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Investigation and Research in Building China’s Autonomous Economic Knowledge

System: A Study on Sun Yefang’s Academic Explorations

LiWel
(Institute of Economics, Shanghai Academy of Social Sciences, Shanghai 200020, P.R.China)

Abstract: Building an autonomous knowledge system in economics is the core mission of
contemporary Chinese economists. The key lies in grounding theoretical development in China’ s
indigenous practice to form a theoretical system with both explanatory power and practical guidance.
The systematic methodology of the “Two Integrations” provides crucial direction, while
investigation and research constitute an essential path for implementing the “Two Integrations” and
supporting system construction. In the early years of the People’s Republic of China, Sun Yefang, a
pioneering explorer of Chinese socialist political economy, regarded investigation and research as
fundamental to economic scholarship. Taking materialist dialectics as his methodological core, he
transformed investigation and research from mere technical tools into a comprehensive research
approach linking “field investigation—data compilation—theoretical analysis.” His academic

exploration effectively addressed the three core dimensions of China’ s autonomous economic

» &« ”

knowledge system— “knowledge, ” “autonomy, ” and “system” —thus providing valuable historical
experience for building China’ s autonomous economic knowledge system. In the 1930s, he
participated in surveys of China’ s rural economy, systematically collecting first-hand data and
clarifying the unique characteristics of China’ s rural economy, powerfully substantiating the
proposition that China was a “semi-colonial and semi-feudal society” and demonstrating the critical
role of investigation and research in knowledge verification. After the founding of the People’ s
Republic of China, through investigations into statistical work, he keenly identified the unsuitability
of the Soviet statistical system for China. Through critical reflection, he revealed Soviet economics’
misunderstanding of the law of value, creatively proposed the “law of value in its broad sense,” and
re-established its central position in the socialist economy, achieving autonomous theoretical
exploration grounded in indigenous practice. Regarding academic norms, Sun promoted the
integration of theory and practice through institutional reforms, established systematic grassroots
research mechanisms, and cultivated economic talents. Using the compilation of On Socialist
Economy as an opportunity, he developed a research paradigm centered on “objective economic
processes, ” emphasizing experience summation and new category creation from Chinese practice—
constituting important explorations in building China’ s economic academic system. His experience
offers crucial insights for contemporary scholars building China’ s autonomous economic knowledge
system: first, deeply integrating disciplinary standpoint, viewpoint, and methodology throughout
the investigation and research process to achieve two-way penetration between theory and reality;
scond, cultivating problem consciousness rooted in China’s national conditions through investigation
and research; third, driving knowledge production and verification through investigation and research
to strengthen the realistic foundation of theoretical innovation.

Keywords: Sun Yefang; Investigation and research; Chinese socialist political economy; Autonomous

knowledge system; Two integrations
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