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Institution Determines History: an Innovative Theory
about the Basic Law of Human Society Development

Han Dongping

Abstract: Human activities can be viewed as the movements of history, and human’s aims which are the bases
of human activities and creations are the directions of history; thus, a good number of people pursue their own
aims which vary from individual to individual. Then, in which direction will history develop? The typical view is
“Resultant Forces”, but the directions of “Resultant Forces” are not clear. This problem remains even though the

productivity determinism of historical materialism is employed as a supplement.

In fact, the trend of human history or the result of numerous individual activities is institution-oriented. It is based
on two points: on the one hand, in terms of human nature and psychology, people are rational self-interested men
that pursue benefits but hate harms, and that enjoy rewards but fear punishments; on the other hand, institution
has the most powerful social function of rewards and punishments. As a result, the vast majority of actors in

society will choose their own behaviors according to the institutionalized social rewards and punishments.

Actually, the activities of countless people pursuing their own aims with different wills and directions have
already been unified under the ways of activities stipulated by institution. The aims that they pursue by their own
activities are just the aims of institution or the directions of the institutionalized social rewards and punishments.
As an official rule, institution stipulated by organization has existed ever since the beginning of human society.
As a result, human activities have been under the guide of institutionalized social rewards and punishments since
ancient times, and the trend of human history is also determined by institution. In other words, although history
is the result of human activities, the ways and directions of human activities which create history are determined

by institution.

The basic law of history is that institution determines history, i.e., each institution has its unique human
activities and historical trend; when institution changes, human activities and historical trend will also change.
As institution is stipulated by institutional designers, the essence of institution determining history is that
institutional designers determine history. Institutional designers can be all members of a society or great men.

Therefore, sometimes history is created by the people; sometimes by the great men or “heroes”.

Since people carry out all activities in society, human history is actually the history of human society. Thus, when
we confirm that institution is the decisive factor of history, we also confirm that institution 1s the decisive factor
of society. The exemplification that institution exerts a decisive impact on society is that superior institution
promotes the development of society, but inferior institution leads to the decline of society. That is the basic law

of human society development.

Keywords: history; self-interested human nature; preference for rewards over punishments; institutionalized

social rewards and punishments; historical law
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