survey of Public Servants illustrates the direction of a
more empirical research agenda by measuring attitudes and organizational conditions across more than
a million officials in multiple countries. Such work can connect institutional history to observable
variation in merit recruitment, motivation, autonomy, integrity, and management (Schuster et al. 2023).

This creates a useful correction to the early Fukuyama's macrohistorical style. The mature theory
increasingly invites meso-level tests: which personnel systems increase competence? Under what
conditions does discretion improve implementation? How does politicization affect trust and delivery?
These questions are narrower than Universal History but more readily falsifiable. They may ultimately
constitute one of the most durable scholarly legacies of the political-order project.

31. Philosophy of History, Teleology, and Human Nature

31.1 Four senses of teleology

Calling Fukuyama “teleological” is correct only if the term is unpacked. In a weak sense, his history is
directional: cumulative science makes some developments irreversible. In a normative sense, liberal
democracy is treated as a more adequate institutionalization of equal recognition. In a strong
deterministic sense, however, mature Fukuyama does not claim that every society must move through
fixed stages on a predictable timetable. In an eschatological sense, he does not claim that events cease.
The theory is therefore teleological in direction and normative endpoint, but not in a strict deterministic
chronology. (Popperian falsifiability problem considered against Fukuyama 1989, 1992.)

31.2 The natural-science mechanism

The strongest source of directionality is not politics but science. Scientific knowledge can be forgotten
locally, but the global stock of reproducible knowledge tends to accumulate. Technologies built from that
knowledge create military, economic, and administrative pressures that states cannot ignore indefinitely.
This is Fukuyama’s attempt to give Universal History a mechanism less metaphysical than Hegel’s
unfolding Spirit. Yet technology underdetermines institutions: both democracies and autocracies can
industrialize, digitize, and deploy advanced science. (Popperian falsifiability problem considered against
Fukuyama 1989, 1992.)
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31.3 Human nature and recognition

Recognition supplies the bridge from socioeconomic directionality to political form. Fukuyama’s
anthropology assumes that humans care about dignity in ways not reducible to consumption. This is both
the theory’s philosophical depth and an empirical challenge. Recognition is difficult to measure, can
overlap with material interest, and may vary culturally in its objects. Nevertheless, political behavior
repeatedly displays willingness to sacrifice economic welfare for status, nation, religion, or perceived

honor, making a purely materialist model implausible. (Popperian falsifiability problem considered against
Fukuyama 1989, 1992.)

31.4 Progress without irreversibility

The concept of political decay produces a crucial modification of teleology. If institutions can
repatrimonialize, if accountability can erode, and if state capacity can be destroyed, then political
development is reversible. Fukuyama thus combines directional pressures with non-irreversible
outcomes. This is a weaker and more defensible philosophy of history than the popular caricature,
though the endpoint problem remains: liberal democracy retains a privileged status even when empirical
trajectories move away from it. (Popperian falsifiability problem considered against Fukuyama 1989, 1992.)

31.5 The role of contingency and agency

Mature Fukuyama leaves more room for contingency than early readers often assume. Wars, leaders,
institutional choices, social coalitions, religious structures, and external shocks alter sequences. China’s
Qin consolidation, Europe’s church-state conflicts, colonial legacies, and postwar reforms cannot be
derived from modernization alone. Universal History provides a background directional pressure; actual
political development remains historically contingent. The result is closer to probabilistic evolutionary
theory than to a rigid stage model. (Popperian falsifiability problem considered against Fukuyama 1989, 1992.)

31.6 Teleology, mechanism, and endpoint claims

The term teleology can refer to at least three different propositions, which should not be conflated. A
weak teleology claims only that history contains directional mechanisms, such as cumulative science. A
medium teleology claims that these mechanisms create recurrent pressures toward particular
institutions, such as impersonal administration or equal citizenship. A strong teleology claims that a
determinate endpoint is historically necessary. Fukuyama clearly accepts the first, substantially accepts
the second, and is more ambiguous about the third than both admirers and critics often assume. His
language of a 'final form' suggests a strong endpoint, while his accounts of contingency, decay, and
regression deny inevitability in any ordinary temporal sense (Fukuyama 1989; 1992; 2014).

This ambiguity is partly inherited from the attempt to connect Hegelian philosophy with social science. A
philosophical claim about the normative superiority of universal recognition is not the same as an
empirical forecast that all states will converge. Liberal democracy could remain the most defensible
regime principle while many societies reject or fail to institutionalize it. Once the claim is reformulated
this way, however, it becomes less predictive and more normative. The apparent strength of the thesis
therefore varies inversely with its falsifiability.

The American Newspaper — americannewspaper.org | AmericanTV — americantv.org e 64



THE AMERICAN NEWSPAPER | AMERICANTV e FRANCIS FUKUYAMA: THE INTELLECTUAL PROJECT

31.7 Falsifiability and the “indefinite horizon” problem

Any theory of Universal History faces a temporal problem. If contrary cases can always be described as
temporary reversals on a centuries-long trajectory, no finite observation can disconfirm the endpoint. A
rigorous version of Fukuyama's argument therefore needs intermediate predictions with observable
horizons: modernization should alter social demands in specified ways; impersonal bureaucracies should
outperform patrimonial administration under specified conditions; unchecked concentration should
create particular information or succession problems; democracies that deliver public goods should enjoy
more robust legitimacy, other things equal. These propositions can fail even if the ultimate philosophy of
history remains undecidable.

