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Why would a doctor write history?

1. From clinic to dynasty

A fever is never just a number on a thermometer.

In the clinic, there were afternoons when I saw a patient walk in with a tired face, dry lips, sunken eyes, hot hands, but trying to sound normal. The thermometer showed 39 degrees. The heart rate was rapid. Breathing was more laborious than usual. But the doctor couldn't stop at that number. A fever could be due to infection, inflammation, an immune disorder, or a disease that had been silently developing for days, even months. Fever is just a symptom. It's not the whole picture of the illness.

I usually ask further: When did the fever start? Was there a cough before? Was there any pain anywhere? What was the diet like? Did you travel far? Do you have any underlying health conditions? Have you taken any medication? In medicine, a fever separated from a medical history can easily lead to a hasty conclusion. And hasty conclusions, in many cases, are just as dangerous as the illness itself.

The more I read about history, the more I realize that dynasties, city-states, and empires also experienced similar fevers.

A city can be in turmoil when markets cease trading, when food prices rise daily, when people begin to whisper about famine, when officials only report what the king wants to hear. A court can be in turmoil when factions distrust each other, when the army is more loyal to its generals than to the law, when scholars remain silent, when the borders tremble but the capital remains asleep in ritual. A republic can be in turmoil when procedures remain, parliament remains, laws remain, but no one believes that these things can stop ambition.

Thucydides, in recording the Athenian plague during the Peloponnesian War, was not merely recounting the physical illness of human beings. He was also recording a society stripped bare: funeral customs were overturned, faith crumbled, and laws weakened by fear and despair.[1] The plague, therefore, was not merely an ancient medical event. It was an X-ray of the political body of Athens: beneath its democratic and glorious skin, the city was as fragile as any body subjected to war, population density, and panic.

The late Roman Republic also suffered from a fever in a different way. Not from bacteria or plague, but from land disputes, debt, the personalization of power within the military, and parliaments becoming places where violence infiltrated procedures. From the Gracchi brothers to Catiline, from Cicero's speeches to Caesar's crossing of the Rubicon, we see a republic that didn't collapse in a single day. It suffered in waves. Each wave seemed to pass, but within its bloodstream, the disease had progressed further: the law lost its authority before the army, public honor gave way to factions, and the victor on the battlefield became more dangerous than any external enemy.

The Tang Dynasty after the An Lushan Rebellion was no different. An empire can survive a very high fever, but survival doesn't mean complete recovery. After the 755 rebellion, the Tang Dynasty didn't die immediately. It lasted for many more generations. But it was a body that had lost a lot of blood: the border regions grew stronger, the central government weakened, finances were depleted, and trust was wounded. In history, there are dynasties that die from a single blow. But there are also dynasties that die from a prolonged fever.

From the clinic to the dynasty, the distance seems vast. One side is the human body, the other is the body of the nation. One side has pulse, blood pressure, lungs, liver, and kidneys. The other has taxes, the army, laws, memory, intellectuals, and the people. But both have one thing in common: when internal turmoil arises, the external world will sooner or later send a signal.

Doctors see patients through their symptoms. Historians see their era through its events.

And both, if they can maintain professional humility, know that symptoms never fully explain themselves.

2. The profession of healing and the social responsibility of reading.

The medical profession teaches people a habit that is hard to break:Don't blindly trust your first impressions and symptoms.

Some patients say they are just tired, but behind that "tiredness" lies prolonged anemia. Some complain of chest pain, but that pain isn't just related to muscles, bones, or stomach; it could be a warning sign from the heart. Some have a high fever, but the most frightening thing isn't the temperature, but the listlessness in their eyes, the drop in blood pressure, the increasingly rapid breathing. Doctors must learn to listen to both what the patient says and what the body silently tells them.

Historians are no different. History is not just about dates, decrees, thrones, victories, and defeats. History also speaks through moments of silence. Why would a historian meticulously record a king's military achievements but overlook a famine? Why would a dynasty erect a monument praising its prosperity precisely when the people were lamenting? Why are some names erased from documents but live on in folk memory? Why are military defeats called "strategic retreats," purges called "rectification," and repressions called "stabilization"?

A doctor is familiar with symptoms. A historian is familiar with traces. But the author of this book, if I may speak frankly, stands between two paths: one that goes through the human body, and one that goes through the body of society.

I do not write history with the ambition of replacing historians. Nor do I write political science as someone possessing a formula for national healing. I simply carry with me a habit from the medical profession: before every fever, inquire about the patient's history. Before every crisis, inquire about the underlying causes. Before every collapse, inquire about the signs the body has ignored.

Sima Qian is one of the figures that makes me think most about wounds and memories. After the Li Ling affair, he suffered humiliation, a punishment that struck not only his body but also the honor of a scholar. But he did not choose silence. He lived on to write.ChroniclesA man humiliated by power left behind one of the greatest historical works of the East.[4] In that case, history is not born from security. It is born from a wound that refuses to disappear.

