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​Book Description

Why did China, which led the world for centuries before the fifteenth century, undergo a painful century-long transformation in modern times? How did modern China manage to stand up, grow prosperous, and become strong? How can we view our own civilization as continuous rather than fragmented? What exactly is the underlying logic of human society and civilizational development? And facing the future, where are the world and humanity headed?

These questions of our era, of China, of the people, and of the world — like ever-brightening constellations in the night sky — point toward our deepest concerns about our destiny and the direction of civilization. Existing historical narratives, whether vivid popular accounts or specialized academic studies, tend to focus on particular periods, events, or perspectives, but they struggle to systematically address these fundamental inquiries into the deep patterns of civilizational evolution.

This book, The Logic of History: Reflections on Civilization in Our Time, moves beyond the narration of specific events to probe the deeper forces that drive the rise and fall of civilizations. It crosses the boundaries of individual disciplines, examining the evolutionary laws of human society through a multidimensional lens that integrates technology, culture, and organizational interaction. It sets aside simplistic judgments of superiority and inferiority, seeking instead to understand the adaptive choices different civilizations have made at different stages of development.

From history to the present, from civilization to the individual, this book addresses the questions of our era while also attending to the meaning of individual life — for life is not a campaign of outward conquest, but a composed journey of settling within, building outward, and ultimately coexisting in harmony with Heaven and Earth.

Only by grasping the logic of history can we truly understand the world, China, and the future.
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​Preface: Interrogating History, Redrawing the Map — Civilizational Reflections of Our Era

In recent years, China has quietly witnessed an enduring "history fever" — a phenomenon that shows no sign of abating. Those Ming Dynasty Matters, with its vivid storytelling; A Brief History of China, with its lucid structure; 1587, A Year of No Significance, with its cross-sectional insight; A Global History, with its grand vision; Sapiens, with its distinctive angle; Guns, Germs, and Steel, with its interdisciplinary analysis... These works have, in different ways, satisfied the public's thirst for knowledge and, unexpectedly, sustained their bestselling success.

Yet when we close these books, the fundamental perplexities in our hearts do not dissolve — instead they grow ever more pointed:

Why did China, which led the world for centuries before the fifteenth century, undergo a painful century-long transformation in modern times? How did modern China manage to stand up, grow prosperous, and become strong? How might we approach Chinese history not as a series of isolated episodes, but as an evolving, interconnected narrative that stretches into the present? In the global family of civilizations, is China truly the minority? What exactly is the underlying logic of human society and civilizational development? And facing the future, where are the world and China headed?

These questions of our era, of China, of the people, and of the world — like ever-brightening constellations in the night sky — point toward our deepest concerns about our destiny and the direction of civilization. Existing historical narratives, whether vivid popular accounts or specialized academic studies, tend to focus on particular periods, events, or perspectives, but they struggle to systematically address these fundamental inquiries into the deep patterns of civilizational evolution.

We live in an age of radical transformation. Technological revolutions are reshaping social life; globalization is encountering new recalibrations; and diverse ideas and ideologies are colliding and cross-fertilizing. At such a moment, understanding history is no longer merely a matter of intellectual curiosity — it has become an urgent necessity for grasping the present and facing the future. What we need is not only the story of history, but the logic of history; not only knowledge of the past, but wisdom distilled from the past.

This book — The Logic of History: Reflections on Civilization in Our Time — is precisely such an attempt. We shall move beyond the narration of specific events to probe the deeper forces that drive the rise and fall of civilizations. We shall cross the boundaries of individual disciplines, examining the evolutionary laws of human society through a multidimensional lens that integrates technology, culture, and organizational interaction. We shall set aside simplistic judgments of superiority and inferiority, seeking instead to understand the adaptive choices different civilizations have made at different stages of development.

We shall discover that the tools of national governance possess a cross-ideological universality. When we set aside ideological labels and observe the actual instruments that different countries have deployed to address the core challenges of their particular stage of development, we find strikingly similar patterns. Successful civilizations are those that can accurately assess their developmental stage and flexibly, pragmatically, and creatively employ all available governance tools — regardless of their theoretical origin — to achieve a dynamic balance among efficiency, resilience, and adaptability. Exchange and integration, rather than pure confrontation, constitute the dominant theme of civilizational rise and fall across the long river of history.

On this foundation, the book turns to concerns both contemporary and future-oriented. It discusses the immediate difficulties, long-term challenges, and countermeasures facing today's China, the United States, and other civilizations. Drawing on the logic of history, it seeks inspiration from the classical Chinese philosophical ideals of harmony in diversity and harmonious coexistence, and explores how to lay the solid philosophical and institutional groundwork for the grand vision of "a community with a shared future for mankind."

Finally, when the grand logic of history encounters the vivid reality of individual life, a fundamental question emerges: In the seemingly mighty and turbulent current of civilizational evolution, is the individual life no more than a speck of dust drifting with the tide? Can we, and how should we, find our own bearing, meaning, and dignity within it? How do we live this life well?

To understand the underlying logic of the real world is not to predict doomsday, but to open up the future. This, then, is the arduous and necessary intellectual expedition that The Logic of History: Civilizational Reflections of Our Era seeks to undertake. Let us now turn to the blank spaces on the map, and set forth together.

* * *
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To understand the cognitive predicament we face today, we must return to the middle of the twentieth century — the moment when the world was reformatted. On March 5, 1946, former British Prime Minister Winston Churchill delivered the famous "Iron Curtain" speech at Westminster College in Fulton, Missouri. The line "From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic, an iron curtain has descended across the Continent" spread across the world through radio and newspapers. On the surface, this appeared to be a moral cry from an elder statesman, deeply troubled by the fate of the "free world" and courageously exposing the "expansionist threat" of the Soviet Union. Yet once we strip away this ideological moral garb, we discover that the genesis of the Iron Curtain speech was by no means born of such lofty motives. In essence, ideology is nothing more than a carefully donned cloak of legitimacy that great powers wear when pursuing their national interests and geostrategic objectives. And the two protagonists of this great drama — Truman and Churchill — had their own predicaments, calculations, and psychological maneuvering, far more complex, far more subtle, and far more dramatic than later generations have imagined.

I. The Little Man from Missouri

To truly understand why the Iron Curtain speech unfolded at that particular moment in March 1946, we must first go back to that evening in Washington, April 12, 1945. That afternoon, Franklin Roosevelt had died suddenly of a cerebral hemorrhage at his retreat in Warm Springs, Georgia. When word reached the White House, First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt urgently summoned Vice President Truman. As Truman entered the room, Eleanor placed her hand gently on his shoulder and uttered the famous opening line: "Harry, the president is dead." Truman froze for a moment, then asked: "Is there anything I can do for you?" Eleanor shook her head: "No. The question now is, is there anything we can do for you — for you are the one in trouble now."

The precision of those words would be felt by Truman in its full measure over the months that followed. What he inherited was the largest war machine in American history, a global conflict not yet fully won, and the political legacy of a giant. Roosevelt, having served four consecutive terms since 1933, was no ordinary politician in the hearts of the American people — he was a messianic figure who had led the nation out of the Great Depression and was about to win the world war. And Truman? He came from the small town of Lamar, Missouri, of humble origins, had farmed as a young man and opened a haberdashery that went bankrupt, and did not enter politics until the age of 38 when he was elected a county judge. He had no college degree — he was the only American president of the twentieth century who did not complete a university education. During Roosevelt's fourth term, he served as vice president for a mere 82 days, during which his private meetings with the president could be counted on one hand. He had never participated in the decision-making at Yalta, and knew nothing of the Manhattan Project — it was only after he succeeded to the presidency that the Secretary of War informed him of the existence of the atomic bomb.

