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PREFACE
Politics is the most concentrated form of history.
There have been times when people spoke of history as simply recounting past events; and there have been times when people spoke of politics as simply discussing an imminent power struggle. Neither approach is sufficient. For history, if it remains merely memory, cannot explain the present. Politics, if it remains only a technique for gaining and maintaining power, cannot explain the destiny of a nation.
What defines a nation is not merely what events it has experienced, but how it has organized those events into order . At this point, history and politics meet. History provides memory, experience, and profound driving forces; politics transforms these into institutions, laws, organizations, education, coordination capabilities, and national direction. In other words, politics is where history ceases to be the past and becomes a structured present.
A nation can be poor but not yet in decline. A nation can also be rich but already in decline. The difference lies not entirely in output, wealth, or market size, but in a deeper issue: the nation's capacity for self-organization . If the state lacks capacity, reforms will be chaotic. If society lacks self-regulation, freedom will disintegrate. If culture lacks adaptability, modernization will be superficial. If education fails to reproduce talent and public spirit, then a system, however strong, will only be strong in the present, offering no guarantee for the future. Such issues have emerged as a consistent theme in Wang Huning's works: from the role of government during transition, political psychology, cultural modernization, to social governance, education, and the inherent contradictions of modern society.
For many years, we have been accustomed to reading history through the lens of events and figures. This approach isn't wrong, but it often fails to grasp the most difficult aspects of the issue. A failed reform is often not due to a lack of goodwill, but rather to the absence of an institutional structure capable of absorbing change. An unstable society is often not due to a lack of law, but because the law is no longer supported by a sufficiently strong public spirit. A nation lagging behind is often not due to a lack of individual intelligence, but because it fails to organize that intelligence into a lasting force for the state and society. Therefore, to understand modern history, one cannot simply ask who won, which side was stronger, or which slogan resonated more effectively. One must ask: how capable was that state, what levels of governance governed that society, what kind of people was that culture creating, and how was that education preparing for the future ?
From there, this book chooses a different path. It doesn't begin with anecdotes, nor does it stop at condemnation or praise. It begins with concepts, moves through structures, and then returns to reality. It views the state not simply as a governing apparatus, but as the center of organizational capacity. It views society not merely as a controlled crowd, but as a force field with its own life, its own needs for autonomy, and its ability to support or undermine the government. It views culture not as an ornament for political life, but as the deep foundation that determines the quality of governance. It views education not merely as the work of schools, but as a method of system reproduction. And it views crisis not merely as the outburst of an event, but as the accumulated result of internal contradictions that society is no longer able to resolve.
If there is one question that runs throughout this book, it is: why do some societies develop to the point of working against themselves? Why can values that once created strength, in a different era, become a source of disintegration? Why can economic development be accompanied by a spiritual void? Why does the rule of law persist while public trust declines? Why does education expand while social judgment fails to increase proportionally? Why is a nation so full of talent yet still struggling with the future? These are not questions unique to any one country. These are questions common to all nations embarking on modernization.
Ultimately, modernization is not simply about introducing machinery, capital, and technology into society. True modernization is about making the state capable without being cumbersome , making society vibrant without disintegrating , making culture open without losing its roots , making individuals free without being cut off from the public spirit , and making the nation strong enough to define its own path of development . Without resolving these tensions, all achievements may remain superficial.
Therefore, this book does not view politics as a place where grand slogans are repeated. It sees politics as a place where a nation answers its most difficult questions about itself: how do we organize power, how do we distribute benefits, what model should we use to educate our people, how should we protect our traditions, how should we open ourselves to the world, and finally, how can we ensure the nation's continued existence as an autonomous entity? Here, the state, society, market, law, culture, education, and public spirit are no longer separate parts. They are components of the same historical body.
Writing about history and politics, therefore, should not be satisfied with merely the sharpness of criticism. What is needed more is the ability to define the problem . When a problem is misnamed, the solution often only changes its form. When a society is only accustomed to reacting to the surface, it will be passive in the face of deeper structures. And when a nation only sees itself through fleeting emotions, it will lack the composure to build long-term capacity. Conversely, when it can correctly identify concepts, recognize contradictions, and redefine the relationship between the state and society, between development and order, between freedom and cohesion, between the individual and the community, that nation will be able to move from a reactive state to a constructive one.
In that sense, this book is neither an indictment nor a eulogy. It is an attempt to view politics from a deeper historical perspective, and history from a more dynamic political perspective. It seeks to avoid two extremes: on the one hand, the naive belief that material development will solve all problems in itself; on the other, the bitter belief that all upheaval is merely a game of power. Reality is more complex than that. Politics is power, but not just power. History is events, but not just events. Between these two lies a vast space where true decision-making is determined by institutions, culture, education, beliefs, intellect, and the self-regulating capacity of society.
If this book can offer any benefit, I hope that benefit lies not in providing more strong judgments, but in helping readers see more clearly the threads binding the fate of a nation: between state and society, between reform and stability, between law and public spirit, between education and the future, between culture and governance. A nation can endure many failures and still rise again if it retains the capacity to learn from history and reorganize itself. But a nation can also weaken even in what seems like its most prosperous period if it loses that capacity.
History, ultimately, does not favor any nation simply because of its glorious past. Nor does politics favor any country simply because of its tumultuous present. The ultimate test remains the simplest yet most difficult: whether a nation possesses the wisdom to understand itself, the discipline to organize itself, and the courage to correct itself .
That's where history enters politics. And it's also where politics becomes destiny.
INTRODUCTION
To understand history, one must examine the state, society, and people.
There are books written to recount past events. There are also books written to comment on present events. But between these two tasks lies a more difficult one: recognizing the underlying structures behind past and present events. Without this, history will be merely a memory of events, and politics will be nothing more than a reaction to the surface.
The major problem with many interpretations of history is that we often stop too quickly at the event. A dynastic change, a reform that begins or ends, an institution that is praised or criticized—all of these are, of course, important. But the more important question is: why do some events change the course of an entire nation, while others only cause temporary commotion? The answer doesn't lie entirely in individuals, nor entirely in circumstances. It lies in the relationship between the state , society , culture , education , talent , and the nation's organizational capacity .
It is here that history and politics must be read together. History is not merely a repository of collective memory, but the accumulation of choices, conflicts, adjustments, and losses that have shaped the current order. Politics, understood in its deeper sense, is not just the struggle for power, but the ability to organize communal life, allocate resources, resolve conflicts, and establish legitimacy for a political community. In other words, history is the path a nation takes, while politics is how that nation arranges itself as it traverses history.
From that perspective, this book does not begin with the question of who has won in history, nor does it begin with judging who is right and who is wrong in politics. It begins with a somewhat colder, but also more fundamental, question: what forces sustain a nation ? If those forces lie entirely in economics, why are there societies that are materially rich but spiritually depleted? If those forces lie entirely in the state, why are there states that are very powerful yet societies that remain stagnant? If those forces lie entirely in culture, why are there cultures that are deeply rooted yet nations that lag behind? Clearly, no single factor is sufficient to explain the destiny of a modern nation.
When reading *Political Life *, what is striking is not primarily the profound insights, but rather how Wang Huning allows politics to permeate his entire life. He calls his late-night reflections a part of his "political life," because for him, politics is not merely an object of study, but a shadow encompassing the choices, experiences, and ways of life of people in the modern age. From there, he arrives at seemingly technical questions that actually touch the core of the nation: the role of government in the transition process, civil society and state governance , political psychology in a modernizing society, and especially the modernization of culture as a condition for the modernization of governance.
On the other hand, America Against America points to another equally important problem: even a very powerful nation can begin to weaken from its own internal contradictions . These contradictions are not merely inequality, commercialization, or partisan conflict, but, more profoundly, a rupture between ideals and reality, between freedom and cohesion, between education and public spirit, between law and social belief. When Wang Huning describes America as a society governed by intricate layers of rules, multi-tiered governance, interwoven political forces, soft governance, education, and "talent factories," he is not simply describing the United States. He is trying to show that a nation's strength cannot be measured solely by GDP or military power, but also by its capacity to reproduce its systems and its ability to absorb contradictions without disintegrating.
Seen in this light, history and politics are no longer two disciplines standing side by side. They become two sides of the same question: how can a nation survive as a self-regulating order ? A nation that wants to develop cannot rely solely on growth. It needs a capable state, but one that is not so bloated as to suffocate society. It needs a vibrant society, but one that is not fragmented into isolated "microcosms." It needs an adaptable culture, but one that does not lose sight of its shared values. It needs an education system that cultivates talent, but one that does not transform education into a tool of pragmatism. And above all, it needs the ability to correctly define its problems, because if a nation misnames its problems, any subsequent reforms are very likely to become a continuation of the same mistake in new terminology.
That is why this book places the concepts at the forefront. Here, "the state" is understood not merely as an administrative apparatus, but as the center of organizational capacity. "Society" is not just a group of people living together, but a network of relationships, institutions, and norms that can support or erode political order. "Culture" is not just spiritual heritage, but the foundation of governance. "Education" is not just skills training, but a method of system reproduction. "Talent" is not just a few outstanding individuals, but a strategic force that determines the future quality of the state and society. And " national capacity" is not just hard power, but the ability to coordinate all these elements into a sustainable whole.
Therefore, this book does not follow a chronological narrative style. A chronological order may give us sequence, but it doesn't necessarily give us the essence. What is needed here is to build a sufficiently coherent set of concepts so that when we delve into the phenomenon, we are not carried away by it. Then, from the phenomenon, we must return to the structure, because a phenomenon only truly has meaning when it is placed within the structure that gave rise to it. This is also the way of thinking that I consider closest to Wang Huning's: moving from the problem, then to the phenomenon, and then back to the structure. Without the first step, we only have emotion. Without the third step, we only have notes.
Ultimately, the book's goal is not to offer another series of observations on history and politics, but to invite readers into a different perspective: viewing the nation from its capacity for self-organization; examining reform from the depth of its institutions; considering crises from the undercurrents of spirit and culture; and considering development from the question of whether it truly creates a sustainable order. There, history is no longer a dead past. Politics is no longer a slogan. Both become two different languages expressing the same truth: the fate of a nation is always determined by how it organizes its state, nurtures its society, educates its people, and preserves its shared values.
If there is one thing that should be emphasized throughout this book, it is a cautious approach to concepts. To debate the state, one must first know what one calls the state. To speak of civil society, one must know the boundary between social autonomy and social disintegration. To speak of cultural modernization, one must understand that it is not about cutting off tradition, but about enabling tradition to coexist with modernity. To speak of national rights, one must understand that it is not merely a slogan about sovereignty, but a vital capacity for a political community to survive in a competitive world. And to speak of political resources, one must understand that it is not just public power, but also institutions, personnel, legitimacy, beliefs, and the ability to mobilize society towards common goals. Such questions do not dry up the writing; on the contrary, they form the backbone of the thought.
Therefore, if the rest of the book has any value, it must first and foremost lie in clarifying the issue. Only then can criticism or recommendations have a solid foundation. A nation does not collapse from a lack of advice. It collapses when it is no longer able to understand itself through the right concepts.
PART I — FUNDAMENTAL CONCEPTS
Chapter 1. What is History?
There were times when people thought history was merely a repository of past events. History was relegated to the background as a closed sequence of events, while the present was elevated as the only thing of interest. But this is only an illusion of short-sightedness. A society never lives entirely in the present. It always lives within the layers of memory, institutions, customs, interests, beliefs, and pre-existing power structures. In that sense, history is not the dead part of life; history is the living part of what seems dead.
The issue, therefore, is not whether history is "past" or not. The issue lies in the forms in which that past continues to exert its influence. When a nation embarks on reform, it does not begin from a blank slate. When a regime undergoes modernization, it does not operate in an abstract space. Every reform must pass through the existing structure of the state, through the political psychology already formed in society, through the cultural capacity to absorb new ideas, and through the level at which political resources can be mobilized. This is also clearly evident in Wang Huning's writings: economic transformation cannot be separated from institutional transformation; the role of the government, social psychology, cultural modernization, and political resources all influence the development process.
1. History as a dynamic structure
The first thing to abandon is the notion of viewing history as a series of interconnected fragments. While this perspective might be convenient for chronological writing, it easily impoverishes historical thinking. An event, standing alone, doesn't explain much. Only when placed within a context of historical development can its significance be understood.
Fernand Braudel emphasized that at the heart of social reality lies the opposition and intertwining of the short-term moment of event with the slow, deep, and enduring rhythm of long-term structures. He called this the problem of longue durée —a long time field where forms of life, material constraints, and socio-economic patterns move much more slowly than the rhythm of daily politics. William H. Sewell Jr. also stressed that for a satisfactory social theory, history must be placed within different time frames, where structures and events do not exclude each other but interact.
If we grasp that point, we will see that history is not simply "what happened," but the movement of the deeper forces underlying what happened. An uprising, a reform, a financial crisis, a policy change—all have their surface events. But what determines their historical weight is whether they touch the structure. An event that only makes noise without touching the structure is fleeting. An event that touches the structure will usher in an entire era.
Here, "structure" is not a rigid, immobile block. It is a network of enduring relationships: the relationship between the state and society, between the central and local governments, between the market and public power, between education and the reproduction of the elite, between culture and governance. It is in this sense that history is a dynamic structure : it is both stable and changeable; both accumulating and self-regulating; both allowing and resisting change.
Wang Huning repeatedly returns to that very point, though without using overly flamboyant theoretical language. When he writes about the role of government in a market economy, about civil society, about modernizing the model of social regulation, or about the relationship between political supply and demand in a vast society, what he is truly pursuing is identifying the dynamic structures of modern society.
2. History as institutional memory
Humans have memories. States also have memories. But a nation's memory doesn't just exist in history books, monuments, or commemorative ceremonies. The strongest form of national memory is its institutions .
What a society has experienced—war, partition, reform, collapse, reconstruction, crisis—does not disappear when the generation of witnesses dies. It is preserved in norms, laws, organizational habits, conceptions of power, ways of dealing with instability, and even in the almost unconscious reflexes of the system and society. That is why the same policy measure, in two different countries , can produce two completely different results. Not because of different economics, but because of different institutional memory.
Douglass North calls this continuity in different terms: institutions and institutional change influence the outcomes of the economy and society “both at a particular moment and over time”; history not only provides the story, but also creates the dependent path for future choices. A political order today therefore always carries limitations and tendencies that it does not create in the present.
From that perspective, to say history is institutional memory means that each institution not only addresses a current need but also carries the traces of past conflicts. The central-local structure is the memory of periods of decentralization or centralization. The education system is the memory of previous conceptions of citizenship, elite, nation, and social order. The culture of the rule of law is the memory of times society was forced to learn how to bind power through rules. Even the political psychology of the masses is a form of institutional memory: belief, skepticism, obedience, vigilance, or apathy do not arise spontaneously.
Wang Huning was very sensitive to this kind of memory. When he questioned how much power the state should wield during a transition period, or when he argued that cultural modernization is a condition for administrative modernization, he was actually touching on the issue of institutional memory. A society cannot move to a new model of governance if its mentality, organizational habits, and cultural foundations remain trapped in the old model.
3. History as the accumulation of collective choice
History is not the product of a single will, however strong that will may be. History is the result of accumulated collective choices, often through conflict, often through compromise, and often through adjustments that are unseen as they unfold.
The educational model a society chooses, how it defines citizenship, how much power it grants to the market, how much it retains for the state, and the degree of pluralism it tolerates—these are not purely technical matters. They are collective choices, and when they persist long enough, they become the political character of a nation.
Theda Skocpol, in his famous study of social revolutions, showed that major transformations cannot be explained solely by ideas or will, but must be placed within the interaction of state structures, class relations, and broader social conflicts. In other words, grand history is always the product of collective forces combined in a particular form.
But "collective" here should not be understood simply as a pure majority. Many collective choices are shaped by the state, by the elite, by intellectuals, by interest groups, by educational institutions, by the media, and even by silent structures such as family or custom. Therefore, if we want to understand why a nation follows one path and not another, we need to look at which choices have been repeated long enough to become habitual, and which choices have been discarded to the point of almost no possibility of return.
This is also a very strong point in Wang Huning's thinking. He does not approach development as a series of economic indicators, but as a process in which institutions, personnel, culture, education, and political resources must all be restructured. When he says a great society cannot rely solely on administrative orders, when he emphasizes building new institutional structures and cultivating new political resources, he is speaking of history in the sense of an accumulation of collective choice .
4. Events and Structure
History always presents a temptation: the temptation of events. Events are fascinating because they are visible. They have dates, characters, conflicts, and climaxes. They allow the writer to tell the story and the reader to judge. But precisely because they are so fascinating, events are also very easy to deceive.
A society can experience a major upheaval without fundamentally changing. Another society might undergo a seemingly minor change in laws, education, taxation, or the distribution of power, and from there shift entirely onto a new trajectory. The deciding factor is whether that event impacts the structure.
Braudel once warned that the history of events is often only the short-term surface layer of social reality, while deeper history lies in the slower rhythm of the structure. Therefore, if we only look at events, we can easily misunderstand both history and politics. We can mistake noise for movement. We can take the drama of a moment for the long-term logic of an entire period.
This is especially true in modern society. Mass media exaggerates events. Everything seems urgent, immediate, and decisive. But beneath that shortwave of information lies the old question: how capable is the state, how cohesive is society, does education still reproduce shared values, and does culture still have the strength to resist the commercialization of everything? In * America Against America* , the way Wang Huning moves from very specific phenomena—from commercialization, family, education, political parties, lobbying, multi-tiered governance—to the deep contradictions of American society shows his deep respect for the boundary between event and structure. He does not portray America as a series of disconnected phenomena, but as a system with internal contradictions that are pushing it against itself.
Therefore, studying history is not about chasing after events, but about learning to resist their allure . Those who study history and politics must always ask: what structures lie behind what is happening? What in the current order is being affected? What is merely shaking the surface, and what is being altered from its foundations?
5. From events to rules
This raises another question: if history is not merely events, can we speak of historical laws? The answer requires caution. There are no historical laws in the mechanical sense, as if the appearance of A inevitably leads to the appearance of B. However, it cannot be denied that history exhibits recurring trends, recurring patterns, and recurring types of crises whenever certain conditions converge.
The laws of history, in a stricter sense, are not rigid fate. They are the conditional reappearance of the relationships between structure and action. For example: an incompetent state burdened with too many goals often produces stagnation or overreaction; a society overly commercialized without a common value system easily falls into fragmentation; an education system focused solely on skills while neglecting spiritual goals often produces capable individuals lacking direction; a reform process that fails to cultivate new political resources is easily dragged down by the inertia of the old institution. These propositions are not true as a law of physics, but as observable historical trends that repeat themselves.
Here, Wang Huning's expressions about "political resources," "cultural modernization," "public moral crisis," or "collective gravitational pull" are particularly valuable. These are not merely descriptive terms; they are his attempts to bring events back into a paradigm . When he views education as a tool for social stability, or warns that without shared values, society will fall into fragmentation and a crisis of faith in the institution, he is moving from phenomenon to law.
From an international academic perspective, this is also where institutional analysis meets history. North argues that institutional change occurs along interdependent paths, so development cannot be understood solely by current indicators. Skocpol shows that revolutions can only be understood when placed within specific state structures and social conflicts. Sewell emphasizes that social theory, in order to be explanatory, must grasp the different time periods of history. All these suggestions lead to one point: the laws of history do not lie on the surface of events, but in the repetition of structured relationships.
Therefore, history doesn't teach us formulas, but it teaches us the ability to recognize patterns. It doesn't guarantee that the future will repeat the past. But it shows that certain structures, if left unaddressed, will continue to produce similar consequences. That's why history remains important to politics. A state without a historical memory will waste resources repeating old mistakes. A society without historical consciousness will easily misunderstand phenomena and react incorrectly at crucial moments.
Therefore, the question "what is history?" is not a dictionary-level introductory question. It is a question that opens the door to the entirety of political science. If history were merely old stories, politics would become a technique of response. But if history is the structure of movement, the institutional memory, the accumulation of collective choices, the relationship between events and structures, and the path from events to laws, then politics must be re-understood: not the art of winning in the short term, but the capacity for conscious action over the long term of the nation.
History is not about past events, but rather the accumulation of choices, conflicts, and arrangements that have shaped the current order.
Historical structure : the enduring forces underlying events that determine the long-term direction of societal development.
The law of history : not a rigid destiny, but a recurring trend when similar conditions converge.
Chapter 2. What is Politics ?
If history is the living memory of a society, then politics is how that society organizes itself to live with that memory, to navigate those conflicts, and to pave the way for its own future. In other words, history tells a community where it came from; politics forces that community to answer where it is going, by what power, in what order, and at what cost.
The problem with many conventional understandings of politics is that they either narrow it down to the art of seizing power or moralize it as a forum for debate. Both are lacking. If we view politics solely as a power struggle, we overlook the structural elements that make that power acceptable, limited, or redistributed. If we view politics solely as a moral exercise, we ignore the fact that every society must deal with conflicts of interest, value contradictions, and power asymmetries that cannot be resolved by goodwill alone.
Harold Lasswell famously formulated the idea that politics is a matter of "who gets what, when, and how ." This formula became the common definition of politics because it struck a fundamental chord: politics is always linked to the distribution of power and interests. David Easton went a step further, defining political life as "the authoritative distribution of values" in society, meaning the process by which benefits, rewards, status, obligations, and rules are determined and enforced through effective power. But if we stop there, politics is still understood as a distributive machine. Politics is actually much broader: it is the organization of power, the orientation of society, the resolution of conflict, and above all, the establishment of legitimacy for the general order .
1. Politics as an organization of power
Every society that extends beyond a small community faces a fundamental problem: who decides, who obeys, who can use coercion, and what are the limits of that coercion? From this, politics emerges primarily as the organization of power .
Power, in the political sense, is not merely the ability to coerce. It is the ability to make a decision effective in public life. A command is only truly political when it can pass through institutions, enter into laws, access resources, and produce consequences that are binding on the community. Therefore, political power is not bare power; it is organized power.
Max Weber put forward one of the most famous propositions of modern political science when he defined the state as a community of people, within a given territory, with the legitimate monopoly on the use of physical violence . Weber's point was not that politics was solely about violence. He wanted to show that when a community moves towards a state form, it must definitively resolve the question of who has the right to coerce and how that coercion is legitimized. Here, politics is no longer a chaotic struggle between disparate forces; it becomes the concentration and restraint of power.
This point is particularly important when viewed from the perspective of societies in transition. In *Political Life *, Wang Huning repeatedly returns to the question: when an old system is replaced by a new one, the entire system of personnel, units, roles, and power relations must change accordingly; otherwise, reform will be unable to adapt to itself. He directly addresses the question: how much power should the state wield in a market economy , and the role of government must be reconsidered during the transition. Power here is not for show, but to ensure that the transition does not disintegrate into chaos.
However, power that is not organized by laws and institutions will soon degenerate into arbitrary power. Politics, therefore, cannot be merely power; it is power that is arranged, bound, hierarchical, and legitimized . Without organization, power disperses into violence. Without limits, power shrinks into privilege. Great politics begins by avoiding both extremes.
2. Politics as a distribution of value
If the organization of power answers the question "who has the power to decide," then the allocation of value answers the question "what is that power used for?"
Easton called politics the authoritative distribution of values, and here the word "values" must be understood in a broad sense: not only material wealth, but also status, opportunity, rights, obligations, norms, and even symbolic honor. As Lasswell said, politics is always linked to who gets what share of the common good, when, and through what mechanism.
No political community is exempt from allocation. Budgets are allocation. Taxes are allocation. Public education is allocation. The prioritization of urban areas over rural areas, or vice versa, is allocation. The right to speak, the right to vote, the right to association, the right to property, the right to access opportunities for development—all are forms of value allocation crafted by politics.
Therefore, politics always encounters the question of fairness. But fairness never appears as a homogeneous whole. There is always tension between freedom and equality. The anti-American conflict clearly demonstrates this contradiction: individual freedom is a creative force, but when pushed to extremes, it weakens community and deepens inequality; while attempts to correct inequality through strong intervention leave society feeling its freedom is restricted.
From this, one thing must be understood: the distribution of value is not merely a technical task of economics or public administration. It is at the core of politics because it determines who feels recognized within the general order, who is left behind, and who begins to question the legitimacy of the system. A nation can grow very rapidly yet remain unstable if its distribution mechanisms create a sense of structural injustice. A state can be very powerful yet fragile if the majority of society believes that power serves only an organized minority.
Here, Wang Huning's thinking is very insightful. He doesn't view development solely as increasing capital, goods, and targets, but emphasizes that socio-economic development requires political resources to support it; concentrating, maintaining, and exploiting these resources is a key condition for development. And ultimately, these political resources are always related to whether society accepts the current distribution of value.
3. Politics as a capacity to guide society
A common but superficial understanding of politics equates it to short-term responses: crisis management, suppression of unrest, and the issuance of directives. But a system that only reacts lacks true politics. Politics, in a higher sense, is the capacity to guide society .
Orientation here is not about imposing the arbitrary will of the state on all aspects of life. It is the ability to establish a common direction, create priorities, mobilize resources, and most importantly, keep society from losing its sense of where it is going. A society can live with conflict, but it is very difficult to survive for long in a state of aimlessness.
Wang Huning has repeatedly pointed this out. He wrote that in a modern society, the most important thing is the modernization of culture ; only through cultural modernization can the modernization of management be promoted and ultimately the modernization of governance be achieved. That statement, if read carefully, is a deeper definition of politics than the usual. Because politics here is no longer about dealing with individual problems, but about designing the underlying conditions for the entire society to operate on a new trajectory.
Following the same logic, he emphasized that politics can become a "driving force for development," and that modern development cannot rely solely on economic resources, but requires institutions, organizations, and personnel—that is, genuine political resources. An economy can grow thanks to the market. But a society cannot maintain its long-term direction without the political capacity to connect the economy with law, the market with order, and development with legitimacy.
The ability to provide direction is also evident in education. Wang Huning's diary entries about teachers, talent, education management, and the "Project 211" show that he understood very well that education is not just about specialization; it is a political decision about the future of the nation. A truly long-term thinking state is not only concerned with how much capital is lacking today, but also with who will operate the system tomorrow, with what kind of intelligence, and with what kind of personality. He called it a matter of survival.
Therefore, politics as social orientation should not be understood as propaganda. It is the ability to transform direction into structure, ideas into institutions, and goals into organizational capacity. A political system without the capacity for orientation will be dragged along by phenomena. A political system with direction but lacking organizational capacity will fall into slogans. Only when direction, institutions, and resources converge does politics truly have historical depth.
4. Politics as conflict resolution
Politics often begins where societies are no longer homogeneous. Without conflict, politics becomes bland, like pure governance. But if conflict spirals out of control, politics descends into violence or disintegration. Therefore, one of the most fundamental aspects of politics is conflict resolution .
It must be made clear: conflict is not an accident of political life; it is a condition for the existence of politics . Conflicts between freedom and equality, between the central government and the local government, between growth and distribution, between tradition and modernity, between the individual and the community, between stability and reform—all are indelible currents of conflict in modern society. Politics does not have the task of completely eliminating conflict, as doing so would be either utopian or tyrannical. Politics has the task of bringing conflict into forms that can coexist.
Carl Schmitt once said, in his extreme terms, that the defining characteristic of politics lies in distinguishing friend from foe. While this expression has been criticized by many for pushing politics too close to war, it still contains a thought-provoking core: politics is always about defining the boundaries of conflict. But modern society cannot continue to live by the logic of friend and foe. It demands a higher step: shifting conflict from absolutism to institutionalization. This is precisely what Dahl, in his theory of pluralism, considered the key to modern democracies: power is not absolutely concentrated in one point, but is shared, competed for, and negotiated among multiple centers of influence. At the same time, he also acknowledged that pluralism creates many problems that have not yet been fully resolved.
America vs. America offers a series of vivid illustrations for this point. American politics emerges as a space of intertwined forces: parties, interest groups, lobbying, progressive organizations, the media, and public opinion. Here, conflict is not eliminated; it is orchestrated within the mechanisms of debate, elections, negotiation, litigation , checks and balances. But Wang Huning also points out the downside: when these forces are no longer bound by a sufficiently strong axis of values and public spirit, conflict shifts from organized competition to the erosion of the system from within.
Therefore, conflict resolution requires two things simultaneously. First, institutions must be flexible enough to accommodate conflict. Second, the axis of legitimacy must be strong enough so that conflict does not destroy the entire order. Without the first, society becomes rigid and then crumbles. Without the second, society becomes soft and then disintegrates.
5. Politics and Legitimacy
If power is the raw material of politics, then legitimacy is the higher form that allows that material to endure in the long term. Power can exist through coercion for a time. But a political order is only truly sustainable when the majority of society accepts that power has a reason to exist, a basis for its exercise, and limits that can be trusted.
Legitimacy is not synonymous with legality. A regime may be legal under its own laws but still lack legitimacy in the eyes of society. Conversely, there are times when an order is not entirely legally perfect but still possesses high legitimacy due to its ability to represent the common good or resolve an existential crisis. Legitimacy, therefore, is the result of three overlapping layers: rationality, legality, and morality .