Nguyen Trai also stood at such a crossroads: literature, politics, war, and legitimacy.Proclamation of Victory over the WuIt is not just a text praising the Lam Son victory. It is a text that reconstructs the position of a nation after many years of invasion. In it, military victory is transformed into historical legitimacy; the pain of being subjugated is transformed into a civilized language; and a political community declares itself not to be the shadow of any empire.[5]

In the modern West, Émile Zola, with his article “I’accuse...!” in the Dreyfus affair, gives us another image of the intellectual: not someone who stands outside of society to comment, but someone who dares to bring conscience into the public square. An article, when written at the right time, can become a social immune reflex: it hurts power, but also reminds society that pathology cannot be cured by covering up the wound.[6]

These examples show that intellectuals, historians, writers, doctors, and citizens are not detached from politics. Some directly enter politics. Some are drawn into it. Some think they are merely recording the truth, but the truth, in feverish times, has become a dangerous act.

I did not write this book to cure the past. The past is over. The dead will not come back to life because of a chapter. Dynasties that have fallen will not be revived by an analysis. Cities that have burned will not be cooled again because we mourn.

But even if the past cannot be healed, it can still help make the present less naive.

Political naivety is a silent disease. It makes us believe that good people naturally create good institutions. It makes us think that victory always proves righteousness. It makes us think that material development is enough to replace trust. It makes us forget that power, if left unchecked, can, in the name of stability, corrupt the very body it claims to protect.

3. From individual medical records to medical records of the modern era.

A patient has a history. A dynasty also has a history.

In a medical record, the medical history is sometimes just as important as the current symptoms. Abdominal pain in a young, healthy person is different from abdominal pain in someone who has had ulcers for many years. A fever in someone who has just had surgery is different from a fever in someone with a pre-existing infection. Nobody starts completely from scratch.

History is the same. A rebellion doesn't usually begin the day people take up arms. A revolution doesn't begin the day the squares are crowded with people. A dynasty doesn't fall the day the capital falls. Before that, there are usually heavy taxes, corrupt officials, a loss of popular trust, ineffective intellectuals, a changing army, or an ideology that no longer explains life.

The unification of the six states by Qin is one of the most remarkable historical cases. Organizationally, it was a colossal achievement: standardizing writing, measurements, currency, roads, and laws; transforming a fragmented vassal world into a centralized empire. But a body that grows too quickly can also suffer shocks. The intensity of coercion was too great, social elasticity too low, and central power too cold and too rigid. The Qin dynasty was powerful, but not necessarily healthy. It was efficient, but had little capacity for self-regulation.[7]

Wang Mang is another case in point: his reforms might have been partly correct in concept, but they were flawed in dosage, timing, and effectiveness. He wanted to re-establish a classical order in a society that had already changed. He touched upon land ownership, currency, official positions, and titles. But politics is not just about devising remedies. Politics is also about understanding how much the body can handle, whether the system can implement it, whether the people trust it, and whether the vested interest groups will sabotage it. A prescription that looks right on paper can become poison when used on the wrong patient.

The French Revolution began with beautiful words about human rights, popular sovereignty, citizenship, and liberty. But from the Declaration to the Terror, history shows that liberation medicine can also turn into political poison if it loses its self-restraint. When a revolution believes it represents only morality, anyone who disagrees is easily seen as a disease to be eradicated. The guillotine then becomes not just an instrument of execution; it becomes a symbol of a political body feverish with the confidence that purification will bring purity.

The 20th century took that metaphor to a more terrifying level. During the Great Purge under Stalin, the state not only attacked external enemies. It turned inward. Cadres, generals, intellectuals, party members, and even those who had been loyal could all be turned into “enemies of the people.” This is an image close to a political autoimmune disease: the body attacks its own cells, and calls this self-destruction protecting its health.[10]

From this perspective, I envision each chapter of the book as a historical case study.

The patient could be a city-state, an empire, a dynasty, a republic, a revolutionary movement, or a modern society. The reasons for hospitalization could be war, disease, rebellion, reform, financial crisis, succession disputes, purges, or the collapse of legitimacy. The history could be debt, famine, inequality, thought control, administrative decay, imperial arrogance, or an elite no longer listening to the people.

Diagnosis can vary: imperial overload, reform shock, violence poisoning, dwindling legitimacy, political autoimmunity, loss of legal reflexes, exhaustion of trust. Prognosis also varies: some recover; some develop a different form of the disease; some live a very long time but never regain their former health; some collapse so quickly that future generations mistake it for an accident.

History, viewed in this way, is no longer a repository of old stories from which we can arbitrarily draw lessons. It is a vast hospital ward, where each bed has its own name, age, history, and complications. Historians are not allowed to prescribe the same remedy for all eras.

4. A promise to the readers

I will begin this book with a humble promise.

I will not write a dry chronology. The dates are necessary, but the days are merely the skeleton. Without human flesh and blood, without the heat of the times, without fear, greed, loyalty, mistakes, wisdom, and errors, history would become a cold, moldy series of events.

I also don't write about political science confined to terminology. Concepts like legitimacy, rule of law, institutions, violence, reform, revolution, civil society, and public intellectuals are all important. But if they aren't placed within specific contexts, they're like medicine in a glass case: labeled, formulated, but never applied to the patient's body.