The later work moves in precisely this direction. Political decay has identifiable mechanisms;
bureaucratic autonomy can be measured; delivery claims can be challenged with comparative evidence.
This makes mature Fukuyama less philosophically grand but more scientifically productive. The
intellectual trajectory can therefore be interpreted as a movement from a high-level teleological
proposition toward a family of conditional institutional hypotheses.

31.8 Human nature without historical determinism

Recognition is often treated as the anthropological guarantee of liberal democracy, but human nature
underdetermines institutions. The desire for dignity can sustain equal citizenship, aristocratic honor,
revolutionary sacrifice, religious devotion, nationalist prestige, or authoritarian status hierarchy.
Fukuyama's own categories of isothymia and megalothymia acknowledge this plurality. Human nature
supplies recurring motivational problems; history supplies institutional solutions that remain contingent
(Fukuyama 1992; 2018).

The most defensible synthesis is therefore non-deterministic. Modern science creates structural
pressures; human beings seek recognition; institutions solve coordination and legitimacy problems with
varying success; and political orders are selected, imitated, contested, and sometimes destroyed. Liberal
democracy has a distinctive normative advantage because it universalizes equal citizenship, but its
survival depends on historical achievements that no anthropology guarantees.

32. Strongest Critiques Reconstructed as Arguments

32.1 The realist argument in its strongest form

A serious realist does not need to deny that domestic legitimacy matters. The stronger claim is that,
whatever their regimes, states remain responsible for survival in an anarchic system where intentions
are uncertain and military capabilities can threaten. Even a world composed largely of liberal
democracies would still require security institutions, and transitions themselves can create instability.
The disappearance of Soviet ideology therefore cannot logically entail the disappearance of balance-of-
power politics. Fukuyama’s early rhetoric sometimes invited this inference even if his literal thesis did
not require it. (Fukuyama 1989, 1992; Mearsheimer 1990.)

Fukuyama’s best response is to narrow scope. Realism explains recurrent interstate competition; it does
not explain why some states become liberal, why others decay, or why certain legitimacy principles
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diffuse. A complete theory of world politics may require both levels. The Ukraine war, for example, can
be interpreted simultaneously through security competition, national identity, regime legitimacy, and
state capacity.

32.2 The Marxist argument in its strongest form

The strongest Marxist critique is not that Soviet communism was healthy. It is that Fukuyama treats the
ideological defeat of one historical form of Marxism as stronger evidence against capitalism’s structural
contradictions than it can bear. Class power, ownership concentration, labor precarity, financial crises,
and unequal access to political influence persist inside liberal democracies. Formal recognition may
coexist with material structures that systematically shape life chances and political power. (Fukuyama
1989, 1992; Anderson 1992.)

Fukuyama’s later criticism of neoliberal excess and attention to inequality partly narrows this gap. But he
does not adopt a theory in which class relations constitute the primary engine of history. Recognition
remains analytically autonomous. The empirical question is therefore not whether class or dignity
matters, but how they interact: economic dislocation often becomes politically effective when interpreted
as humiliation, status loss, or betrayal.

32.3 The postcolonial argument in its strongest form

A strong postcolonial critique argues that “Universal History” universalizes institutional categories
produced through European experiences while treating colonial violence as peripheral rather than
constitutive of modernity. European state-building, capitalist development, and international order were
intertwined with empire, slavery, extraction, and racial hierarchy. A history that moves from China and
India toward a European synthesis may therefore appear inclusive while retaining Europe as the
standard of completion. (Fukuyama 1992, 2011; Anderson 1992.)

Fukuyama’s best defense is that categories such as capacity, law, and accountability are not owned by
Europe and can illuminate multiple historical experiences. But that defense succeeds only if the
categories are operationalized without presuming that Western sequence is normal. The China and India
chapters work best precisely when they show alternative sequencing rather than incomplete versions of
Europe.

32.4 The anti-teleological institutionalist argument

Acemoglu and Robinson’s Narrow Corridor provides a powerful alternative because it does not need an
endpoint. Liberty emerges contingently when a capable state and mobilized society remain in balance.
The struggle never ends; neither state strength nor social power is permanently benign. This model
explains reversal without treating it as deviation from a directional history. Fukuyama can reply that
modernization and recognition still produce broad recurring pressures, but the corridor metaphor better
captures permanent instability. (Acemoglu and Robinson 2019; Fukuyama 2011, 2014b.)

32.5 The empirical-democracy argument

Two decades of global democratic recession challenge the expectation that modernization steadily
expands liberal democracy. Yet the evidence is not one-directional: authoritarian systems face succession
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problems, information failures, legitimacy crises, and episodes of liberalization, while democracies can
recover after backsliding. The empirical record therefore favors neither a simple triumphalist nor a
simple authoritarian-convergence theory. It supports a probabilistic account in which institutional
balance and performance matter substantially. (Freedom House 2026; V-Dem Institute 2026; Fukuyama
2014b.)

33. A More Precise Model of the Entire Intellectual
Project

33.1 The five-layer model

The simplest linear diagram—human nature — recognition — state — law — accountability — liberal
democracy — decay—is useful but too sequential. Fukuyama’s mature theory is better represented as five
interacting layers. Layer one is anthropological: desire, reason, thymos, and dignity. Layer two is
structural: science, technology, markets, education, and social mobilization. Layer three is institutional:
state capacity, law, accountability, bureaucracy. Layer four is cultural-social: trust, national identity,
norms, and group recognition. Layer five is international: war, diffusion, geopolitical competition, and
transnational technology. Outcomes emerge from interaction across layers rather than a single chain.
(Integrated assessment based on primary works and competing theories.)

