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Expanding the “Social” Dimension of the Independent Knowledge System of Chinese Sociology

Liu Wei"* Zhang Dan’
(1. Institute of Northeast China and Northeast Asian Studies, Jilin University, Changchun 130012,
P.R.China;
2. School of Philosophy and Sociology, Jilin University, Changchun 130012, P.R.China)

.

Abstract: This paper compares different conceptualizations of “society, ” a foundational concept in
sociology, between Chinese and Western sociological knowledge systems, thereby offering insights for the
construction of an independent Chinese sociological knowledge system. In mainstream Western sociological
thought, “society” is typically understood as a specialized domain independent from the individual,
economy, and state. Unlike this oppositional binary logic, many Chinese sociologists have explored
indigenous expressions of “society” by drawing on local culture and Chinese modernization practices. In
doing so, they offer a distinctively Chinese understanding of the term. First, Chinese sociology interprets
“society” through the concept of “guanxi, ” highlighting the deeply integrated and inseparable relationship
between individual and society. Rather than treating them as separate or conflicting entities, this
perspective emphasizes their interdependence. Second, Chinese sociologists place people at the center of
“society. ” They attempt to reconcile the seemingly opposing relationship between economy and society by

» o« li”

applying principles from traditional Chinese culture—namely, “yi” and “li, ” “dao” and “shu, and

“yu.” This approach emphasizes the importance of judging others by oneself and considering moral factors
while pursuing material benefits, thereby contributing to the establishment of a more harmonious and
orderly social order. Third, another defining feature is that the family, as a basic unit for judging others by
oneself, blurs the boundaries between public and private, state and society. Within this framework, society
is interpreted as an “expanded family” rather than an abstract or atomized collectivity. This reflects a
relational and communitarian understanding of society, where affective ties and ethical responsibilities play a
central role. These three characteristics constitute the core dimensions of the independent knowledge
system of Chinese sociology. They are not merely abstract theoretical concepts but have been integrated
throughout the long journey of modern social transformation and construction. Since the launch of reform
and opening-up in 1978, this unique conception of “society” has influenced many aspects of Chinese
sociological research and social policy changes, including the construction of social connection
mechanisms from individualization to publicness, the pursuit of coordinated economic and social development
from class differentiation to common prosperity, and the reconstruction of family-state relationships
within social mobility. To expand the “social” dimension of the Chinese sociological independent
knowledge system, we must explore the shared nature of social outcomes through balancing efficiency
and fairness, cultivate the symbiotic nature of social participation through balancing vitality and order,
and construct the co-creative nature of social values through balancing development and security. These
principles will help strengthen the logical foundation of independent Chinese knowledge production.

Keywords: Chinese sociology; The “social” dimension; Independent knowledge system; Chinese

modernization
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