I don't want to turn history into a simplistic moral lesson. Our ancestors didn't live to illustrate the wisdom of those who came after them. They lived in conditions beyond their control, with incomplete information, real fears, real pressures, and limitations that we today easily forget. Judging the past with the arrogance of the present is a poor interpretation.

But I also don't praise power simply because it wins. Not everyone who wins is right. Not every order that lasts long is just. A vast empire doesn't prove its morality simply because it rules over many people. History has many victors who are lost in memory. There are also those who failed in life but became part of the conscience of posterity.

Therefore, the method described in this book consists of only three things:Tell stories to understand people; analyze to understand mechanisms; diagnose to understand patterns.

Caesar crossing the Rubicon, for example, should not be recounted merely as a heroic scene of a hero defying fate. It is also the moment a republic loses its defenses against an army that personalizes power. That small river becomes the dividing line between procedure and civil war, between public law and the private glory of one man.

Washington's resignation from military command was not merely a story of personal virtue. It set an institutional precedent: the victor knew when to relinquish power to save the republic from a cult of military leadership. There are times when the greatest political act isn't about gaining more power, but about knowing when to stop.

Vietnam's 1986 Doi Moi (Renovation) should not be viewed solely as a set of economic policies. It was a decision to cool down the system when the old model was no longer capable of sustaining the social body as before. When reality overshadows theory, a state that wants to survive must relearn how to listen to life. Reform, in that sense, is not just about changing the governing mechanism. It is an act of political survival.

I am not writing these things to deliver a final verdict. History is always greater than any conclusion. Each source has its own perspective. Each historian has their limitations. Each era poses new questions about the past. What a writer can do, if they still maintain self-respect for evidence, is not to turn what they like into truth, not to turn hypotheses into laws, and not to let literature become a fog obscuring the facts.

5. How to read this book

Readers are advised to approach this book as if reading a historical medical record.

Each chapter is a hospital admission. Each event is a sign of survival. Each character is an organ in the political body: some are the heart pumping blood for the era, some are the calculating brain, some are the hand holding the scalpel, some are the immune cells, and some are the source of inflammation. Each reform, war, or revolution is an intervention into the body of society: some interventions save the patient's life, while others cause the patient to bleed more.

This book will journey from antiquity to modernity, from Babylon, Athens, Rome, China, and Dai Viet to the feverish events of the 20th and 21st centuries. Hammurabi inscribed laws on stone to transform power into a publicly announced order; modern states write constitutions hoping to use written documents to bind power to its framework. Thucydides recorded the Athens Plague through the eyes of a witness to a crumbling city; modern health agencies record pandemics with statistics, charts, guidelines, and warnings. Sima Qian preserved the memory of the empire through his pen after torture; modern journalism and investigation, from Watergate to many other crises, show that public memory still needs those willing to delve into what power wants to bury.

The Battle of Bạch Đằng, Salamis, and Cannae were not just battles. They were strategic maneuvers where terrain, logistics, psychology, and timing determined political fates. A riverbank, a narrow strait, a siege—all demonstrate that history is written not only by willpower but also by the ability to correctly understand the circumstances. The strong can lose if they misread the terrain. The weak can win if they know how to turn their limitations into advantages.

While reading, please don't look for a single prescription for every country. I don't believe such a remedy exists. Some societies need stronger laws. Some societies need more honest criticism. Some societies need faster reforms. Some societies need to be less delirious with speed. Some societies need to learn how to remember. And some societies need to learn how not to let memory become shackles.

My only hope is that this book helps us develop a habit: before a political event, don't just ask who wins and who loses. Ask what is causing the fever in society. Before a reform, don't just ask if the idea is beautiful. Ask if the body can absorb it. Before a victory, don't just ask how glorious it was. Ask what order was established after the victory, which wounds were healed, and which were covered up.

History doesn't heal anyone for anyone else. But history helps people recognize the symptoms before it's too late.

A mature society is not one that never experiences fever. No living organism is completely immune. A mature society is one that knows how to measure its own body temperature, knows how to correctly name illnesses, knows how to distinguish painkillers from proper treatment, and has the courage to look at its own medical records.

If there's one reason a doctor writes history, it's probably because of that.

I have seen many bodies recover when patients are willing to tell the truth, when doctors listen carefully, when families don't hide the illness, and when treatment doesn't just aim to lower the temperature on the thermometer but seeks out the deeper source of inflammation. I also want to believe that political communities, though much larger than a single person, possess a similar capacity: the ability to feel pain, to remember, to correct, to reduce fever without losing life.

History does not sleep. Power is not sterile. Memory is not silent.

And if humanity still trembles before the truth, it still has the capacity to recover.
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History of body temperature

TThe times are pleasant, like a body breathing steadily. The law still holds its backbone. The people still believe that tomorrow, though not necessarily better than today, is still a day worth living. Intellectuals still dare to speak their minds. Officials still fear criticism from historians. Those in power still know that power, if not restrained, will become a fire that burns the very hands holding it.

But there are also times when temperatures are rising day by day.