Weber distinguished between forms of legitimate authority, showing that enduring obedience stems not from mere fear but from the belief that power has some legitimate basis. But in modern society, legitimacy cannot rely solely on tradition or charisma. It must be supported by governance, by law, by the ability to distribute power relatively fairly, and by the fact that society still sees itself reflected in the general order.
This is also why Wang Huning is very interested in what he calls "national rights." When he places "national rights" as a counterpoint to human rights in some international debates, what he wants to protect is not just sovereignty in the conventional sense, but the political foundation for the orderly existence of a large, developing nation. He argues that after economic development, a country needs an even more stable and strong political position to support its national strength. It is here that a consistent way of thinking can be seen: legitimacy is not just a domestic matter; it is also related to whether that nation has the capacity to define its own interests in the world.
However, legitimacy cannot be preserved by mere pronouncements. The more a power has to talk about its legitimacy, the more it often reveals that legitimacy is in trouble. True legitimacy lies in a society that still believes that laws are meaningful, that education creates a future, that opportunities are not yet closed, and that conflicts can still be resolved within common frameworks. Once these fundamental beliefs erode, legitimacy will shrink to mere ritual.
That is why public moral crisis, family disintegration, the commercialization of everything, or the loosening of education are not “cultural” issues separate from politics. They are an integral part of politics. Because a society can maintain its machinery, its laws, its procedures, but without sufficient common gravitational pull, political order stands on empty legs.
From this, it becomes clearer: politics is not a profession exclusive to those in power. It is an overarching structure in which power is organized, values are distributed, society is guided, conflicts are resolved, and legitimacy is established. Politics, therefore, is broader than the state but cannot be separated from it; deeper than power but cannot exist without it; it touches upon interests but cannot be solely about interests.
Ultimately, a community with a state only truly enters politics when it no longer simply asks who is stronger, but rather: how should power be organized so as not to become violence; how should values be distributed so as not to generate accumulated discontent; how should society be oriented so as not to dissolve into aimlessness; how should conflict be contained so as not to become destructive; and what legitimacy must that order have so that people still want to live within it.
Politics : the activity of organizing, allocating, and controlling power within a community with a state.
Legitimacy : the basis upon which power is accepted as reasonable, legitimate, and ethical.
Political order : a state in which power, laws, and social expectations do not descend into chaos.
Chapter 3. What is the State ?
If politics is the organization of power, then the state is the most centralized form of that organization. But that is not enough. The state is not merely a machine standing above society to issue orders. It is the point of convergence where power, law, resources, institutional memory, and the need for order meet in a form capable of sustaining itself over time. The state does not simply govern; it defines the boundaries of the common good, selects vital priorities, and determines whether a society will be regulated by coercion, by law, by consensus, or by some mixture of all these elements.
From very early on, Western political thought recognized that without a power capable of ending fragmentation and civil war, communal life would be destroyed by the very forces it could not regulate. Hobbes, in * Leviathan* , posed the question of political power from the perspective of the fear of chaos: a supreme power needed to be established to stop war between people and people and to ensure common security . But modernity could not stop at the fear of chaos. Weber went further, pointing out that the modern state is a community of people who successfully claim the exclusive right to legitimately use violence within a given territory; that is, the state must not only be powerful, but must be recognized as the sole subject with legitimate coercive authority.
However, understanding the state solely through coercive monopoly of power only grasps one aspect of the issue. A state can wield a violent monopoly and still be weak. A state can expand its apparatus and still lack capacity. A state can also interfere in every aspect of life and ultimately create stagnation, fear, and the shrinking of society. Therefore, the question "what is the state?" must be re-examined in a deeper way: the state is the supreme power structure capable of enacting laws, mobilizing resources, maintaining order, absorbing conflicts, and organizing development within a territory. It is at this final point that the state transcends its purely legal definition to become a dynamic historical and political issue.
1. The state as the decision-making center.
Every society has countless relationships, interests, emotions, and conflicts coexisting. But not every society is capable of transforming these dispersed currents into effective decisions. The state exists primarily as the decision-making center of the political community. From this center, war or peace, taxation or budget allocation, opening up or closing down, reform or delay, are all shaped into decisions that are no longer just opinions, but become binding orders.
This explains why the state is always associated with the question of sovereignty. Sovereignty is not merely a matter of foreign policy, nor is it a mere formality. It is the capacity of the decision-making center to have the final say on issues of vital importance to the community. If power is too fragmented, decisions will be broken. If power is merely a formality, decisions will not be implemented. If power lacks legitimacy, decisions will be resisted from below. The state, therefore, needs not only power; it needs power organized into the capacity for effective decision-making.
This way of thinking is clearly evident in the work of author Wang Huning. In *Political Life* , when discussing the transition from a planned economy to a market economy, he doesn't view it merely as a change in economic tools, but as a complete overhaul of the operational structure: "The entire system of personnel and units of the old mechanism must change; without change, it is impossible to adapt to reform." He directly addresses the issue of the power and position of the state in a market economy, arguing that theoretically, answers can be found, but in practice, it is the state's decision-making and implementation capabilities that reveal the most crucial aspects.
At this point, the state as a decision-making center does not equate to an all-powerful state. A decision-making center is not one that does everything itself, but rather one that can determine priorities, distinguish between essential and non-essential matters, and prevent society from sliding into a state where each force pulls in a different direction. The larger the state, the greater the need for a decision-making center. But that center is only truly strong when it knows what it should and shouldn't decide.
2. The State and Society
A major mistake in political thinking is viewing the state and society as two absolute opposites: one representing power, the other life; one representing command, the other spontaneity. This view is both overly simplistic and overlooks the fundamental truth that the state and society are always simultaneously two sides of the same historical process.
The state cannot stand idly by outside of society. It is created from society, sustains itself on society's resources, and ultimately only stands firm if society accepts it as the political form of the common good. However, society cannot be entirely self-sustaining without the state. The more modern society becomes, the more complex the relationships, the more multi-layered the conflicts, and the more systemic the risks, the greater the need for a high-level coordinating structure. Therefore, the fundamental issue is not "state or society," but the correct relationship between the state and society .
Tocqueville recognized this early on while observing America: the strength of democracy lies not only in the constitution or elections, but also in social connections, associations, local governments, and self-governing practices that prevent society from being sucked into the center. He also saw the persistent tension between equality and freedom in modern democracy. An overly centralized state can weaken society. But a society lacking the capacity for self-organization will also shift all the burdens onto the state. This creates a vicious cycle: the more the state has to do, the weaker society becomes; the weaker society becomes, the more the state has reason to expand.
In his work *America Against America* , author Wang Huning pays particular attention to non-state regulatory layers— family, community, religion, businesses, media, NGOs —as a layer of “soft governance” that complements the “hard governance” of the government. He recognizes that it is the soft power of these non-political institutions that allows a diverse society to be governed without relying solely on state coercion. Effective governance, he suggests, requires both an “iron fist” and a “soft fist”; if only one side is involved, order will either become rigid or collapse.
From this, it is necessary to distinguish between two types of weak states. There are weak states that lack organizational capacity, but there are also weak states that have deprived society of its capacity for self-organization. The first type often leads to open chaos; the second is more dangerous because while outward order may remain, internally the state has to shoulder increasingly more responsibilities that should rightfully be shared by society, the community, education, and intermediary institutions. A healthy society is not one that does not need a state, but rather one that allows the state to avoid excessive interference in every aspect of life.
3. The State and the Market
One of the most enduring misconceptions of modern times is the belief that the market can replace politics. This gives rise to two extremes: either believing that simply removing constraints will allow the market to create optimal order; or reacting in the opposite way, viewing the market as a chaotic system that must be meticulously controlled by the state. Neither side correctly understands the relationship between the state and the market.
Markets don't exist in a vacuum. They need rules of the game, property protection, mechanisms for enforcing contracts, infrastructure, a stable currency, standards of competition, and even the belief that the future isn't too uncertain . In other words, markets only function sustainably when they are based on a relatively stable political and institutional foundation. Douglass North emphasized that institutions and institutional change affect the efficiency of the economy both at a given point in time and over time; it is the human-made "constraints" that structure interactions that make exchange and development possible.
From that perspective, the market is not opposed to the state in an exclusionary way. The market needs the state, but not just any state. It needs a state strong enough to uphold the rules of the game, but self-controlled enough not to become the biggest and most distorted player on that playing field.
This is also a very clear line of thought for Wang Huning. In *Political Life *, he doesn't ask whether the state should exist in a market economy; he asks how much power the state should wield in a market economy. This question reveals a far sharper political intuition than simple ideological debate. He understands that the issue is not about choosing between "the state" or "the market," but about defining the limits, position, and function of the state within market conditions. He also clearly states that modern economic development cannot rely solely on economic resources, but requires abundant political resources: institutions, organizations, and personnel.
The anti-American dynamic adds another crucial layer: many social coordination activities in the US are run by non-state actors—private businesses, banks, monetary mechanisms, occupational standardization, civil society networks—forming a vast governing system that doesn't require direct government control in every detail. This suggests a reality: the market doesn't just allocate goods; when it develops to a certain level, it also creates mechanisms to regulate behavior and standardize life. Therefore, the state cannot approach the market with a simplistic view. If the state is too passive, the market will commercialize even areas that require non-market values. If the state intervenes too much, the market will lose its creative impetus and society will lose its adaptability.
The state and the market should therefore not be envisioned as two adversaries. They are two distinct organizational principles that must be placed in a balanced, complementary relationship. Mature politics lies in knowing how to use the market to unleash social energy, but also knowing how to set limits when the market begins to erode morality, education, and community cohesion.
4. The strong state and the excessive state
In many debates, these two concepts are often confused. People either praise the "strong state" as if any expansion of state power were desirable, or fear any manifestation of centralized power as if any state strength would lead to tyranny. In reality, a strong state and an excessive state are not the same.
A strong state is one that has the capacity to make decisions, enforce policies, maintain order, manage conflicts, mobilize resources, and organize development without plunging society into a state of perpetual tension. An excessive state is one that exceeds its functions, intervenes indiscriminately, replaces social institutions, stifles community autonomy, and ultimately turns its outward strength into a cause of stagnation.
Michael Mann once distinguished between the authoritarian power of the state and the infrastructure power of the state. Authoritarian power is the ability of the ruling class to impose decisions without negotiation with society; infrastructure power, on the other hand, is the ability to penetrate society to effectively implement policies. A strong state in the modern sense primarily needs infrastructure power, not necessarily authoritarian power. In other words, strength lies in getting things done , not in trying to do everything .
This is precisely why we must be wary of excessive state intervention. A state may increase intervention to compensate for societal weaknesses, but if that intervention does not create the capacity for self-regulation within society but only increases dependence, then each crisis will force it to intervene even more deeply. Ultimately, the state grows stronger in quantity but weaker in quality.
Wang Huning didn't use these two concepts as directly as Mann, but his intuition was very close. He both emphasized the role of government in the transition process and set limits on the state in a market economy. He also argued that in a modern nation, cultural modernization must go hand in hand with governance modernization; that is, the state cannot simply expand its commands, but must create a suitable society and culture for effective governance. In * America Against America* , when he describes multi-layered governance and soft governance, what he saw was also a lesson on how a state can be strong without absorbing all of life into itself.
Therefore, the issue is not about "big state" or "small state," as the slogan suggests. The issue is whether that state knows how to distinguish which parts require direct public power, which parts require laws, and which parts should be delegated to society, the community, education, businesses, and intermediary institutions. A state that does not know when to withdraw will render society powerless. A state that does not know when to step in will allow society to crumble.
5. State capacity
If we had to find a core criterion for evaluating a state, it would not be just its size, nor just the intensity of its coercion, but the state's capacity .
State capacity is, first and foremost, the ability to translate decisions into reality. A policy that looks good on paper but doesn't translate into practice is merely a document. A very strong order that distorts or backfires is not a sign of capacity. Capacity also includes the ability to maintain order without resorting to a permanent state of emergency; to absorb conflicts without causing them to break down; and to organize development without losing legitimacy.
Modern research on state capacity typically reduces it to functions such as tax collection, territorial control, law enforcement, provision of public goods, and the establishment of a professional administrative apparatus. However, focusing solely on administrative indicators doesn't address the most challenging aspect. State capacity also encompasses the ability to identify problems , set priorities , coordinate across multiple social strata , and maintain a competent technocratic workforce to prevent the state from being completely swept up in short-term political whirlwinds .
At this point, Wang Huning made some very valuable observations. He emphasized that the success of a society's management or governance lies in how much of its personnel can be technicalized and professionalized , enabling them to consistently research and develop their respective fields over time. He also highly valued an administrative apparatus stable enough that political changes do not disrupt its capacity for social governance. This is a very noteworthy understanding: the capacity of the state lies not only in the leadership level, but in the entire depth of its administrative apparatus.
From this, we can see that a strong state is not necessarily one that talks a lot or is present everywhere. A strong state is one that knows where to be present through legal coercion, where to be present through law, where to be present through institutional design, and where to step back to allow society to self-regulate within a common framework. An incompetent state will always either overreact or react too slowly. A competent state is one that can keep society moving without letting it disintegrate.
This also explains why the state must be considered in relation to education, culture, civil society, and political resources. State capacity does not arise spontaneously from the apparatus; it is nurtured by talent, by a culture of governance, by effective laws, by social trust, and by a network of intermediary institutions that can alleviate the burden on central power. Without these foundations, the state is forced to compensate through directives; and the more directives are used, the more its substantive capacity erodes.
Therefore, if we ask "what is the state?", the ultimate answer cannot be limited to the monopoly of violence, the power to enact laws, or the administrative apparatus. The state is the supreme form of power organization within a political community, but its historical value is determined by a more difficult question: does it have the capacity to maintain order, absorb conflict, and organize development without becoming an obstacle to society?
A state cannot exist without power. But power is never the ultimate goal of a state. The ultimate goal of a state is to enable a community to continue to exist as an organized order, with direction and a future.
The state : the supreme power structure capable of enacting laws, mobilizing resources, and maintaining order within a territory.
State capacity : the ability to implement decisions, maintain order, absorb conflicts, and organize development.
A strong state is one that has the ability to effectively coordinate society; this does not mean unlimited state intervention.
Chapter 4. What is society?
If the state is the centralized form of power, then society is the dispersed form of life. But that's not enough. Because society is not just the "remaining" outside the state, nor is it an amorphous crowd waiting to be ruled. Society is the totality of relationships, institutions, beliefs, lifestyles, customs of cooperation, conflict, and expectations that people create in the process of living together. It is both the environment in which the state is born, the objective limit that the state cannot arbitrarily cross, and the force that supports or erodes all political order. In other words, without understanding society, we will not understand why the same state, the same policies, the same slogans, can produce stability in one place while collapse occurs in another.
From that perspective, the question "what is society?" is not a question subordinate to the state. On the contrary, it is a question that expands and deepens the question of the state. A state can enact laws, mobilize budgets, and organize its apparatus, but it cannot produce trust, cooperation, networks, a sense of responsibility, or daily living standards on its own. These things are inherent in the social structure. And precisely because they lie outside the power of pure command, they often determine the fate of politics more than political documents themselves.
1. Society as a network of relationships
The first thing to refute is the simplistic notion that society is merely a collection of individuals. A crowd may be large, but it is not necessarily a society. Society only begins where human relationships become repetitive, normative, expected, institutionalized, and memory-driven. Emile Durkheim, from the late 19th century, emphasized that “social events” exist as coercive and objective realities for the individual; they are not merely the multiplication of individual will, but rather patterns outside the individual that shape how the individual thinks and acts.
Approaching from that logic, society can be understood as a network of relationships : family relationships, community relationships, professional relationships, class relationships, religious relationships, symbolic relationships, exchange relationships, and even unequal relationships. It is this network that creates the "social density" of a nation. Where this network is dense, with trust, norms, and self-regulating mechanisms, political order tends to be more stable. Where it is loose, fragmented, full of suspicion, and full of breaks, the state is forced to compensate more through commands, and order becomes more fragile. Aggregate data on social trust shows that trust is a fundamental component of social capital, closely linked to the ability to cooperate and the effectiveness of community life.
Wang Huning was very sensitive to this depth of society. In *Political Life *, when he discusses "political psychology," "spiritual needs," "emptiness in the soul," or cultural modernization as a condition for administrative modernization, he is essentially touching upon that invisible network: the constraints and reactions of society that do not immediately manifest as laws, but determine the resilience of all development models.
2. Society and the State: Dependence or Partnership?
This raises a classic but timeless question: does society depend on the state, or does the state depend on society? The serious answer is: both are true, but only half true when considered separately.
Thomas Hobbes viewed society from the perspective of fear of chaos; in this view, without a supreme power capable of binding individual wills into a common order, communal life would disintegrate into conflict. But Tocqueville, observing America, discovered the other side of the issue: the power of political order lies not only in the center of power, but also in associations, localities, communities, and the self-governing customs of society. He saw the people's capacity for association as a school of freedom and a necessary counterweight to the centralizing tendencies in the modern state.
By placing these two intuitions side by side, we can better understand the dialectical nature of the state-society relationship. The state needs society for legitimacy, resources, personnel, trust, and the ability to self-regulate at a deeper level. Society needs the state for laws, direction, security , and a decision-making center capable of absorbing conflict. A state that attempts to replace the entire society will cause society to shrink; a society that denies the role of the state will soon experience the chaos of dispersed power. Therefore, the correct relationship is not one-way dependence, but an asymmetrical partnership : the state has more concentrated power, but society has a generative depth that the state cannot produce on its own.
America against America helps to illustrate this point. When Wang Huning describes the layers of social regulation—community, media, businesses, associations, religion, education—he does not deny the role of the state, but shows that the state is not the only force keeping society functioning. Order is supported by both “hard governance” and “soft governance,” and when society has sufficient intermediary institutions, the state does not need to be everywhere to keep things from falling apart.
Therefore, the crucial question is not "state or society," but rather how strong the state must be for society to remain healthy, and how autonomous society must be for the state to retain its coordinating capacity . This is the point that mature political thinking must always return to.
3. From traditional communities to modern society
Every modern society undergoes a major transformation: from the traditional community, where relationships are primarily based on kinship, territory, religion, and customs, to the modern society, where relationships are increasingly anonymous, functional, contractual, and mobile. Ferdinand Tönnies called these two forms Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft : community and society. The traditional community relies more on feelings, closeness, and direct attachment; the modern society relies more on laws, interests, functions, and indirect constraints.
Max Weber and Durkheim, each in their own way, pointed out that modernization changes not only production techniques or market sizes; it changes the structure of human relationships. As the division of labor increases, social mobility expands, urbanization and commercialization deepen, traditional bonds weaken, individuals become more liberated but also more vulnerable to isolation. Durkheim called part of this situation the risk of anomie — the fracturing of norms, when society no longer holds enough power to guide desires and behavior.
Wang Huning observed this process very sharply. In *Political Life* , he noted that as material living standards improve, spiritual needs also increase, but at the same time “emptinesses appear in the soul”; he considered this a thought-provoking phenomenon of modern society. In *America Against America* , he went further, describing a society where individualism, commercialization, and the loosening of the family structure can lead to social loneliness, a public spiritual crisis, and “undercurrents” that erode order from within.
It is noteworthy that he did not react to modernization with simple nostalgia. He did not call for a return to traditional communities as a lost paradise. His greater concern was: in modern society, what binding forces need to be redesigned to replace the old, weakening ones? This is a far deeper political question than simply praising or criticizing modernity.
4. Civil society and autonomy
If society is not merely a collection of individuals, then within its structure there is a particularly important area: the zone between the individual and the state, where associations, communities, professional organizations, schools, religions, the press, clubs, trade unions, interest groups, and voluntary norms coexist. This zone is known by a concept that has become central to modern political theory: civil society .
This concept has a long and complex history. In classical political philosophy, it was once almost synonymous with the political community. But from Hegel onward, civil society was separated as a distinct area of modern life: no longer the state, but also no longer the family or the primitive community. Hegel viewed civil society as the space of needs, interests, labor, and voluntary association—an essential area of modernity but also full of contradictions, requiring the state to elevate it to a more universal order. Later, this concept expanded to refer to the entire space of non-state but not non-political social organization, where citizens learn to cooperate, debate, self-organize, and defend their own interests.
Here, the key word is autonomy . Civil society only has meaning when it is not merely an extension of the state, nor a random collection of individual demands. It must possess a sufficient degree of autonomy to generate its own norms, resources, and institutions. It is this degree of autonomy that makes civil society a school of civic responsibility and a complement to the political order.
Tocqueville was particularly famous for this. He observed that Americans constantly formed associations: for the public good, for education, for religion, for commerce, for local communities, for morality. For him, it was this capacity for association that created a “democratic habit” and prevented individuals from becoming isolated from the state or the crowd. Robert Putnam, at the end of the 20th century, expressed that intuition in the language of “social capital”: networks, norms, and trusts that allow for coordinated action towards a common goal.
In *Political Life *, Wang Huning devotes considerable attention to discussions of “civil society and state governance,” and he recognizes that this is not merely a borrowed academic concept, but reflects a real movement in modern society: the state cannot manage everything alone; society must have self-regulating zones. However, in his view, autonomy cannot be understood as a complete separation from the state. A strong civil society that is no longer connected to the general order is easily drawn into an unbalanced pluralism. A healthy civil society, therefore, does not oppose the state as a principle, but provides the state with a deep foundation of cooperation, self-governance, and feedback.
5. Public spirit
A society may have many relationships, institutions, and associations, but that alone is not enough to create lasting order. A society only truly exists as a society when individuals retain some concept of the common good. That concept—whether weak or strong, clear or vague—is the spirit of the community .
Public spirit is not pure altruism, nor is it the abstract morality found in textbooks. It is the awareness that individual interests cannot be sustained in the long term if completely detached from the common good. It is the capacity to place oneself within a larger space. It is the habit of respecting the law not merely out of fear of punishment, participating in the community not only for immediate gain, and viewing common institutions not merely as tools for exploitation, but as conditions for the orderly life of all.
Aristotle, from a very early stage, viewed humans as "political animals," not only because humans lived in polis, but because a good life could only be achieved within a community oriented towards the common good. This idea passed through the republican tradition and was then modernized in various ways. By Tocqueville, the public spirit manifested itself as the habit of participation, association, and linking individual freedom with communal responsibility . By Putnam, it was identified through trust, civic engagement, and social capital.
Wang Huning is particularly sensitive to the weakening of public spirit in modern society. He repeatedly returns to the “crisis of public spirit,” to the loosening of the family, to a generation blind to fundamental values, to the spiritual void between material development, and to the danger of a technologically strong but meaningful society. At this point, he is not merely analyzing China or the United States; he is touching upon a universal problem of modernization: as markets expand, individualization increases, and media dominates perception, what will keep society as a political community rather than disintegrating into separate units consuming the same space?
Public spirit, therefore, cannot be considered a "soft" component that is optional. It is the foundation of political order. The state can enforce behavior. Laws can limit violations. But only public spirit makes people voluntarily accept that there are things that should not be done, even if they can be done; that there are burdens that must be shared, even if no one forces them; and that there are institutions that must be protected, even if they do not serve them perfectly in every moment.
A modern society lacking a sense of public spirit will not immediately collapse. It can still grow, function, consume, innovate, and even be highly dynamic. But in the long run, this deficiency will manifest itself at its weakest points: the erosion of trust, the difficulty of cooperation, the increasing cost of control, the shrinking of civic education, and ultimately, the decline in its ability to self-regulate in the face of crisis. At that point, politics takes on additional tasks that society should be doing itself, and the state begins to be drawn into a position of needing to be both stronger and increasingly distrustful.
This illustrates that understanding society is not a side issue of politics. It is a prerequisite for understanding why a state sometimes fails not because of a lack of commands, but because of a society that lacks the social foundation corresponding to those commands. Society, ultimately, is where politics is prepared before it enters the system; it is also where politics is judged after it leaves the rhetoric.
Society : the totality of relationships, institutions, beliefs, and lifestyles outside the structure of state power.
Civil society : the space between individuals and the state, where associations, communities, professional organizations, and voluntary norms coexist.
Public spirit : the awareness that individual interests must be linked to the common good.
Chapter 5. Transition from the old mechanism to the new mechanism
One of the most persistent illusions of reformist thinking is the belief that it is possible to change the mechanism without changing the structure; to change the rules of allocation without changing the way power is organized; to change the dynamics of development without changing the type of people society is producing. This illusion causes many reforms to either stop at the surface or create a hybrid state: new mechanisms are announced, but old reflexes remain in operation; slogans of innovation are issued, but the power structure, personnel, institutions, and social psychology have not truly transformed.
Author Wang Huning argues that reform is not just about economic change, but about changing how the state, society, and people are reorganized. In *Political Life* , he clearly states that when economic mechanisms and social lifestyles change, the political system must also adjust; simultaneously, the relationships between the state and society, government and enterprises, government and the market, and people and the market all become "pillars in the theory of modern social development."
The issue, therefore, lies not in whether a society declares reform, but in whether it dares to go to the depths of transformation . Transformation is a change in the relationship between the state and society, between power and the market, between old customs and new norms, between dependent and independent personalities. A new mechanism does not spontaneously arise from command. It only forms when the forces supporting it—institutions, personnel, culture, education, law, and political resources—are simultaneously restructured.
Samuel P. Huntington argued that in rapidly changing societies, the central issue is not merely development or modernization, but political order : when social mobilization outpaces institutional capacity, instability becomes an almost inevitable outcome. (Following the same logic, Douglass North argued that institutions are the “rules of the game” of society, and institutional change is key to understanding historical change, because it is these formal and informal constraints that shape behavior and developmental outcomes over time. Karl Polanyi, from a different perspective, warned that when market mechanisms transcend the social constraints that support them, the entirety of life will be drawn into a process of violent disintegration and backlash.)
Those intuitions, placed alongside Wang Huning's, give us a sharper perspective: reform is not just about liberating the forces of production; it is also about redesigning the order .
1. Reform is about changing the structure, not just changing slogans.
A mechanism doesn't exist at the slogan level. It exists in power relations, in decision-making processes, in resource allocation, in management thinking, in personnel selection rules, in the education system, and even in the expectations society has for the future. Therefore, when we talk about transitioning from the old mechanism to the new one, what we're talking about isn't just changing a few policies, but changing the entire operational structure of society .
Wang Huning clearly noted this. He wrote that after a long period of reform and opening up, "old mechanisms have been replaced by new ones," and the national economy and social governance are constantly "circulating and transforming, forming a completely new governance structure, in line with modern development." He called this a "historical transformation," and considered it the fundamental guarantee for the sustainability of the reforms.
This phrase carries a much deeper meaning than its surface description suggests. It states that successful reform is not due to a single correct policy, but rather to the establishment of a new governance structure . In other words, the deciding factor is not whether the state has "loosened" or "tightened" regulations in a particular area, but whether these changes crystallize into a new order with its own logic.
Throughout world history, transformations of timeless significance have touched upon structural issues, not just technology. The Meiji Restoration in Japan was not merely about importing Western machinery; it restructured the state, the military, education, taxation, local governments, and even national ideals. The social revolutions analyzed by Theda Skocpol also demonstrate that what brings about historical change is not simply the overthrow of the old regime, but the reshaping of the relationship between the state, classes, and society.
Therefore, true reform is always a dangerous undertaking: it does not allow society to remain unchanged but demands self-transformation.
2. When the economy changes, the human resources system must change.
No mechanism operates in isolation. Mechanisms always work through people. Therefore, every economic change necessitates changes in the personnel system and the type of personality that society needs.
In a very important passage, Wang Huning wrote that when a new economic mechanism is built, "the entire personnel system and units of the old mechanism must change; if they do not change, they cannot adapt to reform." He went even further, arguing that the issue is not just the system, but also the people: they must abandon the "dependent personality" of the past to form an "independent and self-reliant personality," a kind of spiritual freedom necessary for a market society.
This point is particularly insightful. Many reforms fail not because of flawed objectives, but because they continue to use the old personnel system to serve the new logic. An apparatus trained in a planned economy, prioritizing stability and order, and with a management mindset based on administrative delegation, finds it difficult to immediately adapt to a mechanism that demands quick feedback, legal accountability, competition, functional decentralization, and multi-stakeholder coordination. In such cases, the new mechanism is "interpreted" by the old mindset, resulting in distortion.
This is also where the history of all modernization processes converges: reform is always a struggle between new design and old inertia . That inertia lies in procedures, language, organizational habits, conceptions of authority, education, and the type of people the old system has produced over generations. Successful transformation, therefore, cannot simply be about changing laws; it must create a new class of people capable of living under the new laws .
3. From dependent personality to independent personality
Each socio-economic system not only distributes wealth; it also produces a type of human being suited to it. The old system might create a type of person who is dependent on patronage, accustomed to following orders, and views opportunities as something bestowed upon them. The new system, if truly new, will demand a type of person capable of making choices, taking responsibility, reading social signals, accepting competition, and living with risk.
This is not a purely personal psychological issue. It is a socio-political issue. Author Wang Huning correctly calls it that in the language of "dependent personality" and "independent, autonomous personality." This pair of concepts is very powerful because it indicates that reform is actually a transformation of the conditions under which human beings are formed .