The attitude of the White House inner circle toward this "accidental president" was, at least in those first months, unmistakably condescending. The old guard Roosevelt had left behind — Secretary of State Stettinius, Treasury Secretary Morgenthau — felt in their bones that this Missourian with round-rimmed glasses and a brisk, stiff gait was merely a transitional figure. The press privately bestowed upon him a nickname not without its measure of disdain: "the little man from Missouri." Truman was keenly aware of all this. Late one night, not long after taking office, he wrote in his diary: "I felt like the moon, the stars, and all the planets had fallen on me... I am not nearly big enough for this."

But Truman was not merely a pitiable figure crushed beneath the weight of power. Beneath the surface of self-doubt, there burned deep within this Missourian an intense need to prove himself — to prove that he deserved this chair, to step out of Roosevelt's shadow. The crucial question was: how to step out? The most central element of the political legacy Roosevelt had left behind was precisely the wartime alliance with the Soviet Union. The photograph of the "Big Three" — America, Britain, and the Soviet Union — taken together at Yalta symbolized the postwar arrangement into which Roosevelt had poured his entire political conviction: great-power cooperation, joint governance, the maintenance of peace. If Truman were to follow this path entirely, he would forever remain the executor of Roosevelt's will, never his own president.

To become his own president, he had to blaze a path of his own. And the quickest, most authority-building way to do so was to make a conspicuous adjustment to Roosevelt's core policy. Soviet policy was the most emblematic option.

But Truman's predicament was that he lacked the capital to make such a move. He had no diplomatic experience, no intelligence background, and very limited knowledge of the Soviet Union's true intentions. In his first weeks in office, when State Department officials briefed him on Soviet-American relations, his response mingled ignorance with unease. At one internal meeting, he frankly admitted: "I have to start from scratch on this." He needed information, needed analysis, and above all needed a voice that could give him political direction. And it was out of this urgent need that a certain person appeared at precisely the right moment.

II. Roosevelt's "Great-Power Cooperation" Blueprint and Truman's "Successor's Dilemma"

Before we can understand Truman's pivot, we must first clarify precisely what kind of Soviet policy he inherited from Roosevelt — because later narratives about the origins of the Cold War tend to exaggerate the inevitability of confrontation while overlooking the fact that, before the summer of 1945, the contours of an alternative path were still clearly visible.

Roosevelt's Soviet policy was not grounded in personal trust in Stalin, much less in any naive sympathy for Communism. It was rooted in a coldly realistic great-power political judgment: postwar world peace could not be built upon the exclusion of the Soviet Union. The price the Soviet Union had paid in the war — over 27 million dead, a homeland utterly devastated from Stalingrad to the ruins of Berlin — gave that country, both morally and factually, the standing to say "no" in European affairs. Roosevelt's core conception was this: rather than treating the Soviet Union as an enemy to be immediately contained, it would be better to bring it into a postwar system jointly managed by the victorious powers, and through economic aid, diplomatic engagement, and the institutional framework of the United Nations, gradually "socialize" Moscow's behavior into the track of great-power cooperation. This was a long-term, patient strategy of "domesticating" the adversary rather than destroying it.

From Tehran to Yalta, Roosevelt invested enormous personal political capital in building a personal relationship with Stalin. During the Yalta conference, though already gravely ill and visibly haggard, he insisted on sitting beside Stalin's wheelchair for extended conversations. An aide present later recalled: "The President expended great energy joking with Stalin, telling anecdotes, trying to establish a personal bond that transcended formal diplomacy." In Roosevelt's view, this relationship itself was a kind of guarantee mechanism for postwar peace — to manage conflicts of interest through mutual understanding among the leaders of the great powers.

III. The Empire's Twilight

Meanwhile, on the other side of the Atlantic, another politician found himself in an even more precarious position than Truman — and his ambitions and fixations were fiercer still. In July 1945, while the Potsdam Conference was underway, the results of the British general election were announced: the Labour Party won a landslide victory, and Churchill's Conservative Party suffered a crushing defeat. This wartime leader, who had been sitting as an equal with Stalin and Truman discussing the fate of the world, lost the premiership overnight. Clement Attlee replaced him at the head of the conference table. Churchill later wrote in his memoirs that at that moment he felt "as though a great force had suddenly thrust me aside, and I was told that Britain no longer needed me." This account carries his characteristic theatrical flair, but behind it lay a genuinely painful truth: the man who had led his nation to victory in war had, at the very moment of triumph, lost his say over the future.

Yet it was precisely this "pushed-aside" status that granted him a unique room for maneuver that neither Truman nor Stalin possessed. As the official leader of the opposition, nothing he said represented the formal position of the British government — which meant he could voice on London's behalf those things the Labour government wished to say but dared not state openly, wished to do but dared not risk diplomatically. And for Labour Foreign Secretary Ernest Bevin, Churchill's "unofficial" status constituted the perfect political trial balloon: let Churchill make the pronouncement, gauge the reaction in Washington, test the temperature of the American public, and take the measure of Moscow. If the effect was good, the British government could follow up in stride; if controversy ensued, the government could cleanly dissociate itself, declaring that "these are merely Mr. Churchill's personal views."

Churchill himself understood this role perfectly, and accepted it with relish. In the months after leaving the premiership, he was far from idle. He received several speaking invitations from across the ocean, the most weighty of which came from an unassuming little college in Fulton, Missouri — Westminster College. The invitation bore the signature of none other than the college's own alumnus, the sitting President of the United States, Harry Truman. Truman had personally added a handwritten line to the invitation: "I will introduce you by your side." This was an endorsement from the President himself, meaning the speech would carry the stature of a quasi-state event. Churchill immediately recognized that this was no ordinary honorary address, but a genuine geopolitical stage.

IV. At the End of the Road

Churchill was so eager to seize this stage because Britain at the beginning of 1946, despite the halo of a victorious nation, had an empire rotten at its core. The war had consumed a quarter of the nation's wealth; gold and dollar reserves were nearly exhausted; overseas assets had been heavily liquidated. In August 1945, the United States, in accordance with the Lend-Lease Act, abruptly terminated free aid to Britain upon the war's end. This decision dealt a devastating blow to London. Lord Keynes — Britain's most distinguished economist — was dispatched urgently to Washington to beg for a loan. The negotiations were extraordinarily arduous; the American side was thoroughly unsentimental. Keynes wrote in his diary: "We sat there like beggars, trying to explain to them what the Empire had done for this war, and all they cared about was when we would start paying it back." The loan terms ultimately agreed upon were extremely harsh: Britain would have to implement currency convertibility after the war — a clause that would later directly trigger the 1947 sterling crisis.