Taxes increased. Food shortages worsened. The court became suspicious. The army shifted allegiance. Honest people began to speak softly. Opportunists began to speak loudly. The people looked at each other with unease. Beautiful memorials were still submitted, ceremonies continued, drums and gongs still resounded, court attire remained neat, but beneath the surface of ritual, the political machine was beginning to unravel.

At that point, history no longer moved at its normal pace. It began to feverish.

A fever in the human body is not simply an enemy. Fever is a signal. It indicates an internal reaction. The body may be fighting an infection. An infection may be spreading. The immune system may be agitated. The patient may have had a long-standing underlying condition without knowing it. A doctor doesn't just look at a thermometer and jump to conclusions. The temperature only initiates a series of questions: when did the fever start? Is there pain anywhere? Is there a cough? Are there chills? Is the patient lethargic? What medications have been taken previously? What is the patient's medical history?

History needs to be asked the same question.

A rebellion is not just an out-of-control crowd. A revolution is not just a day when the masses pour into the squares. A purge is not just the cruel will of one man. A failed reform is not just because the reformer was wrong. A dynasty collapses not just because the enemy arrived at the city gates. Often, these are fevers that have been simmering for years.

And if history had a body temperature, the task of the historian wouldn't be simply to ask, "Who won?" or "Who lost?" The deeper question would be, "When did that body start to have a fever?"

1. A fever is a signal, not a conclusion.

In medicine, fever is one of the oldest signs of illness, but also one of the most easily misunderstood. Patients often want to bring their fever down quickly. Family members are often worried when they see the thermometer rise high. But doctors know that lowering the number doesn't necessarily solve the illness. If the infection is still there, if the cause hasn't been identified, if the underlying condition is still being overlooked, the fever may temporarily subside only to return stronger.

History has often been "cooled down" in this way.

A court suppresses a rebellion and thinks society is at peace. A republic arrests a conspirator and thinks procedure is restored. An empire kills a few rebellious generals and thinks its borders are secure. A regime purges dissenting voices and thinks unity has returned. But sometimes the silence after suppression is not peace. It's just a fever suppressed with strong painkillers.

Thucydides, in writing about the Athenian plague in the early years of the Peloponnesian War, left behind one of the coldest and most painful pages in human history. Athens at that time was not just a city-state afflicted by disease; it was also a society overwhelmed by war. People from the countryside flocked to the city, population density increased, and fear spread faster than the disease itself. Thucydides described not only the physical symptoms, but also the disintegration of moral order: people feared less the law, believed less in gods, and thought less about lasting honor because death could come too quickly.[1]

That's the terrifying thing about a historical fever: it doesn't just weaken people; it exposes the inner structure of society. When normal life continues at its rhythm, people easily believe they are moral, their city is stable, and their laws are respectable. But when disease, war, famine, or crisis strike, we see what is the true backbone and what is merely a facade.

The late Roman Republic did not collapse solely because of Caesar. To say so is too simplistic and also too unfair to history. Before Rubicon there were many smaller upheavals. The Gracchi brothers raised the issue of land and the rights of the poor in a society where the aristocracy had accumulated too much land and power. Political violence began to enter republican life. Catiline and the crisis of 63 BC showed that the fear of internal conflict could make the state wonder: is it permissible to bypass procedure to save procedure? Cicero, in his speeches against Catiline, was not just against a conspiracy; he stood in the midst of a republic trembling with fear of itself.[2]

Then Caesar crossed the Rubicon in 49 BC. A small river became a major cut in the body of the republic. The problem was not just a general bringing his army back to Rome. The problem was that the army had become more attached to the general's personal interests than to public procedure. The republic had lost its self-defense reflexes. The legal backbone was still there, but the military muscles had gone beyond its control.[3]

The French Revolution was also a great fever, but before Paris erupted in 1789, France's old body had long been weary: finances were depleted, caste inequality prevailed, taxes were unjust, the monarchy had lost prestige, and Enlightenment ideas were shaking the old language of legitimacy. When the Revolution broke out, it opened with beautiful words about human and citizen rights. But from the Declaration to the Terror, history shows that a liberating remedy can turn into political poison if there is no longer a mechanism for self-restraint.[4]

Revolution, in its original sense, can be the reaction of the social body to a decaying structure. But when that reaction becomes too strong, it can begin to attack even the healthy parts. Robespierre and the Terror cannot be understood solely through personal morality. It is a state in which politics is heated to the point where dissent becomes an enemy, suspicion becomes morality, and purging becomes a method of governance.

In the East, the An Lushan Rebellion of the Tang Dynasty is another example of imperial fever. The Tang Dynasty was previously one of China's most glorious dynasties: a prosperous capital, a flourishing culture, vast borders, and extensive trade. But within that very body, a danger had accumulated: the border governors held too much military power, the center was dependent on the military periphery, and the gap between courtly beauty and administrative pressure was widening. When An Lushan rebelled in 755, it was not just the rebellion of a general. It was a symptom of an empire that had allowed its border muscles to develop too strongly compared to its central nervous system.[5]

The Tang Dynasty survived that fever, but survival doesn't mean recovery. Some bodies survive the critical period but never regain their former health. After the An Lushan Rebellion, the Tang dynasty still existed, but the central government was weakened, finances were depleted, and local power increased. History, in this context, resembles a long medical record: the fever has passed, but the aftereffects remain in the bones.

