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People—Oriented, Organic and Evolutionary:

Inquiry into the Thought of Yan Fu’s Sociology (Qun Xue)

MA Xue—jun

Abstract: Yan Fu’s concept of Qun Xue emerged while Yan’s translating
of Herbert Spencer’s theory of social evolution. Qun Xue was supposed to be
both a positivist scientific discipline that investigates the principles of society,
and a tool for national reform and revival. Based on Yan Fu’s writings, this pa-
per explains Yan Fu’s idea of Qun Xue from four aspects: Qun Xue as “the key
to learning”, Qun Xue based on the “people—oriented” thought, and Qun Xue
with organic and evolutionary significance. Yan Fu’s idea of Qun Xue estab-
lished an overarching explanatory framework between academic knowledge, the
natural order, and social life. Yan’s thoughts played an important role in the en-
lightenment of modern Chinese thought and influenced the thinking of Republi-
can sociologists. An in—depth exploration of Yan Fu’s idea of “Qun Xue” will
help us understand the transformation of Chinese society since the late Qing Dy-
nasty and the birth of Chinese sociology.

Keywords: Yan Fu; Qun Xue; people—oriented theory; organic theory; evo-

lutionary theory
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