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Some Thoughts on the Question of “De-Sociality” in Economic Research on Institutions

Guo Yanru Chen Yan
(School of International Trade and Economics, Shandong University of Finance and Economics,
Jinan 250014, P.R.China;
Center for Economic Research, Shandong University, Jinan 250100, P.R.China)

Abstract: After the neoclassical movement in economics, the new institutional economics is a combi-
nation of New Classical Individualism and Sociological Functionalism, and its study on institutions
has strong “De-Social” features, which are manifested by two parts: 1) the excessive reduction and
abstraction on individual social attributes and complexity of institutions under individualism (reduc-
tionism) ; 2) the weakening of presuppositions on institutions’ validity and facts on social conflicts
under functionalism. When studying institutions, the new institutional economics and its subsequent
mainstream economists have formed severe path dependence on reductionism, which results in a
great degree of De-Sociality in institutional research. When entering into 21th century, the increas-
ingly structural conflict all over the world generates a theoretical dilemma for economic research on
institutions: 1) the inharmony between the continuous reduction of research tools, miniaturization
on research object under the methodology of individualism (reductionism) and structural conflicts in
macro world; 2) the contradiction between the value judgment implied by functionalism that
“market forces will lead to global integration” and the fact that global conflicts have intensified. In
order to understand above structural conflicts, institutional research in economics needs to jump out
of the limitation of reductionism and functionalism, and introspect the social attributes on institu-
tional research. Chinese economists should interpret the institutional changes and economic growth
during the transition period based on China’s unique institutional facts, and develop the Institutional
Economics with Chinese characteristics.

Keywords: New institutional economics; Individualism; Functionalism; Reductionism; De-sociality
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