While Keynes was in Washington negotiating humbly, the Labour government was setting about building a comprehensive welfare state. From free healthcare to old-age pensions, from unemployment relief to housing guarantees — every promise was a pledge the Labour Party had made during the election campaign, and also the entirety of the postwar British people's hopes for "a better world." The severe winter of 1945–46 compounded the misery of this enfeebled empire: fuel shortages, food rationing, an economy on the verge of collapse. How does one build a welfare state on the foundation of a bankrupt empire? This was the fundamental predicament facing the Labour government. The answer was one and only: America.

But how to persuade America? America's isolationist tradition was deeply rooted. The most powerful sentiment among the American public after World War II was not "save the world" but "bring the boys home." Gallup polls from late 1945 to early 1946 showed that over 60 percent of respondents opposed continuing large-scale aid to Europe. What reason did American taxpayers have to pay for the welfare state of the British Empire? Churchill had to answer this question in his speech — but he could not use the tone of a supplicant. He had to use the tone of "warning" and "summoning." He needed to tell the American people: you are not rescuing someone else; you are protecting yourselves.

V. The Script Is Born

To achieve this cognitive shift, what was needed was an imminent, common threat terrifying enough to send a chill down every American spine. That threat was the Soviet Union.

This was by no means because the postwar Soviet Union had suddenly become especially "evil" in ideological terms, but because in the geopolitical reshuffling of World War II, the rise of the Soviet Union directly threatened the core geopolitical interests upon which the British Empire depended for its survival. During the war, the Soviet Red Army liberated Eastern Europe from the Nazis at enormous cost, and after the war this region naturally fell under Moscow's military and political influence. For Britain, Eastern Europe was still tolerable — it had never been the core interest zone of the British Empire. What truly kept London awake at night was the Soviet Union's actions in Iran, Turkey, and the eastern Mediterranean. The Soviets were slow to withdraw from northern Iran, and were instead propping up pro-Soviet regimes there; Stalin was making territorial demands on Turkey and demanding control of the straits; in Greece, Communist-led guerrillas were gaining the upper hand in the civil war. These three locations constituted the critical pivots of the British Empire's traditional sphere of influence: Iran and Turkey guarded the overland routes to India and the Persian Gulf oil fields, while Greece was the southern flank shield controlling the eastern Mediterranean sea lanes. If Britain were forced to retreat from these places — and its fiscal condition in 1946 had reached the brink where retreat was unavoidable — it would be the Soviet Union, not the United States, that would fill the vacuum.

Even before World War II had ended, the geopolitical maneuvering among the victorious powers had already quietly begun. In October 1944, Churchill traveled in person to Moscow for an extremely pragmatic secret meeting with Stalin. In the Kremlin study, the two leaders spread out a map of the Balkan Peninsula and drew up the famous "Percentages Agreement": in Romania, the Soviet Union would hold 90 percent influence and Britain 10 percent; in Greece, Britain and the United States 90 percent and the Soviet Union 10 percent; in Yugoslavia and Hungary, 50 percent each. The scene of Stalin "ticking the paper with his pencil" — though Churchill later embellished it in his memoirs — was sufficient to reveal the true nature of the matter: when great powers carve up spheres of influence, they have never needed, and do not need, an "ideological" license.

Yet by 1945–46, the logic of such bare-knuckle power brokerage had become untenable within the discourse of the new American-led world order. The idealistic international order championed by the United States advocated, at least in rhetoric, national self-determination and opposed old-style spheres of influence. If Britain continued to bargain with Washington using the explicit language of the "Percentages Agreement," it would inevitably provoke distaste and alienation. The British ruling elite therefore needed a masterful "discursive transformation": to recast the Soviet Union from a "bargaining counterpart" and "competitor in specific regions" into an outright ideological enemy seeking to devour the entire "Free World." Once this narrative was accepted, Britain's colonial interests in the eastern Mediterranean, the Middle East, and North Africa — from the Suez Canal to the Persian Gulf oil fields — would automatically acquire the moral halo of a "Free World defense line," and the American financial and military support needed to maintain these interests would follow as a matter of course.

And so, the grand narrative of ideological confrontation was meticulously manufactured on the chessboard of geopolitical interest.

VI. The Fulton Theater

In January 1946, Churchill set out for America. At a vacation villa on the Miami waterfront, he began drafting the speech. Churchill knew full well that the calibration of this address had to be extraordinarily precise. Too hard, and he might be denounced as a "warmonger," reinforcing the isolationists' conviction that this old empire was again trying to drag Americans into European entanglements; too soft, and it would fail to produce the deterrent effect, unable to generate sufficient urgency. He wrote in his diary: "Balance — everything lies in balance. We must make the Americans uneasy, but not panicked; we must make them aware of the threat, but not despairing."

During this period he was in frequent contact with the British Foreign Office and the embassy in Washington, and drafts circulated repeatedly among Churchill himself, his scientific adviser Lord Cherwell, the American ambassador to the Soviet Union Averell Harriman, and Secretary of State James Byrnes. Byrnes reviewed the draft and made no deletions or changes — this meaningful acquiescence was itself a signal: the American decision-making layer, though unable to endorse it publicly, was happy to see a "trial balloon" launched. Truman, for his part, offered the highest level of cooperation. He personally accompanied Churchill on the train journey from Washington to Missouri, and during the long trip the two had ample time for private conversation. As the train crossed the gray winter fields of the American Midwest, the two politicians — each mired in his own predicament, the little man from Missouri anxious to prove himself worthy of the presidency, the lame lion longing to save the empire and return to the summit of power — put the finishing touches on their lines in the swaying carriage, rehearsing the final act of this grand drama.

Fulton — a small city almost impossible to find on a map — thus became the focal point of history. On the day of the speech, Truman personally introduced Churchill. Standing on the podium of Westminster College, facing an audience of more than two thousand students, faculty, and specially invited political figures, he presented to the crowd "my friend, my comrade-in-arms, the greatest statesman of our age." This was a gesture heavy with symbolism: the President of the United States, staking his entire personal prestige, endorsed the address of a leader of the British opposition.

Churchill began to speak. His voice carried a deliberate gravity and solemnity: "From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic, an iron curtain has descended across the Continent." This sentence, polished over weeks, had every word calibrated for its precise political effect. The brilliance of the "iron curtain" metaphor lay in its simultaneous clarity and ambiguity — it required no intelligence corroboration, no factual evidence; it needed only to activate in the audience's mind the image of "a Europe cleaved in two." The complex and diverse political realities of the Eastern European nations — Czechoslovakia still retaining a multiparty system, the Hungarian Smallholders' Party winning a majority in the 1945 elections, Poland's internal political contest far from settled — were all flattened in Churchill's narrative into a monolithic "Soviet-controlled zone."

At the speech's conclusion, he issued his carefully crafted appeal: the English-speaking peoples must unite, "in fraternal association," to defend the future of the free world. He did not directly mention "aiding Britain" or "saving the British Empire" — such words were too blunt, too easily seized upon by isolationists in Washington. What he invoked was the "special relationship," the "fraternal association," the "common cause of the free world." The sophistication of this rhetoric lay in its binding together of British imperial interests and American security, while making the audience feel that they were not being extorted by a bankrupt empire, but answering the call of a sacred mission.