Here, education plays a central role. Author Wang Huning repeatedly emphasizes that education is a political and strategic issue, a vital foundation for modernization. He reiterates that neglecting teachers makes it impossible to talk about cultivating talent; if a nation wants to modernize, talent is not just a condition but a vital foundation. In this logic, institutional reform without addressing education only creates a superficial reform. Because the new system will not be sustainable if it is not nurtured by individuals capable of living by the new logic.
A society only truly moves beyond the old system when the old type of person is no longer the dominant archetype.
4. Resistance of the old mechanism
No mechanism ever withdraws from history. Old mechanisms always possess enduring resistance, because they exist not only within the institution itself, but also in interests, memories, habits, and psychology.
That is why reform is rarely hampered primarily by theory. It is hampered by the inertia of what already exists. Units born from the old system will defend their positions. Interests established within the old system will interpret reform in a way that benefits them. People who succeeded thanks to the old system will find it difficult to become active agents of the new system. And groups insecure about change will seek to drag society back to its old rhythm, or at least make the new wear the old clothes.
Wang Huning understood this well. He didn't romanticize reform. He believed that initial social development was driven by material forces, but as it progressed further, "the strength of institutions and structures became the key factor." This means that at a certain stage, growth is no longer enough; it is the institutional structure that determines whether reform can continue.
North calls this phenomenon path dependence: the old system continues to shape new choices, meaning change never starts from scratch. Therefore, for reform to succeed, it must both build something new and weaken the reproductive capacity of the old.
5. Institutional reform as a social turning point.
The pinnacle of transformation lies not in localized policy changes, but in creating an institutional turning point . This turning point occurs when society can no longer revert to its previous model, because the power dynamics, rules of the game, expectations, and resources have fundamentally changed.
Wang Huning wrote remarkably that "social processes often undergo major transformations at the time of institutional reform." This is a concise yet highly insightful observation. It shows that he did not view institutions as merely the outer shell of society, but as the central point of movement: when institutions change, economic, social, cultural, and psychological relations are all forced to rearrange themselves.
This is also a universal lesson. On a large scale, historical turning points are rarely created by a single will or crisis. They occur when material conditions , social pressures , the strategic awareness of the leadership , and new institutional designs converge. Wang Huning viewed China's reforms from this perspective: he believed that the leadership had reached a "common strategic understanding" of reform, opening up, and modernization, viewing it as an inevitable choice, thereby creating a "fundamental organizational guarantee" for the reform process.
This is crucial. Many societies experience crises without reform. Many societies have reform ideas but lack the organizational capacity. Many societies have reform policies but lack the strategic awareness to protect and sustain them. Institutional reform only becomes a historical turning point when it simultaneously has:
a)      a sufficiently large objective pressure,
b)      a sufficiently clear strategic understanding,
c)       a sufficiently strong organizational structure,
d)      and the capacity to reproduce new political resources.
Conclude
The transition from the old to the new mechanism is not a matter of changing the clothes of a system that retains its original structure. It is a comprehensive change at four levels simultaneously: institutional structure , personnel system , human models , and political resources .
Reforms at the economic level alone are insufficient. Reforms at the legal level alone are also insufficient. Reforms at the slogan level are even less sufficient. To create a new mechanism, a new relationship must be forged between the state and society, between the government and the market, between education and talent, and between culture and governance. It is at this point that reform transcends its technical role and becomes a historical turning point.
Institutional transformation : the process of changing the fundamental rules of economic, political, and social life.
Dependent personality : a type of person who lives within the old system, relying on patronage rather than self-reliance.
Autonomous personality : a type of person who has the capacity to make their own choices and take responsibility for themselves in an open society.
Chapter 6. The Role of Government in a Market Economy
When a society transitions from a planned economy to a market economy, the first question is often not whether the market is more efficient. The deeper question is: in what order is the market structured, by what power, and by what are its limitations ? Without answering this question, any debate about the state and the market will become merely ideological opposition, and real life will be left to the mercy of the most powerful forces.
A market economy, in principle, is a mechanism for allocating resources based on price, competition, and choice. Adam Smith saw in it a powerful self-regulating mechanism: self-serving behaviors, under certain conditions, can produce a common outcome without the need for a central mind to calculate everything. But even in the best interpretation of the “invisible hand,” what is being discussed is not the complete absence of institutions, but rather the ability of society to coordinate through rules, property rights, competition, and maintained order.
The problem is: no market can operate sustainably in a vacuum. Every market needs rules of the game, trust, contracts, enforceable guarantees, verifiable information, and limits on behaviors that undermine the very foundations of competition. It is here that the role of government emerges not as an exception, but as a constituent condition of the modern market economy. The IMF emphasizes that government intervention has an economic basis when markets fail—especially with externalities, public goods, information asymmetry, and systemic risk. The World Bank also considers the essential role of government to be regulating markets and providing public services and institutions that directly influence growth.
1. Markets and market limits
The greatest strength of the market is that it frees up scattered information in society. No single system can fully understand the needs, capabilities, priorities, and costs of millions of entities as a price mechanism can reflect in real time. The market creates competition, encourages innovation, promotes efficiency, and forces scarce resources to find more advantageous uses. It is precisely because of this that many modern societies have escaped the stagnation of rigid administrative allocation models.
But the market is not a self-sufficient system. It doesn't solve everything on its own. Prices may reflect scarcity, but they don't fully reflect the social costs of pollution, monopolies, information asymmetry, or financial speculation. Markets may be very good at allocating private goods, but far weaker at protecting public goods, long-term interests, or intangible foundations like institutional trust and public sentiment. The IMF points out that with externalities and public goods, the market mechanism itself often fails to achieve optimal results, as many costs or benefits are not fully reflected in prices.
Karl Polanyi looked further, arguing that the market is not merely an economic tool but a special form of social organization; if market logic is allowed to detach from the social constraints that support it, it will become a force that disintegrates society. He called this the danger of a “market society”—where labor, land, money, and life relationships are drawn into the logic of buying and selling to the point of eroding morality and community cohesion.
Wang Huning was particularly sensitive to this limitation. In *America Against America* , he repeatedly noted the high degree of commercialization, the possibility that everything—from knowledge and politics to social relations—could be drawn into commodity logic, thereby simultaneously boosting the economy and corrupting society. From that perspective, the limitations of the market are not merely an economic issue, but a matter of political and cultural order.
2. Government and the limitations of government
If the market cannot maintain order on its own, then the government emerges as the force that sets the rules. But here a second extreme arises: the government can move from necessary regulation to rampant intervention. This causes the market to lose its signal, businesses to lose motivation, society to lose initiative, and administrative power to transform itself into the largest and most distorted player in the economy.
That is why Wang Huning didn't ask "is a government necessary?", but rather "how much power should the state hold in a market economy?" . He also acknowledged that theoretically, the answer seemed clear, but in practice, crucial problems arose from the implementation process itself. This way of framing the question is insightful because it avoids two simplistic slogans: either deify the market or deify the state.
Governments have functions that the market cannot replace: setting the rules of the game, protecting fair competition, managing public goods, absorbing systemic risk, protecting vulnerable groups from excessive shocks, and ensuring that short-term interests do not destroy the nation's long-term capacity. However, governments do not have the right to absorb the entire economic life into their apparatus. A government that does too much for society will cause society to lose its capacity for self-organization; a government that does too much for the market will disrupt price signals and stifle innovation.
Here, it is necessary to distinguish between a competent government and an over-government . A competent government is one that knows how to regulate without stifling, how to intervene without usurping power, and how to lead without replacing other entities. An over-government is one that extends its power to the point where every economic decision must go through the bureaucracy, leading to bureaucratization of competition and dilution of accountability.
3. Balancing competitive motivation and social stability
A market economy cannot be sustainable if it has only competition without social stability. But it also cannot be dynamic if it has only stability without competition. Ultimately, modern economic politics is the art of maintaining these two forces in a dynamic equilibrium.
Wang Huning clearly states: "The market provides the impetus for competition, while the government plays the role of ensuring public interest. These two mechanisms, if harmoniously coordinated, can help develop a market economy while maintaining social stability." This can be considered a central proposition of the entire chapter.
Competition is good, but not all its consequences are automatically healthy. Competition can increase efficiency, but it can also create winners and losers too quickly, overwhelming social institutions. Competition can encourage innovation, but it can also instrumentalize education, commercialize healthcare, push labor into precariousness, and make inequality a self-renewing structure. In that case, if the government remains completely uninvolved, the political cost will become apparent: trust decreases, discontent increases, public morale weakens, and ultimately, the market loses the stable environment it needs to function.
Huntington once emphasized that in rapidly changing societies, mobilizing society without corresponding institutional capacity will generate instability. This applies very well to market economies: expanding competition without the capacity for regulation, without transparent rules of the game, and without minimum protection mechanisms for vulnerable groups, pushes society into a process of polarization for which politics will ultimately pay the price.
Wang Huning understood this point very well when he argued that development must be "comprehensive," and that economics and politics must be closely intertwined; if separated, development will "lack strength," and "development without direction cannot be sustainable." In other words, the dynamics of competition must be placed within a political order capable of guiding and absorbing conflict.
4. Law, transparency, and regulation
For a market to function in an orderly manner, it must be within the framework of the law. However, the law should not be understood as a layer of prohibition covering economic activity. The law is a condition for competition to become genuine competition, not to be transformed into manipulation, deception, or legalized robbery.
This point is clearly evident in Wang Huning's writings: "a market economy particularly needs laws to regulate and standardize," and the major challenge is how to simultaneously have a "strict legal mechanism," "transparent government administration," and allow the market to play its dynamic role. This is a very concise yet profound formula: laws to bind; transparency to prevent abuse of power; regulation to ensure the market does not undermine the public interest.
Transparency is crucial because it bridges the gap between the state and public trust. An economy may have laws, but if their enforcement is obscured by privilege, favoritism, cronyism, or informal networks that are not subject to public scrutiny, the market will lose its sense of fairness. Businesses will then compete not primarily based on ability, but on access to power; society will no longer read the law as rules of the game, but as something to be circumvented. The government will then no longer be seen as the keeper of order, but as an agent of distortion.
The World Bank's governance indicators have long considered government effectiveness, regulatory quality, the rule of law, and corruption control as central pillars of modern governance. This aligns with Wang Huning's intuition: to develop a market while maintaining stability, governments need not only the will but also the capacity for legal, transparent, and verifiable regulation .
5. When the state weakens, the economy cannot save itself.
This is the most difficult point, and also the point where Wang Huning's thinking transcends formulaic debate. He wrote very directly: "When political power is in a weakened state, restoring that power is not easy." This statement should be understood as a strategic warning, not just a situational observation.
A weak state is not merely one that outwardly lacks power. It is a state that no longer has the capacity to uphold the rules of the game, the credibility to mobilize society, the ability to regulate systemic risk, and the authority to intervene at the right time when the market plunges into a spiral of speculation, instability, or social disintegration. In such a case, the economy cannot save itself, because the modern economy itself depends on a number of conditions that only political and institutional power can sustain: a reliable currency, a stable financial system, effective contract law, confidence in the future, and the ability to manage crises.
The IMF has repeatedly emphasized that finance and financial stability are externalities and even possess characteristics close to public goods; therefore, they cannot be entirely left to the short-term self-regulation of the market. The World Bank also considers state capacity a prerequisite for policy implementation. A market may be flexible, but when a systemic crisis erupts, the government remains the only entity capable of acting on a societal scale.
Wang Huning expressed this same intuition in the language of "political resources." He argued that in the process of socio-economic development, "political resources are needed to support it"; both institutional and non-institutional resources must be used, and the concentration, maintenance, and exploitation of these resources are key conditions for development. This is where his thinking is strongest: he does not oppose economics to politics, but shows that modern economics can only stand firm in a mixed political economy , where the market operates but is always based on a sufficiently substantial foundation of institutions, organizations, laws, and political power.
Conclude
The role of government in a market economy cannot be reduced to two opposing propositions: either the less the state, or the stronger the state, the better. A more accurate question is: where should the state be strong, where should it withdraw, how should it regulate, and what should it protect ?
The market is a powerful, but limited, allocation mechanism. The government is a necessary, but also limited, coordinating mechanism. The challenge is not choosing one side over the other, but keeping both operating within a legal framework that is transparent, has strong regulatory capacity, and possesses sufficient legitimacy. Where the market is not placed within a legal framework, competition easily degenerates into predatory exploitation. Where the government is overly assertive, the market loses its vitality. Where the state is weak, the economy ultimately cannot save itself.
The role of government : to safeguard the public interest, maintain the rules of the game, absorb social risks, and prevent systemic collapse.
Market economy : a mechanism for allocating resources based on price, competition, and choice.
Mixed political economy : a state in which markets operate but cannot be separated from political, institutional, and organizational resources.
Chapter 7. Political Resources
One of the most common misconceptions of modern times is that development is primarily, or almost solely, a matter of capital, technology, and markets. That view isn't entirely wrong, but it's only true on the surface. Without capital, growth is difficult. Without technology, productivity is difficult. Without markets, it's difficult to unleash social potential. But a nation cannot go far with just those three elements. Behind them lies a deeper, less visible, but often more decisive layer: political resources .
Wang Huning articulated this point clearly. He noted that in 1993, politics was considered the "driving force for the development of a socialist market economy," and emphasized that a nation wishing to modernize its economy "cannot rely solely on economic resources, but also needs abundant political resources: institutions, organizations, and personnel"; moreover, these resources "must be substantial, not merely symbolic." From this, he also introduced the concept of "mixed political economy," a state in which the economy operates according to market logic but cannot be separated from political institutions, organizations, and power.
If read carefully, this is not just a situational observation. It is a conception of the nature of modern development: all sustainable growth requires a competent political system . And when Wang Huning said that the most worrying thing is that “when political power falls into a weakened state, restoring that power is not easy,” he touched upon the most difficult part of political history: the strength of a nation lies not only in what it possesses, but in what it can organize, maintain, and mobilize .
1. Why development is not just about capital and technology.
No modern economy operates solely on machinery and capital. Behind the factory are laws; behind competition are standards; behind investment is trust; behind structural transformation is political decision; and behind the vitality of the market is the ability of the state and society to maintain order.
The history of nation-building clearly demonstrates this. Alexander Gerschenkron long emphasized that developing nations often cannot simply replicate the paths of their predecessors; they need stronger “alternative institutions” to compensate for the lack of spontaneous markets. Douglass North went further, pointing out that long-term growth cannot be understood without considering institutions—the “rules of the game” of society—because it is these formal and informal constraints that determine how people invest, exchange, and cooperate.
Wang Huning arrived at this same intuition through the language of politics. When he wrote that economic development cannot rely solely on economic resources, but requires institutions, organizations, and personnel, he was saying that capital and technology are only visible conditions ; political capacity is the structural condition . A country can borrow capital, import technology, and buy equipment, but it cannot easily import public trust, institutional effectiveness, administrative discipline, personnel quality, or the ability to coordinate between the state and society.
Therefore, when talking about development, we must look beyond the material level. We must consider:
a)      Does the state have the capacity to make and implement decisions?
b)      Are the institutions stable and predictable?
c)       Does society have enough trust to cooperate?
d)      Does education have the capacity to produce talented individuals?
e)      And is the law effective enough to reduce transaction risks?
These things don't show up on the investment balance sheet, but they determine whether investment actually translates into development.
2. Institutions, organizations, and human resources as assets.
When we talk about "resources," we usually think of land, natural resources, capital, technology, and labor. But in development politics, there is a more specific type of resource: institutions, organizations, and personnel .
Institutions are a resource because they make collective action possible. Clear rules, a transparent appointment process, a disciplined budget system, a mechanism for limited decentralization—all of these enable the state and society to cooperate more effectively and reliably. Organizations are a resource because they transform disparate ideas into sustained actionable capabilities. Human resources are a resource because every institution ultimately passes through people: a system cannot be much stronger than the quality of the people who actually operate it.
In his book *Political Life *, Wang Huning repeatedly revisits this triad. He argues that for politics to play its role in development, it must have substantial "institutions, organizations, and personnel." He also notes that for a system to develop successfully, it must simultaneously have "system building," "talent training and cultivation," methodology, management, and enforcement power; if any of these elements are missing, the structure will be fragmented and significant results will be difficult to achieve.
In particular, in the section discussing "new political resources" and "new political mechanisms," he argues that "governing capacity" is essentially a political supply process , encompassing everything from power distribution, information provision, legal provision, policy provision, value provision, to service provision and guarantees. This is a very insightful perspective: political resources are not merely pure power, but the system's capacity to provide the conditions for society to function .
In broader academic terms, institutions are a resource because they reduce uncertainty; organizations are a resource because they enhance coordination; and human resources are a resource because they determine the quality of decisions and their implementation. A country lacking these resources may still experience growth for a period, but it will be difficult to sustain stable development and translate that growth into synergistic strength.
3. Weak power is not easily restored.
There are types of weakness that can be quickly rectified: a lack of capital can be repaid with loans, a lack of equipment can be imported, and a lack of technology can be learned. But the weakening of political power is different. When organizational capacity, institutional effectiveness, and the reliability of the apparatus decline to a certain point, restoration is no longer a simple matter of "replenishing resources." That is why Wang Huning warned: "The most worrying thing is: when political power falls into a weakened state, restoring that strength is not easy at all."
Why is it difficult? Because political power is not just coercion. It is also about belief, authority, the feasibility of decisions, the ability to mobilize compliance, and the acceptance that the political center has sufficient reason to lead. When these elements erode, society doesn't collapse immediately, but a chain reaction begins: laws are no longer believed to be fair, policies are no longer expected as problem-solving tools, the system begins to lose its ability to coordinate, interest groups and localities become stronger in a more fragmented way, and the state is forced to use more commands to achieve fewer results.
Huntington saw this in *Political Order in Changing Societies *: the biggest problem with rapidly modernizing societies is not always mobilization, but the institutional lag behind that mobilization. When society changes faster than the state's capacity to absorb it, instability will arise.
This point is also present in other writings by Wang Huning. He argued that a developing society must have politics as a "driving force," and if political resources are merely symbolic and not substantive, then difficulties cannot be overcome with slogans alone. In other words, weak politics is not just a superficial lack of power; it is a decline in the ability to maintain structure .
4. From administrative privilege to social and market power
A major shift in modern society is the gradual diminishing of administrative privilege as the dominant form of economic organization, and the rise of social and market power . This does not mean that politics has lost its role; on the contrary, it forces politics to redefine itself.
In a very important passage, Wang Huning describes three shifts:
a)      from direct management to indirect management,
b)      from production management to social management,
c)       From a political system acting as a comprehensive "insurance company" to a more limited system of oversight, coordination, and guarantees.
He wrote that in a market economy, the government should not rigidly control the factors of production; these factors should be distributed by the market in an orderly manner to optimize efficiency, avoid clandestine transactions and distortions. In that case, the primary function of the political system would be to manage order, ensuring the efficiency and fairness of transactions, rather than becoming a direct "manager of production."
This represents a major turning point in the understanding of power. Power is no longer measured solely by how much power an apparatus holds, but by its ability to organize a space in which society and the market coexist without disorder . Here emerges what you rightly call social power : the regulatory capacity arising from society itself, from organizations, communities, networks, and intermediary institutions, rather than purely from administrative orders.
America against America demonstrates this in another form: power in modern society is not solely concentrated in the government, but is also dispersed among interest groups, large organizations, social institutions, corporations, and mechanisms of competition, negotiation, and compromise. If this shift is not recognized, the state will either try to retain all its old power, becoming excessive, or retreat unprincipledly, causing social and market power to develop in a distorted direction.
Therefore, the problem is not about "returning power to the market" or "keeping power for the state," but rather restructuring the entire system of power distribution in which administration, society, and the market all have their proper places.
5. Intangible resources in a modern nation
What determines the strength of a modern nation is not just its tangible resources. Money can be measured. Factories can be counted. Goods can be quantified. But there is a class of resources far more difficult to measure, though their effectiveness is sometimes more decisive: trust, legitimacy, institutional discipline, quality of personnel, capacity for cooperation, public spirit, national prestige, and even the ability of society to accept short-term sacrifices for long-term goals.
Wang Huning clearly saw the role of this resource base. In * Political Life *, he repeatedly mentioned political psychology, cultural modernization, and the transformation of the socio-psychological structure of society, viewing them as conditions of long-term significance to the fate of a nation. He also considered building a team, training talent, and developing academic capacity as a "long-term asset" rather than the short-term product of reports or specific tasks.
This shows that intangible resources are not a secondary element; they are the foundation. A nation lacking trust will compensate with control. A nation lacking legitimacy will compensate with coercion. A nation lacking talent will compensate with superficial imitation. A nation lacking public spirit will compensate with a more cumbersome bureaucracy. But these compensations only last for a certain period. Nothing can replace the inherent quality of intangible resources.
In modern research, Putnam's concept of "social capital" and discussions of trust in political economy all point in the same direction: trust and the capacity for cooperation are the true assets of development. An economy can grow rapidly, but if trust dries up, institutions are seen as cronyism, and education no longer produces a spirit of public service, then all that growth will stand on a very fragile foundation.
Conclude
Political resources are the hidden part of development. They are not as noisy as growth figures, not as dazzling as large-scale projects, and not as easily measurable as investment capital. But they determine a more difficult question: can that nation transform growth into order, strength, and a future ?
Wang Huning stated very directly that the political system must manage balance, grasp the laws of political supply and demand, build new institutional structures, and cultivate new political resources. From this, a broader conclusion can be drawn: development requires not only capital, technology, and markets; it also requires institutions, organizations, personnel, legitimacy, trust, laws, public spirit, and the ability to coordinate between the state and society.
A strong nation is not one that possesses significantly more resources than others. It is one that knows how to organize its resources better, more effectively, and more sustainably than others.
Political resources : the sum total of institutions, organizations, personnel, legitimacy, trust, and the ability to mobilize them to serve national goals.
Political impetus : the energy generated by reform, organization, and legitimacy for development.
Social power : the capacity for regulation that arises from society itself, not purely from administrative orders.
Chapter 8. Political Psychology
There were times when people thought politics was determined by platforms, institutions, slogans, and growth figures. But that's only the tip of the iceberg. Beneath the law lies habit; beneath institutions lies belief; beneath behavior lies psychology; beneath stability lies the mental state of society. A nation may have a constitution, a government, an apparatus, and a market, but if its social psychology is divided, confused, or apathetic, then the entire political structure will sooner or later be shaken from within.
Therefore, when asking what politics is, one cannot simply look at the pinnacle of power; one must look at the foundation of social life. That foundation is political psychology . Wang Huning considers this "a new perspective" and emphasizes that in modern society, the influence of psychology and emotions on behavior and perception is increasingly evident; as material life improves, spiritual needs also increase, but at the same time "voids appear in the soul." From this, he arrives at a profound observation: modern society faces not only the problem of development, but also the problem of maintaining a sufficiently healthy psychological foundation for development without self-destruction .
While Vu Tai Luc often viewed history as human experience transformed into political laws, Vuong Ho Ninh saw political psychology as the spiritual climate within which those laws are accepted, resisted, or distorted. In other words: mechanisms can be designed on paper; but the fate of those mechanisms is determined by social psychology.
1. Psychology and behavior in modern society
An individual may be rational. But a society is never governed solely by reason. Society operates on expectations, fears, dissatisfaction, habits, beliefs, complexes, the desire for recognition, and countless collective reactions that are not easily measured by the language of pure law or economics. Modern politics, at its deepest level, is the art of working with these invisible forces.
Gustave Le Bon, despite his limitations, emphasized that when in a crowd, people behave differently than when standing alone; emotions, images, and suggestions often prevail over reason. Freud, going further, argued that collective psychology is formed by mechanisms of identification and transference, in which the individual does not completely lose their ego but places it under the pull of a common symbol. These suggestions, though from a different era, remain valid: political behavior cannot be explained solely by material interests or official orders.
Wang Huning approached the issue in a more modern and sober way. He stated frankly: psychological perception is not immutable; it changes, and when it changes, it has a powerful impact on behavior. This statement is important because it shatters a misconception held by many reformers: the idea that simply changing policies will automatically adjust social behavior. In reality, policies influence psychology; and psychology does not change with resolutions at the same speed as the words on a document.
This explains why the same policy can generate trust in some places and doubt in others; it can spark creativity in some and only increase a wait-and-see attitude or avoidance in others. Therefore, the political behavior of society cannot be understood without comprehending the psychological climate of the times.
2. As material possessions increase, so does the spiritual void.
One of Wang Huning's most insightful observations was that as material living standards rise, people's spiritual needs increase, but at the same time, voids appear in their souls. This is not a moralistic lament. It is a political discovery.
It's commonly believed that poverty is the root of instability. That's true, but not entirely accurate. There are poor societies that maintain spiritual order. Conversely, there are rapidly affluent societies where collective psychology becomes fragmented, insecure, easily agitated, and prone to depression. This is because material development doesn't automatically generate spiritual meaning. As the pace of life accelerates, family structures change, old communities weaken, competition expands, and individualization increases, people are freed from many old constraints but are simultaneously presented with many new voids.
Durkheim called part of that state anomie —a state of weakened norms where desires are no longer regulated by a sufficiently strong moral order. Wang Huning, from a different perspective, describes a similar phenomenon in modern society: increasing spiritual needs that do not keep pace with the spiritual foundation.
This is of great significance. A society might think that economic development is the ultimate answer, but at a certain point, that very development gives rise to needs that economics alone cannot solve: the need for orientation, the need for belonging, the need for meaning, the need to believe that shared life still has some moral axis. Without answers at this level, growth easily leads to loneliness, consumption to emptiness, and freedom to disorientation.
Therefore, spiritual emptiness is not merely a matter of the soul; it is a political issue. A nation can manage material resources well yet fail to preserve the psychological foundation of its community.
3. Emotions, perceptions, and political choices
It's often said that politics is the realm of self-interest. That's true, but self-interest never enters social behavior in its purest form. It always passes through emotions and perceptions. A policy might be technically sound, but if it touches on social complexes, historical memories, fears of being left behind, or feelings of injustice, the way it's received will be far different from what its drafter intended.
This is where political psychology touches history. People don't accept the state and reform solely through present logic. They accept it through accumulated memories: memories of justice or injustice, of times of being mobilized, abandoned, rescued, promoted, or marginalized. Therefore, political choice is rarely purely a preconceived notion. It is often a reaction to a long-established psychological atmosphere.
In *America Against America* , Wang Huning pays particular attention to the decline of traditional values, extreme individualism, and the crisis of family and public spirit, viewing them as undercurrents of crisis. This shows that he sees political choices not only as the result of ideological debate, but also as a product of long-term changes in social psychology.
Walter Lippmann once warned that the modern public often approaches the political world not through direct reality, but through “images in their heads”—that is, psychological simplifications, symbols, impressions, and cognitive patterns. When media, advertising, political myths, and collective emotions converge, political choices are easily skewed toward stronger symbols than accurate analysis.
Therefore, a mature political system not only builds policies; it must also build the capacity of society to see issues correctly , that is, to raise the level of political awareness of the public. Otherwise, emotions will always outpace reason, and the system will be constantly chasing after psychological firefighting.
4. The decline of trust and the fragility of order.
A society can tolerate disagreement. It can also tolerate hardship. But it is difficult to endure for long if public trust has declined to the point where every decision is seen as biased, every institution as merely a formality, and every political commitment is met with instinctive skepticism.
Trust is not a soft, sentimental thing. It is a component of order. The World Values Survey and other comprehensive studies on trust show that levels of social trust are strongly linked to cooperation, institutional effectiveness, governance quality, and social capital in general. When trust declines, monitoring costs increase, transaction costs rise, conflict increases, and the state is forced to use more commands to achieve fewer results.
Wang Huning touched upon this when he stated that modern society is increasingly losing faith in “absolute scientific rationalism,” and is beginning to raise fundamental questions about humanity, morality, and the foundations of shared life. This is not merely a philosophical wavering. It reflects a state in which society is no longer certain that old formulas are sufficient to guarantee meaning and stability. Order then becomes more fragile, not because the law disappears, but because the psychological foundation supporting the law has eroded.
A strong political order is not necessarily one where everyone agrees with each other. It is one in which, despite disagreements, people still believe there is a common framework worth living with. When belief in that common framework weakens, conflict ceases to be differences within the order, but becomes doubt about the order itself.
That is why declining trust is not a matter of personal morality, but an early sign of a political crisis.
5. Mass psychology as the foundation of stability
The state can use laws to maintain order. But laws are only truly effective when the majority of society has prepared itself with a sufficiently stable mindset to accept them. Without that foundation, laws will become either too rigid or too weak; policies will either face silent resistance or be misinterpreted; and reforms will either be delayed or swept away too quickly.
This is why we must view public sentiment as the foundation of stability . “Stability” is not simply the absence of violence. Stability is also a state in which major changes do not cause social panic, where competition does not spontaneously turn into hatred, where discontent has an institutional outlet, and where future expectations are not replaced by a short-sighted opportunism.
Wang Huning paid particular attention to cultural modernization as a condition for administrative modernization. He argued that only through cultural modernization could administrative modernization be promoted and ultimately lead to administrative modernization. This statement, when read alongside his discussions on political psychology, leads to a very clear conclusion: modern stability cannot rely solely on the system; it must depend on a society possessing a sufficiently mature mindset to navigate change.