Vietnam during the Doi Moi (Renovation) period of 1986 can be read from another perspective: an example of a political body that still has the ability to self-regulate. After the war, the old socio-economic model entered a crisis of operation: food shortages, stagnant production, difficult living conditions, and the limitations of the subsidy mechanism were revealed. Doi Moi was not just an economic policy. It was a decision to cool down the system: accepting that the old body could not continue to operate as before, and that to survive, the way the economic blood circulated throughout society had to be changed.[6]

Therefore, in this book, when encountering a war, a reform, a rebellion, or a purge, I will not hastily consider it the primary cause. I want to ask: what had accumulated in the political body beforehand? How heavy were the taxes? How scarce was food? How eroded was legitimacy? When did procedures lose credibility? When did the army change its allegiance? Did the intellectuals fall silent out of fear, weariness, or bribery?

A fever isn't a conclusion. It's an invitation to delve deeper.

2. What is the political body?

To call a nation, a dynasty, an empire, or a republic a "political body" is not just for show. It's a way to help us view power as a living system: it has structure, cycles, feelings, immunity, pain, the ability to recover, and also the ability to self-destruct.

The backbone of that body is law, procedure, and legitimacy.

Law keeps power upright. Without law, power is merely the will of the strong. Procedures are like joints: they allow society to move without breaking. A community can engage in heated debates, change rulers, and amend policies, but as long as procedures are respected, the body remains capable of moving in an orderly manner. Legitimacy is like the posture of the body. A power may be very strong, with a large army, many prisons, and a large treasury, but if it loses legitimacy, it stands crooked. Standing crooked for a long time will cause pain throughout the body.

The Hammurabi Code, dating from around the 18th century BCE, is a very early example of power seeking to establish a visible order. The stela not only contains laws; it also portrays the king as the giver of justice, the balancer in Babylonian society. By inscribing the law on stone, power wanted to tell the people that judgment is not merely the whim of the one on the throne; it has form, words, and standards.[7]

Centuries later, the Magna Carta of 1215 in England also had the significance of a splint placed on the monarch's body. Initially, it was not a democratic declaration in the modern sense. It arose from a conflict between King John and the nobility. But over the course of history, the text revealed an important principle: the king is not entirely outside of constraints. Power, however great, can be bound by the written word.[8]

Conversely, Qin Shi Huang showed that an overly rigid spine can also make the body difficult to live in. The standardization of writing, measurements, currency, roads, and laws helped the Qin dynasty unify a vast area after the Warring States period. But the rapid centralization of power, the excessive coercion, and the harsh punishments in a society that had just emerged from a long war created an efficient body that lacked flexibility. It stood upright, but was so rigid that it was easily broken.[9]

The circulatory system of the political body consists of taxation, food, trade, and military power.

Taxes are the blood of the state. Without taxes, the army cannot be fed, officials cannot be paid, roads cannot be repaired, and granaries cannot be filled. But taking too much blood will exhaust the people's bodies. Food is the oxygen of an agricultural society. Commerce is the lifeblood of the cities. The army is the muscle necessary to protect the body, but muscles that are too strong compared to the backbone of the law will cause the body to become unbalanced.

The late Roman Republic is a very clear example. The Roman army initially served the republic, but gradually, as wars expanded, spoils of war grew, and generals were able to reward soldiers with land, money, and glory, the army's loyalty began to shift from the political community to the individual commander. When muscles no longer listen to the spine, a body can become very strong in the short term and very dangerous in the long term.[10]

The nervous system of the political body is information: petitions, secret reports, court affairs, envoys, media, rumors, voices from the marketplaces and the borderlands. A state that wants to survive must know what is happening not only in the capital, but also in villages, military camps, seaports, granaries, small markets, mountainous regions, and border areas. When the nervous system is distorted, the center only hears what is pleasant. The political body loses its sense of pain.

Many late-era dynasties did not perish from a lack of information, but from believing only the kind of information that reassured them. Officials feared reporting the truth. Historians were pressured to write flattering accounts. Generals on the border delayed reporting or concealed failures. The people lamented, but their cries were filtered through layers of vested interests. By the time the truth reached the throne, it was no longer an early warning sign, but a death knell.

The immune system of the political body is intellectuals, public memory, and social morality.

Intellectuals are not just people with degrees. In a deeper sense, intellectuals are those who detect symptoms before the masses become accustomed to the disease. They see deviations when many have already called them normal. They question when power wants people to simply repeat pre-existing answers. They may be wrong, arrogant, or distant from the people, but a society completely devoid of intellectuals who dare to warn is a society that has lost its immunity.

Sima Qian, even after the humiliation of the Li Ling affair, continued to write.ChroniclesNguyen Trai, inProclamation of Victory over the Wu, not only writing about victory but also restoring the legitimacy of a country that had just escaped from Ming rule. Émile Zola, with “J’accuse...!” in the Dreyfus affair, transformed the pen into an immune reflex of French society against injustice disguised by military honor.[11]

Public memory is also immunity. A community that doesn't remember how it was hurt is more likely to repeat the same mistakes. But memory also needs nurturing. If memory is monopolized, it becomes a tool of domination. If memory only fuels hatred, it becomes a source of inflammation. Healthy memory is memory that allows society to feel pain, understand, debate, and learn.