VII. The Trial Balloon's Effect and Chain Reaction

After the speech, Truman publicly kept his distance, claiming he "had not known the content of the speech in advance" — this was, of course, diplomatic dissimulation. The private trajectory of actions told the real story: weeks before the speech, he had already instructed that its content be broadcast globally via Voice of America in forty-three languages. What Washington was waiting for was the reaction of domestic opinion. Sure enough, Churchill's deliberately hyperbolic speech quickly stirred controversy in American public discourse. The Chicago Tribune and other isolationist newspapers published commentaries attacking it, accusing Churchill of trying to drag America into European quarrels; the Wall Street Journal ran an editorial criticizing the notion that America should be tied to a colonial empire. But it was precisely this controversy that afforded Truman the political space he needed. Those attacks and criticisms demonstrated that the speaker had not secured the unanimous support of the American government and the American people — he had merely delivered a tentative statement in a private capacity. Since Churchill's address did not represent an official position, Truman was under no obligation to immediately declare support or opposition; he could afford to observe the drift of public opinion at his leisure. The trial balloon had perfectly fulfilled its mission.

Less than a year later, in February 1947, Britain formally informed the United States that it could no longer bear the responsibility of "containing the Soviet Union" in Greece and Turkey. This was not a simple financial complaint, but a shrewdly calculated political ultimatum: to have America step from behind the curtain to center stage, taking over wholesale Britain's geopolitical legacy in the eastern Mediterranean and indeed across the entire Middle East. Truman took up the burden. In March 1947, the "Truman Doctrine" was formally unveiled, proclaiming that the United States must "support free peoples who are resisting attempted subjugation by armed minorities or by outside pressures" — marking Washington's official adoption of the ideological banner Churchill had handed over, and the elevation of containing the Soviet Union to the status of American national policy.

VIII. The Harvest Before the Empire's Exit

Britain's meticulous planning finally bore abundant fruit. In June 1947, the "Marshall Plan" was unveiled. Of the total $13 billion in aid, Britain received approximately $2.6 billion, making it the largest single recipient. This lifesaving money stabilized the tottering sterling area, enabling the Labour government, on the very verge of fiscal bankruptcy, to miraculously sustain and even expand its welfare-state promises. The slogans of ideology had ultimately been cashed in as tangible strategic assets and economic interests.

But for the empire, this was a Faustian bargain. Britain used the "Free World" narrative to lure America into the global defense perimeter it could no longer sustain itself, and in the process, without quite realizing it, rebranded its own crown jewels — from the Suez Canal to the Persian Gulf — with an American label. When Truman took over the burden, he also took over the vacancy left by the old empire's exit. Ten years later, when Eisenhower ordered Britain and France to cease fire during the Suez Crisis, London truly tasted the full bitterness of the cocktail it had mixed with its own hands: you invited the Americans to be your "brothers," and they turned your house into their chain store.

IX. Ideology

At this point, we can clearly discern the real logic behind the binary narrative of the Cold War. The ideological confrontation did not arise from nothing; it was a tool of legitimacy, consciously and deliberately constructed amid concrete collisions of geopolitical interest, deployed to mobilize support both at home and abroad.

For the United States, the moral mission of "containing Communist expansion" was far more persuasive to Congress and voters than the interest calculus of "taking over the British Empire's sphere of influence." For Britain, the "Iron Curtain" narrative successfully concealed an embarrassing fact: the nation clamoring about a "threatened Free World" was itself ruling over a quarter of the world's land and population, its colonial map stretching from the Caribbean to the Indian Ocean. For the Soviet Union, the narrative of a "capitalist encirclement" provided both ideological justification for its control of Eastern Europe and an "external threat" rationale for domestic political repression and economic scarcity. Each party found in this grand drama of "ideological confrontation" the source of legitimacy it needed.

It was precisely this ideological antagonism, constructed out of the calculations of great-power interests, that drew for our world a black-and-white cognitive map. Truman, that once-self-doubting little man from Missouri, used this map to step out of Roosevelt's shadow and establish his image as a resolute, decisive president. Churchill, that lame lion abandoned by the voters, used this map to carve a mark on history deeper than any premiership could have left. Two politicians, each with his private anxieties, each with his own agenda, staged a grand drama together on that late-winter stage in Missouri. They pressed history's emotional buttons with precision — and for the half-century that followed, humanity lived inside the reruns of that play.

Yet, to understand why this binary opposition could embed itself so deeply into the cognitive structures of several generations across the globe — becoming an almost instinctive worldview — we must trace a longer intellectual history. The Iron Curtain speech and the Cold War era it inaugurated certainly pushed ideological confrontation to an unprecedented peak. But the theoretical tools, the oppositional frameworks, and the methods of mobilization they employed did not spring into being from nothing on that day in 1946 at Westminster College. Every "-ism" deployed to its utmost during the Cold War — liberalism, socialism, conservatism, nationalism — had each undergone centuries of trial by blood and fire. Every mutually antagonistic language had completed its own theoretical armament in the revolutions, civil wars, and ideological polemics that preceded it.

To understand why the Cold War map was so durable, we must first return to the late seventeenth century through the first half of the twentieth — back to that great three-hundred-year "melee of ideologies." There, we will find the provenance of every brick in the edifice of Cold War ideology.
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Section 2: The Great Ideological Melee of Modern Times
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Never in human history has an era been so thoroughly shaped, torn apart, and reconstituted by a profusion of "-isms" as the period from the late seventeenth century to the first half of the twentieth. If the "Axial Age" (c. 800–200 BCE) represented humanity's first collective intellectual awakening — probing the origins of the cosmos and the principles of ethical order — then this three-hundred-year modern clash of ideologies was humanity's ultimate contest, after the arrival of modernity, over three cardinal propositions: "How should an ideal society be constructed?" "How should the relationship between the individual and the community be defined?" "Whence does political legitimacy derive?"

This melee has no single official name, but historians generally refer to it as "the Birth and Antagonism of Modern Ideologies." Its intellectual wellspring was the Enlightenment; its historical soil was the total collapse of medieval theology and feudal order; its real-world engine was the seismic restructuring of society wrought by the Industrial Revolution. Together, these forces gave rise to a series of comprehensive, actionable, and mutually antagonistic ideological systems. Unlike the Axial Age's predominantly philosophical and ethical speculations, the modern ideological melee was, from its very inception, intensely practical: each "-ism" declared itself to have found the sole path to the perfect society; each theoretical system sought to overturn the old order and establish new institutions; every debate ultimately found its resolution in revolutions, wars, institutional transformations, and the reshaping of the global landscape.

From the Glorious Revolution of 1688, which laid the institutional embryo of classical liberalism, to the French Revolution of 1789, which detonated a century of antagonism between radicalism and conservatism; from the publication of The Communist Manifesto in 1848, inaugurating the full-scale confrontation between socialism and capitalism, to the sweeping rise of nationalism across nineteenth-century Europe that drove the unifications of Germany and Italy; from the global diffusion of anarchism in the early twentieth century to the extreme rise of fascism after the First World War, culminating in the Second World War — the stage-by-stage climax and reckoning of this melee. Over those three hundred years, no school of thought could remain untouched; no ideology escaped criticism; every theory evolved through mutual attack, mutual correction, and mutual absorption, ultimately shaping every layer of the foundational logic of the modern world we inhabit today.