33.2 Two feedback loops

The first loop is developmental. Modernization increases social complexity; complexity raises demand for
capable impersonal institutions; education and mobility can expand expectations of recognition and
participation; successful institutions increase trust and economic performance. The second loop is
degenerative. Success creates entrenched organizations and rents; interest groups capture rules;
procedural constraints multiply; performance deteriorates; citizens experience status frustration or
distrust; populist mobilization attacks mediating institutions; politicization can further weaken
bureaucratic capacity. Political development and political decay are therefore feedback systems rather
than one-way stages. (Integrated assessment based on primary works and competing theories.)

33.3 The normative equilibrium

The normative endpoint is not simply democracy. A majoritarian state unconstrained by law fails the
liberal test. A rights-protecting state without popular accountability fails the democratic test. A
democratic and liberal system without implementation capacity fails the governance test. An efficient
state without equal dignity fails the recognition test. Mature Fukuyama therefore points toward a
compound equilibrium: capable power, lawful constraint, democratic accountability, universal dignity,
inclusive identity, and sufficient delivery to sustain legitimacy. (Integrated assessment based on primary
works and competing theories.)

The American Newspaper — americannewspaper.org | AmericanTV — americantv.org e 67



THE AMERICAN NEWSPAPER | AMERICANTV e FRANCIS FUKUYAMA: THE INTELLECTUAL PROJECT

33.4 Why the model remains controversial

Each element can be accepted separately while the teleological synthesis is rejected. A realist can accept
state capacity but deny convergence. A Marxist can accept recognition but insist class is primary. A
postcolonial theorist can accept institutional balance but reject Universal History. An institutionalist can
accept decay while rejecting a final regime form. This modularity explains Fukuyama’s unusual
durability: even scholars skeptical of the End of History can use his later concepts. It also means his
“system” is less deductively unified than a classical philosophy. Its coherence is thematic and problem-
driven rather than axiomatic. (Integrated assessment based on primary works and competing theories.)

REFERENCE TOOLS

34. Dictionary of Core Concepts

Table 14. Dictionary of Fukuyama’s core concepts.

Concept Definition Work Function Example Criticism
The hypothesized
endpoint of
ideological Post-1989 absence
. evolution 1989 essay; 1992 Defines the macro- | of a Marxist- Teleology and
End of History . . . . e S
concerning the book historical claim. Leninist rival of falsifiability.
most legitimate comparable scope.
form of political
organization.
A directional
account of the . o .
Allows comparison | Modernization Eurocentrism;
) . development of 1992; later . . .
Universal History " . of regime forms and expansion of historical
human political reflections . . . .
across time. equal citizenship. compression.

institutions and
consciousness.

Popular political

Can be weak in

accountability Normative .
. . . L capacity or
. combined with endpoint and Constitutional
Liberal Democracy | , . . . 1992 onward . . vulnerable to
individual rights institutional democratic state. -
o illiberal
and limits on balance. o
majoritarianism.
power.
. Psychological
Social . .
mechanism . . May underweight
. acknowledgment oo Equal citizenship; .
Recognition 1992; 2018 linking material class
of worth, status, status resentment.
L. anthropology to power.
and dignity. .
politics.
. . Conceptual
Spirited concern Explains non- Honor,
. L . . breadth makes
Thymos with dignity and 1992; 2018 material political resentment,
. . measurement
worth. motivation. patriotism. .
difficult.
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Definition

Function

Example

Criticism

Desire to be

Formal equality

. . Supports liberal Equal legal may coexist with
Isothymia recognized as 1992 . o . .
] equality. citizenship. substantive
equal.
E hierarchy.
Desire to be Explains ambition Charismatic May
Megalothymia recognized as 1992 and anti- leadership, quests overpsychologize
superior. egalitarian politics. | for greatness. elite behavior.
Nietzschean figure
of comfortable, . Political boredom Interpretive rather
. Internal critique of .
Last Man risk-averse post- 1992 ) and search for than readily
. . liberal success. . . .
historical intense identity. testable.
satisfaction.
Centralized
organization .
. Professional
capable of making . Measures of
) Power/capacity bureaucracy and )
State and enforcing 2004; 2011; 2014 . . . capacity vary by
. dimension. territorial .
collective o . function.
. administration.
decisions
impersonally.
Rules binding
rulers as well as ) Independent legal | Historical category
. Constraint - :
Rule of Law ruled and applied 2011; 2014 . . limits on executive | can be stretched
. . dimension.
with relative power. across contexts.
impersonality.
Institutional .
. Competitive Electoral
responsiveness of . s
. Popular-control elections and accountability can
Accountability rulers to the 2011; 2014 . . . . .
. dimension. representative coexist with
political . L .
. institutions. illiberalism.
community.
Ability to Separates effective . Multidimensional
Tax collection, .
. formulate and government from . and difficult to
State Capacity . 2004 onward . infrastructure, .
execute public scope or regime . . measure with one
. implementation. .
decisions. type. index.
Creation and
adaptation of
increasingl May imply a
. . &y Organizes the Transitions away yHmply
Political impersonal, . . . Western
2011; 2014 comparative- from patrimonial .
Development capable, . . . . normative
. historical project. officeholding. .
constrained, and endpoint.
accountable
institutions.
Institutional .
. . Boundary with
maladaptation or Explains . . .
. . . . Gridlock, capture, ordinary policy
Political Decay repatrimonializati | 2014 onward regression L .
. politicization. failure can be
on after earlier endogenously.