Here, Vu Tai Luc and Vuong Ho Ninh meet at a profound point. Vu Tai Luc views history as experience transformed into political laws. Vuong Ho Ninh views society as the psychological environment in which those laws either flourish or are distorted. One offers a long-term perspective; the other a structural one. Combining them, we see more clearly: true stability is not forced silence, but a balance between the state, society, culture, and public psychology.
A society that is strong only in its mechanisms but weak in its psychology will reveal previously unseen cracks when a crisis occurs. A society that takes care of its psychological foundation will be able to self-correct and not self-destruct, even during upheavals.
Conclude
Political psychology is an invisible but decisive part of political life. It doesn't replace institutions, but it determines how institutions are perceived. It doesn't replace policies, but it determines how policies are interpreted. It doesn't replace laws, but it determines whether laws become social habits.
A modern nation aiming for sustainable development cannot simply invest in infrastructure, technology, and administrative governance. It must also invest in the more difficult-to-measure aspects: the psychological foundation of society, the mental health of the community, faith in the common order, and the cultural capacity to ensure that people are not left behind amidst rapid material development.
Here, political psychology is no longer a supplement to politics. It is where politics returns to the most classic question in history: can humanity still coexist within a common order ?
Political psychology : the totality of emotional tendencies, beliefs, fears, expectations, and mental habits that influence political behavior.
Spiritual void : a state in which material life develops but people lack direction in terms of values and meaning in life.
Mental crisis : a social situation where there is no longer a sufficiently strong shared psychological foundation and values for self-regulation.
Chapter 9. Modernizing Culture
Some countries mistakenly believe that modernization is solely about machinery, capital, technology, and administrative systems. They think that simply expanding roads, building more factories, achieving higher growth rates, and establishing more sophisticated administrative structures will automatically lead to modernization. This perception isn't entirely wrong, but it's superficial. Modernization, if limited to economics and technology, can very likely create a society equipped with new technology but with an outdated spirit; a reformed system but with backward ways of living; and increased production capacity without the adaptability of individuals and communities. In that case, what is called modernization only touches the "hardware" of the nation, leaving its "software" largely untouched.
Wang Huning clearly saw this point. He wrote a short sentence that could be considered key to an entire theory of development: "In a modern country, the most important thing is to modernize culture. Only by modernizing culture can we promote the modernization of management, and from there, the modernization of governance." That sentence is worth pausing for a long time. Because it reverses a very common way of thinking : instead of viewing culture as a secondary element following development, he places culture as a prerequisite for modern management and governance .
If understood in this way, culture is no longer a mere spiritual ornament separate from politics. Culture is the invisible framework that dictates whether people will comply with or resist rules, cooperate or be suspicious, view power as a responsibility or a privilege, understand freedom as creativity or arbitrariness, and accept the new as an opportunity or a threat. It is at this point that culture enters the heart of political science.
1. Why is cultural modernization more important than we think?
A society can adopt technology very quickly. A government can replicate institutions quite rapidly. An economy can borrow capital and expand production quite quickly. But no society can innovate sustainably if its patterns of thinking, behavior, and values do not change accordingly. The cultural lag in adapting to material change is often where the most lasting distortions arise.
Max Weber, in his studies on the religion and spirit of capitalism, showed that major transformations in the modern economy are inseparable from the deep cultural orientations of human beings. It is no coincidence that the same economic techniques, in one place, create discipline and accumulation, while in another, they lead to extravagant consumption or short-term speculation. Samuel Huntington, from a different perspective, also emphasized that political development cannot be measured solely by mobilization and growth, but must consider the degree of institutionalization and cultural compatibility of the new order. These insights, placed alongside those of Wang Huning, reveal one thing: what determines the sustainability of modernization is not just the innovation of tools, but the innovation of the culture that operates those tools.
In *Political Life *, immediately after discussing political psychology and the "spiritual void" created by modern society, Wang Huning shifts to cultural modernization. This sequence is not accidental. It shows that he understands that as material life develops, the issue will not only be about producing more, but also about whether individuals and society have the spiritual capacity to live in a more complex order.
This has implications that extend beyond China. Every developing country faces the same dilemma: if the economy advances too far while civic culture, the rule of law, a sense of responsibility, and a spirit of cooperation fail to keep pace, then growth will produce a society prone to division, disorientation, and a crisis of confidence. Therefore, cultural modernization is more important than we realize, because it determines the extent to which society absorbs modernization in general .
2. Culture is the foundation of modern management.
A government can learn from another country's management model. An agency can copy processes, software, forms, evaluation mechanisms, and performance indicators. But modern management doesn't stand on paper. It stands on cultural habits.
Without people's habits of punctuality, long-term planning, adherence to rules, respect for evidence, separation of public and private matters, and accountability for their decisions, all modern management techniques are merely superficial. They may create an organized exterior, but internally they remain arbitrary, avoid responsibility, and operate based on relationships rather than rules.
Wang Huning understood this in a very practical way. He didn't discuss cultural modernization as a purely literary or philosophical category. He placed it immediately after the issues of civil society and state governance, meaning he viewed culture in direct relation to management and governance. Elsewhere, he noted that building an advanced unit requires not only hardware but also software—that is, knowledge, creative ideas, excellent instructors, and a modern vision; the modernization of the nation must be composed of the modernization of each component unit. At the same time, he criticized the social habit of "waiting for the government to handle everything whenever necessary," considering it a cultural obstacle to social autonomy and modern governance.
This is where we see that the cultural foundation of modern management comprises at least four layers:
	habit of following rules, 

	self-organization ability, 

	a sense of responsibility towards the common good, 

	The ability to accept that effectiveness cannot be built on arbitrariness. 



Without these layers, the modernization of management will be dragged back to the level of "management by slogans" or "management by temporary orders".
3. Management cannot transcend culture.
Management is a matter for the system; governance is a matter for the entire social system. Therefore, governance cannot stray too far from the culture that supports it.
A society can design very beautiful institutions on paper. But if its culture is not strong enough to accept the fundamental norms of those institutions, the result is often not successful modernization, but a state of incompleteness: the law is written one way, but the way of life is another; power speaks clear language, but society still reads reality with suspicion; institutions are built as modern, but operate according to old logic.
In *America Against America* , Wang Huning repeatedly points out that the development or change of a society cannot be separated from its political governance style. However, he also shows that American social governance does not rely solely on law, but on a whole "culture of regulation," formal and informal rules, community, education, media, and soft governance. This means that effective governance only emerges when it is compatible with the actual culture of society.
Wang Huning also made a very insightful observation: no political-administrative system is capable of directly bearing the entire burden of modern society; if forced to take on the entire burden, the inevitable result would be "a long stick that is difficult to control." This statement, in essence, is also a point about governance culture. A modern society can only be well-governed when the state, law, community, businesses, schools, public opinion, and social institutions all participate in regulating behavior. If culture has not created the foundation for such participation, governance will always be forced back to an overly centralized form.
To put it more simply: governance cannot transcend culture, because governance is merely the conscious form of what culture has unconsciously prepared beforehand .
4. Tradition, Identity, and Adaptation
Modernizing culture does not mean destroying tradition. But neither can it be equated with deifying tradition as an immutable entity. The issue is not about preserving or abandoning in a dualistic way, but about adaptation .
Tradition is the living memory of a society. It preserves patterns that have proven their vitality over generations. Therefore, tradition is not an absolute obstacle to modernization; in many cases, it is the spiritual infrastructure of stability. Wang Huning clearly saw this when he wrote that many positive elements of a society only truly come into play when they become "a cultural gene," a tradition; if they do not become a tradition, they cannot take root. He also made the insightful observation that Americans talk about innovation not in opposition to tradition; their tradition is innovation that has been accumulated into a habit.
But tradition is only valuable when it remains adaptable. If tradition becomes a reason to reject all change, then it transforms from a resource into a burden. Therefore, cultural adaptability is a capacity of immense historical significance: the ability to embrace the new without being absorbed by it.
In *America Against America* , Wang Huning also warned that rapid modernization could erode the foundations of moral culture; using the case of the United States, he argued that individualism and consumer culture had loosened many family, religious, and community values, thereby creating a spiritual crisis. He drew the lesson that a nation, when integrating into the global community, must maintain its identity and traditional values, otherwise it will face a crisis of direction.
Here, cultural adaptation is not about diluting identity to make it easier to import the new; on the contrary, it is about making identity flexible enough to thrive in new conditions. A mature nation is not one that remains unchanged, but one that changes while still defining itself .
5. A nation is only truly modern when its culture is modern.
This conclusion may be debatable, but it is the point to be reached if following the logic of this chapter: a nation is only truly modern when its culture is modern. This does not mean that the nation abandons its roots or completely imitates the model of another place. It means that the society has formed patterns of thinking, behavior, values, and norms that are appropriate for a complex, dynamic, law-governed, and self-regulating life.
From Wang Huning's perspective, this includes at least the following elements:
a)      Society accepts that common rules must be respected;
b)      The state is no longer the sole force bearing the entire burden of society;
c)       People become less dependent on administrative patronage and more autonomous;
d)      Education is not just about imparting skills, but also about passing on values.
e)      Tradition is not idolized, but neither is it cut off from the present.
That is why he paid particular attention to education, to public spirit, to the "talent factory," to soft governance, to the unification of values, and to the risk of spiritual crisis in modern society. In this view, culture is no longer a separate topic; it is a fundamental condition for the entire socio-political system to function without unlimited coercion.
A nation can become wealthy without being fully modern. It is only truly modern when its people know how to live by the law, with responsibility, with autonomy, with cooperation, with a sense of community, and with an identity strong enough not to be swept away by the market or the media. Cultural modernization, ultimately, is the modernization of how people live together in a shared order .
Conclude
Cultural modernization is not a secondary part of modernization. It is the decisive element that determines the depth and sustainability of modernization. Without it, modern management is merely a patchwork technique; modern governance is just a borrowed model; modern growth is just prosperity without a central axis.
Wang Huning was absolutely right to prioritize cultural modernization over administrative and governance modernization. Because every institution, every policy, every development initiative ultimately passes through people; and people can only truly adapt to a new order when their culture has prepared them to live within that order.
A strong nation is not just one with advanced technology. It is one with a culture modern enough not to turn technology into a tool of chaos, selfishness, or spiritual emptiness.
Cultural modernization : the process of changing patterns of thinking, behavior, values, and norms to fit a modern society without destroying one's own identity.
Management culture : the part of the culture related to habits of compliance, cooperation, community spirit, and acceptance of rules.
Cultural adaptability : the ability of a nation to absorb new things without losing its capacity to define itself.
Chapter 10. Civil Society and Governance
In classical political thought, the state is often seen as the center, while society is seen as the governed. This perspective was valid for a certain period, but it is no longer sufficient to explain modern society. Modern society is not merely an object to be governed; it is a self-organizing, self-reactive, self-regulating, and often self-correcting network. If the state is the most concentrated part of power, then civil society is the most dispersed part of the regulatory capacity. Modern politics, therefore, cannot be understood simply as a matter of whether the state is strong or weak, but as a question: how do the state and society work together to create a nation that is both orderly and vibrant ?
Wang Huning clearly touches on this point. In *Political Life *, he records his lectures on civil society and state governance, discussing Weber's ethics, management theory, and modern governance, concluding that cultural modernization is a prerequisite for the modernization of management and governance. This shows that he does not view civil society as a trendy concept borrowed from the West, but as an essential part of the governance problem in modern society. And in * America Against America* , when he examines everything from laws, communities, localities, interest groups, associations, and media to non-political institutions, he is actually building a consistent conclusion: no modern nation can be well-governed relying solely on the government.
1. Civil society as a buffer zone of the nation.
Every modern nation has a very important, though not always properly named, area: the zone between the individual and the state. This zone includes associations, local communities, professional organizations, societies, churches, the press, schools, volunteer networks, trade unions, interest groups, social movements, and countless other forms of voluntary association. That zone is civil society .
This concept has a rather long history of semantic shifts. However, in essence, civil society can be understood as the space between individuals and the state, where social actors form connections, norms, and capacities for action without being completely identified with public power . It acts as a "buffer zone" because it prevents society from falling into two extremes: either disintegrating into isolated individuals or being completely absorbed into the state apparatus.
Tocqueville recognized this in 19th-century America: voluntary associations, local communities, and the habit of participating in common work created an environment in which freedom did not immediately turn into chaos, and equality did not necessarily lead directly to absolute centralization. In modern terms, it could be said that these buffer zones softened the weight of state power and simultaneously thickened the foundation of society.
America against America provides us with plenty of material for this. Wang Huning shows that in America, from driving schools, school boards, libraries, hospitals, religious organizations to non-profit organizations, all contribute to addressing social needs without deep state intervention in every detail. He calls this "non-governmental governance" and emphasizes that many social needs are met precisely because of the functioning of a strong civil society. This is a very noteworthy observation: civil society does not weaken the nation; on the contrary, it makes the nation less likely to use coercion to maintain order.
A nation without a sufficiently strong social buffer zone often falls into a vicious cycle: a weak society means the state has to bear more burdens; the state bears more burdens, making society even weaker; ultimately, all demands, big and small, converge at the center, causing the bureaucracy to swell while its efficiency decreases. It is here that civil society becomes significant as a condition of national capacity, not merely as a slogan of freedom.
2. Social autonomy and the limits of public power
Civil society is only meaningful if it possesses a certain degree of social autonomy . Without autonomy, social organizations are merely extensions of the bureaucracy. However, autonomy cannot be understood as unlimited spontaneity. The most challenging aspect of modern politics is ensuring that society has sufficient space for self-organization without compromising the nation's overall coordination capabilities.
Wang Huning saw this issue as very practical. In *Political Life *, he noted that when the old system gives way to a new one, the relationships between the government and society, the government and businesses, the government and the market, and even between people and the market, must all be rearranged. Elsewhere, he criticized the social habit of "waiting for the government to handle everything," viewing it as a manifestation of a dependent culture incompatible with the modern order. This means that social autonomy is not a gift from the state, but a structural requirement of modernization.
But that doesn't mean public power should retreat unconditionally. The more complex a society is, the more it needs laws and the more it needs national-level coordination. The issue is simply: public power must know where to stop. America against America clearly shows that even in a society with a strong market and dense civil society, the state still plays a guiding role, the law still holds the supreme framework, and the central government still maintains overall unity. However, the state doesn't transform itself into the direct handler of everything. It leaves room for social institutions to do what society can do better.
Therefore, the limits of public power should not be understood as a mechanical reduction, but as a defining principle:
a)      Which tasks should be undertaken by the state because they involve public interest, law, security, and macro-level coordination?
b)      Which issues should be left to society to regulate itself because they involve community education, voluntary association, ethics, cooperative habits, and bottom-up initiatives?
A modern state is not one that replaces society. It is one that knows how to create conditions for society to be strong enough without threatening the general order.
3. Academia, the West, and New Analytical Frameworks
A noteworthy aspect of Wang Huning's work is that he did not approach the West with either of two simplistic attitudes: idolization or denial. He used the West as a framework for analysis , that is, learning concepts to understand reality, rather than simply copying the reality of others into his own country.
In *Political Life* , he notes that recently, the issue of civil society in China has become a widely discussed topic; numerous articles and research papers have appeared; and this reflects a new thinking trend: viewing the development of Chinese society from certain Western theoretical perspectives, while also being the academic response to the socio-political changes following the reforms. He says these discussions are not purely academic, but also heavily political in nature.
This point is crucial. Civil society, governance, modern administration, the legitimacy of power, social autonomy, political culture—all are concepts that cannot be formed solely by feeling. They require a sufficiently deep academic foundation to define the issues before discussing solutions.
Weber is a prime example of the type of analytical framework that Wang Huning is interested in. His mention of Weber's ethics while lecturing on civil society and state governance is no coincidence. Weber not only helps us understand the modern state as a legitimate power structure, but also helps us understand the shift from individual authority to the legal-administrative apparatus, from moral sentiment to moral responsibility. A nation that wants to enter modern governance without addressing questions like Weber's easily falls into the trap of merely changing technology without understanding the essence of modern power.
But what's even more remarkable about Wang Huning is that he didn't stop at theory. He always brought the theory back to the question: does that concept help us understand our society correctly? Because of this, he was able to absorb Western analytical frameworks without losing his own strategic perspective. This made his thinking far more practical than simply borrowing terminology.
4. From management to administration
One of the most important distinctions in modern political science is the distinction between management and administration .
Management emphasizes operation, command, administrative techniques, vertical order, and bureaucracy. It is suitable in simpler structures where the state or organization can directly control most of the system's activities. But modern society is no longer such a simple system. The more modern a society becomes, the more actors, interests, networks, layers of formal and informal laws , and non-state interactions it has. In such a society, relying solely on management is insufficient. It must shift to governance , that is, coordinating multiple actors, layers of power, and regulatory mechanisms, based on laws, norms, and consensus.
Wang Huning stated this very directly in * Political Life *: he distinguished between management and administration, and viewed the modernization of administration as a higher stage of management modernization. In another passage, he clearly described the transformation process of the political system:
a)      from direct management to indirect management,
b)      from production management to social management,
c)       From the state acting as the "general manager" of all production units to the state acting as the manager of socio-economic order.
This is a huge turning point. It states that modern politics is no longer about how much specific power the state holds, but rather whether the state possesses the structural intelligence to organize the relationships between social forces .
America against America provides further material for this shift. Wang Huning shows that American society does not operate solely by written laws or government agencies. It also operates through community, public opinion, businesses, schools, professional organizations, churches, the media, local governments, interest groups, and countless other informal rules. He calls this “soft governance”—governing through persuasion, social consensus, ethics, and voluntary participation, rather than just through administrative orders.
Therefore, the shift from management to governance is not simply a change in terminology. It's a change in perspective on power:
a)      Power is not just at the center;
b)      Order is not achieved solely through coercion;
c)       Efficiency is not solely due to the technology or the system itself;
d)      And national capacity is not only the strength of the state, but also the ability to coordinate between the state and society.
5. Politics and society move together.
The biggest mistake of many old models of thinking is that when the state changes, society will automatically follow, or conversely, when society changes , the state simply reacts. Both of these views are too mechanistic. The reality is: politics and society move together , influencing each other, either pulling each other forward or holding each other back.
In *Political Life *, Wang Huning clearly states that significant social changes often occur during periods of institutional reform. This means that society does not stand still waiting for political influence, and politics cannot change itself unless society is shaken at some level. Each institutional reform is simultaneously a change in how society understands itself; each socio-psychological shift in society reflects back into the governance structure.
The same is evident in *America Against America* . Wang Huning describes American society as an interwoven network of political parties, interest groups, social movements, government at all levels, media, education, and non-political institutions. He shows that civil society not only exists alongside the state, but forces the state to listen, adjust, and correct its mistakes. The civil rights movement, the environmental movement, women's rights, the anti-war movement—all are proof that society can respond and reshape politics.
But on the other hand, he also pointed out that if the state lacks the capacity to coordinate these social forces, then diversity itself can turn into division, vested interests, and difficulty in reaching consensus. In other words, politics and society moving together is not always a good thing. It only becomes a force when there is:
a)      a sufficiently strong legal system,
b)      a sufficiently mature civil society,
c)       a competent state,
d)      and a political culture deep enough that differences do not destroy the common good.
It is here that governance thinking reveals its value. It doesn't simply ask "who is in power," but rather: how are the different forces of the nation coordinated to maintain order, vitality, and prevent disintegration ?
Conclude
Civil society is not an appendix to the modern state. It is the middle ground that prevents the nation from being caught between two extremes: excessive centralization and disorganized fragmentation. Social autonomy is not the enemy of public power; it is a condition for public power not to bear the burden of the entire society. Academia and new analytical frameworks are not a game of terminology; they are tools for a nation to correctly understand its own problems. And the shift from management to governance is not a fancy name change; it is a step from command logic to structural coordination logic.
To summarize in one sentence, it would be : modern society cannot be well governed by a strong state alone; it needs a society strong enough to work alongside the state to create order.
Management : emphasizes operation, command, and administrative techniques.
Governance : emphasizes the coordination of multiple actors, from the state to society, based on laws, norms, and consensus.
Governance thinking : viewing politics as a process of coordinated structure, rather than simply the unilateral exercise of power.
PART IV — LAW, INSTITUTIONS AND SOCIAL REGULATION
Chapter 11. Law as the Structure of Order
If the state is the centralized form of power, then law is the stabilizing form of that power. Without law, power is merely will in action; with law, power begins to be bound by the very principles it governs in the name of. Therefore, speaking of law in political life is not just speaking of regulations as an administrative tool. It must be spoken of as the structure of order : the one that transforms commands into frameworks, conflicts into solvable disputes, power into limited authority, and society from a purely emotional state to a form of coexistence governed by rules.
At this point, Wang Huning possesses a keen intuition. In *America Against America* , he describes the United States as a “society of rules ,” where almost all human activity is confined within a framework of laws or established rules; but he also emphasizes that the strength of this order comes not only from written law, but from a multi-layered network of rules, both formal and informal, rigorous yet flexible. This perspective leads us beyond a narrow understanding of law. Law is not merely a tool of punishment. Law is the invisible architecture that makes a society aware of its limits.
Britannica succinctly summarizes this spirit by defining the rule of law as the principle that lawmaking, law enforcement, and the very relationships between legal rules are governed by law, to the extent that no one, not even the highest-ranking official, is above the law . This is the starting point for every rule of law state.
1. Constitution, laws and political foundations
A society may have many laws. But not every society has a sufficiently solid political foundation for those laws to become order. That foundation lies first and foremost in the constitution.
A constitution is not merely a document that divides power. In modern society, the constitution is also where the political community declares the limits it accepts to impose on itself. It stipulates who has the right to do what, how those rights are limited, and by what rules disputes will be resolved. In that sense, the constitution is the deepest layer of political law.
Wang Huning saw this very clearly when he wrote that in America, the Constitution is not just a legal document but also a cultural symbol , a "common spiritual compass"; Americans almost view adherence to the Constitution as a sacred belief, and when disputes arise, the only thing people can rely on and trust is the Constitution. It is noteworthy that here, the constitution is no longer a dead document. It becomes the core of the spiritual order.
AV Dicey is renowned for making the principle of the rule of law a core element of modern constitutional thought, particularly emphasizing that state power must be exercised within the framework of law, not arbitrary will. Reading along with Wang Huning, a crucial point of convergence emerges: a constitution is only truly powerful when it serves as both the supreme law and the spiritual foundation of political life.
Without that foundation, the law easily becomes a collection of scattered commands. With that foundation, even in a pluralistic and conflict-ridden society, there remains a final point of convergence to prevent disputes from escalating to the complete denial of order.
2. A society of rules
One of Wang Huning's most striking observations about the United States is the concept of a "society of rules ." He found that from business, taxation, education, and transportation to everyday behavior, everything is governed by intricate layers of rules; the level of detail in these regulations is astonishing to outsiders, but it is precisely this system that creates a form of order that is both tightly controlled and predictable.
Here, the political significance of "regulation" needs to be clearly understood. Regulation is not a morbid manifestation of bureaucracy. In modern society, regulation is a way for power to restrain itself formally. It reduces room for arbitrariness, transforms what was once dependent on individual will into verifiable procedures, and allows citizens to know in advance what kind of order they are living in.
But a “society of rules” is not simply a society with many laws. It is a society in which:
a)      Public power is bound by rules.
b)      Social behavior is standardized by laws and norms.
c)       And the coordination between millions of entities is achieved through foresight rather than spontaneity.
From Weber's perspective, this is also where legitimate—rational—power and the modern administrative apparatus separate themselves from arbitrary, individualistic rule. Britannica emphasizes that Weber's modern bureaucratic model is closely tied to legal-rational authority , that is, legitimate authority based on rules. In short, a society of rules is a society in which people don't have to guess every day what power wants; they can look to laws, procedures, and rules to know how the order operates.
Of course, the downsides are also real. Wang Huning doesn't hide that: he speaks of the dangers of bureaucracy, perpetual legal conflicts, and the paradox that "the freest Americans are also the least free" because they have to abide by too many laws. But he still values that structure because it creates the stability and predictability that a complex society cannot do without.
3. Written law and informal rules
A common mistake in legal thinking is equating social order with written law. But a nation can never be governed solely by written law. Besides written laws, there is a whole layer of informal rules: customs, prestige, beliefs, public opinion, morality, rituals, community habits, professional rules, and unwritten norms.
Wang Huning emphasized this point very clearly. He argued that the vitality of the American system lies in the fact that not everything is imposed by the government , but rather social organizations, markets, and communities participate in setting rules, forming a multi-layered network of governance. He cited examples: in addition to written laws, there are customary conventions, religious beliefs, and social ethics; people are accustomed to following the rules of associations, churches, and clubs; competition and social mobility also create the necessary norms for behavior.
This point is extremely important. The more modern a society becomes, the less it can be maintained by a single, massive set of laws. Written laws only address the visible aspects. The deeper part of order lies in the constraints people were accustomed to living under before the state came into existence.
Douglass North calls these elements informal constraints —unofficial constraints such as norms, customs, and conventions that are just as important as written law in shaping behavior and reducing uncertainty. If written law deviates too far from the structure of informal rules, it will be circumvented, ignored, or reduced to mere formality. If written law is rooted in sound informal rules, order will be both more enduring and require less enforcement.
Therefore, a mature rule of law is not one that merely produces more laws, but one that connects written law with the ethics and social customs that support it.
4. Upholding the rule of law as a cultural value.
"The rule of law" is often understood as a constitutional principle or a governing slogan. But at a deeper level, it is a state of culture .
A society truly upholds the rule of law only when the majority of its citizens view compliance as normal, reasonable, and desirable—rather than merely a tactic to avoid punishment. Here, the law shifts from an external command to an internal moral and political habit.
Wang Huning vividly illustrates this in the case of the United States: Americans, despite their strong personalities and high regard for individual freedom, almost voluntarily adhere to common rules in daily life; he cites the observation that Americans respect the law as an unassailable order, and that this belief forms the foundation of freedom, not its enemy.
This point is worth considering. In many places, freedom is juxtaposed with law. But in a mature society governed by the rule of law, individual freedom only stands firm when placed within a stable legal framework. Without law, the freedom of the strong will quickly become an override of the weak. Therefore, the supremacy of law is not blind obedience; it is the understanding that law, if properly organized, is the condition for all individual freedoms to coexist within a common order.
Britannica also emphasizes this point, stating that the rule of law means that both lawmaking and law enforcement are governed by law , so that no one is above the law. In other words, the supremacy of law is not just about citizens obeying the law; first and foremost, it is about power obeying the law. When society sees that power is also bound by its own constraints, the law has a chance to become a culture rather than just a tool.
5. When the law is not just an order, but a belief.
This is the most profound point of this chapter. The truly powerful law is not when it threatens most effectively, but when it is most trusted . A society may have many laws, many sanctions, many enforcement agencies; but if the people do not believe that the law is fair and reliable, then the entire structure remains fragile.
Wang Huning wrote a very noteworthy sentence: In American society, when disputes arise, the only thing people can rely on and trust is the Constitution . Here, the law is no longer just a document. It is a kind of public belief. And once the law becomes a belief, it creates two very significant effects:
a)      It reduces the cost of coercion because society is more self-regulating;
b)      And it strengthens the resilience of the order, because conflict still has a place to return to instead of sliding into the denial of the entire system.
This also explains why Wang Huning repeatedly revisits the connection between law, values, education, and public spirit. In his writings on dynamic intelligence and spiritual crisis, he argues that a social system cannot be sustained solely by written laws; it must first be based on people sharing fundamental values and acting accordingly . This is a proposition that goes beyond pure legalism. It states that law only truly stands firm when it is backed by a strong system of values and a robust public spirit.
Therefore, when the law is merely an order, order relies heavily on coercion. When the law becomes a belief, order can rely more on self-awareness. The difference between these two states is the difference between a state that uses law to control and a rule-of-law state that lives by the law .
Conclude
Law is the structure of order because it limits power, allows for predictability in society, provides solutions to disputes, and sets boundaries for freedom. But law can only achieve this when it does not stand alone.
The constitution provides the ultimate foundation for law. Written law provides a verifiable formal order. Informal rules give law the ability to take root in daily life. A culture of the rule of law transforms compliance from fear into habit. And public belief transforms law from a command into a spiritual foundation of society.
Wang Huning describes the United States as “a society of rules,” and it is in that description that there is a lesson that transcends the case of America: a nation that wants long-term stability cannot have strong power alone; it must have laws strong enough to bind the government, and a culture mature enough to make the law trustworthy.
Rule of law : a state bound by law, which also uses law to regulate society.
A culture of rule of law : a state in which society views compliance with the law as normal and reasonable, rather than simply out of fear of punishment.
Informal rules — customs, reputation, ethics, collectives, and beliefs—also regulate behavior alongside written laws.
Chapter 12. Adjusting to a Multi-Layered Society
One of the clearest signs that a society has entered modernity is not the number of laws, the size of the bureaucracy, or the rate of growth, but the fact that its order is no longer maintained by a single center of power . Modern society does not operate according to a model where one power peak issues orders and the rest merely executes them. It operates through multiple layers of regulation simultaneously: the state, the market, the community, associations, the media, social norms, and soft mechanisms that sometimes even those within society are not fully aware of.