And what is especially important is this: that long ideological melee had, by the moment Churchill delivered his "Iron Curtain" speech in 1946, readied the entire intellectual arsenal. The black-and-white adversarial narrative of the Cold War era — every complete vocabulary, every oppositional framework, every rhetorical device for demonizing the other side — had completed its theoretical armament during those three hundred years of combat. When liberalism's discourse of the "Free World" collided with socialism's discourse of the "Communist Camp" in the Cold War, the words they used had already been honed to razor sharpness over the preceding two centuries of polemics.

Thus, to understand why the Cold War could so effortlessly cleave the world into "us" and "them," we must first return to this great modern ideological melee and trace the intellectual origins and historical soil of the various "-isms."



I. The Historical Soil of the Melee: The Collapse of the Old Order and the Birth Pangs of Modernity

Every ideology is born from the crises of its age. The outbreak of the modern ideological melee was, in essence, caused by the complete dissolution of the old order that had sustained Europe for nearly a millennium — while a new order had yet to be established. For the first time, humanity had to rely entirely on its own reason to design a complete set of operating rules for modern society. This collapse of order came from disruptive shocks across four dimensions, which together constituted the entire precondition for the ideological melee.

(A) The Dissolution of Spiritual Order: From "Divine Supremacy" to "The Awakening of Reason"

In medieval Europe, the Catholic Church was the sole spiritual authority; theology was the ultimate standard for all knowledge; "the divine right of kings" was the only source of political legitimacy. But beginning with the Renaissance, the collapse of this spiritual order had already commenced. The Renaissance liberated "man" from the shackles of God, establishing human subjectivity. The Reformation shattered the Catholic Church's spiritual monopoly — Martin Luther's doctrine of "justification by faith alone" allowed every individual to commune directly with God, dissolving the Church's mediating authority. And the birth of Newtonian mechanics overturned the theological worldview entirely: Newton proved through mathematical formulas that the cosmos operates according to natural laws accessible to human reason, not divine will.

This scientific revolution and the awakening of reason ultimately gave birth to the Enlightenment. The Enlightenment thinkers proclaimed: humanity can use its own reason to understand the laws of the world and design a perfect social order — without dependence on divine authority, tradition, or the authority of monarchs. This is the epistemological foundation of all modern ideologies: whether liberalism, socialism, or conservatism, they all take as given that "humanity can use reason to construct social order" — they merely hold entirely different understandings of "the boundaries of reason" and "the form that order should take."

(B) The Collapse of Political Order: From "Dynastic State" to "Popular Sovereignty"

The English Civil War (1642), the Glorious Revolution (1688), the American War of Independence (1776), and the French Revolution (1789) — these four revolutions utterly smashed the political myth of "the divine right of kings." The Glorious Revolution, through the Bill of Rights, limited the monarch's power and established parliamentary sovereignty. The American Declaration of Independence was the first political program to declare that "all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights." The French Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen directly proclaimed that "the principle of all sovereignty resides essentially in the nation."

The legitimacy of the dynastic state was bankrupt. New questions immediately arose: If power no longer comes from divine mandate, what is its source of legitimacy? If the monarch is no longer the master of the state, then who should rule? If the old hierarchical order has been overthrown, how should a new social order be constructed? Different ideologies gave radically different answers to these questions — this was the core conflict in the political dimension of the ideological melee.

(C) The Collapse of Economic Order: From "Agrarian Civilization" to "Industrial Capitalism"

The Industrial Revolution, beginning in the mid-to-late eighteenth century, was the most crucial real-world engine driving the ideological melee. The invention of the steam engine, the establishment of the factory system, and the rapid advance of urbanization completely overturned the agrarian economic structure that had persisted for millennia. On one hand, the Industrial Revolution created unprecedented productive capacity, giving rise to a bourgeoisie that controlled the means of production — they needed to break the shackles of the feudal system and establish institutions that protected free markets, free trade, and private property rights. This was the core demand of classical liberalism. On the other hand, the Industrial Revolution also created a vast proletariat: peasants flooding from the countryside into cities, laboring sixteen hours a day in factories for meager wages, living in squalid slums. The widespread use of child labor and female labor, and the drastic widening of the gap between rich and poor, laid bare the defects of capitalism with brutal clarity.

The class polarization wrought by the Industrial Revolution was the direct soil in which socialism grew. While liberals celebrated the growth of wealth brought by the Industrial Revolution, socialists saw the suffering of the working class. While liberals declared the free market to be a perfect spontaneous order, socialists saw cyclical economic crises, overproduction, and the general impoverishment of workers. Class conflict in the economic sphere ultimately transformed into a full-scale ideological confrontation.

(D) The Collapse of Social Order: From "Communal Society" to "Atomized Individuals"

In medieval Europe, a person was fixed from birth within a determinate community: family, manor, guild, church. The individual's identity, worth, and way of life were all determined by the community. But the individualism of the Enlightenment, the urbanization of the Industrial Revolution, and the mobility of the market economy thoroughly dissolved these traditional communities. The individual, liberated from feudal bonds, gained unprecedented freedom — but also lost traditional shelter, becoming an atomized unit.

These "birth pangs of freedom" prompted different ideological responses. Liberals celebrated this liberation of the individual, holding individual freedom to be the supreme value. Conservatives lamented the dissolution of community, believing that atomized individuals would inevitably lead to moral decay and social disorder. Socialists argued that only by abolishing capitalist private property and establishing a genuine community could the individual achieve true liberation. Nationalists declared that the nation was the supreme community, and that the individual's worth could only be realized within the nation.

It was precisely the simultaneous collapse of these four orders that plunged modern Europe into unprecedented uncertainty. The old rules had ceased to function; new rules had yet to be established. Everyone was searching for answers; every thinker was designing blueprints. The result was the most intense, the most profound, and the most far-reaching ideological melee in human history.

II. Core Propositions: The Basic Doctrines of the "-Isms" and Their Mutual Critiques

The modern ideological melee, revolving around the core contradictions of modernity, formed four major camps — liberalism, conservatism, socialism, and nationalism — along with several significant offshoots. To present a full picture of this melee, this book will begin from the intellectual origins of each ideology and examine, one by one, their core propositions and the mutual attacks between camps.

(A) Liberalism: The Matrix of Modern Ideologies

Liberalism was the first fully formed modern ideology and the starting point of the entire ideological melee. Its intellectual lineage can be traced back to John Locke during the English Revolution of the seventeenth century. In his Two Treatises of Government, Locke advanced the theory of the social contract and the doctrine of natural rights, arguing that the rights to life, liberty, and property are innate, inalienable natural rights, and that the state exists solely to protect these rights. Montesquieu, in The Spirit of the Laws, developed the doctrine of the separation of powers, emphasizing that legislative, executive, and judicial powers must check and balance one another. Adam Smith, in The Wealth of Nations, used the central metaphor of the "invisible hand" to demonstrate the superiority of the free market as a spontaneous order. John Stuart Mill, in On Liberty, provided the most complete defense of freedom of thought, freedom of expression, and individual liberty, formulating the famous "harm principle" — that society has no right to interfere with an individual's conduct so long as it harms no one else.

From these classical texts, liberalism built a comprehensive theoretical system grounded in individual rights, and from this position launched systematic attacks on the other ideologies. It criticized conservatism as "the spokesman of feudal privilege"; it criticized socialism on the grounds that "the denial of private property rights inevitably leads to the road to serfdom"; it criticized nationalism for "suppressing the individual in the name of the collective"; it criticized anarchism for arguing that "the abolition of the state will only lead to the law of the jungle." At the same time, liberalism itself became the central target of concentrated criticism from all other ideologies.