success.

fuzzy.
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Concept Definition Function Example Criticism
Treatment of .
) . Baseline from . Real systems often
public authority as . Patronage and kin- . . .
. o . which impersonal mix patrimonial
Patrimonialism an extension of 2011; 2014 based office .
. statehood ] and impersonal
personal/familial allocation.
develops. features.
power.
Pathological
. . Fragmented
proliferation of . o . Vetoes also protect
. 2014 and related Explains U.S. decision-making ] .
Vetocracy veto points that . . minorities and
. essays dysfunction. and policy .
blocks collective . liberty.
. gridlock.
action.
Socially . .
. . o . o Risk of grouping
interpreted sense Links individual National, religious, . .
. . diverse claims
Identity of self whose 2018 psychology to racial, gender
dienit K liti identiti under one master
ignity seeks roup politics. identities.
§ y. . groupp concept.
recognition.
. . Normative bridge L
Claim to intrinsic . . Content of dignity
o . between identity Equal respect Lo .
Dignity worth deserving 2018; 2022 . is historically
. and liberal before law.
recognition. . contested.
equality.
Institutional order Criticized as too
protecting equal . . . individualistic or
S . Normative Rights-constrained | . .
. . individual rights, L insufficiently
Liberalism 2022 framework for constitutional .
rule of law, . L. attentive to
. diverse societies. government.
pluralism, and structural
limited power. inequality.
Bounded
professional Too much
. . Late-stage
. discretion that - . . autonomy can
Bureaucratic mechanism Merit-based civil
enables expert 2023-25 research Lo . . . . weaken
Autonomy o . linking capacity service discretion. .
administration - democratic
. and accountability.
without pure control.
partisan control.
Effective provision Performance link
. Performance
. of public goods between state Infrastructure and .
Democratic . . . cannot substitute
. and results that 2025 capacity and public-service .
Delivery . . . . for rights or
sustain the social democratic provision. .
" accountability.
contract. legitimacy.

35. Twenty Common Misunderstandings

Table 15. Twenty common misunderstandings and corrections.

Misunderstanding Correction

. He meant a possible endpoint in ideological evolution, not
“Fukuyama said events would stop.” i ¢ ‘
cessation of events.

. No. War and geopolitical conflict were never logically
“He said wars would end.”
excluded.

. . No. The claim concerns long-run legitimacy and direction, not
“He predicted instant global democracy.” timetabl
a timetable.
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Misunderstanding Correction

“The United States was declared perfect.”

No. Liberal democracy was treated as a regime principle, not
the flawless U.S. institutional arrangement.

“Capitalism and democracy are identical.”

They are analytically distinct; China makes the distinction
central.

“Modernization mechanically causes democracy.”

Later work explicitly makes political institutions autonomous
and sequence-dependent.

“Hegel directly said what Fukuyama says.”

Fukuyama’s Hegel is mediated substantially through Kojéve.

“Kojeve simply explained Hegel.”

Kojeve offered an original, existential and Marx-inflected
reinterpretation.

“The Last Man is a celebration.”

It is an internal warning about satisfaction, boredom, and
diminished aspiration.

“Thymos means aggression.”

It refers more broadly to concern for worth, honor, and
recognition.

“Identity was a new topic in 2018.”

Recognition was central in 1992; Identity is a later application.

“Fukuyama abandoned the End of History.”

He narrowed, supplemented, and revised mechanisms but
continues to defend a weak legitimacy version.

“Political Order contradicts the early thesis.”

It supplies missing institutional mechanisms and a theory of
reversal.

“State capacity means a large state.”

Capacity is strength of implementation; scope is a separate
dimension.

“Rule of law means many laws.”

It concerns rule-bound constraint on rulers and impersonality.

“Accountability is the same as liberalism.”

Accountability concerns popular control; liberalism concerns
rights and limits.

“Vetocracy means all vetoes are bad.”

It describes pathological accumulation of blocking points, not a
rejection of checks and balances.

“China automatically refutes every Fukuyama claim.”

It strongly challenges democratic modernization while
supporting the independent importance of state capacity.

“Trump automatically disproves End of History.”

The case challenges convergence but is also interpreted by
Fukuyama through recognition and decay.

“The mature project ends with liberalism.”

Recent work adds bureaucracy, government quality, and
democratic delivery.

36. Chronology of Major Works and Intellectual Phases

Table 16. Chronology of major works and intellectual phases.