This is one of Wang Huning's most insightful observations from his study of the United States. He saw not just laws, government, or markets. He saw a multi-layered regulatory network in which the state remained central, but did not monopolize all the organizational capacity of society. Therefore, he arrived at a very noteworthy concept: soft governance —that is, governance through persuasion, consensus, ethics, public opinion, and voluntary participation, rather than solely through administrative orders. A closer reading reveals that this is not just an observation about America, but a broader theory about the nature of the modern order.
In classical political thought, power is often envisioned as a centralized entity. But from Tocqueville to contemporary theories of governance, it is increasingly clear that the order of large societies cannot be sustained long-term by a unicentric model alone. Tocqueville paid particular attention to the vitality of associations, localities, and self-organizing practices in * Democracy in America* , considering them one of the guarantees of democratic life. (Recent approaches to “polycentric governance” also emphasize that beyond the state, there are many other decision-making centers—local governments, businesses, civil society organizations, social movements—that contribute to the overall order.)
From this point on, multi-tiered social adjustment is no longer a secondary phenomenon. It is the normal structure of modern society.
1. The state is not the only regulatory force.
The state is the supreme decision-making center of a political community. But the state is not the only regulating force in social life. If a nation forces every action, every interaction, every regulation to pass through its apparatus, then either that apparatus will become excessively large and cumbersome, or society will shrink to the point of losing its capacity for self-organization. In both cases, the outward order may remain for a time, but the life-sustaining capacity of society will diminish.
Wang Huning observed this very clearly in the United States. He showed that many social tasks are not directly undertaken by the state, but are carried out through schools, communities, churches, local councils, non-profit organizations, semi-autonomous educational institutions, and public services. It is this network that reduces the burden of coercion on the state and allows order to be maintained through more layers of intermediaries.
This does not mean the state is rendered ineffective. On the contrary, it shows that a truly strong modern state is not one that does everything itself, but one that knows how to distribute and regulate functions . It retains the power that only it can hold—laws, legal enforcement, macro-level coordination, protection of public interests—but does not attempt to absorb all of life into itself.
This is also where modern governance thinking transcends classical governance logic. If we understand the state only as a command machine, we will always fall into the question of "is the state strong or weak?". But if we look at it from the perspective of multi-layered social regulation, the question must be: how does the state allocate its regulatory capacity to both maintain order and prevent society from losing its vitality ?
2. The market as a correction layer
The market is not just a distributor of goods. In modern society, the market is also a mechanism for regulating behavior . It rewards efficiency, punishes waste, encourages adaptation, and forces entities to learn to read signals from others instead of simply waiting for orders from above. In that sense, the market is one of the most important regulatory layers of modernization.
The anti-Americanism in America clearly illustrates this from the sections on "The Invisible Hand," "Monetary Governance," "Human Normization," and "Regulatory Culture," meaning that Wang Huning viewed the market not merely as an economic mechanism but as a unique socialized environment where behavior is shaped by price, contracts, credit, professional norms, and other non-administrative signals.
However, the market does not create complete order on its own. It may be very strong in regulating exchange, but weaker in protecting public goods, maintaining community cohesion, or dealing with the moral and ethical damage caused by competition itself. Wang Huning clearly illustrates these two aspects: on the one hand, American society is strongly regulated by money, competition, contracts, and efficiency incentives; on the other hand, that same society also faces high levels of commercialization, the erosion of many traditional values, and internal contradictions created by extreme individualism.
Therefore, the market is a regulatory layer, but not the ultimate regulatory layer. It has power, but that power only produces sustainable results when placed within a political and legal order and a culture strong enough to limit it.
3. Community, associations, and public opinion
Between the state and the market lies a much larger world: communities, associations, professional organizations, trade unions, non-profits, churches, schools, the press, charitable networks, and public opinion. This is the "intermediate" part of modern society, and also where many of the most sophisticated regulatory processes take place.
Tocqueville recognized early on that the strength of American democracy lay not only in the constitution or elections, but in the habit of association and participation in common affairs among its citizens. He viewed associations as schools of freedom and civic responsibility. Later studies on social capital also showed that networks, trust, cooperative norms, and civic engagement are true assets of a society. The OECD summarizes this quite clearly by considering social relationships, network support, civic engagement, trust, and cooperative norms as central components of social capital.
Wang Huning fully understood this depth. He argued that free press and television oversight creates public pressure that forces both the state and businesses to adjust their behavior even before legal intervention. He called this a form of “invisible social governance.” At the same time, he emphasized the role of non-political institutions such as family, religion, community, businesses, and the media in helping the United States govern a diverse society without relying solely on state coercion.
The key point here is that communities, associations, and public opinion not only reflect society; they produce society . They create soft limits on behavior, patterns of cooperation, “does” and “don’ts” that laws often lack the detail to cover. A society where these intermediaries are weak will force the state or the market to fill the void. Then, order will become impoverished: either too rigid or too cold.
4. Standardizing human resources
A profound aspect of Wang Huning's analysis is that he sees not only laws and institutions, but also the process of human standardization . This is where many people easily misunderstand. "Standardization" does not necessarily mean stripping individuals of their individuality. In modern society, standardization means creating minimum capabilities, expectations, and habits so that millions of people can cooperate without falling into chaos.
America vs. America dedicates an entire subsection to "Human Standardization," indicating that Wang Huning views this as a structural element rather than a peripheral detail. This standardization occurs through education, professional regulations, administrative procedures, credit, insurance, labor standards, traffic laws, and even daily habits. The more complex a society is, the more layers of standardization it requires: from professional skills to punctuality, from contractual awareness to public discipline.
At a deeper level, the standardization of human beings is a prerequisite for modern governance. Without it, all coordination must start from scratch, all organizations become overly dependent on individual will, and all commands become more costly than necessary. But standardization also has its limits. If society only standardizes without creativity, it will become a machine. If society only encourages difference without a minimum standard, it will fall into disarray.
Here, a multi-layered social adjustment offers a more balanced solution: standardization is not imposed solely by the state, but is simultaneously produced by schools, markets, associations, technology, media, and everyday living culture. As a result, society can maintain both order and dynamism.
5. From hard management to soft management
If one only looks at the state and laws, one might think that order comes from coercion. But as Wang Huning points out, the more enduring strength of modern society lies in soft governance . This is particularly important, and can be considered one of the most universally valuable contributions of his interpretation of America.
Hard governance relies on orders, sanctions, bureaucracy, public power, and legal coercion. It is necessary and indispensable, especially in matters related to security, rules of the game, taxation, justice, and public goods. However, hard governance only solves part of the problem. It maintains external boundaries but is insufficient to create all the internal conditions for social cooperation.
Soft governance is different. It operates through consensus, persuasion, honor, public opinion, social expectations, education, culture, self-governance, and internalized norms. Wang Huning clearly stated that the soft power of non-political institutions helps the United States govern a diverse society without relying entirely on state coercion; he called it “soft governance” and viewed it as a key to stability.
If read in conjunction with modern governance theories, this is a very strong intuition. Polycentric governance emphasizes that multiple decision-making centers interacting will often produce more flexible and adaptable solutions than an absolutely unicentric model. Research on trust and social capital shows that societies with high levels of trust, networking, and cooperative norms tend to coordinate more effectively even without increased coercion.
From this, it is clear that soft governance is not a sign of state weakness. It is evidence that society has developed sufficiently to share the burden of regulation with the state. The more a nation relies solely on hard governance, the thinner its soft power base becomes. Conversely, a nation that can effectively utilize soft governance is usually one that has accumulated relatively mature social capital, a culture of rule of law, public spirit, and intermediary institutions.
Conclude
Multi-layered social regulation is one of the defining characteristics of the modern order. The state remains the supreme decision-making center, but it is not the sole regulating force. The market creates a layer of regulation through price signals and competition. Communities, associations, and public opinion create soft constraints and the capacity for cooperation. Education, professional standards, media, and technology participate in the process of standardizing human behavior. And above all, modern governance only matures when it knows how to shift some of the burden from coercion to consensus, from command to self-awareness, and from rigid to flexible governance.
That is why Wang Huning's analysis of the United States remains relevant beyond the case of America: he forces us to see that a modern society is not held together by a single hand, but by a multi-layered network of coordination that coexists and complements each other.
Multilayered social regulation : a state in which order is maintained not only by the state, but also by the market, community, associations, media, and social norms.
Rigid management : management based on commands, sanctions, and bureaucracy.
Soft management : management based on persuasion, values, public opinion, self-awareness, and consensus .
Chapter 13. The Political Pyramid
A modern state does not exist as a flat block of power. It exists as a political pyramid : the apex is the central government, the middle layers are the intermediate levels, and the base is local life and the grassroots. This image not only suggests a hierarchy of power, but also reveals a deeper truth: the strength of a nation lies not solely in the top echelons of power, but in its ability to make all levels of the system work together, coordinate, and self-correct . Observing the United States, Wang Huning clearly recognized this: from the federal government, states, counties, cities, towns, to grassroots politics, the entire structure is not only hierarchical but also forms a coordination mechanism that allows power to be transmitted downwards, feedback to be given upwards, and order to be maintained not by a single command, but by a multi-layered, interconnected structure.
The insightful aspect of this perspective lies in the fact that he doesn't view the multi-tiered structure as merely an administrative diagram. It's seen as a form of institutionalized political culture . In this system, the central government cannot replace local governments; nor can local governments separate themselves from the central government. Each tier of power possesses a degree of relative independence, but none is qualified to exist as a world unto itself. It is precisely within this relationship of both stratification and coordination that national capacity is formed.
1. Central and local governments
In any stable political order, the relationship between the central and local governments is always a fundamental issue. If the central government monopolizes all power, the system may be formally unified but often stagnant in substance. If the local governments are too fragmented, society may be locally dynamic but easily falls into division and erodes national capacity. Therefore, the issue is not about choosing one side absolutely, but about creating a structure in which unity does not kill initiative, and decentralization does not destroy the whole .
Wang Huning describes the United States as a state with the federal government at its apex, fifty states below, and counties, cities, and towns further down. It is noteworthy that he emphasizes two aspects simultaneously: the system is not overly centralized due to the decentralization of power to states and localities, but it is also not fragmented because the constitution and economic unity bind the layers together. This is the crux of the political pyramid: the peak of power does not negate the broader foundation of power, but rather relies on it for its existence.
From a historical perspective, this is the result of a long process in which the modern state learned to abandon the illusion of controlling everything from a single center. With vast territories, complex societies, and diverse needs, politics cannot simply be a matter of issuing orders; it must be a process of absorbing differences, harmonizing interests, and creating space for local initiatives. Therefore, a strong central government does not mean the central government does everything. A strong central government is one that knows how to maintain what only it can maintain: the constitution, security, macro-level coordination, the supreme legal framework, and national direction. Local governments, on the other hand, must maintain what only they can do well: understanding the population, solving specific problems, and responding flexibly to the needs of daily life.
Here, the political pyramid is not a model of top-down repression, but rather a model of large-scale organizational capacity . A nation is only truly modern when the central government is not afraid to delegate authority appropriately, and when local authorities do not use the power granted to them to disrupt the overall system.
2. Decentralized and coordinated power
Power stratification in itself does not create national capacity. A system may look very well-structured on paper but be paralyzed in practice. What makes a political pyramid effective is the coordination between its layers .
According to Wang Huning's description, at the federal level, American politics operates through the principle of separation of powers and checks and balances. The President has the power to govern, Congress controls legislation and the budget, and the courts have the power to review constitutionality. Conflicts between the branches of power do exist, but rarely escalate into extreme crises because the Constitution has established mechanisms for resolution. He also noted that although the federal apparatus is large, it is "clearly hierarchical," with each agency holding relatively defined functions, allowing administrative levels to coordinate without overlapping.
But the brilliance doesn't stop at the central level. At the state level, power has another function: the state is both an autonomous unit and a bridge between the central government and the grassroots. Wang Huning emphasizes that many US public policies are tested at the state level before being implemented nationwide. In other words, the state is where the political system learns to experiment within limits , to avoid the entire nation paying the price for a hasty decision from the central government. This is a point of great dialectical significance: a strong system is not one that doesn't make mistakes, but one that is capable of isolating mistakes, learning from them, and transforming them into institutional experience.
Therefore, hierarchical power must be understood as a mechanism that creates multiple levels of learning . The central government learns from the states; the states learn from the localities; and the localities operate within the framework guaranteed by the central and state governments. In such a structure, coordination does not mean homogeneity. It means that the different levels accept being in the same order, but each level contributes a different kind of knowledge and a different kind of capability.
The more complex a society is, the more it needs this kind of coordination. Because the problems of modern life are always "multi-layered": education, security, infrastructure, budget, healthcare, environment, urban governance—no problem belongs entirely to one level. Without a coordination mechanism, power will either be fragmented or stagnant at the center. A successful political pyramid is one in which each layer knows its limits and relies on the others to perfect itself .
3. Grassroots politics
If the central government is the symbolic apex of the state, then grassroots politics is where the state becomes an everyday living experience. There, politics is no longer speeches, constitutions, or academic debates. It manifests itself in roads, schools, municipal budgets, local police, public sanitation, residential planning, and services for citizens. Therefore, the grassroots level is not the inferior part of politics; it is the closest to reality .
Wang Huning paid particular attention to the county, city, and town levels. He called them the true foundation of American modernization. According to him, the success of the United States does not primarily rely on famous megacities, but on thousands of relatively well-functioning grassroots units where local democracy is practiced, power is close to the people, and responsiveness to people's needs is high. Compact city councils, directly elected mayors, public meetings, transparent budgets—these details show that grassroots politics is not a side part of democracy, but its daily school.
This is a point worth reflecting on from a cultural and historical perspective. Many countries are often fascinated by politics at the top: who holds central power, who sits in parliament, who controls national discourse. But the resilience of a state is not determined solely by that. It is determined by whether citizens feel that public power is present in their lives as something useful, verifiable, and changeable . Grassroots politics, therefore, is where civic habits, social responsibility, and institutional beliefs are formed.
Conversely, if grassroots politics weakens, the entire pyramid will become hollow. When the people only know the state as a distant figure at the center, while local life is left to arbitrary whim, then national order will sooner or later become merely a formality. A system may be very powerful symbolically, but if the grassroots level is powerless, its power is only superficial. Because every nation ultimately lives or dies in the small details of daily life.
4. Transparency and accountability
A multi-tiered pyramid of power is only sustainable when each tier has mechanisms that force power to be visible and accountable. In other words, transparency and accountability are not moral ornaments of politics; they are structural conditions to prevent power from becoming a shadow.
In Wang Huning's description, local council meetings in the US are typically open to public participation, budgets are transparent, and local officials face very direct pressure from voters due to the proximity of power. This makes it impossible for the government to completely hide behind abstract language; it must explain specific things: how much is spent, what is done, who is served, and what are the results. It is here that transparency ceases to be a slogan and becomes a method of giving power a verifiable form.
Dialectically, transparency has two dimensions. One dimension is revealing power : processes, decisions, budgets, and individual accountability. The other dimension is revealing the capacity of society : whether citizens are monitoring, participating, and possessing the necessary expertise to evaluate. Without the second dimension, transparency easily falls into formality; data is published but nobody understands it, procedures are opened but nobody uses them, and responsibilities are named but not linked to specific consequences. Therefore, transparency is always linked to a specific political culture: a culture of questioning, a culture of debate, and a culture of checking power.
Similarly, accountability is not merely about punishing wrongdoing. First and foremost, accountability is the principle that every authority must have a subject who bears the consequences . When a system fails to identify who is responsible for stagnation, waste, or error, power becomes unstable; and when power becomes unstable, institutional trust crumbles. Wang Huning emphasizes the selection of officials and the mechanisms of communication and oversight as integral parts of the political pyramid. This implies that the quality of an institution lies not only in its organizational structure but also in whether the path of accountability is clear .
A modern nation, therefore, cannot simply ask "who has the power," but must also ask "who is accountable." Only when the second question is answered will power cease to be a privilege and become a public function.
5. Gradual accumulation as a national capacity
This is perhaps the deepest point in the entire analytical framework. Wang Huning notes that at the local level in the United States there is a very noteworthy development logic: each term accomplishes a few specific things, and over many terms this creates significant development . He calls this a form of “gradual accumulation.”
This concept deserves to be considered a principle of national capacity. Many poor societies are not only poor because of a lack of resources, but also because they are obsessed with leaps and bounds and disregard small but lasting improvements. They always want change through grand slogans, massive campaigns, and large-scale projects. But history shows that much of the strength of developed nations is not built on continuous bursts of growth, but on the ability to repeat small improvements with high discipline over a long period of time .
Gradual accumulation is a concept that is both practical and dialectical. It is practical because it acknowledges that no system can solve all problems in a single reform. It is dialectical because it understands that quantitative changes can transform into qualitative changes: a road repaired, a school better managed, a clearer budget process, a stricter civil service selection mechanism, a more efficient grassroots unit—each seemingly small thing, when repeated systematically over many cycles, constitutes what we call national capacity.
That capacity isn't something flashy. It's often subtle. People easily see a strong leader, a grand speech, a symbolic project. But what creates a nation's lasting strength often lies in less dramatic institutional habits : proper procedures, clear responsibilities, cross-level coordination, a credible budget, functioning grassroots politics, and localities capable of handling their own affairs. It is these elements that create the potential for development without collapse.
In other words, gradual accumulation is not just a management method. It is a concept of history. It rejects the illusion that history is made primarily by political impulses. It asserts that sustainable history is built from countless small adjustments, maintained by institutions, repeated through generations, and gradually crystallizing into a nation's character.
Conclude
The political pyramid is a powerful image for understanding the structure of modern power. It shows that the state does not thrive on a single apex, but on a broad foundation of local and grassroots levels. The central government is needed to maintain cohesion; the local government is needed to maintain vitality; the intermediate levels are needed for transmission and coordination; and grassroots politics is needed for power to reach real life. When these levels coordinate, power becomes effective. When they are transparent and accountable, power becomes legitimate. When they accumulate gradually, power becomes sustainable.
From "America Against America ," the section on political pyramids, grassroots politics, transparent processes, and the selection of officials truly opens up a valuable comparative framework. It forces us to understand that national strength does not lie in having a massive central government, but in transforming the entire system from top to bottom into a mechanism that knows how to coordinate , self-correct, and accumulate capacity over time . That is the true form of maturity in modern politics.
Political pyramid : an image of a multi-tiered power structure, from the central apex to the broader local base.
Grassroots politics : the level of power closest to the people, where politics touches daily life.
Gradual accumulation : the way a large system achieves sustainable growth through countless small, continuous, and organized improvements.
PART V — MODERN SOCIETY AND ITS INTERNAL CONTRADICTIONS
Chapter 14. The Conflict Between Ideals and Reality
Some nations live by a promise. That promise is not merely a political slogan, but an image of itself: freedom, democracy, equality, opportunity, individual dignity, the ability to rise through talent and labor. It is such promises that often constitute the initial spiritual strength of a regime. They mobilize faith, create legitimacy, broaden the competitive spirit, and make society accept immediate sacrifices in order to believe in a broader future. But modern political history reveals a paradox: many systems weaken not because they completely betray their ideals, but because pushing those ideals to their extremes creates internal contradictions that are no longer easily controlled . This is where ideals are not only negated by reality; sometimes they create a reality that is contrary to themselves.
Wang Huning accurately grasped this paradox when he wrote about the "ideal America" and the "real America." According to him, the ideal America is one of freedom, democracy, and prosperity; while the real America is one of inequality, social conflict, and moral decay. He not only spoke of the gap between promise and reality, but went even further: individualism, extreme liberalism, and commercialization—elements that once powered America—are now becoming the root causes of division and instability.
It is here that the conflict between ideal and reality ceases to be an accident. It becomes a structural problem.
1. The ideals of freedom, democracy, and equality
Every modern regime needs an ideological foundation to justify itself. This ideal is not merely propaganda; it is the spiritual essence of legitimacy. A society will find it difficult to mobilize human resources, material wealth, and historical patience if it does not show its people that it is living in an order that has meaning beyond mere self-interest.
In the case of the United States, Wang Huning recognized from the outset that America's fundamental values were closely tied to freedom, democracy, equality, and political belief. He devoted an entire section to discussing "The American Spirit," "Political Belief," "Equality or Freedom," and "Two Hundred Years of the Constitution," meaning he did not view America simply as an economic mechanism, but as a political-spiritual structure with a clearly defined core value.
Freedom in that model is first and foremost individual freedom: the right to choose one's own life, the right to pursue happiness, the right to self-expression, the right to compete and to start businesses. Democracy is the mechanism that ensures power returns to society, at least in a formal and rotational way. Equality is the promise that no one is permanently locked into a single status. These three values, when combined, create a tremendous source of energy: they encourage creativity, pioneering spirit, personal responsibility, and social movement.
Therefore, it is impossible to understand the historical success of Western societies without considering the positive aspects of these ideals. They are not mere ideological ornaments; they are motivating forces . A society that believes individuals can rise through their own efforts will foster a stronger competitive spirit. A society that believes power can be transferred through elections will be less likely to immediately descend into violence. A society that believes the law protects freedom will possess a higher creative energy than one accustomed to mere obedience.
But precisely because ideals are a powerful force, they always contain the potential to go to their own extremes.
2. The reality of inequality, stratification, and moral decay.
Ideals don't automatically enter life in their pure form. They are always filtered through interests, institutions, history, and social psychology. Therefore, the gap between ideals and reality is not a secondary phenomenon. It is the normal state of politics. The only question is how large that gap is, and how it is absorbed.
According to Wang Huning, behind the glamorous facade of an economic superpower, America suffers from highly uneven development: the service and financial sectors thrive while many manufacturing regions decline; magnificent Manhattan stands alongside immigrant and impoverished neighborhoods; goods and amenities abound, yet many people remain in the "lower reaches" of society. He emphasizes the polarization of wealth, high levels of commercialization, and "near-modern but forgotten" areas as very real manifestations of America's reality.
But economics is only half the story. The other half is spiritual. Wang Huning argues that along with individual liberation and lifestyle liberalization, American society faces the weakening of the family, rising divorce rates, single motherhood, a crisis of values education, and a gradual loss of consensus on common norms. He calls this a “simmering spiritual crisis,” where society may remain materially prosperous but is gradually being eroded in terms of moral foundations and the meaning of shared life.
That is where social reality reveals its imperfect nature. A system can simultaneously create opportunity and reproduce inequality. It can both liberate the individual and dissolve the communal bonds that kept society from fragmentation. It can both foster creativity and facilitate commercialization that spills over into areas that traditionally require non-market values, such as education, media, or even law. Wang Huning stated very bluntly: in America, "everything can become a commodity, from knowledge, politics, power to law."
This shows that reality is not simply about the betrayal of ideals. Often, reality is where ideals are implemented through specific mechanisms, and it is these mechanisms that produce unintended consequences.
3. When value creates power, it also creates decay.
This is the most insightful aspect of the analysis. It's not difficult to say that the ideal is beautiful but life is ugly. Much more difficult is recognizing how these very fundamental values give rise to trends that erode the common foundation .
Wang Huning argues that individualism was once the foundation of the "American Dream"—it encouraged creativity, dynamism, self-reliance, and the ability to break through barriers. But when taken to extremes, it disrupts social relationships such as family, community, friendship, and civic morality. In other words, the same value, at one level, is a driving force for development, but at another level, it becomes a cause of disintegration.
This is a very clear dialectical logic. Political values are never one-sided. Freedom can liberate people from oppression, but it can also weaken all forms of common constraints if understood as the absolute right of the individual. The market can unleash productive energy, but it can also commercialize all aspects of life if there are no limits. Democracy can legitimize power, but it can also turn into image competition and psychological manipulation if it becomes merely a technique for campaigning. Equality can expand opportunities, but when absolutized in a mechanical way, it easily clashes with competitiveness and with freedom itself.
This is also what Wang Huning concludes: the United States is being challenged not necessarily because of a lack of resources or territory, but because "American institutions, culture, and values are in opposition to America itself"; if these opposing forces continue to develop in their current way, they will not only prevent America's advantages from being realized but will also create "an unstoppable wave of crisis."
In other words, a modern society can be defeated from the outside, but it can also be eroded by the very internal energy that once gave it its strength .
4. Freedom and equality are like a pair of tension and pressure.
Among modern political values, few pairs are as persistently strained as freedom and equality . Wang Huning poses this question very directly: between freedom and equality, which do Americans value more? He observes that in American culture, individual freedom is often elevated to a near-supreme position, while equality, especially socio-economic equality, often gives way to free markets and freedom of choice. The result is expanded opportunities, but disparities also grow; society becomes more dynamic, but not necessarily fairer.
This is a fundamental contradiction in all modern bourgeois democratic societies. Isaiah Berlin once distinguished between negative and positive freedom, thereby demonstrating that the very concept of freedom contains within itself many different directions of development. The same applies to equality: legal equality, equality of opportunity, equality of outcome, equality of dignity—each form entails different policies and limitations. When these forms overlap, modern politics is always in a state of tension.
Wang Huning did not resolve that tension with a simple formula. He pointed out the dilemma: promoting freedom makes it difficult to guarantee equality; forcing greater equality is easily seen as restricting freedom. That debate has lasted throughout American history and has no clear end. But it is precisely this point that reveals the depth of modern politics: it is not a place where a final reconciliation of all values can be achieved, but a place where one must live with such tensions without letting them disrupt the entire order.
It is here that political ideals reveal their dialectical nature. Freedom, if not bound by the public spirit, will disintegrate. Equality, if not linked to ability and creativity, will lead to stagnant uniformity. Therefore, the issue is not about choosing one over the other, but about creating institutions and cultures deep enough to restrain each other.
5. Every modern society has the capacity to turn against itself.
The term "America against America" is more than just an assessment of the United States. It's a concept that can be used to understand the fate of many modern societies. Every large system carries within itself the potential to work against itself. Not because they lack ideals, but because those ideals, when put into practice, can create mechanisms, behaviors, and psychologies that are contrary to their original goals.
A society can turn against itself when:
a)      Freedom turns into individual isolation.
b)      Democracy turned into manipulation of the media and image.
c)       The market has become a commercialization of all values.
d)      Education has been transformed into a purely competitive tool.
e)      The law remains, but faith in the law has been eroded.
f)        Material growth can no longer be transformed into spiritual connection.
Wang Huning argues that America is facing precisely this kind of contradiction: the "ideal America" versus the "real America"; extreme individualism weakening society; material inequality increasing; traditional values declining; and a political system that, if it cannot find a way to transition and self-regulate stably, will struggle to maintain long-term order.
But what is even more noteworthy is that he did not view it as a matter unique to America. The conclusion of the translation further clarifies the cautionary message: if opposing elements and forces in society continue to develop in a certain direction, the initial advantages will not only fail to materialize but will also generate a new wave of crisis.
That's a valuable lesson that transcends the boundaries of a specific nation. A modern society shouldn't just focus on building strength. It must also constantly ask: is that strength generating forces that are fracturing its own foundations? A nation that fails to recognize its own internal contradictions will always see its enemies externally. But history often shows that many orders don't collapse because of external blows, but because they have begun to fall out of unity internally.
Conclude
The conflict between ideals and reality is not a sign that ideals are meaningless. On the contrary, it shows that ideals have such power that they penetrate life and clash with the entire structure of life. Therefore, modern politics cannot simply proclaim values; it must know how to manage the consequences of the very values it honors .
Freedom, democracy, and equality are ideals with great power to mobilize people. But when pushed through specific historical mechanisms, they can create inequality, polarization, commercialization, and spiritual decay. Wang Huning clearly saw this paradox and called it by a powerful image: America against America .
This is not just an observation about the United States. It is an unspoken law of modernization: every modern society is capable of turning against itself if it lacks the institutional, cultural, and spiritual capacity to reconcile the contradictions created by its own power.
Internal conflict : conflict arising from the very principles that constitute the strength of a system.
Political ideals : the values that form the foundation of a regime.
Social reality : a specific, often complex and imperfect state in which ideals are either implemented or distorted.
Chapter 15. Individualism and the Disintegration of Community
One of the greatest paradoxes of modern society is that what liberates people can, when pushed to the extreme, make them even more isolated; the very values that once gave strength to society can, after a time, erode its spiritual foundations. Individualism is one such paradox.
On the surface, individualism appears to be humanity's victory over the oppressive constraints of kinship, caste, dogma, and anonymous collective power. It offers choice, liberates talent, encourages creativity, respects individual dignity, and makes society more dynamic. But this is only half the picture. The other half is: when the individual is detached from all communal constraints, when the ego becomes the sole supreme unit of value and decision-making, society ceases to be a community; it disintegrates into countless isolated "microcosms," simultaneously demanding unlimited freedom and lacking the capacity to prevent emptiness, manipulation, and disorientation.
This is one of Wang Huning's most insightful lines of thought. He argues that extreme individualism has weakened family, friendship, community, and many fundamental values; this not only creates moral problems but also weakens the resilience of modern society as a whole. Reading the same historical perspective as Vu Tai Luc, we see even more profoundly: every major political order requires a sufficiently strong foundation of human values to support it. When that foundation of human values is hollow, laws and administrative techniques may remain, but society has already begun to rot from its roots.