(B) Conservatism: A Prudent Response to Radical Reason

The intellectual origins of conservatism can be traced to Edmund Burke's Reflections on the Revolution in France, published in 1790. Confronted with the French Revolution's wholesale negation of the old order, Burke proposed the theory of society as an organic body: society is not a machine that can be dismantled and reassembled at will, but an organic life form accumulated through the wisdom of countless generations, whose institutions, traditions, and customs constitute "a partnership between those who are living, those who are dead, and those who are to be born." From this core insight, conservatism emphasized the limits of human reason, opposed the use of abstract theoretical designs to completely overthrow the order formed through historical evolution, and advocated prudent, gradual reform.

Building on this foundation, conservatism launched critiques against all forms of radicalism. It criticized radical liberalism's "arrogance of reason" — the belief that one could use abstract principles to overturn all traditions, which would inevitably repeat the catastrophe of the French Revolution. It criticized socialism's attempt to overthrow the core foundations of society — private property, the family, religion — as the most destructive utopia of all. It criticized extreme nationalism's revolutionary and destructive character as something that would demolish traditional order and the international balance of power. Conversely, liberalism criticized conservatism as "the gravedigger of the old order"; socialism criticized it as "a tool for oppressing the proletariat"; nationalism criticized its dynastic order as "the greatest obstacle to national unification."

(C) Socialism: The Left-Wing Critique of Capitalism

Socialism, especially the scientific socialism founded by Marx and Engels, was the most powerful and disruptive ideology of the nineteenth century. Its intellectual origins are deeply rooted in the critique of the social consequences of the Industrial Revolution. In Capital, Marx, through rigorous analysis of commodities, money, capital, and surplus value, revealed the secret of capitalist exploitation and the irreconcilability of its internal contradictions. Historical materialism explained the development of human society as the dialectical movement of productive forces and relations of production, demonstrating the historical law that capitalism must inevitably perish and socialism must inevitably triumph. The Communist Manifesto issued the call: "Workers of the world, unite!" — pushing socialism from the study into the streets.

From this theoretical system, socialism launched fundamental critiques of all other ideologies. It criticized liberalism as "the false ideology of the bourgeoisie," whose "freedom and equality" were merely a fig leaf covering class oppression. It criticized conservatism as "the joint tool by which the feudal aristocracy and the bourgeoisie oppress the proletariat." It criticized nationalism as "a conspiracy by the bourgeoisie to divide the international solidarity of the proletariat." Conversely, liberalism criticized socialism on the grounds that "the denial of private property inevitably leads to totalitarianism"; conservatism branded it "the most destructive utopia in human history"; nationalism condemned its internationalism as "a betrayal of the nation"; and anarchism censured its "dictatorship of the proletariat" as nothing but "a new form of oppression."

(D) Nationalism: The Most Potently Mobilizing of Modern Ideologies

The rise of nationalism was inseparable from the dramatic transformations of the European political map from the late eighteenth through the nineteenth century. The French Revolution not only proclaimed the rights of man; it also awakened the national dimension of "popular sovereignty" — the nation came to be seen as the supreme political subject, and national self-determination as an inalienable right. In his Addresses to the German Nation, Fichte elevated the language, culture, and spiritual traditions of the nation to the core of national identity. Throughout the nineteenth century, nationalism became the most powerful force sweeping across Europe: the unification of Italy, the unification of Germany, the independence of Greece, the restoration of Poland — all were direct products of nationalism.

The core of nationalism is the primacy of the national community: the interests of the nation stand above individual interests, above class interests, above all other identifications. It criticized liberalism's "abstract individualism" for ignoring the fact that the individual can only acquire genuine identity and freedom within the nation; it criticized socialism's "class struggle" for tearing apart national unity; it criticized conservatism's "dynastic order" for disregarding national self-determination. Conversely, liberalism criticized extreme nationalism as inevitably leading to xenophobia and war; socialism criticized it as a "hypocritical tool" by which the bourgeoisie incited the proletariat of different nations to slaughter one another; conservatism criticized radical nationalism for overturning traditional order and leading to endless instability.

(E) Other Major Currents: Offshoots and Extreme Forms of the Melee

Beyond the four major camps, the melee also produced several important offshoots. Anarchism, represented by Proudhon, Bakunin, and Kropotkin, advocated the complete abolition of all states and authority, and the construction of a society based on free association — it waged the most intense polemical battle with Marxism within the First International. Utilitarianism, represented by Bentham and Mill, advanced the principle of "the greatest happiness of the greatest number," providing liberalism with an empirical philosophical foundation while also being invoked across ideological boundaries by all camps. The first wave of feminism, represented by Wollstonecraft and others, launched systematic critiques of the male-centrism in liberalism's "natural rights," the patriarchal family structure of conservatism, and socialism's neglect of the independence of gender oppression.

And fascism was the ultimate evil fruit of this ideological melee pushed to its extreme. Born in the economic collapse and social turmoil of post-World War I Italy and Germany, it fused extreme nationalism, the supremacy of the state, dictatorial leadership, militarism, and anti-communism with anti-Semitism into one, constituting the most radical and destructive negation of all other ideologies. The Second World War was precisely the global reckoning — by the anti-fascist forces of the entire world — with this extreme product.

III. The Legacy of the Ideological Melee: All the Intellectual Bricks of Cold War Binary Opposition

When Churchill uttered the word "Iron Curtain" at Fulton in 1946, he did not need to explain to his audience what the opposition between "freedom" and "totalitarianism" meant — this vocabulary had already been honed to razor sharpness during liberalism's three-hundred-year polemical combat with conservatism, socialism, and nationalism. When Truman defined America's global mission as "supporting free peoples who are resisting attempted subjugation by armed minorities," the binary opposition of "freedom versus slavery" he employed was a direct descendant of liberalism's classic critical framework against all forms of collectivism and authoritarianism. And when the Soviet Union justified its control over Eastern Europe and its domestic repression through the narrative of "imperialist encirclement" and "the threat of capitalist restoration," the grammar of this discourse came straight from Marxism's theoretical analysis of capitalism's internal contradictions and its inevitable demise.

The core confrontation of the Cold War — the so-called "Free World" versus the "Communist Camp" — was, in essence, the isolation of liberalism and socialism, the two most powerful modern ideologies, from the broader intellectual spectrum, and their propulsion into absolute opposition. The liberal camp equated the totality of socialist practice with Soviet-style totalitarianism; the socialist camp denounced every liberal proposition as the false mask of capitalism. Conservatism merged with liberalism under the anti-communist banner; nationalism was deployed by each camp as a mobilizing tool — either as "the solidarity of free nations" or as "the liberation of oppressed nations."

Thus, the black-and-white cognitive map drawn by the Cold War was driven not only by geopolitical interests but was also constructed out of all the intellectual bricks accumulated over three hundred years of ideological combat. Every adversarial slogan, every rhetorical device for demonizing the other, every act of dividing the world into "us" and "them" — all can find their precise provenance in this long intellectual history. The reason the audience of the Iron Curtain speech was able to grasp the terrifying implications of the word "curtain" in an instant was not due to Churchill's rhetorical genius — though he was certainly a master of it — but because those three hundred years of intellectual history had already pre-installed in everyone's mind a complete adversarial framework that could be activated by a single keyword.