Year Work / cluster

Central question Place in project

. . How durable and strategically | Phase 0: empirical
RAND / Soviet and strategic . . . L. .
1979-88 tudi adaptive are communist apprenticeship in regime
studies
regimes? analysis.
. Has ideological evolution Introduces liberal-democratic
1989 “The End of History?” . . .
reached an endpoint? legitimacy thesis.
Why might liberal democracy
1992 The End of History and the be historically final—and why | Modernization + recognition
Last Man might humans reject + Last Man.
satisfaction?
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Year Work / cluster Central question Place in project
How do culture and social . .
. . Adds informal institutions
1995 Trust capital shape economic .
o and cooperation.
organization?
. . How do norms break down . .
1999 The Great Disruption Extends social-order analysis.
and regenerate?
Can biotechnology destabilize | Makes human nature an
2002 Our Posthuman Future . . . .
human equality? explicit political foundation.
Introduces scope/strength
L Why are capable states o
2004 State-Building . distinction and governance
difficult to construct?
turn.
. . Break with coercive
. What failed in .
2006 America at the Crossroads . democracy-promotion
neoconservative strategy? .
optimism.
. . Where did state, law, and Institutional triangle and
2011 The Origins of Political Order . .
accountability come from? sequencing.
Can inequality and a weak . o
. . . Revises distributional
2012 “The Future of History” middle class destabilize .
) assumptions.
liberal democracy?
2014 Political Order and Political Why do modern institutions Decay, repatrimonialization,
Decay develop and deteriorate? U.S. vetocracy.
2016 “American Political Decay or What does populist upheaval | Connects decay to
Renewal?” reveal about institutions? contemporary politics.
Why do dignity and .
. . Recognition returns as master
2018 Identity resentment drive
. concept.
contemporary politics?
. Identity shift, tech
. What changed since the .
2020 “30 Years of World Politics” . L fragmentation, lower
democratic optimism of 1990? " i
transition expectations.
2021 “Rotten to the Core?” / How have decay and Updates democratic-
platform power technology accelerated? vulnerability argument.
2022 Liberalism and Its What is liberalism and how Normative reconstruction of
Discontents has it been distorted? classical liberalism.
Bureaucratic autonomy / How should professional L.
. .. . .. . . . Distinct governance-
2023-24 public administration administrative discretion be
. performance phase.
research calibrated?
Do democratic results and Adds delivery as a
2025 “Delivering for Democracy” service delivery affect democratic-resilience
legitimacy? mechanism.
How does Fukuyama narrate | Primary-source self-
In the Realm of the Last Man ; .
2026 five decades of intellectual reconstruction; final text not

(forthcoming Sept. 8)

change?

yet used here.

37. Expressing Fukuyama’s Project at Four Lengths

50-character version (including spaces)

Recognition and institutions shape political order
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100-character version (including spaces)

Recognition and modernization favor liberal democracy; strong institutions sustain it against decay.

One paragraph

Fukuyama argues that cumulative modernization and the human demand for recognition give liberal
democracy an unusually strong claim to universal legitimacy, but he later shows that legitimacy is
insufficient without historically difficult institutions. Political order requires a capable state, rule of law,
and accountability; these institutions can become rigid, captured, or repatrimonialized; unmet demands
for dignity can return through identity, nationalism, and populism; and democracies that cannot deliver
public goods may lose the social trust on which their legitimacy depends. The mature project is therefore
a theory of modernity’s political equilibrium, not a prediction that politics ends.

One-page version

Francis Fukuyama’s intellectual project begins with the proposition that human history is not simply a
sequence of disconnected events. Modern natural science accumulates, transforming economies and
societies in ways that create broad pressures toward similar forms of organization. Yet material
modernization does not explain political freedom. For that, Fukuyama turns to Hegel through Alexandre
Kojéve: human beings seek recognition of their dignity. Liberal democracy institutionalizes universal
equal recognition more fully than hereditary hierarchy, fascism, or communist dictatorship, which is
why Fukuyama described it as the possible endpoint of ideological evolution. But the 1992 book already
contains its own destabilizing counterargument. Nietzsche’s Last Man suggests that equality, comfort, and
security may fail to satisfy human aspirations for greatness, sacrifice, or superiority. Megalothymia can
return as nationalism, charismatic politics, or renewed struggle.

The subsequent work shifts from the legitimacy of regimes to the institutional construction of political
order. Trust and social capital reveal the informal norms enabling cooperation. Our Posthuman Future
makes human nature itself a political foundation. Iraq and Afghanistan expose the weakness of assuming
that elections create functioning states. State-Building therefore distinguishes the scope of government
from its capacity. The Origins of Political Order and Political Order and Political Decay then reconstruct
modern politics around a three-part institutional balance: state capacity, rule of law, and accountability.
These institutions arise through different historical sequences, and success is never irreversible.
Institutions rigidify, elites capture them, public office becomes repatrimonialized, veto points multiply,
and polarization can convert constraint into paralysis.

Identity returns to the recognition problem by explaining how universal liberal equality can coexist with
lived experiences of humiliation or status loss. Liberalism and Its Discontents then clarifies what
Fukuyama believes should be defended: individual rights, equal dignity, rule of law, pluralism, and a
state capable of sustaining common goods. His 2023-2025 research adds a further layer. Professional
bureaucratic autonomy and democratic “delivery” matter because rights without governing capacity can
lose credibility. The mature theory therefore joins anthropology and institutions: recognition supplies
legitimacy; states supply power; law constrains power; accountability authorizes it; bureaucracy
implements it; public performance sustains confidence; and decay remains an ever-present possibility.
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Fukuyama is consequently best read not as the thinker who declared politics over but as a theorist of why

liberal-democratic order is simultaneously attractive, historically difficult, and permanently vulnerable.

38. Essential Reading Sequence

Table 17. Essential reading sequence.