The flesh and blood of the political body are the people: villages, cities, the middle class, craftsmen, merchants, farmers, soldiers, scribes, water carriers, taxpayers, those who suffered crop failures, and those conscripted into the army. The palace is not the whole of history. There are things the court calls "stabilizing," but the people feel burdened by them. There are reforms beautifully written in decrees, but when they reach the villages, they become a heavy burden. There are victories on the frontier recorded in history books, but behind them lie countless empty granaries, countless mothers who lost their children, and countless fields lacking farmers.

The pain of the body is rebellion, succession disputes, resistance, heresy, disobedience. Pain isn't always bad. Ignorance of pain is what's dangerous. A society that still experiences pain is a society that still reacts. When all resistance is completely suppressed, that may not be health, but rather a loss of sensation.

What doctors fear most isn't always seeing patients cry out in pain. Sometimes, what's more frightening is when patients no longer feel pain.

3. From official historical records to medical records

Official histories typically record what the center of power wants to record, or is compelled to record: the king's ascension to the throne, the king's death, wars, decrees, ceremonies, auspicious and inauspicious signs, victories and defeats, rebellions, conferment of titles, and punishments. Official histories are essential. Without them, we lose our timeline, our framework of events, our chronological framework.

But history isn't just found in palaces.

It is also found in unofficial histories, genealogies, letters, inscriptions, stelae, local chronicles, laws, tax records, tombstones, and folk legends. It is in what the victors did not want to record, what the defeated did not have time to say, and what ordinary people lacked the literacy to leave behind. It is in the price of rice, in corvée labor, in marching routes, in mass graves, in a roadside memorial, in a letter sent home, in a lament considered insignificant.

The Hammurabi Code tells us about how Babylonian power wanted to be perceived: justice, order, stratification, accountability, punishment. But precisely because it is the voice of power, we must read it with two eyes: one eye seeing the legal facts, the other seeing the political self-presentation.[12]

The Behistun Inscription of Darius I is also like that. On the cliff, Darius tells the story of his legitimacy, of the rebels, of the victory and the restoration of order. It is a valuable document for Achaemenid history. But it is also a declaration of power: the king tells the gods, his subjects and posterity that he is legitimate, and his opponent is a usurper. Reading such a text, one asks not only what it says, but also: what does it want us to believe?[13]

ChroniclesSima Qian's work is official history, but it is not just the voice of the court. It bears the wounds of the writer, the broad vision of a historian who refuses to let characters be confined within simple intermediate formulas. Sima Qian wrote about emperors, but also about knights, merchants, assassins, the defeated, and the suspected. He expanded the body of history beyond the throne.[14]

In Vietnam, the Complete Chronicle of Dai VietIt provides us with an indispensable main historical axis. But to understand the political memory of Dai Viet, we must also read it.Proclamation of Victory over the EU as a special political-literary document. In it, Nguyen Trai did not just say "we won." He explained why that victory was legitimate: because of our culture, territory, customs, history, and heroes; because the invaders had acted against the will of Heaven and the hearts of the people. Literature here does not stand outside of politics. It rebuilds the spiritual backbone for a community that has just emerged from war.[15]

Marginal documents are not automatically more accurate than official history. An anecdote may be beautiful but inaccurate. A family tree may preserve memories, but it can also embellish a lineage. A folk legend may contain fragments of truth, but that truth has passed through many layers of imagination. Therefore, "marginal" does not mean more trustworthy than "central." It simply gives us an additional diagnostic perspective.

A good doctor doesn't just listen to one account. They listen to the patient, ask family members, examine the body, review test results, read X-rays, and monitor the patient's condition. The same is true for a historian. Official history is one source. Artifacts are another. Political texts are a source. Correspondence is a source. Folk memory is a source. Each source has its own value and limitations. Comparing them isn't about confusing the issue, but about avoiding being mesmerized by a single voice.

History is also intertwined with debt, famine, taxes, graves, decrees, and sighs.

Sometimes a dynasty claims to be prosperous, but tax records reveal the people's destitution. Sometimes a victory is celebrated, but epitaphs and family letters show the price paid by ordinary people. Sometimes a reform is written in beautiful language, but local chronicles show its distortion when it touches the lowest levels of the system. Sometimes a rebellion is called a "rebellion," but a closer reading reveals debt, hunger, humiliation, taxes, and a feeling of abandonment.

The official history is the backbone. But a historical medical record needs blood, skin, nerves, and even minor aches and pains.

4. Argumentation: telling a story and arguing at the same time.

Historical argumentation, as I understand it, is not about arguing with the past. It's about telling history without a one-sided narrative.

An event answers: who, where, and when. A mechanism answers: why the event occurred. A diagnosis answers: what the event says about the political body. These three levels should not be confused.

