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The purpose of this book is to fill in some of the gaps of this historical amnesia,
by giving an account of where basic political institutions came from in societies
that now take them for granted. The three categories of institutions in question
are the ones just described:

1. the state
2. the rule of law
3. accountable government

A successful modern liberal democracy combines all three sets of institutions in
a stable balance. The fact that there are countries capable of achieving this
balance constitutes the miracle of modern politics, since it is not obvious that
they can be combined. The state, after all, concentrates and uses power, to bring
about compliance with its laws on the part of its citizens and to defend itself
against other states and threats. The rule of law and accountable government,
on the other hand, limit the state’s power, first by forcing it to use its power
according to certain public and transparent rules, and then by ensuring that it is
subordinate to the will of people.

These institutions come into being in the first place because people find that they
can protect their interests, and the interests of their families, through them. But
what people regard as self-interest, and how they are willing to collaborate with
others, depends critically on ideas that legitimate certain forms of political
association. Self-interest and legitimacy thus form the cornerstones of political
order.

The fact that one of these three types of institutions exists does not imply that the
others do so as well. Afghanistan, for example, has held democratic elections
since 2004 but has an extremely weak state and is unable to uphold laws in
much of its territory. Russia, by contrast, has a strong state and holds democratic
elections, but its rulers do not feel bound by a rule of law. The nation of
Singapore has both a strong state and a rule of law bequeathed to it by its former
British colonial masters but only an attenuated form of democratic accountability.

Francis Fukuyama (2011) The Origins of Political Order: From Prehuman Times
to the French Revolution
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