Level Work Why read it?
. . Read the original claim before reading
Beginner “The End of History?” (1989) .
the caricature.
. Necessary for thymos, Nietzsche, and the
. The End of History and the Last Man .
Beginner (1992) Last Man—elements omitted by most
summaries.
. . Shows the continuity of recognition from
Beginner Identity (2018) .
1992 to contemporary populism.
. . . . Clarifies the normative object Fukuyama
Beginner Liberalism and Its Discontents (2022)
now defends.
. o Shortest route into state capacity and the
Intermediate State-Building (2004) .
institutional turn.
. . . Core mature theory of state, law, and
Intermediate The Origins of Political Order (2011) .
accountability.
Completes the theory with
Intermediate Political Order and Political Decay (2014) | institutionalization, decay, and the U.S.
case.
. Explains informal institutions, social
Intermediate Trust (1995) . L
capital, and organization.
Reveals the human-nature foundation of
Advanced Our Posthuman Future (2002) L .
dignity and rights.
. Essential for the Irag/neoconservatism
Advanced America at the Crossroads (2006) .
revision.
. Adds inequality and middle-class
Advanced “The Future of History” (2012) .
fragility.
L. Condensed application of political decay
Advanced “America in Decay” / 2014 essays
to the U.S.
. Fukuyama’s own retrospective on
Advanced “30 Years of World Politics” (2020) . . . .
democratic recession and identity.
“Defining Bureaucratic Autonomy” Shows movement into public-
Advanced L. .
(2023) administration theory.
Latest major extension: performance
Advanced “Delivering for Democracy” (2025) and public goods as democratic
legitimacy mechanisms.
Once published, should become the key
In the Realm of the Last Man (Sept. 8,
Advanced source for Fukuyama’s self-

2026)

interpretation and changes of mind.
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39. Annotated Secondary Literature and Competing

Primary Texts

Table 18. Annotated secondary literature and competing primary texts.

Source Research use / critical contribution

Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit; Philosophy of Right

Primary philosophical source for recognition, freedom, ethical
life, and the modern state. Read against rather than through
Fukuyama alone.

Alexandre Kojeve, Introduction to the Reading of Hegel

Indispensable mediator. Shows how recognition and the end of
history became anthropological and political claims.

Samuel Huntington, Political Order in Changing Societies

The most important precursor to mature Fukuyama on
institutionalization, modernization gaps, and decay.

Samuel Huntington, “No Exit: The Errors of Endism” (1989)

Immediate critique of Fukuyama’s closure thesis; important
for separating end of ideology from persistence of conflict.

John Mearsheimer, “Back to the Future” (1990)

Classic realist counterpoint: structural security competition
persists after ideological transformation.

Adam Przeworski & Fernando Limongi, “Modernization:
Theories and Facts” (1997)

Empirical challenge to simple endogenous-democratization
theories; wealth stabilizes democracy more clearly than it
causes transitions.

Barrington Moore, Social Origins of Dictatorship and
Democracy

Alternative comparative-historical model emphasizing class
coalitions and agrarian structure.

Charles Tilly, Coercion, Capital, and European States

Alternative state-formation model centering war, extraction,
and coercion.

Michael Mann, The Sources of Social Power

Rich multidimensional account of infrastructural and despotic
power; useful for sharpening state-capacity concepts.

Douglass North, Institutions, Institutional Change and
Economic Performance

Rational-institutional counterpoint focused on rules,
incentives, and transaction costs.

Daron Acemoglu & James Robinson, Why Nations Fail

Inclusive/extractive institutions as competing explanation of
development.

Acemoglu & Robinson, The Narrow Corridor

Strongest modern competitor to Fukuyama’s equilibrium:
liberty requires continuous state-society struggle, not
teleological convergence.

Jacques Derrida, Specters of Marx

Philosophical critique of closure, liberal triumphalism, and the
ambiguous status of an “already achieved” ideal.

Timothy Burns, ed., After History? Francis Fukuyama and His
Critics

Early multi-perspective symposium and Fukuyama response;
essential for reconstructing the first wave of criticism.

Robert Kagan, The Return of History and the End of Dreams

Geopolitical argument against post-Cold-War convergence;
useful but less institutionally developed than realism.

Robert Dahl, Polyarchy

Benchmark for procedural and institutional democratic
theory; clarifies what Fukuyama adds through state capacity.

Juan Linz & Alfred Stepan, Problems of Democratic Transition
and Consolidation

Essential for comparing Fukuyama with
transition/consolidation scholarship.

Seymour Martin Lipset, “Some Social Requisites of Democracy”

Classic modernization-democracy argument that forms part of
Fukuyama’s early social-scientific background.

Freedom House, Freedom in the World 2026

Current empirical context for democratic recession; should be
treated as one measurement framework, not unquestioned
truth.
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Source Research use / critical contribution

V-Dem Institute, Democracy Report 2026

Multidimensional contemporary dataset and report on
autocratization; useful for testing decay and backsliding
claims.

O’Neill, John. 1997. “Hegel against Fukuyama:
Associations, Markets and Recognition.” Politics
17(3): 191-196.

Direct Hegelian critique: recognition is embedded
in social goods and associations rather than a
freestanding status commodity.

Melleuish, Gregory. 2012. “Francis Fukuyama and
the Origins of Political Order and the State: A
Historical Critique.” Australian Journal of Politics
& History 58(1): 112-122.

Challenges the universal evolutionary model and
the classification of Qin, Rome, and England.

Fowkes, David. 2019. Review of Identity.
International Journal of Constitutional Law 17(2):
714-717.

Tests the recognition framework against
contemporary illiberal and populist politics.