To say that Caesar crossed the Rubicon in 49 BC is the level of events. To say that it occurred in the context of a conflict between individual military power and republican procedure is the level of mechanisms. To say that it was a sign that the Roman Republic had lost its self-defense reflexes against military might is the level of diagnosis. Without distinguishing these three levels, the writer easily turns history into rhetoric.

History is not a judge's chair where those who come after can sit and judge those who came before. But history is also not a temple where we can kneel before every victor.

Caesar won, but Caesar's victory also paved the way for the demise of the republic. It is not necessary to deny his talent to see that a politics that allowed the military to personalize power had put itself in danger. A brilliant man could resolve an immediate crisis, but at the same time corrupt the principles that would have kept the community alive for a long time.[16]

Ho Quy Ly failed, but we cannot consider all his reforms meaningless because of his failure. Changing the currency, reforming education, reorganizing the military, reforming the administration — these things may be debated, may be wrong in dosage, wrong in timing, wrong in legitimacy, but they show an awareness: the body of Dai Viet at the end of the Tran dynasty was sick. A failure can bury a person, but it does not necessarily bury the question that person asked.[17]

Wang Anshi of the Song Dynasty was also like that. He faced strong opposition, and his reforms caused long-lasting debate. But if we only ask "was he right or wrong," we will miss the deeper issue: why was a program of financial, military, educational, and agricultural reforms so difficult to absorbed by the bureaucratic body? Why can sharp administrative knowledge still fail when the elite resist, when local implementation differs from central expectations, when strong medicine is introduced into a body with many side effects?[18]

Nguyen Hue was a military genius, but history doesn't just ask how one person won. History also asks: after the victory, what order was established? What legitimacy was consolidated? What system was designed? These questions are all the more poignant because he died young. There are figures who are like thunder that shakes the sky, but never have time to become the rain that nourishes the land.

Washington's resignation from military command is a counterintuitive example. He won, but what is memorable is not just the victory. What is memorable is his departure from power. A young republic is sometimes saved not by the victor doing one more great thing, but by him not doing what so many victors in history have done: clinging to power as the natural reward of merit.[19]

Therefore, argumentation does not transform victory into truth. It does not transform defeat into a simple condemnation. It does not make the victor absolutely right. It does not make the loser completely wrong.

A victory might save a day, but it doesn't necessarily save an institution. A defeat might bury a policy, but it doesn't necessarily bury the need for reform. A person rejected by their time may leave behind questions that future generations must answer.

Writing history, therefore, requires being both close to people and far from power. Close to people to understand their fears, limitations, mistakes, illusions, and courage. Far from power so as not to be blinded by the light of the throne.

5. Medical history: opening case, examination, diagnosis, prognosis

The medical history presented in this book is not meant to diagnose mental illness in historical figures. I neither wish nor have the right to do so. Words like "fever," "infection," "autoimmunity," "surgery," and "reform shock" are metaphors for analyzing the political body, not medical labels assigned to individuals.

What I borrowed from medicine is a way of thinking: look at symptoms in the context of the medical history, look at the events in the context of the system, and look at treatment in terms of the body's ability to absorb it.

Each historical segment can be opened like a medical record.

Who is the patient? A dynasty, a city-state, an empire, a republic, a movement, a state.

What was the reason for hospitalization? An epidemic, a rebellion, a failed reform, a coup, a purge, a revolution, a financial crisis, a military defeat.

What does the history of illness consist of? Heavy taxes, food shortages, debt, inequality, succession disputes, a fragmented military, silenced intellectuals, a corrupt bureaucracy, and an unconvincing ideology.

What are the signs of survival? Is the treasury still intact? To whom is the army loyal? Is there enough food? Do the people still have faith? Will the elite unite or tear each other apart? Is the law still feared, or is it only recited in rituals?

What are paraclinical documents? Texts, artifacts, laws, letters, chronicles, testimonies, tombstones, decrees, speeches, tax registers, maps, archaeological findings.

What is the preliminary diagnosis? Imperial overload. Legitimate decline. Reform shock. Political autoimmunity. Loss of procedural reflexes. Violence poisoning. Depletion of trust.

What is differential diagnosis? Are there other possible explanations? Is it due to individual, structural, climatic, financial, external influences, elite conflict, or a combination of factors?

What is intervention? Reform, war, repression, negotiation, concessions, purges, changes in laws, change of capital, change of ideology, opening up the economy, closing down the politics.

What is the course of events? Recovery, prolongation, relapse, transformation, or collapse?

What is heritage? What scars remain in humanity's memory?

If we consider Athens during the epidemic within that framework, the patients are a democratic city-state besieged by war. The reason for hospitalization is disease. The history is war, the population is confined to the city, and there is a tension between democratic ideals and the reality of survival. The diagnosis is not just a biological crisis, but a crisis of public order.

If we consider the Qin Dynasty, the patient represents a newly established centralized empire. The reason for hospitalization is the rapid collapse following unification. The history includes a prolonged Warring States period, a need for standardization, and a strict legalistic mindset. Diagnosis: high efficiency but lack of social flexibility; overly rigid spine, soft tissues not yet adapted.

