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Arab and Muslim countries
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Martin Wolf on the
future of democracy
amid a huge global
shift in the balance
of economic power

s liberal democracy a uni-
versal model for modern
societies? Might the author-
itarian capitalism of China
and Russia replace it? Is the
international order of created by
the western powers after the sec-
ond world war obsolete and, if so,
what might come in its place?
These are huge questions that
deserve careful attention.

In the aftermath of the end of
the cold war, Francis Fukuyama,
now at the School of Advanced
International Studies of the
Johns Hopkins University in
Washington DC, wrote his book,
The End of History and the Last
Man. In this he suggested that
“what we may be witnessing is
not just the end of the Cold War,
or the passing of a particular
period of post-war history, but
the end of history as such...
That is, the end point of man-
kind’s ideological evolution and
the universalisation of western
liberal democracy as the final
form of human government.”

This claim is both less — and
more - ambitious than Prof
Fukuyama’s legion of critics sup-
pose. It is less ambitious, because
it does not deny the unfolding of
events. But, for his analysis, his-
tory consists not of events, but of
ideas. It is more ambitious,
because he claimed to identify an
end to human progress.

That events have continued to
unfold is evident. The rise of
jihadism is among many exam-
ples. But unless one believes that
a 1,400 year old religious text
offers credible answers to the
challenges of human, social and
political organisation, this does
not refute Prof Fukuyama’s the-
sis. The movement looks to be
more a reaction to western ideas
on political and economic organi-
sation than a credible alternative
to them.

More interesting is the rise to

world power of communist China
and authoritarian Russia. These
are conventional great powers,
with substantial military forces
and rising economies. This is par-
ticularly true of China. By virtue
of its extraordinary economic
growth and huge population,
China seems certain to become a
colossus on the world stage.

Yet the growing strength of
such authoritarian powers does
not challenge Prof Fukuyama’s

thesis. These are relatively poor
countries. China’s gross domestic
product per head, at purchasing
power parity, has been estimated
by the World Bank at about an
eighth and Russia’s at about a
third of of the average incomes of
the high-income countries.

It used to be argued that
authoritarianism is at least con-
ducive to the rapid growth of
poor countries. But authoritarian
regimes are quite often both cor-

rupt and incompetent. At the
same time, determined authori-
tarians may mobilise resources
and override obstructive inter-
ests with a ruthlessness that is
difficult, if not impossible, in a
democracy.

It is possible, therefore, that
China will continue to fare better
economically under the control
of the Communist Party than
India will under the direction of
a fragmented democracy. But

whether it does so is irrelevant to
the question of how a high-in-
come, highly urbanised and
highly educated society should
run itself.

Neo-authoritarians states may
indeed offer an alternative politi-
cal model to other developing
countries — one that many politi-
cal leaders will find attractive.
But they do not offer a credible
alternative to liberal democracy
as a form of government for
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Big questions in a fast-changing world

countries with sophisticated
high-income economies.

Is there then an alternative
economic model on offer? The
answer is “no” if one means
there is a viable alternative to
the market economy. The answer
is “yes” if one means viable vari-
ants of the market economy.

The wide divergences among
high-income countries over the
size of the state, the generosity of
welfare systems, the structure of
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corporate governance and the
pervasiveness of financial mar-
kets all demonstrate the possible
divergences. Again, it would be
foolish for developing countries
to try to become as similar to the
US as possible. This is still more
evident in the light of today’s
financial crisis. Developing coun-
tries are not only different from
the high-income countries, but
also from one another and, inevi-
tably, need different policies and
institutions.

Now, let us turn to the interna-
tional order. Singapore’s Kishore
Mahbubani, a friendly critic, con-
demns the west for putting its
interests above its values.* Yet
this critique seems doubly
flawed: first, nobody always puts
values above interests; and, sec-
ond, the west is not clear what
its values are.

Thus, within the contemporary
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