Sishuwa, Sishuwa. 2023. Review of Liberalism and
Its Discontents. South African Journal of
International Affairs 30(3): 585-586.

Global-South critique of Fukuyama’s liberal
universalism and treatment of China and
inequality.

Narayana, Sharmila. 2024. Review of Liberalism
and Its Discontents. South Asia Research 44(1):
134-136.

Additional scholarly reception of the 2022
liberalism argument.

Global Perspectives. 2023. Review Symposium on
Democracy / Liberalism and Its Discontents.

Multiauthor scholarly symposium, including
Fukuyama’s response to critics.

Ikenberry, G. John. 2011. Review of The Origins of
Political Order. Foreign Affairs 90(3): 149.

Contemporary reception by a leading liberal IR
scholar.

Carothers, Thomas, and Brendan Hartnett. 2024.
“Misunderstanding Democratic Backsliding.”
Journal of Democracy 35(3): 24-37.

Strong empirical challenge to performance-based
explanations of democratic erosion.

Carothers, Thomas, and Brendan Hartnett. 2025.
“Beyond Performance: Why Leaders Still Matter.”
Journal of Democracy 36(2): 20-22.

Direct reply to Fukuyama-Dann-Magaloni on the
democratic-delivery thesis.

Hui, Victoria Tin-bor. 2005. War and State
Formation in Ancient China and Early Modern
Europe. Cambridge University Press.

Specialist comparative counterweight on war,
state formation, and contingency in China and
Europe.

Yates, Robin D. S. 2015. “State Control of
Bureaucrats under the Qin.” Early China.

Primary-document-based evidence on Qin
bureaucratic control and administrative
techniques.
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Source Research use / critical contribution

McClish, Mark. 2019. The History of the
Arthasastra. Cambridge University Press.

Complicates Fukuyama’s India narrative by
distinguishing pragmatic statecraft from later
Brahmanical integration.

Olivelle, Patrick. 2013. King, Governance, and Law
in Ancient India: Kautilya’s Arthasastra. Oxford
University Press.

Translation and specialist context for
bureaucracy, law, taxation, and kingship in
ancient India.

Ertman, Thomas. 1997. Birth of the Leviathan.
Cambridge University Press.

Alternative typology of bureaucratic and
patrimonial state-building in medieval and early
modern Europe.

Downing, Brian. 1992. The Military Revolution
and Political Change. Princeton University Press.

Shows how military organization and resource
extraction shaped divergent European
constitutional outcomes.

Strayer, Joseph R. 1970. On the Medieval Origins
of the Modern State. Princeton University Press.

Classic account of institutional consolidation and
the medieval roots of durable state structures.

Bartels, Larry M. 2023. Democracy Erodes from
the Top. Princeton University Press.

Evidence that elite behavior, rather than mass
demand alone, is central to democratic erosion.

Schuster, Christian, et al. 2023. “The Global Survey
of Public Servants.” Public Administration Review
83(4): 982-993.

Places late Fukuyama within a measurable
comparative public-administration research
program.

The literature relevant to Fukuyama falls into two distinct categories that should not be conflated. The

first is scholarship directly about Fukuyama: interpretations of the End-of-History thesis, Hegelian and

Kojévian critiques, reviews of the Political Order volumes, historical challenges to his state-formation

narrative, and assessments of Identity and Liberalism and Its Discontents. The second consists of

competing primary theories—Huntington, Mearsheimer, Tilly, Mann, North, Acemoglu and Robinson,

Dahl, Linz, and others—against which Fukuyama can be compared. A rigorous literature review requires

both, but for different purposes.

Direct Fukuyama scholarship is especially important because it reveals how reception changed over time.

Early debate concentrated on teleology, liberal triumphalism, nationalism, and realism. Reviews of the

Political Order project shifted attention toward comparative history, state formation, and conceptual

stretching. The post-2018 literature increasingly evaluates recognition, identity, populism, and liberalism.

The 2024-2025 delivery debate now creates a new empirical frontier: whether democratic performance

materially affects resilience and how that mechanism compares with elite-led institutional erosion.

The annotated sources below are therefore not a list of authorities to be followed. They are a map of

research functions. Some reconstruct Fukuyama sympathetically; some test particular historical claims;

some provide rival causal theories; and some expose normative or methodological limits. The

recommended research practice is to read Fukuyama beside these counter-texts rather than after them.
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40. Final Comprehensive Assessment: Twelve Answers

Table 19. Final comprehensive assessment: twelve answers.

Question Assessment

That modernization has directional effects and the human

1. What did Fuk tuall ” demand for recognition gives liberal democracy an unusually
. What did Fukuyama actually argue?

J vene powerful universal legitimacy claim; later, that actual political

order depends on historically difficult institutions.

That events, wars, conflict, nationalism, or political change
2. What did he not argue? would cease; that every country would immediately become
democratic; or that U.S. institutions are perfect.

The synthesis of modernization and recognition, later joined to
3. Most original idea? the three-dimensional institutional theory of state, law, and
accountability.

Underestimating the durability and adaptive capacity of
4. Most important error? authoritarian modernization and the persistence of
geopolitical and nationalist rivalry.

Recognition, state capacity, institutional sequencing, political
5. What remains valid? decay, and the distinction between liberalism, democracy, and
markets remain highly useful.

It substantially weakens a strong convergence thesis but does
. Has world politics since 1989 falsified him? not decisively falsify the weaker claim about liberal
democracy’s universal legitimacy appeal.