This, then, is the deepest source of Cold War binary thinking: not the ad hoc invention of politicians, but the long sedimentation of intellectual history — and it constitutes the intellectual source of all our confusion. And when the Cold War ended in 1991 and the old binary framework lost its "symmetrical enemy," this cognitive structure did not vanish with the dissolution of the Soviet Union — it merely shifted into a more covert mode of operation. This is precisely the theme we shall explore in the next section: the map has not changed, but the world has.
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Section 3: The Map Has Not Changed, but the World Has
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The series of upheavals between 1989 and 1991 — the fall of the Berlin Wall, the regime changes in Eastern Europe, the dissolution of the Soviet Union — were widely interpreted in the West as the coronation of an ultimate victory. Francis Fukuyama's "end of history" thesis, with its Hegelian grandeur of self-assurance, seemed to place an indisputable period at the end of this protracted competition: liberal democracy and the market economy had been proven to be the endpoint of humanity's ideological evolution; humanity's exploration of fundamental institutional choices could henceforth be declared complete.

I. The Collective Illusion of the Unipolar Moment

The ensuing period of high-speed globalization seemed to provide dazzling empirical footnotes for this thesis. Capital, goods, information, and cultural products crossed borders at an unprecedented speed and scale; old barriers were dismantled one by one. The rise of the internet promised a borderless digital world; the expansion of international trade wove an interdependent global economic network; waves of democratization unfolded successively in Latin America, Eastern Europe, East Asia, and many parts of Africa. This period nurtured a pervasive optimistic illusion: the ideological contest had been settled once and for all; the world, guided by universal values, would converge along a single historical track.

The formation of this illusion was not without traceable causes. At the surface level, a series of empirical facts did indeed seem to point toward a converging world: the growth of a global middle class, the homogenization of consumer culture, the diffusion of international institutions, the increase in the number of democracies. At a deeper level, however, the birth of this illusion precisely exposed the stubborn persistence of the old cognitive framework. People interpreted the end of the Cold War as "victory and defeat have been decided," rather than as "the form of confrontation has changed." They equated the failure of the Soviet model with the end of all alternative development paths. They mistook the brief American unipolar moment for the permanent endpoint of history. This interpretation itself was a direct product of binary thinking — it merely rewrote the adversarial narrative of "us versus them" into an endgame narrative of "winners versus losers," reducing the complex unfolding of history to the final moves of a chess game.

In fact, the "Washington Consensus" so confidently promoted by the West at the time — a market fundamentalist prescription centered on privatization, liberalization, and macroeconomic stabilization — was not a neutral set of economic policy recommendations, but an ideological operation that decontextualized a set of institutional experiences born under specific historical conditions and re-presented them as universal truths. What results did its enforced implementation in Latin America and its radical experiment in Russia's "shock therapy" produce? Massive transfers of wealth, violent social upheavals, the disintegration of industrial systems, and the evaporation of the savings of entire generations. These traumas, long downplayed in mainstream narratives, precisely demonstrate that the old framework, after losing its symmetrical opponent, executed deeper social transformations in an even more imperious posture than during the hot war period. The form of confrontation had changed, but the cognitive structure of "the one and only correct path" had not only failed to loosen — it had become more self-confident than ever.

II. The Operating Mechanisms of the Implicit Framework

A more prudent judgment, therefore, would be this: the old binary framework did not vanish with the end of the Cold War. It merely shifted from a state of explicit, saber-rattling "hot confrontation" into a mode of implicit, quietly permeating "cold domination." The victorious side no longer needed to constantly argue for its superiority — it enshrined itself as the universal standard and the sole correct path, taking its own institutional arrangements, value orientations, and development model as the self-evident yardstick by which to measure every civilization's degree of progress.

The operation of this implicit framework relies on mechanisms far more refined — and far more capillary in their reach — than military confrontation. Through the governance rules of international institutions — the lending conditions of the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, the trade rules of the World Trade Organization — it embeds specific institutional preferences into the infrastructure of the global economic order. Through the production and dissemination of academic discourse, it establishes, at the level of the conceptual systems, evaluation standards, and research paradigms of the social sciences, a body of "normal science" that takes Western experience as its default reference point. Through quantitative technologies — the sovereign credit assessments of rating agencies, global university rankings, competitiveness indices — it compresses complex civilizational development into a seemingly objective numerical ladder that is in fact saturated with value presuppositions. Through the global circulation of cultural products, in the daily immersion of film, news, advertising, and social media, it shapes people's imaginative boundaries about what counts as "modern," "progressive," and "civilized."

The very concealment of this mechanism is the source of its efficacy. Cold War confrontation was visible, contestable, resistible: you knew who the enemy was, you knew where the disagreements lay, you could choose your side. But the post-Cold War "single standard" is a diffuse, depoliticized force that presents itself as the universal. It does not declare itself to be an ideology — it declares itself to be "common sense." It does not demand that you take a side — it demands that you "meet the standard." It does not debate with you — it grades you as "substandard." Under this system of rules, those countries that fail or refuse to follow the prescribed path in full are systematically labeled: "star pupils" and "poor pupils" of transition; "mature" and "immature" markets; "transparent" and "corrupt" governance — these classifications are not neutral technical descriptions but moral judgments carrying value hierarchies.

III. The Plural Paths Obscured

It is precisely this unipolar "standard answer" mentality that systematically obscures the plural possibilities of human development. It ignores a basic historical fact: every country that has successfully achieved modernization did not follow some standardized path, but made creative choices based on its own historical conditions, cultural traditions, demographic scale, and geopolitical environment, at specific stages of development. Britain's industrialization was accompanied by colonial expansion and centuries of institutional adjustment. France's modernization traveled a tortuous path through revolution, restoration, and renewed revolution. Germany's rise relied on state-led industrial policy and the pioneering construction of a social security system. Japan's modernization began with the top-down institutional transplantation of the Meiji Restoration. South Korea's takeoff was propelled by an authoritarian developmental state. Every path was replete with particularities, contingencies, and local adaptations; not a single case can prove the existence of a universally applicable "standard path."

Yet the implicit persistence of the old framework precisely suppresses this richness of historical experience. It compresses "diversified paths" into "differences in the speed at which one runs toward the finish line." It disparages "civilizational particularity" as "backwardness" or "deviation." It dissolves the "functional equivalence of different institutional arrangements" into a hierarchical sequence of "advanced and backward." This is not merely cognitive arrogance; it is a practical danger. For when the real world begins to throw up new experiences that cannot be absorbed into this framework — such as China's sustained rapid economic growth without replicating Western political models, or the failure of some developing countries to achieve the expected prosperity and stability after attempting to transplant Western institutions — the holders of the old framework readily fall into cognitive dissonance. Instead of reflecting on the framework's own limitations, they dismiss the inexplicable reality as an "anomaly," an "exception," or even a "threat."

IV. The Seeds of Backlash

The internal contradictions of this implicit framework have sown the deep historical seeds for the global cognitive fracture and fierce backlash of our time. When a narrative claims to be "universal" and "singular" yet cannot deliver the results it promises; when it is used to provide legitimacy for an unequal global power structure rather than to help peoples of all nations solve concrete developmental problems; when it displays condescending arrogance toward the cultures and institutions of others rather than equal respect and dialogue — then backlash is only a matter of time.