If you read about the French Revolution, the patient is a post-monarchical society seeking a new form of politics. The reason for hospitalization is that the revolution turned into terror. The history includes class inequality, financial crisis, loss of monarchical prestige, and Enlightenment ideology. Diagnosis: the liberating medicine has lost its self-restraint mechanism, and revolutionary morality has transformed into violent purging.

If you read Stalin and the Great Purge, the patient is the party state in the process of extreme power concentration. The reason for hospitalization is mass purges. Diagnosis: political autoimmunity, where the center considers its own cells to be the pathogen.

If you read about Vietnam's Renovation, the patient is the post-war socio-economic model in an operational crisis. The reason for hospitalization is stagnation, shortages, and difficult living conditions. Diagnosis: the need to lower the systemic fever through reforms and reopen the economic circulation so that the social body can breathe again.

The historical framework is not intended to make history cold and impersonal. On the contrary, it helps us to be less hasty. It forces us to ask enough questions before drawing conclusions. It reminds us that a society, like a person, rarely gets sick from a single cause. Many historical illnesses are multifactorial: a little ambition, a little poverty, a little injustice, a little fear, a little arrogance, a little silence of those who know the truth.

The most difficult thing in diagnosis is not naming the disease after it's already clear. The most difficult thing is recognizing the first signs when the disease is still masked by a normal appearance.

6. The central thesis of the book

The thesis of this book can be simply stated as follows: the state does not die simply because of external enemies.

External enemies may breach fortifications, burn warehouses, kill generals, and seize land. But many political bodies only truly die when they are weakened internally. A healthy empire can lose a battle and then rise again. A vibrant dynasty can lose territory and then reform. A resilient society can survive epidemics, wars, and crises without losing itself. But when the backbone of the legal system is bent, the financial circulatory system is blocked, the information nervous system is numb, the intellectual immune system is broken, and the people's flesh is ulcerated by taxes and fear, then a single external blow is enough to bring the body down.

Many empires die from self-immunity. The center, too afraid of rebellion, begins to attack its own surviving parts. Honest people are suspected. Good generals are dismissed. Intellectuals are silenced. Locals are exploited. The apparatus only reports what pleases the center. At that point, power thinks it is protecting itself, but in reality, it is destroying its own immune system.

Many republics perished because they lost faith in their own procedures. Rome did not lose its republic overnight. It gradually faded away as violence became a political tool, as the army became loyal to individuals, as parliament could no longer resolve conflicts of interest, and as people began to see breaking the law as necessary to save the law. Once procedure was seen as an obstacle instead of a backbone, the republic began to fever.

Many reforms fail because they address the root cause but use the wrong dosage. Wang Mang, Wang Anshi, Ho Quy Ly—each different from their era and circumstances—all remind us of one thing: reform ideas cannot survive without considering the resilience of the political system. Strong medicine can save a patient, but it can also shock the patient if administered at the wrong time, in the wrong way, at the wrong dosage, or when the family doesn't trust the doctor.

Many intellectuals were crushed but left behind immunity for future generations. Sima Qian endured humiliation to write. Nguyen Trai was treated tragically by history, but his political literature still stands as a landmark in national memory. Zola was fiercely attacked, but his voice still reminds French society that justice cannot be buried under false honor. Intellectuals may lose in the present, but sometimes they win in the long-term immunity of humanity.

Understanding the pathology of power doesn't make us pessimistic. It makes us more aware.

Be mindful not to idolize every victory. Be mindful not to condemn every defeat. Be mindful to know that material development does not automatically replace legitimacy. Be mindful to understand that stability does not always equate to health. Be mindful to realize that when a society no longer argues, it is not necessarily because it has reached consensus, but perhaps because it has become afraid or has lost the sense of pain.

A mature society is not one that never gets sick. No living organism is completely immune. A mature society is one that knows how to measure its own body temperature. It knows how to hear the pain before it turns into necrosis. It knows how to let intellectuals do the warning. It knows how to let the law maintain its backbone. It knows how to prevent public memory from being monopolized. It knows how to distinguish painkillers from real treatment.

This book does not seek to be the judge of history. It only asks to be a physician standing at the sickbed of the age, placing its hand on the foreheads of past empires, listening to the heartbeats of lost republics, looking at the scars of revolutions, and asking: where did the fever begin?

Who ignored the symptoms?

Who gave the disease a different name?

Who resorted to violence to reduce the fever without treating the underlying cause of the infection?

Who administered such a potent reform medicine to a body that wasn't ready?

Who was crushed but left behind a spiritual antibody for posterity?

And will we, who come later, still be alert enough to recognize our own body temperature?

History doesn't offer a panacea. But it can teach us how to ask the right questions. And in many cases, knowing how to ask the right questions is the first step toward healing.
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​PART ONE
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THE BACKSBEHAVIOR OF ANCIENT POWER

Before parliaments, constitutions, or declarations of human rights, ancient power sought to stand firm on stone, blood, fire, and writing. A king needed not only an army to conquer, but also laws to give his rule shape. From Babylon, Egypt, Persia to India, we see early states both building a backbone with laws and attempting to bind gods, land, and people into a common order. But a backbone too soft causes power to collapse; a backbone too rigid causes society to break. This begins with the most fundamental question of ancient politics: what sustains a state?
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