[<2]

It is the strongest long-run challenge to democratic
modernization, but not a logical refutation of every
component; it simultaneously confirms the autonomy of state
capacity.

7.1s China decisive falsification?

They challenge early optimism while fitting later theories of
8. Do Trump and populism represent failure? recognition politics and institutional decay; this is Fukuyama’s
own interpretive framework, not the only available one.

By making state, law, accountability, sequence, and decay
9. How did Political Order revise the early theory? autonomous causal variables rather than assuming political
outcomes follow from modernization alone.

Because he supplies a vocabulary connecting dignity,
10. Why read Fukuyama today? nationalism, bureaucracy, state capacity, democratic
legitimacy, and decay across historical scales.

Best described as a comparative political thinker of political
11. What kind of thinker is he? development with a philosophy-of-history foundation and an
increasingly strong public-administration component.

Public memory will retain “End of History,” but scholarly
12. How may he be remembered in fifty years? memory may increasingly emphasize Political Order,
recognition, state capacity, and political decay.
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Conclusion: From the “End of History Man” to a Theory of
Political Equilibrium

The popular Fukuyama is frozen in 1989. The scholarly Fukuyama is not. Across four decades, he
repeatedly changes the level at which the problem of liberal democracy must be explained. The first level
is philosophical legitimacy: why does equal citizenship appear normatively superior to hierarchy and
dictatorship? The second is social structure: what kinds of trust and informal norms make modern
cooperation possible? The third is human nature: what does dignity presuppose, and how might
technology destabilize it? The fourth is state capacity: can a government actually implement decisions?
The fifth is institutional balance: can concentrated power coexist with law and accountability? The sixth
is decay: can successful institutions adapt? The seventh is identity: can universal equality satisfy
particular experiences of status and belonging? The eighth is liberalism: what universal framework can
manage pluralism without dissolving solidarity? The newest level is delivery: can democracy sustain
legitimacy if its institutions repeatedly fail to produce visible public goods?

Seen this way, the End of History is neither the whole project nor an embarrassing youthful error to be
discarded. It supplies the normative and anthropological question that later work institutionalizes.
Political Order is the necessary correction because legitimacy does not generate capacity. Identity is the
necessary correction because formal equality does not extinguish status psychology. Liberalism and Its
Discontents is the normative clarification because identity and populism force Fukuyama to say what
liberalism is distinct from democracy and markets. The 2023-2025 governance research is the practical
correction because rights and procedures cannot sustain themselves indefinitely in the absence of
competent implementation.

The strongest version of Fukuyama’s early teleology has not survived the empirical record intact. China,
Russia, democratic backsliding, geopolitical rivalry, and the uneven record of post-authoritarian
transitions make linear convergence untenable. Yet the failure of the strongest version does not erase the
theory’s remaining power. Recognition is indispensable to political explanation; state capacity is not
reducible to democracy; law and accountability are independent constraints; institutions can decay; and
democratic legitimacy depends partly on whether citizens experience the state as competent, fair, and
capable of common action.

Fukuyama’s enduring question is therefore not whether history literally ends. It is whether modern
societies can repeatedly rebuild an equilibrium among power, constraint, accountability, dignity, and
performance before the forces of hierarchy, resentment, capture, or administrative failure pull that
equilibrium apart. That question remains open—and is precisely why Fukuyama remains worth reading.
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A Mature Fukuyaman Model

Human nature
reason ¢ desire ¢« thymos

science ¢ technology ¢ complexity dignity ¢ isothymia ¢ megalothymia

o

Political development
state ¢ law ¢ accountability

< -+
Economic modernization [ Recognition demands

3

Liberal democracy
rights e participation * equal recognition

~>

Political decay
rigidity ¢ capture ¢ patri

entity / populism
tionalism ¢ resentment

Figure 5. Mature Fukuyama: recognition, institutional development, liberal democracy, and the feedback loop of political decay.
Conceptual diagram.
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Notes on Editions and Citation Practice

This edition uses an author-date citation system in the body and a consolidated bibliography. When the
same author has more than one work in the same year, a/b suffixes follow alphabetical title order,
ignoring initial articles (for example, Fukuyama 2014a/2014b and McClish 2019a/2019b). For books
published in multiple editions and formats, chapter or part references are used where pagination is
edition-dependent; page ranges or pinpoint pages are supplied where the cited edition or journal
pagination is stable and independently verified. This avoids false precision created by mixing hardback,
paperback, electronic, and translated pagination.

Primary-source reconstruction gives priority to Fukuyama's books, peer-reviewed articles, essays,
lectures, and authorized interviews or previews. Claims about Hegel, Kojeve, Huntington, Mearsheimer,
Acemoglu and Robinson, and other interlocutors are tied to their original works wherever practical.
Specialist historiography is deliberately separated from Fukuyama's own account when assessing ancient
China, India, and Europe.

The forthcoming memoir In the Realm of the Last Man is scheduled for publication on September 8, 2026.
Because this monograph is dated September 6, it does not cite the unreleased book as though the final
published text had been read. It uses only the publisher's bibliographic information, authorized preview
material, and public interviews available before publication, and labels them as prepublication evidence.

Contemporary political examples are used to test analytical propositions rather than to endorse or
oppose parties or politicians. Assessments of the United States, Trumpism, Russia, China, Ukraine,
populism, and democratic backsliding distinguish Fukuyama's own normative judgments from the
neutral comparative evaluation offered in this monograph.
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