The phenomena we witness today — the return of geopolitical tensions, the rise of populism, the shaken confidence in globalization, the resurgence of the "clash of civilizations" thesis, the renewed emphasis by various countries on their autonomous development paths — can all, in a certain sense, be read as the historical counter-movement against a singular narrative that sought to erase all differences. This does not mean we should retreat to the old pattern of closed antagonism; it means we must reexamine this entire "post-Cold War" period of history and soberly recognize that the old map never truly withdrew — it merely changed its mode of operation. And a world that is genuinely plural, complex, and ceaselessly changing needs not a more precise version of the old map, but a new courage and a new method for drawing a new one.

This brings us to the core question we must now confront: When the old map can no longer help us understand the tectonic shifts underway, when the temptation of simplified narratives remains deeply embedded in our cognitive structures, how do we reexamine the complex realities that have been obscured? How, on the premise of acknowledging our own cognitive limits, do we redraw a map of thought that more closely approximates the real world? This is precisely the task the next chapter will undertake: to confront head-on the systemic failure of the old map in explaining the Chinese experience, the dilemmas of the West, and the global challenges of our time — laying a foundation of genuine problems for new thinking.

* * *
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​Chapter 2: The Failure of the Old Map — When Theory Cannot Illuminate Reality
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Entering the twenty-first century, and especially after the 2008 global financial crisis, the wave of populism in the West since 2016, and the worldwide COVID-19 pandemic — among other epochal events — the cognitive framework bequeathed by the Cold War is undergoing a profound crisis of legitimacy. The fissures between the complexity of the real world and existing explanatory models, like cracks spreading across a sheet of ice, can no longer be concealed by the smooth surface of narrative. The black-and-white cognitive map that once helped us — or rather, helped the generation before us — to understand the world is, in our hands, crumbling and fracturing at an accelerating pace.

Yet there is something deeply revealing about how this failure unfolds: the collapse of the old map is often first detected not in grand geopolitical debates, but in the quiet falsification carried out by the everyday lived experience of countless ordinary people. While Western politicians and media continue to describe China in the Cold War vocabulary of a "remote and mysterious Red state," billions of internet users around the globe are watching, through their phone screens, an entirely different country. Chinese short-video platforms transmit, in real time, the spicy, numbing fragrance of bubbling hotpot, the flowing sleeves of young enthusiasts in traditional Hanfu, the bonfire festivities of a Yunnan mountain village, the daily vlogs of a Chongqing auntie — to audiences across the world. These vivid, flesh-and-blood individual narratives carry no grand propagandistic intent, yet they persistently dissolve the stereotypical prophecy of a "society drained of vitality," in a manner not unlike anthropological fieldwork. The creative process in a Jingdezhen ceramics studio, the rising and falling cries of hawkers in a northeastern wet market, the laughter of young people gathered late at night around a street-side barbecue — the vitality and the texture of everyday life conveyed by these images are more penetrative than any official publicity material.

At the same time, as China continues to expand its visa-free policies, an increasing number of foreign travelers set foot on this land carrying the cognitive baggage accumulated over the decades of the Cold War. The explanatory framework they had prepared before departure — that "authoritarian" imaginary reinforced layer by layer over the seventy-odd years since the Iron Curtain speech — encounters, in the course of firsthand experience, a sustained and gentle deconstruction. They see Sophie Marceau dancing in the square alongside Chinese aunties; they see retired seniors practicing tai chi in clean, beautiful parks; they see young parents strolling with their children through evening neighborhoods, chatting idly. They find themselves unable to fit this everyday, ordinary, warmly human harmony into the framework they had packed in their luggage. The cognitive shock delivered by this "bodily presence" is far more powerful than any textual description. The endless stream of short videos on social media — marveling at the smoothness of Chinese high-speed rail, the safety of walking the streets alone late at night, the convenience of cashless payment, the orderliness of urban management — is wearing down, with the patient persistence of dripping water on stone, that cognitive wall of ice first traced by Churchill over seventy years ago and continuously reinforced by the Cold War ever since.

Yet emotional deconstruction through everyday experience alone is not enough. The old map must be subjected to serious scrutiny not merely because it cannot accommodate the quotidian warmth of ordinary Chinese life, but because, when confronted with the most central structural realities of our era, it repeatedly exposes a systemic explanatory impotence. This failure manifests most sharply in three interlinked puzzles: the China puzzle, the puzzle of the West's internal attrition, and the puzzle of cooperation on global challenges. And among all these, nothing is more awkward for the old framework than that unclassifiable "complex system" — China.
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Section 1: The China Puzzle


[image: ]


According to the logic of the Cold War binary narrative — specifically, according to the classificatory rule established by the Truman Doctrine — a country led by a Communist Party that adheres to the socialist path ought to have its economy bound to the track of rigid central planning, and its society shrouded in a stifling atmosphere that suppresses individual vitality. The reason this chain of inference was treated as "common sense" for half a century is not that it withstood testing, but that it fit perfectly into the self-validating loop of the Cold War cognitive map: all countries belonging to "that camp" must be like this; if they are not, it means the classification itself is flawed.

And reality has indeed made the classification itself flawed.

In just a few decades, China has achieved the largest-scale and fastest economic takeoff in human history. Hundreds of millions of people have been lifted out of absolute poverty; a country that was once desperately deprived has built the most complete industrial system in the world; its high-speed rail network exceeds in total length the combined mileage of all other nations on earth. At the same time, the market vitality, innovative capacity, and commercial prosperity of this country are such that even the most skeptical observer cannot ignore them: from mobile payments to e-commerce, from new-energy vehicles to artificial intelligence applications, Chinese enterprises are not merely participants in the global market — they are leaders in numerous fields.

This reality has plunged the old framework into profound cognitive dissonance. It cannot classify this behemoth using its existing labels — because this is fundamentally not an entity that can be captured by any single label. In the logic of the old framework, "market vitality" and "socialism," "economic growth" and "Communist Party leadership," "social stability" and "non-Western political models" are pre-assumed to be mutually exclusive terms. When these supposedly mutually exclusive terms all hold true simultaneously in reality, the holders of the old framework fall into a terminological spasm.

Western observers have invented a host of self-contradictory terms in an attempt to recapture this "anomalous sample" within comprehensible categories. "Authoritarian capitalism" — as if political authoritarianism could serve as an independent variable to be simply spliced onto a capitalist market economy. "State capitalism" — as if the state functioning as a significant participant in economic activity were a uniquely Chinese invention, ignoring the fact that from Meiji-era Japan to Park Chung-hee's South Korea, virtually all late-industrializing countries have relied on deep state intervention. "Market authoritarianism" — the contradiction in this term lies in the fact that it subconsciously acknowledges that this system simultaneously accommodates "market vitality" and a certain centralized political authority, yet refuses to grant this hybrid any positive theoretical legitimacy, and therefore must resort to the word "authoritarian" to maintain the old framework's sense of moral distance.

The reason these labels are so pathetically inadequate is that they are all doing the same thing: attempting to use a known coordinate on the old map to mark a new continent that
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