1. Individualization and social fragmentation
It is necessary to distinguish between two things that are often confused: the individual and extreme individualism . Modern society cannot exist without recognizing the individual as a subject with dignity, the right to choose, and the capacity for self-responsibility. This is a great achievement of modern civilization. But the transition from the individual as a subject to individualism as a doctrine that absolutizes the self is a very significant shift.
Tocqueville used the term "individualism" to mean a state in which individuals withdraw from communal life, confining themselves to the sphere of family and private interests, gradually becoming indifferent to the wider community. He saw it as a particular danger to egalitarian democratic societies. This is extremely noteworthy because it shows that, even in the 19th century, individual freedom was seen not only as a power, but as a potential source of disruption.
Wang Huning continues this intuition in a more modern context. He argues that extreme individualism has weakened traditional values such as family, friendship, and community, leading to increasingly deep social stratification. This is a structural rather than purely moral observation. Because a society is not only held together by laws. It is held together by intermediary bonds: family, community, associations, shared beliefs, and a sense of public spirit. When individualism reaches a point where it severs these intermediaries, society begins to lose its ability to self-regulate.
From a sociological perspective, this phenomenon can be seen through Durkheim's lens: modernization makes the division of labor more complex and individual freedom greater, but it can also give rise to anomie , where common norms weaken and people lose their spiritual anchor. Therefore, individualization is not always a linear progression; it is a process that is both liberating and disintegrating.
2. Weakening of family, community, and religion.
History shows that no great society has ever stood firm solely on state power and market exchange. Between the state and the individual, there must always be intermediary institutions: family, community, religion, school, associations, and customs. These create what can be called the "density" of society. Without this density, individuals would directly confront the state on one side and the market on the other; caught between these two powerful forces, the individual would be both weak and easily swayed.
Wang Huning particularly emphasized the weakening of the family in modern American society: high divorce rates, incomplete families, looser marital bonds, and increasingly individualistic lifestyles. He viewed this not merely as a moral shift, but as a sign of a structural change: the institutions that once kept society from disintegrating are gradually weakening.
The same can be said about community and religion. In the traditional order, religion was not merely metaphysical belief; it was also moral discipline, a rhythm of life, a way for individuals to feel they belonged to a larger whole. The same was true of the local community: it bound people together by prestige, customs, honor, and mutual support. When these institutions weakened, society did not necessarily collapse immediately. But it began to lose crucial "buffers" between the individual and power.
If Vũ Tài Lục were placed here, it would give us a different but very powerful perspective: any order that wants to endure must have some kind of social morality . This morality is not only found in sacred texts or legal codes, but lives in the family, in how people treat each other, in the sense of shame, duty, and dignity. When these things crumble, history will not punish immediately; but it will accumulate a kind of decay that, at some point, politics can no longer compensate for.
In other words: the weakening of family, community, and religion is not just a change in lifestyle. It is a decline in the mechanisms that keep people together .
3. Humans become self-contained "microcosms".
A more profound consequence of extreme individualism is that it turns people into closed "microcosms ." That is, they still live within society, still use shared infrastructure, still enjoy shared freedoms, but increasingly feel less and less like they belong to a common whole. They withdraw into their own circle: their own interests, their own emotions, their own image, their own choices, their own rights, their own vulnerabilities. Their entire spiritual life gradually becomes individualized.
This is when freedom turns into loneliness.
Wang Huning speaks of "lonely hearts," "spiritual crises," and the spiritual void of modern society. These observations reveal a terrifying realization: the wealthier, more convenient, and more individualized a society becomes, the more likely individuals are to fall into a state of meaningless connection with others. This is not a contradiction; it is an inherent consequence of a society where individuals are liberated but no longer anchored to a sufficiently strong shared value system.
Here, political philosophy touches upon an anthropological question: can human beings live solely as completely autonomous individuals? The historical answer seems to be no. For human beings need not only choice; they also need to belong. Not only rights; they also need meaning. Not only freedom from oppression; they also need a reason to live among others.
Without that, extreme individualization would transform people into units living side-by-side but not truly living together. Society, from being a community, would then become a collection of people; and politics, from being a shared life, would easily degenerate into a technique for managing conflict between egos.
4. Media, markets, and manipulation
A striking paradox is that extreme individualism often believes it liberates people from all constraints, but in reality makes them more susceptible to manipulation .
The reason is quite clear. When intermediary institutions weaken—family, community, religion, associations, public spirit—individuals do not become absolutely powerful. They become fragmented. And once fragmented, they are vulnerable to the most powerful forces of modern society: media, markets, and the political machine.
Wang Huning recognized this very early on. He believed that in American society, the high degree of commercialization meant that knowledge, politics, law, and power could all be drawn into commodity logic; mass media and political maneuvering techniques also had the ability to manipulate citizens' perceptions, emotions, and behavior. That is why he did not view extreme individualism as the pinnacle of freedom. He saw it as a state where individuals lost their community protection, making them easily absorbed by media, advertising, consumption, and public opinion manipulation techniques.
Walter Lippmann once pointed out that the modern public lives more in the "images in their heads" produced by the media and discourse, than in direct reality. In a highly individualized society, this is even stronger: individuals believe they are completely free to choose, while in reality many of their choices have already been shaped by a chain of market signals, media, and collective emotions.
The market is similar. It doesn't just sell goods; it sells lifestyles, identities, aspirations, and images of success and failure. When society loses its common gravitational pull, the market fills that void with countless alternative identities: consumption as individuality, goods as freedom, choice as salvation. But these "salvations" are often short-lived. They fill people for a moment, then leave behind an even larger void.
Therefore, extreme individualization does not lead to a stronger subject, but often leads to individuals who are more easily controlled by the soft mechanisms of the market and media .
5. Society loses its common gravitational pull.
Every society that wants to survive in the long term needs what could be called a common force of attraction . It's not absolute consensus, nor is it an official slogan. It's a system of values, a sense of community, and beliefs strong enough to draw individuals back to a common goal. When that force weakens, society doesn't immediately collapse; but it begins to fragment, lose direction, and becomes increasingly difficult to mobilize for long-term goals.
Wang Huning was particularly concerned about this. He argued that the decline of shared values was plunging American society into a crisis of public spirit; people were becoming increasingly individualistic, while the foundations that once bound them to a common national identity were weakening. This was the deepest point of his criticism: extreme individualism not only created moral problems, but also caused society to lose its spiritual pivot .
When society loses its common gravitational pull, five consequences will gradually emerge.
First, cooperation becomes more difficult because everyone prioritizes their own interests before considering the common good. 
Second , the law has to shoulder more functions because morality and customs are no longer sufficient to hold people together. 
Third, the media and political intrigue are easier to manipulate because the public lacks a foundation of values for critical reflection. 
Fourth, social discontent is not easily absorbed into reform, but rather transforms into widespread skepticism. 
Fifth, the nation loses its capacity for long-term mobilization because there is no longer enough consensus for goals that extend beyond the present individual.
This is where Vu Tai Luc and Vuong Ho Ninh meet in a very beautiful way. Vu Tai Luc would say: history is only truly enduring when the nation still has a strong moral foundation to maintain order and human values. Vuong Ho Ninh would say: modern society can only stand firm when there is a strong enough value structure to resist the disintegration caused by extreme individualization, commercialization, and media technology. One leans towards the language of historical analysis; the other leans towards the language of structuralism. But at a deeper point, the two meet at the same warning: a society cannot survive long if there is no longer a common ground strong enough to draw people away from their individual selves .
Conclude
Individualism isn't entirely negative. It's a major achievement of modernization as it liberates individuals from oppression and grants them the dignity of a subject. But when taken to extremes, it breaks down intermediary institutions, weakens family, community, and religion, transforms people into self-contained "microcosms," and opens the door for media, markets, and political technology to manipulate them more easily.
That is the paradox of modern freedom: the more individuals separate themselves from the community, the more vulnerable they become. And a society full of vulnerable individuals who believe themselves to be absolutely free is a society that is very likely to lose its collective appeal.
Wang Huning was right to see this as one of the deepest dangers facing modern society. And if we connect that with Vu Tai Luc's historical intuition, we can add: when a community disintegrates psychologically, history is only waiting for the right moment to dismantle it politically.
Individualism : a doctrine and lifestyle that elevates the individual as the supreme unit of value and decision-making.
Extreme individualization : when individual freedom breaks free from all community constraints, causing society to disintegrate into isolated units.
The force of gravity : a figurative way of referring to a shared set of values strong enough to keep society from falling apart.
Chapter 16. Commercializing Everything
There were times when people believed that simply by becoming wealthier, other problems would find their own solutions. This belief was a belief in the power of material wealth, but it also overlooked a fundamental limitation of material wealth: wealth can expand comforts, but it doesn't automatically generate spiritual depth . A society can be abundant in goods yet impoverished in meaning; it can be highly dynamic in transactions yet depleted of human values; it can be technologically advanced yet primitive in its treatment of people.
It is here that the commercialization of everything becomes a major political issue. It's not just about market development or expanding consumption. It's a process in which areas that are not purely economic—education, ethics, media, reputation, social relations, even politics—are drawn into the logic of price, buying, selling, performance, and consumption. Wang Huning particularly emphasizes this when he observes that in America, "everything can become a commodity, from knowledge, politics, power to law"; he calls this a state of "high commercialization," which both provides strong impetus for the economy and corrupts society.
If we read Vũ Tài Lục's historical insights with the same intuition, we will see a deeper layer: the history of civilizations is not only determined by how much they produce, but also by what they preserve that cannot be turned into commodities . When a society no longer knows how to distinguish between what can be bought and sold and what must be protected from the logic of buying and selling, it begins to enter a form of spiritual decline. This decline is not as noisy as a political crisis, but it is often deeper and more difficult to remedy, because it occurs right in the ordinary daily life.
1. When all values can be reduced to commodities.
The modern market possesses tremendous power: it transforms many disparate relationships into calculable exchanges. This allows wealth to circulate, production to expand, needs to be met, and society to gain more creative energy. But it is this very power that causes the market to constantly tend to encroach beyond its original economic boundaries.
Wang Huning quite clearly describes this state of affairs in the United States. He recognizes that commercialization is not limited to ordinary goods, but extends to knowledge, media, power, law, and lifestyles. In other words, commercialization is no longer an economic activity; it has become a principle of social organization .
Karl Polanyi, in the mid-20th century, foresaw this danger when he argued that a "market society" is one in which not only goods, but also labor, land, and money—the fundamental conditions of life—are drawn into market logic as things that can be bought and sold outright. He considered this a massive and risky transformation, as it places the very foundation of society under the principle of pure exchange.
In terms of political philosophy, Michael Sandel is one of the most insightful speakers of this issue, posing the question: when money can buy so much, are we living in a market economy , or in a market society ? The issue then shifts from efficient allocation to the erosion of values that should not be priced as commodities.
From this, we can see that the danger of commercialization does not lie in people buying and selling more. It lies in the fact that all values are translated into the language of exchange , and once translated in this way, they lose their immeasurable quality. Honor becomes a brand. Knowledge becomes a content product. Social relationships become relational capital. Politics becomes a marketing technique. When that happens, society not only gets richer; it begins to change qualitatively.
2. Education, ethics, and social relations under market logic.
A society only truly enters a stage of deep commercialization when sectors once considered to have intrinsic value begin to be viewed primarily in terms of profit, price, and efficiency.
Education is the clearest example. In classical logic, education is not just about getting a job or making money; it's also about character development, cultural transmission, citizen preparation, and elevating social spirit. But when education is too heavily influenced by market logic, it gradually becomes measured by immediate usefulness: what studies lead to higher earnings, which schools enhance personal brand value, and which knowledge sells better. Education still exists, but its focus shifts from shaping individuals to increasing competitiveness .
Wang Huning was very sensitive to this shift. When he discussed the American education system, the "talent factory," the export of education, and the public moral crisis, he did not view education as a typical service industry. He clearly saw that if education lost its function of transmitting shared values and only served the market by providing skills, society would be boosted in efficiency but weakened in its spiritual foundation.
The same thing happens with morality. In a healthy community, morality is what restrains people before laws need to be implemented. But in an overly commercialized society, morality is easily reinterpreted as a tool: good because it's beneficial, honest because it's less risky, generous because it enhances one's personal image, kind because it builds social capital. Once good is only retained because it's useful, the unconditional depth of morality begins to disappear.
Social relationships are no exception. When market logic prevails, people become increasingly accustomed to viewing others as opportunities, networks, customers, partners, target audiences, or at least as means to an end. This doesn't mean friendship or kinship disappears immediately. But it causes a shift in the language of society: from affection to self-interest, from community to connection, from obligation to optimizing choices. At that point, even close relationships can be subtly manipulated by a transactional mindset.
3. Consumer politics and citizen audiences
As commercialization progresses, politics also becomes entrenched. It begins to be drawn into the logic of commodities, imagery, and crowd psychology. This is when what might be called consumer politics emerges .
In this state, citizens no longer engage in politics primarily as subjects of thought and judgment, but as consumers of political imagery . Candidates, parties, action programs, national discourse—all are packaged, promoted, marketed, labeled, and put to the test like products. The public no longer reads politics as a matter of public order; they see it as a stream of content, a performance, a mental artifact to like, hate, share, get bored with, and replace.
Wang Huning saw this when he described the American election as a process that was both democratic and "incomplete": money exerted a strong influence, the media played a major role, and emotions and impressions often overshadowed the depth of policy. He noted that during election campaigns, the public was easily drawn to style, image, advertising, debates, and symbolic details rather than the actual substance of the issue. Elsewhere, he also spoke of mass media and the manipulation of perception.
Walter Lippmann once pointed out that the modern public lives more with "pictures in their heads" than with direct political reality. When combined with commercial media and political marketing, this leads to a worrying consequence: citizens are gradually becoming spectators . They watch politics like a program, reacting emotionally but rarely engaging in forming responsible judgments.
This is a very dangerous transformation. Democracy can only truly stand firm when citizens are not merely spectators, but also people who know how to question, compare, remember, and relate their political choices to long-term social consequences. Once citizens are merely spectators, politics easily falls into the hands of those who are better at performing than those capable of organizing the future.
4. A pragmatic society and the depth of human values are being eroded.
No modern society exists without a certain degree of pragmatism. Pragmatism helps people solve problems, avoid dogmatism, value results, and learn from experience. But when pragmatism goes too far, it begins to erode the humanistic depth of life.
Wang Huning viewed America with a very complex feeling: he saw in it the power of efficiency, creativity, organizational skills, and a pioneering spirit, but at the same time, he saw a society where commercialization and individualization made many values thinner, more superficial, and more easily changed. This is a very sharp point: the more pragmatic a society is, the easier it is to solve immediate problems; but if it only knows pragmatism, it will be difficult for society to preserve what does not have immediate "use value" but is still essential for human dignity.
The depth of human values lies in seemingly insignificant aspects: loyalty, duty to the common good, awareness of boundaries, respect for truth, gratitude for history, and the capacity to live for things that don't immediately translate into self-interest. When a society loses these qualities, it may still prosper, but that prosperity becomes far more vulnerable.
If Vu Tai Luc were standing here, he would probably say that history should not judge a nation solely by its level of prosperity, but by the dignity of the spiritual order it maintains amidst that prosperity . A pragmatic society may be very good at accumulating wealth, but if it allows the depth of its human values to be eroded, that wealth will lack the moral foundation to restrain itself. Without self-restraint, prosperity easily turns into ostentation, competition easily turns into coldness, and freedom easily turns into organized selfishness.
5. Material development does not automatically generate spiritual development.
This is the conclusion we must reach. One of the most dangerous illusions of modernization is the belief that material development, if prolonged and strong enough, will automatically give rise to a corresponding spiritual foundation. But historical reality does not confirm this.
Wang Huning repeatedly revisits the themes of "emptiness in the soul," "spiritual crisis," and "the decline of traditional values," arguing that these very elements are creating the internal contradictions of modern America. This means that wealth does not automatically translate into meaning; consumption does not automatically translate into community; speed does not automatically translate into direction; and comfort does not automatically translate into dignity.
A society can be very rich yet spiritually poor. It can be very dynamic yet aimless. It can have intense entertainment yet lack joy. It can have dense media yet people remain isolated. And it can have many opportunities yet fail to maintain shared faith.
Here, politics must learn a humble but fundamental lesson: growth cannot replace culture, consumption cannot replace public spirit, and administrative techniques cannot replace the moral depth of society. If it does, what is called development will soon be attacked by its own spiritual emptiness.
Conclude
The commercialization of everything is not just an economic phenomenon. It is a transformation of the entirety of social life, in which values that inherently possess meaning are drawn into the logic of buying, selling, performing, and consuming. Education is then instrumentalized, morality is calculated, social relations are transactionalized, and politics is commodified.
Wang Huning was right to see in modern America not only the power of the market, but also the spiritual price that the market can force society to pay when it encroaches too far into areas that should not be commercialized. And if we read from the historical perspective of Vu Tai Luc, we can add that: a civilization begins to decline not necessarily when it becomes poor, but when it no longer knows what is not allowed to be valued.
Commercialization : the process by which areas that are not purely economic are drawn into the logic of price, buying, and consumption.
Consumer politics : a state of citizens who consume political images as products, rather than participating rationally and responsibly.
The entertainment of politics : when politics is packaged as a performance, it weakens citizens' ability to make sound judgments.
Chapter 17. Intertwined Political Forces
No modern political system operates solely on the institutions written in a constitution. Behind the provisions on elections, legislation, executive, or the judiciary, there exists a vibrant and complex network of real-world forces: political parties, interest groups, lobbyists, social organizations, mass movements, the media, donors, and informal centers of influence. It is within this “real life” that power is negotiated, directed, obstructed, and even manipulated.
When observing America, Wang Huning did not view politics as a purely constitutional surface. He saw it as a layered structure where different forces both compete and rely on each other, enriching democracy while simultaneously creating the risk of distorting it. In his description, American political life is not a straight line from ballot to policy, but a tapestry interwoven with bipartisanship, interest groups, lobbying, and social movements.
To use the historical terminology of Vu Tai Luc, this is where a society demonstrates its institutional maturity. For institutions are not merely the state apparatus; they also encompass how extra-state powers enter the state , how the dispersed demands of society are organized into a voice, and how individual interests are limited or, conversely, elevated to the level of interests capable of influencing the common good. The more modern a political system is, the more numerous these forces become; but a political system is only truly healthy when this intertwining does not shatter the axis of public morality.
1. Political parties
Political parties are the fundamental form of political organization in modern democratic societies. They are not merely electoral machines, but mechanisms for gathering social tendencies, interests, values, and sentiments into action programs that can compete for power. Without political parties, mass politics easily becomes fragmented; but when parties become too powerful, politics can also be transformed into a protracted factional struggle.
Wang Huning viewed the American system primarily through the lens of a bipartisan system: the Donkey and the Elephant taking turns ruling the country . He recognized a crucial paradox: the two major parties were both fiercely antagonistic and profoundly similar. They differed in their campaign strategies, their emphasized values, and the core voter groups they represented; but at a deeper level, both had an interest in maintaining the system that sustained their existence. Therefore, the bipartisan system served both as a mechanism for power competition and a mechanism for maintaining order.
The strength of political parties lies in their ability to politicize society in an organized manner . A modern society is fraught with conflicts: between labor and capital, urban and rural, conservative and progressive, traditional and reformist, welfare and efficiency, national and globalization. If these conflicts are not organized into a political program, they will explode into emotional fragments. Political parties help transform discontent into activism, tendencies into policy, and the masses into organized voters.
But partisanship also carries an inherent disease: partisanship can become stronger than the public good. In that case, the goal is no longer to solve national problems, but to gain symbolic dominance, weaken opponents, and prolong conflict to nurture one's own faction's identity. Wang Huning clearly emphasizes this negative aspect: partisanship makes policy susceptible to manipulation by electoral calculations; politicians can prioritize their party's interests above the common good, thereby creating institutional deadlock.
Here, a stark truth must be recognized: political parties are not purely expressions of ideals; they are where ideals intersect with self-interest. They always speak the public language, but must always operate within the logic of power struggle. Therefore, a mature democracy cannot be naive about political parties. It needs parties to provide political representation, but it must also restrain them so that they do not turn the nation into a battleground for professional election machines.
2. Interest groups
If political parties are forces that organize power at a broad level, then interest groups are forces that organize power at a deeper level. They don't necessarily aim to seize power directly; what they aim for is to influence policy in such a way that their specific interests are protected, expanded, or prioritized.
Wang Huning paid particular attention to this phenomenon. He viewed America as a society with countless groups representing various professions, social classes, communities, and specific issues. From labor unions, businesses, gun associations, environmental groups, veterans, senior citizens, to minority communities, all could become organized political entities. Politics, therefore, did not only take place between two parties, but also involved constant bargaining between a multitude of specific interests.
On the positive side, interest groups are a manifestation of a self -organizing society . They demonstrate that citizens are not entirely passive before the state; they know how to unite to protect their interests and transform individual issues into a collective voice. As a result, policies no longer merely reflect top-down will, but must also take into account bottom-up pressure. In a crucial sense, interest groups enrich the representative structure of society.
But the problem begins with the fact that not all interests have equal organizational capacity . Some interests are very broad but scattered, making them weak. Some interests are very narrow but tightly organized, making them strong. Some groups possess money, expertise, connections, and access to legislators, so their voices are heard far more clearly than the vague voices of the majority. This is where democracy can be distorted: the common good is not openly denied, but is gradually eroded by the organized individual interests.
Wang Huning rightly questioned whether democracy truly operates in the interests of the majority, or is it manipulated by organized and wealthy minorities. He acknowledged this as a deep-seated downside of pluralism: ordinary citizens, when unorganized, are easily overwhelmed by groups capable of exerting consistent and professional pressure.
From an institutional perspective, this is an unavoidable paradox: the more freedom of association a society has, the easier it is for interest groups to form; but the stronger these interest groups become, the more easily the state is drawn away from the public good and forced into piecemeal adjustments driven by local pressures. Therefore, the danger is not the existence of interest groups themselves, but their existence in an environment where the public interest is no longer strong enough to outweigh group interests .
3. Lobbying
If interest groups are the force, then lobbying is the technique. It's the art of bringing interests closer to power through persuasion, information, networking, fundraising, influencing public opinion, and building influence. In modern society, power isn't just seized by violence; it's accessed through data, networks, expertise, and the ability to be in the right place at the right time.
Wang Huning views lobbying in Washington as a highly noteworthy phenomenon. In his observation, interest groups don't just express their aspirations spontaneously; they hire professionals to influence the legislative and executive branches. These individuals participate in the policy-making process not as public officials, but as intermediaries between money, information, social connections, and state decisions.
Ideally, lobbying can be justified as part of an open society. The modern state deals with overly complex issues; it needs information from businesses, professional circles, expert communities, and social associations. Not every influence on policy is negative. Often, lobbying is a channel for lawmakers to better understand the practical consequences of a law, hear the voices of stakeholders, and avoid arbitrary decisions.
But the reality doesn't stop there. When lobbying ceases to be a flow of information and becomes a dominant technique , it transforms politics into a market of influence. In that market, those with more resources buy more attention; those who build better networks of allies get closer to decision-making power. Policy is no longer entirely the product of public debate; it bears the marks of behind-the-scenes deals invisible to the average citizen.
Wang Huning clearly recognizes that many financially powerful groups can exert significant influence on the national policy agenda. He also doesn't overlook a crucial point: the American system still has certain checks and balances, such as a free press, public opinion, and ultimately, the voter's ballot. But the very need to resort to these "firefighting" mechanisms shows that lobbying itself always lies on a delicate line between legitimate representation and disguised control .
The more sophisticated modern politics becomes, the less power appears as a brute force. It manifests itself in the form of consultants, donors, technical reports, networks of connections, policy discourse, seminar invitations, campaign dinners, campaign funds, and “objective” recommendations. It is here that lobbying becomes one of the most characteristic forms of power in the age of parliamentary democracy: power does not stand before the public, but operates behind the public .
4. Social organizations
If we only view politics through the lens of political parties and interest groups, we will see it as too cold, too mechanical, and too power-driven. But modern society not only produces systems of conflicting interests; it also gives rise to social organizations , citizen movements, and associations that work for values, reform, justice, and issues that the formal political system has not fully addressed.
Wang Huning clearly saw this in American life. He documented the presence of progressive organizations, civil rights movements, anti-war movements, environmental protection movements, women's rights movements, and other social groups. What he saw was not merely the existence of these forces, but their ability to pressure the state to listen . Many major policy changes in the United States, according to this logic, were not voluntary gifts from the ruling class, but the result of prolonged social pressure.
At its most beautiful, social organization is the moral aspect of politics. It reminds power that society is not just about interests, but also about principles; not just about bargaining groups, but also about people willing to speak up for the marginalized, for the environment, for racial justice, and for human dignity. These organizations make politics less entirely state- and professional; they inject a moral energy into it.
But social organizations themselves are not entirely immune. Once they become organizations, they also tend to maintain their own structures, raise funds, produce discourse, protect their brand, and sometimes get caught up in the logic of competing for influence like any other force. Social movements may originate from conscience, but when they become institutionalized, they also face the risk of becoming a new interest group, only that interest is cloaked in values.
Nevertheless, it is undeniable that it is thanks to social organizations that open politics retains its self-correcting capacity . Political parties tend to protect their position; interest groups tend to protect their interests; and social organizations, at their best, protect what both position and interest might overlook. In the modern political structure, this role cannot be underestimated: it prevents society from falling completely into a state of only knowing how to bargain without judging, only knowing how to campaign without shame, only knowing how to win without knowing how to be right.
5. Pluralistic democracy and the risk of being steered in a different direction.
All these forces—political parties, interest groups, lobbying, social organizations—combine to form what is known as political pluralism . This is a situation in which power is not concentrated in the hands of a single center, but is distributed across multiple institutions, values, channels of influence, actors in debate, and various social pressures.
Ideally, pluralism is a great achievement. It prevents the monopoly of power. It allows the complexities of society to be reflected in politics. It creates counterbalances, counterarguments, areas of freedom, and possibilities for correction that a closed regime lacks. Wang Huning also saw this advantage: the diversity of forces gives policies the opportunity to reflect many aspects of life, while creating space for opposing viewpoints, avoiding falling into single authoritarianism.
But pluralism doesn't automatically equate to fairness. A society with multiple centers of influence doesn't mean those centers are equal in power. The biggest problem with pluralism lies here: everyone has the right to speak, but not all voices carry the same weight . Those with strong organizations, money, expertise, media coverage, connections, and the ability to exert sustained pressure will have a greater presence in the decision-making process. From there, pluralistic democracy can be subtly manipulated: procedures remain, elections still take place, debates still occur, but the trajectory of policy is gradually shifted toward those forces that have the power to remain at the negotiating table the longest.
Wang Huning accurately recognized this dark side when he argued that while open political life is rich, vigilance is always needed to prevent group interests from overshadowing the common good. This is not a simple criticism of democracy; it is a warning about an inherent danger to modern democracy.
To put it more sharply: democracy is not only at risk of being destroyed from the outside by dictatorships; it is also at risk of being eroded from within by its own legitimate forces . Extremist parties can paralyze national consensus. Overly powerful interest groups can hijack policy. Excessive lobbying can turn public authority into a place for exchanging influence. Extremist social organizations can transform morality into symbolic pressure. In that case, pluralism ceases to be a dynamic balance and becomes a soft battle between forces more skilled at manipulation than at service.
A mature society, therefore, cannot stop at merely glorifying pluralism. It must ask a more difficult question: what does pluralism serve ? If pluralism only allows multiple factions to compete for power, it will wear down and skepticism society. Only if pluralism remains anchored to a strong sense of the common good, of limits, and of public morality can it become a driving force for a vibrant political system without self-destruction.
Speaking in the spirit of both Wang Huning and a more rigorous historical perspective: a strong institution is not one that suppresses all forces, nor is it one that allows all forces to endlessly clash. A strong institution is one that knows how to allow diversity while maintaining its central axis , knows how to tolerate competition while preserving the common good, and knows how to open itself up to society without allowing the state to become a trophy for those who organize better than the rest of the people.
Conclude
Intertwined political forces are an unavoidable characteristic of modern society. Political parties compete for power. Interest groups protect specific interests. Lobbying translates interests into influence. Social organizations transform moral demands into public pressure. All these elements create the true face of politics behind the constitutional curtain.
Wang Huning is right to view American political life as a far more complex network than the textbook model of democracy. He sees both sides: the richness of pluralism and its dangers; the vitality of an open society and its potential for being manipulated ; the necessity of multiple centers of influence and the price to be paid when those centers are no longer bound by the common good.
And if I were to summarize this entire chapter in one sentence, it would probably be this: modern politics is not dangerous because there are too many forces, but because there is no longer a sufficiently strong norm to compel those forces to remember that the state is not a trophy, and society is not prey to the techniques of organizing power.
Interest groups : organized groups that aim to influence policy to protect their specific interests.
Lobbying : the activity of influencing the policymaking process through persuasion, relationships, funding, and information.
Political pluralism : the coexistence of multiple forces, values, and centers of influence in public life.
Chapter 18. The Crisis of Public Psychiatry
A political system can be highly sophisticated in its procedures, massive in its apparatus, and tightly bound by its laws, but it will still gradually crumble if the common spirit of society is eroded. The state may remain in its original form; the constitution may remain unchanged; the courts, parliament, schools, and press may still function. But if people no longer believe in fundamental values, no longer feel a moral debt to the common order, then the entire structure is nothing more than a legal skeleton covering a lifeless body.
Wang Huning recognized this very early on while observing America. He didn't believe that the greatest crisis of modern society necessarily begins with economic recession or institutional upheaval; often, it begins more subtly, with the new generation becoming blind to history, indifferent to the values that once shaped that society, and gradually losing sight of what is worthy of respect, what is worth preserving, and what is worth sacrificing. It is at this deeper level that he makes a very weighty observation: a social system cannot be maintained solely by laws; it must first and foremost rely on people sharing fundamental values and acting accordingly .
In other words, a public moral crisis is not a secondary phenomenon. It is a type of crisis where, when it erupts, the law is often the last resort to put out the fire, and often it's too late.
1. The generation of the ignorant
There is no clearer harbinger of a civilization's decline than the ambiguity of the next generation regarding the very foundation upon which they stand. A society can endure poverty for a time; it can recover from war; it can correct economic mistakes through reform. But if the younger generation no longer understands why the present order must be protected, why freedom must be accompanied by responsibility, why community has meaning beyond fleeting desires, then the breakdown is no longer a breakdown of policy, but a breakdown of tradition.
Wang Huning repeatedly revisited this concern. He cited the observation that American youth are "blind to traditional Western values," viewing this not merely as an educational shortcoming but as a threat to the regeneration of the entire system. When young people no longer grasp history, understand the founding principles of the nation, and see the moral depth of public life, institutions, though still existing, gradually lose the people who can breathe life into them.
Here, the term "ignorance" needs to be understood more broadly than a lack of book knowledge. A generation may be highly skilled, technologically adept, and consumer-savvy, yet still ignorant in terms of civic responsibility. They know how to survive in the market, but don't understand why they must defend the republic. They know how to demand their rights, but don't understand why they must bear obligations. They talk a lot about their own individuality, but have little understanding of the common good preserved through the sacrifices of their predecessors.
History has shown that many civilizations do not collapse in a moment of external defeat, but rather weaken from within when succeeding generations can no longer embrace the core spirit of tradition. At the end of the Roman era, the law did not disappear immediately; the bureaucracy did not disintegrate instantly; but the sense of republicanism and civic virtues faded in the face of luxury, self-interest, hedonism, and polarization. When the spiritual pillars crumbled, the remaining institutions were merely a continuation of the dying process.
Wang Huning viewed America from that perspective: a superpower that may possess top universities, top technology, and a top military, but if its youth become increasingly indifferent to core values, that power risks becoming a power without spiritual successors . And a nation does not live by its wealth; it lives by its ability to pass on its reason for existence to future generations.
2. Decline in value
The decline in values doesn't happen like an earthquake, but rather like a gradual stripping away. On the surface, society continues to function; internally, fundamental words like duty, honor, self-restraint, integrity, responsibility, sacrifice, and loyalty gradually lose their weight. They don't disappear completely, but they no longer possess the power to guide the behavior of the masses.
Wang Huning particularly emphasized that by the end of the 20th century, America's traditional value system had weakened significantly. He described a society in which the upheaval of liberty, equality, family ethics, religious beliefs, and historical consciousness had given rise to a simmering spiritual crisis. The most frightening thing was not the debate about values, but the gradual loss of consensus on fundamental principles that deserved protection.
A strong value system doesn't mean everyone has to be the same. It only means that amidst countless differences, society still retains a common core: there are things that cannot be betrayed, boundaries that cannot be crossed, and responsibilities that cannot be completely negotiated for personal gain. When that core erodes, people continue to live, but begin to live according to fragmented logics: economics has its own logic, media has its own logic, desires have their own logic, and politics has its own logic of power. Without a common axis to converge, public life becomes a place where different forces clash without a higher principle to resolve them.
That is why Wang Huning considered the decline of values a fundamental threat. He wrote that in many societies, the problem often lies not in the institutions, but in the decline of the value system; and a society lacking a core value system will face great difficulties in political coordination and governance. This statement is thought-provoking, as it directly challenges the common illusion of modern times: that amending laws, changing mechanisms, and increasing supervision are enough to save the system. No. If the value system is depleted, even good mechanisms will gradually be used for narrow purposes.
From a historical perspective, wealthy societies are often most vulnerable at this point. Because when material possessions are abundant, people tend to believe that convenience can replace meaning, technology can replace morality, and individual choice can replace all forms of self-restraint . But a community cannot be sustained solely by needs; it is only sustained by beliefs.
3. Mental crisis as a political threat.
A common mistake is to view mental health crises as solely a matter of ethics, religion, or psychology, forgetting that they are also a political threat at the highest level. Politics is not just about the distribution of power; it is also about the ability to keep a group of people living together in a legitimate order. And that legitimacy, ultimately, cannot be based solely on procedure.
A state can enact laws, but it cannot force people to believe in the common good solely through laws. A court can impose penalties, but it cannot replace the role of a citizen's conscience. A parliament can debate, but it cannot create loyalty to the community if, in society, all values have crumbled into fragments of self-interest. Therefore, when public spirit is in crisis, the consequences do not stop at the decline of individual morality; they directly affect the functioning of the regime.
Wang Huning stated very clearly: the existence and functioning of any social system cannot be validated solely by written laws; first and foremost, it is a matter of people believing in those fundamental values and being guided by them in their behavior. If the system of values collapses, how can the social system be sustained? This is a political proposition, not just a moral lament.
When public trust weakens, at least five main political consequences will emerge.
Firstly, compliance with the law shifts from voluntary to coercive. Consequently, the state must increasingly employ surveillance, sanctions, and control techniques to replace the moral principles that once upheld order.
Secondly , public life becomes easily manipulated. A society without a foundation of values becomes highly sensitive to slogans, emotions, fears, and incitement. People no longer ask what is right; they only ask what benefits them in the present moment.
Third , politics degenerates into performance. If the public loses its capacity for moral judgment, then acting, imagery, marketing, and the incitement of instinct will overshadow serious debate about the common good.
Fourth , intermediary institutions weaken: family, school, community, religion, citizen associations. Meanwhile, the individual is left exposed to the market, media, and state. Such a solitary citizen is more vulnerable than one still supported by intermediary orders.
Fifth , a crisis of legitimacy arises. The state may remain strong in its tools, but weakens in terms of trust. When faced with economic crises, ethnic crises, security crises, or electoral crises, this lack of confidence will become apparent as a major crack.
Viewed in that sense, the crisis of public morale is not outside of politics. It is the underlying factor that determines the sustainability of politics.
4. A wealthy society that is still insecure.
One of the greatest paradoxes of modernity is that the wealthier a society becomes, the less secure its people are. Wealth solves many material needs, but it doesn't automatically create meaning in life, mutual trust, or mental peace. Often, in wealthy societies, the feeling of disorientation becomes stronger, because what is lacking is no longer bread, but direction.
Wang Huning repeatedly pointed out this paradox when describing America as a space that is both prosperous and rife with undercurrents of crisis. On the one hand, it is a society of wealth, technology, consumption, universities, media, speed, and success. On the other hand, it is also a society of broken families, lost youth, drugs, violence, crime, and a sense of moral compass lost. He argued that material abundance alone is not enough to stop the feeling of insecurity when people no longer have a strong enough meaningful order to anchor themselves to.
History is not lacking in societies that have achieved a high level of material sophistication but simultaneously fallen into spiritual weariness. In late Roman times, early 20th-century Europe, and many post-industrial consumer societies, we see a recurring pattern: material wealth increases but shared beliefs do not; freedom of choice expands but a sense of direction does not; individuals are liberated from many traditional constraints but also become more isolated amidst countless choices without knowing what to choose.
That's when insecurity becomes a permanent state. Society doesn't necessarily immediately descend into chaos; it merely begins to exhibit symptoms: collective anxiety, political skepticism, emotional extremism , a collapse of prestige, a yearning for a savior, or conversely, a cold indifference to the public good. In such circumstances, wealth cannot cure the root cause, because the root cause lies in the fact that people no longer share a sufficiently broad concept of what is worth living for together.
Wang Huning understood this point very well: the development of a material society can simultaneously shake the values that once kept it stable. Progress, if not accompanied by the ability to preserve the core of the value system, can create a society that is both more convenient and more fragile. Because ultimately, the stability of communal life comes not only from the standard of living, but from the feeling that life has a moral purpose to continue.
5. When legal texts are insufficient to save the system.
No statement in Wang Huning's thought on this subject is more memorable than the proposition: the social system cannot be guaranteed solely by written laws. It is a short statement, but within it lies a whole political philosophy about the limits of law.
Laws are necessary. Without laws, order will disintegrate more quickly. But laws are only the final crystallization of a certain social consensus. They are like a dike. For the dike to stand firm, it needs a solid foundation. That foundation is moral habits, social trust, a sense of responsibility, civic education, political traditions, and belief in the legitimacy of the community. When that foundation is rotten, adding more laws may not necessarily save the system; often, it only reveals that the system is increasingly relying on coercion due to a lack of self-awareness.
Wang Huning did not deny the rule of law. On the contrary, he paid close attention to the role of law in modern society. But he opposed the naked illusion of the rule of law, the illusion that simply having the right text, sufficient procedures, and strong sanctions could replace the entire spiritual aspect of society. He warned that if the value system collapsed, the entire society would fall into chaos and a moral crisis. In saying this, he placed the law in its proper position: important, but not supreme over the foundation of values that sustain it.
From this emerges a very modern paradox: the more complex a society is, the more laws it needs; but the less communal a society is, the less likely it is to survive by law. When people are no longer bound by common norms, laws must expand . And the more laws expand to fill the moral vacuum, the more burdensome, suspicious, and formalistic communal life becomes.
Therefore, when legal texts are insufficient to save the system, what needs to be restored first and foremost is not just the provisions, but the capacity to educate a society to respect what is right even without police presence. A sustainable political system is not one with the most laws, but one where enough people still believe that the common good deserves to be protected even when it does not bring immediate personal gain.
This is where the concept of "public spirit" becomes central. It's not a mere euphemism. It's the invisible glue that keeps laws from becoming empty shells, prevents freedom from slipping into indulgence, keeps pluralism from disintegrating, and keeps the state from surviving indefinitely on a gradually increasing dose of coercion.
Conclude
The crisis of public morale is one of the most dangerous crises of modern society, because it doesn't shatter institutions immediately but gradually drains their soul. A generation blinded by ignorance breaks the lineage of tradition. The decline of values softens the backbone of morality. This moral crisis transforms into a political threat when order loses its foundation in people's hearts. A wealthy society remains insecure because material possessions cannot replace meaning. And at that point, even intact laws are insufficient to save a system whose trust has been hollowed out.
Wang Huning saw in America not only the contradiction between wealth and inequality, between freedom and control, but also the contradiction between a highly developed legal system and a spiritual life showing signs of erosion. His warning, therefore, was not only directed at America. It was a general reminder for all modernizing societies: to maintain lasting order, the common spiritual well-being of society must be nurtured even before political crises erupt .
And perhaps the most fitting conclusion to this chapter is: a regime does not collapse simply because its enemies attack it; often it collapses because the very people living within it no longer believe in the reason to maintain it.
Public spirit : the ability to share fundamental values and a sense of responsibility for the common good.
Public moral crisis : a state in which the law remains but shared trust is gradually eroded.
Value collapse : when society is no longer united on the fundamental things that deserve to be protected.
PART VI — EDUCATION, TALENT AND SYSTEM REPRODUCTION
Chapter 19. Education as a Political Issue
No modern nation enters the future solely through capital, machinery, and markets. These things may enrich a period, but they are insufficient to create lasting national strength. More enduring strength lies in how a nation educates its people , instills a certain spirit in them, organizes knowledge, and prepares its successors with a long-term strategy or merely short-term fixes. Therefore, education has never been merely a professional activity. At its deepest level, education is a question of the reproduction of the entire political and cultural system .
Wang Huning stated this very frankly. At an education conference, he noted that "educational development is not just a professional issue, but a political and strategic one," because for a nation to modernize, "talent is not just a condition, but a vital foundation." He further emphasized a point of lasting significance: if teachers are underestimated, then talent cultivation is impossible. This statement should be understood as a major proposition concerning the nation's destiny, not merely a habitual praise of the teaching profession.
If we connect this with Vu Tai Luc's historical intuition, we see the issue is even deeper. He wrote: "Education is the starting point and the end point of politics," and argued that education cannot be separated from its social, national, and historical foundations; a nation only truly has sufficient vitality when it goes through a truly meaningful national education system. Here, Vu Tai Luc views education from the perspective of national history; Vuong Ho Ninh views education from the perspective of modern national capacity. These two approaches meet at one point: whoever abandons education abandons their political future .
1. Education is not just about expertise.
A major mistake of many modern societies is viewing education primarily as the transmission of skills. According to this view, schools are tasked with providing skilled labor, creating competitiveness in the market , and meeting the short-term needs of the economy. This understanding isn't entirely wrong, but stopping there reduces education to a mere vocational training center. In that case, we might produce skilled technicians, but not necessarily citizens with depth; we might produce manpower, but not necessarily cultivate talent; we might meet today's market demands, but fail to prepare the nation for tomorrow.
Wang Huning clearly demonstrated that education cannot be solely focused on specialization. In the academy's development plan, he placed "academics, education, management, and social service" in parallel, meaning education was viewed as part of a broader social structure, not as an isolated function of the school. He emphasized principles such as societal needs, scientific management, project management, efficient management, and overall coordination. This shows that, in his view, education is an organized system where knowledge training must be linked to social orientation, management methods, and public responsibility.
Vu Tai Luc, however, framed the issue in a more historically profound way. He criticized the "purely humanistic education" that was detached from reality, arguing that education could not exist without a social, national, and struggle-based foundation. He also cited the concept of European thinkers that a person only truly becomes a person through education, and a nation only becomes a vibrant nation after undergoing national education. That is: education not only teaches people how to work, but also teaches them to belong to a history, an order, and a shared responsibility .
From this, it can be clearly stated that education is not merely about specialization, as it simultaneously accomplishes three things: it imparts knowledge, it shapes character, and it reproduces the spiritual order of society. A nation that views education solely in the first sense will soon pay the price in the latter two.
2. Education as a national strategy
A society can postpone many things, but it cannot indefinitely postpone training the generation that will carry the burden of the future. Therefore, education, in its true sense, must be placed within the framework of national strategy .
Wang Huning noted very specifically: China has the world's largest education system with approximately 200 million students; such a scale means that management cannot be considered a minor technical matter. From this, he arrived at a definitive conclusion: educational development is a political and strategic issue. He emphasized that a nation seeking modernization cannot treat talent as a secondary factor; talent is the foundation for survival.
The importance of the word "strategy" is crucial here. Strategy means viewing education not in terms of term limits or a reactive, patch-up approach, but in terms of the question: what kind of people will the nation need in ten, twenty, or thirty years—with what kind of knowledge, character, and capabilities? A nation weak in educational strategy may still experience short-term growth, but will falter when it needs to enter a phase of high-quality competition, institutional innovation, or protecting its identity in the context of integration.
This point connects beautifully with Vu Tai Luc. When he asserted that "education is the starting point and the end point of politics," it wasn't just rhetoric. It meant that all major policies ultimately revolve around the issue of human development: to have national defense, one must educate willpower; to have sound politics, one must educate historical intellect; to have a healthy economy, one must educate discipline and civic spirit; to protect culture, one must educate national memory.
World history also demonstrates this. Sustained rises are never merely about accumulating wealth; they are always accompanied by an educational strategy. Meiji Japan understood that modernizing the military without modernizing schools would only create mercenaries, not a nation. Prussia understood that national unity had to be based on disciplined education, science, and public service. After the war, many East Asian countries understood that the shortest path to closing the gap with the world was not simply borrowing capital, but creating a better-trained population. In this light, education is no longer a sector; it is the invisible infrastructure of the nation .
3. Educational management and talent quality
A great education system cannot stand on ideals alone. It needs management. But management here is not just about paperwork, procedures, and orders. Educational management is the art of organizing knowledge, teaching, research, resources, and people into a system capable of producing truly talented individuals .
Wang Huning showed a very practical view of this issue. In the academy's development plan, he spoke of scientific management, project management, efficiency management, supervision, and evaluation. At the conference on "Project 211," he outlined three very specific conditions: schools cannot relax their management; they must truly focus on teaching; and they must strengthen cooperation and linkages among participating schools. These lines may seem administrative, but they actually contain a profound philosophy: talent doesn't just sprout from slogans; it must be nurtured within a rational organizational structure .
Elsewhere, he also emphasized the importance of building a high-quality curriculum system, viewing textbooks as a mirror reflecting the academic level of the entire nation. Universities should not shy away from writing standard textbooks; publishers should not only focus on immediate profits; because good textbooks not only have economic value but also enhance the quality of teaching and overall academic prestige. This is a detail worth considering: the quality of talent depends not only on outstanding individuals, but also on seemingly ordinary tools such as textbooks, libraries, training methods, evaluation mechanisms, and academic cooperation networks.
From this, a principle can be drawn: good educational management is not about tightening control for easier governance, but about reducing randomness and increasing the ability to nurture talent . A lax education system will deplete talent. A mechanically managed education system will stifle talent. Correct management is about maintaining discipline while leaving room for creativity; about having standards while not stifling academic spirit.
4. Teachers, schools, and the foundation for modernization.
Every society talks a lot about talent, but not every society understands that talent is first cultivated through teachers and schools . This is where Wang Huning made one of his most memorable statements about education: "If teachers are underestimated, then it is impossible to talk about cultivating talent."
That statement seems simple, but it contains a very profound logic. Talent is not created directly by the speeches of leaders, nor by abstract societal aspirations. Talent is formed through teachers, through the academic environment, through schools, through academic discipline, and through the role models that previous generations pass on to subsequent generations. If teachers are undervalued, the teaching profession is seen as a low rank in the social hierarchy, and schools are transformed into places that issue degrees rather than places that cultivate intellect, then all slogans about modernization stand on a very fragile foundation.
Wang Huning cited a specific example: in Jiangsu, there was a regulation stating that teachers' salaries could not be reduced for two consecutive years, and absolutely not for three years. He considered this a manifestation of a wise political awareness: teachers must be valued if one wants to cultivate talent. This has value beyond a specific case. It shows that a nation truly serious about its future must dare to place teachers in their rightful strategic position.
From a national and historical perspective, Vu Tai Luc also shows that education is always linked to the formation of a nation's vitality. He examines everything from Buddhist education during the Dinh and Ly dynasties to Western educational models, and then emphasizes that all great educational systems not only teach literacy but also shape the spiritual goals of society. Therefore, schools are not auxiliary facilities; they are places where a nation decides for itself what kind of people it wants to train.
Modernization doesn't actually begin with skyscrapers, but with classrooms. A nation can buy technology, but it cannot buy teachers who can cultivate lasting intellectual qualities. Therefore, when we say that teachers and schools are the foundation of modernization, we are not speaking in a way that glorifies the profession; we are saying that without that foundation, modernization is merely a fragile shell that can easily crack .
5. Neglecting education weakens the nation's future.
No nation collapses from a single decision to neglect education. However, many nations weaken precisely because they have neglected education for many years. The cost of this neglect doesn't appear immediately. It comes slowly, silently, and cumulatively. Initially, there's a shortage of good teachers. Then, schools deteriorate in spirit. Then, universities lose their academic standards. Then, policies lack the in-depth understanding to design them. Then, societies lack citizens who think long-term. Ultimately, the nation's future is hollowed out while it still believes itself to be normal in the present.
Wang Huning understood this subtle accumulation of problems very well. He noted the reality of libraries lacking books, textbooks being inadequate, and the difficulties in managing a large-scale education system, and from this, he concluded that education is a political and strategic issue. This was not just a reminder that the education sector needed reform. It was a reminder that any society that disregards education is signing a death warrant against its own future .
Vu Tai Luc added a deeper layer. He argued that education without a socio-national foundation no longer deserves to be called education. That is, if an education only trains skills without connecting learners to history, culture, and their responsibilities to the community, it may produce individual success, but it is unlikely to produce a vibrant nation. Education, therefore, not only determines "whether or not there are talented people," but also determines what those talented people belong to : only to the market, or also to the nation; only knowing how to maximize personal opportunities, or also knowing how to shoulder the common good.
The future of a nation is not an abstract concept. It is made up of the people that schools are training today. A superficial curriculum can weaken the future. A neglected teaching staff can weaken the future. An education system that prioritizes degrees while neglecting intellectual qualities and civic morality also weakens the future. In that sense, underestimating education is a form of impoverishing one's own national capacity.
Conclude
Education is a political issue not because the state needs to control schools, but because schools determine the kind of people the nation will have in the future. Education is a national strategy because it determines the ability to reproduce talent, maintain stability, and create long-term competitiveness. Managing education is a matter of survival because talent doesn't emerge from laxity or from empty slogans. Teachers and schools are the foundation of modernization because every step forward in technology, institutions, or economics ultimately goes through people. And neglecting education weakens the nation's future because it is the slowest but surest way to drain the vitality of a people.
To put it concisely, in the combined spirit of Wang Huning and Wu Cailu: a nation that wants to modernize must prioritize schools before slogans; a nation that wants to be strong must prioritize teachers before tools; and a nation that wants to go far must prioritize education as much as it prioritizes its own political destiny.
Education as a political issue : education determines a nation's ability to reproduce its elite, its stability, and its competitiveness.
Talented individuals are not just people with excellent professional skills, but also strategic resources for the state and society.
System reproduction : the ability of a nation to train succeeding generations to preserve and improve the existing order.
Chapter 20. The Talent Factory
A nation can become wealthy through resources, markets, historical opportunities, or even a few correct policy decisions during a particular period. However, no nation can maintain long-term strength without producing, nurturing, and replacing highly capable individuals for its government, academia, science, military, administration, and the general spiritual life. At its deepest level, a nation's sustainability lies not in the amount of wealth it possesses, but in its ability to regenerate its own unique strengths .
This is where the concept of a “talent factory” becomes particularly important. It should not be understood as a mechanized image, much less as a romanticization of education. On the contrary, it speaks to a very harsh truth: talent does not spontaneously appear out of thin air; talent is the product of a consciously organized institutional system. Universities, research institutes, public schools, military academies, libraries, strategic centers, academic publishers, research networks, and selection mechanisms—all combine to form what we might call the nation’s intellectual production infrastructure . America against America sees this very clearly when it describes the United States as a society that reproduces the system through education, through top universities, through public administration academies, through policy research institutes, and through “thought factories.”
When combined with "Political Life ," we see that Wang Huning not only observed this phenomenon in the United States but also directly considered it within Chinese academia. He spoke of the "Fudan School," the need to create an academic community with shared passions, the principle of using academia as a foundation, interdisciplinary development, innovation, resource concentration, and the integration of five aspects: academia, education, management, administration, and social service. In short: he did not view talent as solely the work of outstanding individuals, but rather the work of a system capable of producing outstanding individuals .
1. Universities, research institutes, and strategic centers
A good general education can create a highly educated population; but to create the elite who can run a modern society , a higher level of institutions is needed: universities, research institutes, and strategic centers.
The anti-American sentiment vividly illustrates this. Wang Huning observed that the United States not only has top universities like MIT, Harvard, and Stanford, but also institutions specializing in training civil servants and administrators such as Maxwell School, military academies like the Naval Academy, and think tanks like the Brookings Institution and the Carter Center… These places not only impart knowledge but also link education with science, policy, industry, the military, and the government apparatus, forming “talent factories” for the entire system.
The profound point lies in the fact that universities and research institutes are not merely places for teaching or writing books. They are intermediary institutions between knowledge and power . They do three things simultaneously: first, they create new knowledge. second, they train people capable of using that knowledge. third, they integrate that knowledge and those people into the practical currents of the nation: governance, technology, defense, law, and policy planning.
Wang Huning was particularly sensitive to that strategic function. In *America Against America* , he did not portray MIT or public administration schools as purely academic symbols. He viewed them as the infrastructure of national capacity . A school like MIT not only trains engineers, but also fosters defense and industrial technology. A public administration school not only teaches administration, but trains personnel capable of translating political goals into concrete operational techniques. A policy institute not only produces reports, but prepares human resources and ideas for the government when needed.
From Vu Tai Luc's perspective, one could say more strongly: these places are the nation's neural factories . They produce something that a nation can hardly buy from outside: organized intellectual capacity. A poor country can borrow money. A developing country can import technology. But a nation without its own system of universities, research institutes, and strategic centers will ultimately still be dependent on the intellect of others to understand its own era.
2. Academic and Policy Planning
A backward society often separates academia from politics in two ways. Either it views academia as mere intellectual ornament, irrelevant to governing the country, or it sees academia as nothing more than a propaganda tool, tasked with legitimizing what power has already decided. Both approaches corrupt both academia and politics.
What is noteworthy about Wang Huning is that he sees a different path: academia can and should enter policymaking, but as a body of in-depth knowledge, not as mere slogan-based rhetoric . His book, *America Against America*, clearly illustrates this when he describes Brookings, the Carter Center, regional research institutes, and the "intellectual rotation" mechanisms between scholars and government. He notes that these thought institutions not only conduct research but also evaluate government programs, provide experts, and serve as a reserve of policy talent for the state.
This is a point of immense significance. Good policy cannot be born solely from political goodwill. It must be based on accumulated knowledge, long-term analysis, the ability to compare, predict, verify, and correct errors. A political system that only reacts to immediate situations will always be at a loss when faced with complex problems. Conversely, an academic system that is one step ahead will be able to think beyond the short-term cycle of power.
In his book *Political Life *, Wang Huning also clearly expressed his belief in the fundamental role of academia. He wrote that "the basic driving force of an institution must be academic research," and that a university without research capacity and academic achievements cannot have a firm foothold or influence. He further established the principles of interdisciplinary studies, academic innovation, and centralized management as conditions for achieving great success.
This shows that, in his view, academia is not a piece of software that can be easily replaced. It is the engine of the nation's thinking . Without that engine, policies are prone to three ills:
	short term, 

	emotional, 

	Copy. 



Vu Tai Luc would say it in a different language but with the same goal: politics without independent intellectuals is nothing but manipulation; and manipulation, however effective temporarily, cannot bear the long-term fate of a nation. Because the fate of a nation is ultimately decided not only by those who know how to give orders, but by those who know how to think ahead.
3. Schools of thought, intellectual communities, and shared passions
A society can have many intelligent people but still lack great scholarship. The reason is simple: individual intelligence does not automatically translate into collective intellectual strength . For scholarship to have historical influence, there must be what Wang Huning aptly called: a school of thought .
In *Political Life *, when referring to the "Fudan School," he didn't understand it as a dogmatic unification of methodology. He stated frankly that the view that a school must necessarily have a unified methodology was no longer absolute; what was more important was a "shared sentiment," a shared passion. He quoted the insightful saying: "A group of scholars, if they can share the same passion, already has half the strength."
This is a very profound concept of intellectual community . A true academic community is not simply connected by procedures, by belonging to the same institution, or by belonging to the same field. They are connected by a shared interest in some big questions, a shared research spirit, shared standards of evaluation, and a shared passion that transcends individual careers.
Why is this important? Because a nation cannot be strong simply by possessing a few outstanding individuals. Those individuals may shine, but that's not enough to build a tradition. Only with an intellectual community can knowledge accumulate over generations; only then can those who came before pass on methods, discipline, and character to those who follow; and only then can schools cease being merely places that issue degrees and become places that ignite the spirit .
In this respect, Wang Huning is closer to Wu Cailu than one might think. Wu Cailu always emphasized the issues of "lineage" and "legitimacy" in history: any political system that wants to endure must have an intellectual class to preserve its meaning and tradition. Wang Huning, on the other hand, expresses this in more modern terms: schools of thought, academic groups, interdisciplinary approaches, innovation, research communities. One emphasizes the soul of tradition; the other emphasizes the mechanism of tradition. But essentially, both say the same thing: intellect only truly becomes a historical force when it is institutionalized into a community .
4. Without research, there is no teaching.
This is a truth that many educational systems still avoid. People often think of teaching as simply standing in front of a classroom, while research is the domain of a select few academically inclined. But in a true university, the two are inseparable.
Wang Huning stated very clearly: "A school without academic research capabilities and academic achievements cannot have a solid foothold or influence domestically." He also put forward a series of principles: interdisciplinary collaboration, innovation, resource concentration, efficient management, international cooperation, and coordination between academia, education, management, administration, and social services.
From this, it can be seen that, in his view, teaching is not about transmitting what already exists. University teaching only has meaning when the teacher is still actively engaged in the process of creating knowledge . Without research, lectures will become dry, textbooks will become outdated, methods will shrink, and the university will lose its ability to guide. At that point, the university will still have the form of a school, but it will have lost its spirit.
This is also reflected in *America Against America* . When Wang Huning describes master's programs in public administration, he notes that students must read large amounts of material, participate in discussions, and access existing research; public administration schools teach not only practical experience but also theory, forecasting, organizational analysis, public policy, and planning skills. This shows that good teaching does not rely on pure experiential intuition, but on a foundation of rigorous research.
To put it more sharply: teaching without research is merely the distribution of outdated knowledge . It might be useful to some extent, but it cannot create a leadership class. A nation that wants high-level talent cannot rely solely on skill transmission. It must have places where knowledge is being generated, questioned, modified, and elevated. Only there can learners access a truly creative spirit.
5. Without teaching, there is no recreation of excellence.
If research is the birthplace of knowledge, then teaching is where that knowledge is passed on to successors . Without teaching, research may still shine brightly in some individuals, but it will die with them. Without teaching, a university may have a reputation, but it will not produce a new generation capable of carrying that reputation on. Without teaching, excellence is not renewed; and when excellence is not renewed, every system enters a silent decline.
America against America clearly sees this when it describes the entirety of Chapter 9 as the issue of “systemic reproduction.” That very phrase speaks volumes about the political depth of education: schools, universities, research institutes, the military, and civil service academies don’t just teach people; they prepare the next generation to inherit and improve the system .
This point is extremely important. A nation may have a generation of good leaders thanks to favorable history, thanks to the forging of war, thanks to a few outstanding individuals who emerged at the right time. But the deciding factor is not whether there is such a generation; the deciding factor is whether there are others after them . The talent factory exists precisely to answer that question.
Wang Huning admired the United States not just for having a few top schools, but for its entire system : from primary and secondary education, universities, think tanks, public schools, the military, libraries, to knowledge networks and mechanisms for the interplay between academia and government. Thanks to this, they not only have talented people; they have the ability to continuously produce new talent .
From Vu Tai Luc's perspective, this is precisely the issue of "passing on the torch" of intellectuals and the nation. A nation does not die because it lacks talented people today, but because it is no longer able to nurture talented people for tomorrow. And that capacity does not come spontaneously. It must be cultivated through classrooms, teachers, books, academic standards, schools of thought, intellectual communities, and even the passion for learning within society.
Conclude
The "talent factory" is not a metaphorical embellishment. It is the essence of a modern nation that knows how to take care of its future. Universities, research institutes, and strategic centers are places that transform intellect into national capacity. Academics, when integrated into policymaking, make power less short-sighted and less blind. Schools of thought and intellectual communities transform knowledge from a fleeting individual experience into a tradition capable of accumulation. Research is the condition for teaching to remain relevant. Teaching is the condition for the continuity of excellence. And all of this combines to create something more valuable than material assets: the ability to regenerate the nation's leadership, governance, and creative capabilities .
To summarize the shared spirit of Wang Huning and Wu Cailu in one sentence, it could be this: a strong nation is not only strong because it has talented people today, but also because it continues to produce talented people tomorrow through an organized academic system and a sufficiently long-standing historical consciousness.
Talent factory : an institutional system dedicated to producing individuals capable of operating, innovating, and leading society.
Intellectual community : an academic group bound together not only by methodology, but by a shared passion and direction.
Rejuvenating talent : the process of selecting, training, and rotating highly capable personnel within the system.
PART VII — THE NATION, THE WORLD AND THE DESTINY OF DEVELOPMENT
Chapter 22. National Rights and Strategic Interests
There are poor nations that are not yet weak. There are also rich nations that have begun to weaken. The difference lies not only in wealth or technology, but in whether they still retain their national sovereignty . This sovereignty is not an abstract slogan. It is the right to self-defense, to determine its own development direction, to decide its own strategic interests, and to prevent the nation from being dragged along by external pressure or short-sighted internal desires.
Wang Huning was very sensitive to this point. He did not view international politics as a mere moralistic stage, but as a space where nations must establish their own positions based on national interests. He clearly stated that after economic development, a country “needs even more a stable and strong political position to support its national strength,” and raised the issue of “national rights” as a concept that must be seriously considered in the modern world.
If we read with the same historical intuition as Vu Tai Luc, we can say more strongly: in history, no nation has maintained its independence solely through moral will; nor has any superpower lasted long if it was rotten from within. National rights, ultimately, are not only the right to resist external forces, but also the right not to be weakened by its own internal weaknesses .
1. Large country and international standing
A large nation is not simply one with a vast territory, a large population, or a high GDP. In a political sense, a large nation is one that can translate its physical weight into substantial international standing . Not every country large in size is also large in standing; and economic prosperity does not automatically generate strategic influence.
Wang Huning understood this relationship very well. He emphasized that after a period of economic growth, what the country needed more was not just continued wealth accumulation, but a stronger political position to support national power. This statement reveals a profound intuition: economic prosperity, if not elevated to a higher level, is merely passive prosperity; and international standing, if not based on strength, is merely ostentation.
In modern history, many nations have experienced this paradox. Some are wealthy but strategically dependent. Some have experienced strong growth but have failed to translate that growth into bargaining power on the international stage. Some countries mistakenly believe that simply integrating into the market is enough, only to discover that in times of crisis, the world operates not purely by commercial logic, but by power, institutions, security, and national interests.
This shows that a large nation cannot think of itself merely as an economic entity. It must see itself as a political and historical subject.
2. National development is a strategic priority.
A major mistake of developing nations is being easily distracted by too many short-term goals. They may become too obsessed with immediate growth figures, too dependent on market sentiment, or too easily drawn into petty debates, forgetting the most crucial thing: national development must be the highest strategic priority .
Wang Huning clearly stated this: in a complex international context, if a country wants to maintain and increase its strength, it must prioritize development, but this development cannot be narrowly understood as simply expanding production. It must be considered in relation to its political position, national power, internal stability, and long-term strategic capabilities.
"National development" here doesn't simply mean increasing GDP. It encompasses at least five levels:
First , develop the economy to create a material foundation. 
Second , develop institutions so that strength is not wasted. 
Third , develop education and talent so that the future has people to carry on the legacy. 
Fourth , develop culture and public spirit so that society does not dissolve in prosperity. 
Fifth , develop international standing so that domestic achievements are not diverted by external forces.
It is at this point that strategic interests differ significantly from immediate interests. Immediate interests might be impressive figures, large contracts, or temporary stability. Strategic interests are those that guarantee a nation's self-reliance ten, twenty, or thirty years from now.
A mature state does not allow itself to be captivated by short-term success. It knows that true development is about accumulating synergistic strength for the future, not merely consuming present opportunities.
3. National rights as a counterbalancing concept
In the modern world, international political language often places great emphasis on universal concepts: human rights, democracy, international law, and global norms. These concepts are valuable. However, Wang Huning raises a very noteworthy question: if we only view the world through universal norms while ignoring national rights, developing or emerging countries are easily pushed into a politically passive position. Therefore, he presents the concept of national rights as a necessary counterweight.
The term "counterbalance" needs to be understood correctly here. It doesn't deny universal values. It's a reminder that in international life, no value exists entirely outside of power relations. If a nation cannot protect its right to development, its right to determine its own strategic priorities, and its right to maintain political stability in accordance with its historical circumstances, then any talk of other rights may ultimately become external pressure rather than a genuine guarantee for that nation.
This is a realistic stance, but not a crude one. It argues that a nation cannot survive solely on international morality, just as an individual cannot live on dreams without food. National rights, therefore, are a condition for a nation to retain a minimum space for self-determination, thereby enabling it to follow a path consistent with its historical structure and level of development.
From a historical perspective, this is nothing new. In Asian history, periods of loss of independence or dependence largely began when a nation was no longer capable of defining and defending its own strategic interests. A weak nation is not only weak because of a weak army, but also because its spiritual and political systems lack the resilience to resist external pressure.
Therefore, national sovereignty is a counterbalancing concept, not meant for self-isolation, but for preserving oneself from being assimilated.
4. Foreign policy cannot be separated from domestic policy.
One common misconception is that foreign policy is the art of communicating with the world, while domestic policy is merely internal planning. In reality, these two aspects are inseparable. Foreign policy is domestic policy extended beyond borders; domestic policy is foreign policy prepared from within.
Wang Huning was very consistent on this point. When he said that after economic development, a country needs an even stronger political position to support its national strength, he was asserting that diplomacy, international standing, and external influence must all be based on a sufficiently solid domestic foundation. A country with internal turmoil, social disintegration, weakened public spirit, uncultivated talent, and misguided education will find it very difficult to have strong and sustainable foreign relations. At best, it will only have temporary diplomatic responses, lacking a strategy.
History has confirmed this many times. Periods of national weakness in foreign relations are often simultaneously accompanied by periods of domestic crisis: depleted finances, factional infighting, popular disunity, declining values, and a stagnant bureaucracy. Conversely, when domestic affairs are stable, foreign relations, despite challenges, have a solid foundation.
Foreign policy requires at least four foundations from domestic governance:
Firstly , the state's capacity to fulfill its commitments. 
Secondly , social stability to withstand pressure. 
Thirdly , economic strength to provide bargaining power. 
Fourthly , national spirit to avoid being easily divided from the outside.
Without these foundations, a nation is likely to fall into a form of superficial foreign policy: speaking boldly but lacking the strength to deliver on its words; or conversely, possessing material strength but lacking strategic resolve due to internal disunity .
Therefore, nations that take foreign policy seriously must always begin with domestic affairs. It is no coincidence that many classical strategists considered "ensuring the well-being of the people" and "establishing good governance" as the foundation before even considering competing with the world.
5. National strength requires a stable political foundation.
National strength is often narrowly understood as being solely military and economic. But if that were the case, many countries that were very wealthy or militarily powerful wouldn't have declined so rapidly. National strength, in its fullest sense, is the combined capacity of economics, politics, culture, education, social organization, public spirit, and international standing. Within this entire structure, political stability plays a core role.
Wang Huning emphasized that for national strength to be supported and enhanced, the country needs a more stable and robust political position. Stability here should not be understood as immobility. Stability is not about suppressing all differences or delaying all reforms. True stability is the ability to keep the state, society, and political forces moving together without self-destructing.
A stable political system requires at least three things :
First , legitimacy must be strong enough for power to be accepted. 
Second , institutions must be effective enough to resolve conflicts without always resorting to extreme measures. 
Third , a strong sense of public interest must be present to prevent society from disintegrating into self-serving units.
When those three things are present, the economy has a foundation for sustainable development. The military has a moral support base. Diplomacy has a long-term foundation. Education produces talented individuals who are not only professionally competent but also possess a strong sense of national identity. However, if the political foundation is unstable, even growth becomes fragile; because in a crisis, achievements not supported by a stable political order can dissipate much faster than one might imagine.
If Vũ Tài Lục were placed here, he would surely speak in the language of national destiny: a nation is lost not only because of defeats on the border, but also because of the loss of unity among its people, the loss of moral principles, and the loss of power that is no longer qualified to represent the common good. This illustrates that political stability is not merely a technical aspect of power; it is the spiritual form of national strength.
Conclude
National sovereignty and strategic interests are two indispensable concepts if one wishes to view the world with a mature perspective. A great nation cannot be great simply in size; it must be great in status. National development cannot be relegated to economic matters; it must be an overarching strategic priority. National sovereignty is the necessary counterweight to ensure a nation does not lose its self-determination in a world full of norms but also full of power. Foreign policy cannot be separated from domestic policy, because all external influences ultimately depend on internal order. And national strength only truly stands firm when supported by a stable, legitimate, well-organized, and cohesive political system.
If we had to condense this entire chapter into a single sentence, it might be: a nation can only protect its strategic interests when it is strong enough to understand itself, firm enough to defend itself, and astute enough not to trade its long-term future for short-term gains.
National rights : the right of a nation to defend its sovereignty, develop, and establish its strategic interests.
Strategic interests : long-term goals that cannot be sacrificed for short-term gains.
National strength : the combined capacity of economy, politics, culture, education, and international standing .
Chapter 23. How a Society Can Fight Against Its Own Self
Some societies are brought down by external forces. But there are also societies that weaken themselves gradually without being attacked. This weakening doesn't come as a sudden collapse. It comes from successes that have been pushed too far, from values that once created strength but then turned against and eroded the very foundations of that order. It is at this point that Wang Huning's thought becomes sharp: a very strong society can still be pushed into conflict with itself by the very principles that once made it strong.
That could be called a society turning against itself .
Such a society doesn't necessarily become poor first. Often, it's very rich. It doesn't necessarily lose freedom first. Often, it's very free. It doesn't necessarily lose democracy first. Often, it still holds regular elections, its institutions function, and its press is vibrant. But beneath that surface, accumulated contradictions begin to grow: freedom separates from responsibility, democracy slips into manipulation, the market overflows moral boundaries, education ceases to nurture the spirit, and material development no longer translates into spiritual strength. At some point, that society doesn't collapse from a lack of energy; it weakens because its own energy is no longer aligned.
In historical terms, this is the point at which a civilization is no longer threatened primarily by external enemies, but by the internal disintegration of its own principles of existence .
1. Freedom turns into fragmentation.
Freedom is one of the greatest inventions of modernity. Without freedom, the individual is crushed under the collective, creativity is stifled, and human dignity is reduced to mere tools. It is thanks to freedom that modern man can choose his own profession, beliefs, lifestyle, thoughts, and life direction. Freedom liberates productive forces, imagination, and even critical thinking.
But the history of freedom has never been a straight upward trajectory. Freedom, when pushed free from all moral and communal constraints, easily becomes fragmented .
The fragmentation here isn't just about everyone living their own lives. It's deeper. It's a state in which people no longer feel connected to a common order worth preserving; every decision boils down to the ego; every obligation is measured by immediate self-interest; every connection only holds value when it's convenient. At that point, society may still be large, but it's no longer truly a community. It becomes a collection of parallel individuals, each with their own universe, each defending their own piece of truth, and very few still know how to live under a shared sky of values.
The danger lies in this: initially, this state appears to be the pinnacle of freedom. People are less interfered with, less bound, and have fewer sacrifices to classical rules. But in the long run, this very unlimited liberation causes society to lose its cohesion. Freedom is no longer a condition for coexistence, but becomes a reason to withdraw from shared life. And a society composed of individuals who only know how to protect their own private universe will sooner or later no longer be strong enough to protect the nation as a shared universe.
In other words, freedom does not destroy itself through a lack of freedom; often it destroys itself through its very infinity .
2. Democracy turns into manipulation.
Democracy, in its highest sense, is a mechanism that forces power back into society. It prevents the government from perpetually existing as a will above the people and allows citizens to participate in choosing the direction of their community. It is a historically significant achievement.
But democracy also carries a paradox. The more participation it expands, the more it becomes dependent on media, imagery, crowd psychology, campaigning techniques, and social emotional cycles. Without a sufficiently mature citizenry, democracy can gradually slip away from the spirit of autonomy and into the art of manipulation .
At that point, the deciding factor was no longer who understood the issue more deeply, but who could shape public sentiment faster. Politics, from being a debate about the common good, became a competition for control of public opinion. Promises were stronger than facts. Images were stronger than logic. Short-term moods were stronger than strategic interests. The more a society became media-driven, advertising-driven, and entertainment-driven in its public life, the more easily democracy would be pulled away from its foundation of civic reason and become merely a technique for producing superficial consensus .
This is where the tragedy of modern democracy emerges: mechanisms are created to limit the monopoly of power, but if citizens are no longer able to distinguish between information and performance, between reason and incitement, between representation and marketing, then democracy will not disappear on paper; it will only change in nature. It continues to exist procedurally, but its soul is replaced by a struggle for influence between those more skilled at manipulation than those who know how to shoulder the common good.
A dictatorship silences people through coercion. A decaying democracy can keep people noisy indefinitely without truly thinking. Historically, the latter is often harder to recognize than the former.
3. The market turned into the commercialization of everything.
The market is one of the most powerful mechanisms of modern society. It unleashes productive forces, encourages competition, and allows society to organize large-scale exchanges without a central authority commanding every detail. Without markets, modern society could hardly have reached the level of richness and dynamism we see today.
But the market has a natural instinct: to expand its scope . Initially, it organized the exchange of goods. Then, it began to organize relationships that were not purely economic. Gradually, what were once considered to have intrinsic value—education, knowledge, art, prestige, law, politics, even human dignity—were drawn into the logic of price, performance, branding, consumption, and performance.
That's when the market ceased to be merely a mechanism for allocating resources. It became a principle permeating all aspects of life. Society began to view everything through the lens of questions: can it be sold? What can it be exchanged for? How much profit can it generate? Is it worth investing in? A lecture is measured by its marketability. A school is seen as a diploma factory. A politician is packaged like a product. A social relationship is counted as relational capital. A work of literature is read as consumer content.
Commercialization, if taken too far, will give rise to a very serious consequence: it takes away from society the ability to distinguish between what can be bought and sold and what cannot be bought and sold . And when a society loses that distinction, it begins to become poorer even while it thinks it is becoming richer. Because not everything valuable has a price, and a community that only knows how to put a price on everything will sooner or later no longer know how to protect what is rightfully its own.
At this point, society is clearly working against itself: the market, once a driving force for development, becomes, when pushed beyond its limits, a force that erodes the very spiritual conditions necessary for long-term survival of that development.
4. Education becomes a spiritual void.
A mature society needs education not only to teach skills, but also to instill in the next generation the ability to understand where they belong, what they live for, and what they must protect within the common order. Education , if done correctly, is where society renews itself not only in terms of professional competence but also in its spiritual core .
But when education is placed entirely under the pressure of competition, performance, degrees, employment, and the market, it may still expand in scale but deplete in depth. Schools remain crowded, universities remain large, degrees remain plentiful, but young people emerge with a vast void in their souls: they know how to work but don't know what to live for; they know how to compete but don't know how to maintain boundaries; they know how to demand rights but don't understand their obligations; they know how to network broadly but lack a moral anchor.
This is where the spiritual tragedy of modernization is most clearly revealed. Education was once expanded to elevate human potential, but if it loses its value-based education, it will produce people who are more proficient but not necessarily more insightful; more confident but not necessarily more grounded; more skilled but not necessarily aware of their place in the history of their nation and in the structure of shared life.
At that point, a spiritual void emerges. And this void is far more dangerous than material deprivation. Material deprivation is easier to recognize. The spiritual void is often masked by convenience, speed, information, and achievement. But it is precisely this void that makes it difficult for society to mobilize sacrifice, maintain moral discipline, and cultivate individuals who think beyond immediate gain.
An education system incapable of nurturing the spirit won't kill society in a day. It will only quietly make the next generation less capable of maintaining public order than the previous one . And that's a form of decline that's very difficult to reverse.
5. Development turns into accumulated contradictions.
No modern society is immune to conflict. The issue is not about making conflict disappear, but about having the capacity to absorb, adapt, and transform it. When a system is healthy, conflict is seen, addressed piecemeal, and institutionalized into reform. When a system begins to fight against itself, conflict is no longer resolved properly. It is delayed, obscured, transformed, and then accumulates .
That's when development ceases to be purely upward. It begins to produce what will work against itself. Growth creates inequality. Freedom creates disintegration. Democracy creates manipulation . Markets create commercialization. Expanded education creates intellectual vacuum. Developed media creates noise and a loss of depth of judgment. Laws become thicker, but trust thins. Institutions continue to function, but the moral foundations that give them meaning are eroded.
That's how conflicts accumulate. They don't explode in a single day. They flow underground. They make society appear strong on the outside, but begin to tire on the inside. And long-term crises don't come with a single explosion. They come with a series of seemingly disjointed signs:
a)      People trust each other less and less.
b)      Citizens have little faith in politics anymore.
c)       Society has little faith left in a shared future.
d)      The forces within the system are finding it increasingly difficult to converge around long-term goals.
This is where dialectical thinking is most needed. A society doesn't fight against itself because it's no longer developing. It fights against itself because its development is no longer guided by a sufficiently strong center of values to regulate the side effects . In other words, a long-term crisis isn't a lack of movement; it's movement without an axis.
Conclude
A society can turn against itself when the principles that once gave it strength are pushed to the point of undermining the very foundations upon which they originated. Freedom without responsibility becomes fragmentation. Democracy without mature citizens becomes manipulation. The market without moral boundaries becomes the commercialization of everything. Education without a shared spirit becomes a spiritual void. And development, without the capacity for self-regulation, becomes an accumulation of contradictions.
That is why a strong society can still decline. Not because it lacks success, but because it no longer has the mental and institutional capacity to master its own success.
If I had to summarize this entire chapter in one sentence, it would probably be: the most dangerous society is not the one that fails from the start, but the one that uses its own principles of success to gradually erode the very foundations of its existence.
A society that turns against itself : a state in which the fundamental principles of an order are pushed into contradiction by its own development.
Accumulated conflict : unresolved conflicts gradually become an undercurrent of crisis.
Long-term crisis : a crisis that doesn't erupt overnight, but silently erodes the foundations of social regulation.
CONCLUSION
A nation is defined by its capacity for self-organization.
History does not favor any nation simply because it had a glorious past. Politics does not guarantee a nation's future simply because it currently holds power. Ultimately, the deciding factor lies not in a moment of glory, nor in a few dazzling achievements, but in a deeper, more enduring, and far more difficult-to-cultivate capacity: the nation 's capacity for self-organization .
A nation can possess abundant resources yet still be weak. It can have a large population yet still be vulnerable. It can have ample wealth yet still be insecure. It can have comprehensive laws yet still be fragmented. Conversely, there are nations that have experienced war, poverty, division, and siege throughout history, yet have not completely lost their way of survival because they retain the ability to reorganize themselves, rectify their weaknesses, rebuild their strength, and recover from setbacks. Therefore, if we must find a standard to measure the true strength of a nation, that standard should not be just wealth or power, but rather: when faced with challenges, does that nation still possess the wisdom, discipline, and vitality to reorganize its collective life ?
That's where everything discussed in this book comes together.
The state, standing alone, cannot create national strength. Society, separated from the state, cannot maintain lasting order on its own. Culture, if not integrated into education and governance, will remain merely decorative memory. Education, if not placed within national strategy, will only produce skills without creating a future. The economy, if not supported by institutions and public spirit, will produce fragile prosperity. Freedom, without moral boundaries, will disintegrate. Democracy, without mature citizens, will become manipulated. The market, without a foundation of values and laws, will commercialize even things that should not be considered commodities. And politics, if it does not know how to organize the future, will ultimately only be a continuous response to crises that it could not prevent beforehand.
In short, a strong nation is not one without contradictions. A strong nation is one that can absorb contradictions without disintegrating . A great nation is not one that doesn't make mistakes. A great nation is one that can correct mistakes without losing its way . A modern nation is not one that is solely technologically advanced. A modern nation is one that possesses sufficient culture to coexist with technology, sufficient education to master technology, sufficient rule of law to limit technology, and sufficient spirit to prevent technology from becoming the master of humanity .
Here, Wang Huning's ideas offer us a very thought-provoking conclusion: national strength cannot be measured solely by economics; it must be supported by political standing, institutional stability, organizational capacity, education, talent, governance culture, and public trust. He also repeatedly emphasized that the existence of a social system cannot be guaranteed solely by legal documents; first and foremost, it is a matter of whether people still believe in the fundamental values of that system.
If we connect that with Vu Tai Luc's historical intuition, we see another deeper layer: every regime, every institution, every reform, every form of power is ultimately judged by a classic and harsh question: does it make that nation stronger, deeper, brighter, and more enduring? If not, then no matter how skillful the political maneuvering, no matter how short-term success, history will sooner or later demand that debt.
1. The state cannot exist without society.
A nation cannot be built solely by its apparatus. The state can enact laws, enforce order, mobilize funds, and organize power, but the state cannot spontaneously generate trust, cooperation, daily morality, or the self-regulating capacity of the community. These things reside within society.
A strong state with a weak society is an unbalanced order. Initially, it may function quickly due to concentrated power. But in the long run, it has to shoulder too many responsibilities that society should share: educating citizens, maintaining networks, upholding moral values, protecting community spirit, and creating buffer zones between individuals and power. When the state has to do everything, it becomes both bloated and exhausted; while society increasingly loses its capacity for self-organization.
Therefore, the state cannot exist without society in two senses. Firstly, without society, the state lacks a vibrant legitimacy. Secondly, without a healthy society, the state lacks a foundation for long-term operation. An order based solely on commands is an order that must expend increasingly more energy to maintain itself.
More broadly, the maturity of a nation lies not in how large its apparatus is, but in whether the state and society know how to rely on each other within their respective limits .
2. Society cannot exist without values.
But society itself is not enough. A society can be very dynamic, very large, very interconnected, yet still fall into disintegration if it lacks a sufficiently strong shared value system. Society is merely a network of relationships; it is values that give that network a moral axis to prevent it from breaking into countless fragments.
When a society loses its unity on the fundamental things worth protecting, even social bonds begin to degenerate. Associations become tools of self-interest. Communities become places for parochialism. Public opinion becomes an emotional mob. The media becomes an attention-seeking industry. Education becomes a consumer product. Politics becomes a struggle for influence. At that point, society remains noisy, but its soul has eroded.
The values here don't necessarily have to be a closed ideology. They can simply be a few fundamental principles that the majority still accept: truth is more valuable than deception; the public good cannot be completely sold off to special interests; human beings cannot be valued solely by money; the law is not a game for the strong; education cannot be merely a chain of skill-giving; a nation cannot survive without memory and direction. As long as these fundamental principles remain valid, society has a foundation for debate without falling apart.
Without values, society becomes merely a place where conflicting forces clash. With values, however, society has the capacity to transform conflict into dialogue, competition into development, and differences into pluralism without losing its overall order.
3. The indispensable value of education
But values are not hereditary. They don't remain with a nation simply because their predecessors lived with them. Every value system that wants to survive must go through education .
Education, in its deepest sense, is the bridge connecting the past with the future. It teaches the new generation not only how to work, but also how to recognize what is honorable, what is worth preserving, and what should not be betrayed even for personal gain. Without education, values will quickly become empty slogans, then memories, and then disappear in the noise of the present.
That is why education cannot be solely focused on specialization. An education that only provides skills will produce people useful to the market, but it may not necessarily produce citizens sufficient for the nation. It may train specialists, but it may not necessarily train people who think long-term for the common good. It may enrich society with human resources, but it may not necessarily enrich society with character.
It is here that education becomes the place where society asks itself what it wants to pass on to the next generation. Does it want them to only know individual success, or to also know how to contribute to the common good? Does it want them to be quick, strong, and skilled, or to also know how to limit themselves, feel shame, and be loyal to an order that transcends them? Every nation, in fact, answers this question every day through its schools, whether consciously or unconsciously.
4. Education cannot function without strategy.
Education is so important that it cannot be left to administrative inertia or short-term calculations. Education must have a strategy .
Education strategy is not just about increasing budgets or opening more schools. It's about the ability to answer a series of difficult questions: What kind of people does this nation want to produce in the next 20 years? What talent pool is lacking? Which institutions are weak in fostering high-level intelligence? How should schools connect with society and the nation? What roles should teachers be placed in? How far should universities conduct research , and what does that research serve? Should civic education remain just a slogan or be ingrained in people's lives?
Without a strategy, education will be consumed by trivial needs: exams, degrees, short-term job market demands, superficial achievements, or continuous reforms without a central focus. In such a scenario, the more innovation there is, the more direction lost. The more talk there is about modernization, the more a fragmented education system might be created.
Having a strategy means viewing education as the long-term infrastructure of the nation. It means accepting investment in things whose results are slow to materialize: teachers, curricula, libraries, research, academic environment, school ethics, civic spirit, and independent thinking skills. These things don't yield immediate results, but in the long run, they determine the kind of people the nation will have to move forward.
5. The ultimate politics is the organization of the future.
Having reached this point, it's clear that everything discussed in this book ultimately boils down to one thing: the ultimate politics is the organization of the future .
Politics is not just about seizing power, although seizing power is inevitable. It's not just about maintaining order, although maintaining order is a matter of survival. It's not just about distributing benefits, although distributing benefits is a daily task for the state. Politics at a higher level is the ability to enable a nation to enter tomorrow with less chaos, more autonomy, more internal strength, and a greater capacity for self-correction.
A government that only cares about the present without planning for the future will sooner or later be judged by the future. A society that only cares about short-term gains without building a foundation for future generations will sooner or later pay the price with its own weakening. A nation that only consumes its achievements without regenerating its people, reforming its institutions, nurturing public spirit, protecting education, and ensuring that values thrive will ultimately be betrayed by its own short-term success.
Planning for the future doesn't mean prophecy. It means doing three things at once.
First, keep the state competent. 
Second, keep society vibrant. Third, ensure that values continue to be passed on to the next generation.
When these three things come together, a nation has a future as a whole. If any one of them is missing, the future will be cut short: either by political turmoil, or by social disintegration, or by a depletion of spirit.
Final words
A nation is determined by its capacity for self-organization. Not just in times of prosperity, but especially in times of crisis. Not just within a single term, but across generations. Not just at the central level, but from the classroom, family, locality, community, university, research institute, and public values and spirit.
A nation truly becomes great only when it can transform material strength into spiritual strength; transform growth into order; transform order into culture; transform culture into education; and transform education into a generation of successors capable of defending the country, reforming the country, and leading the country to greater heights.
If I had to conclude this entire book with a single sentence, it might be:
The future of a nation is not determined primarily by how much wealth it possesses, but rather by whether it has the capacity to organize its state, society, values, and education into a self-sustaining entity.
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