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T ung-tsu Ch’ii’s Legal-Social History Research
Revisited: A Perspective on Han Social Structure

Tao WANG

Abstract: Out of T’ung-tsu Ch’ii’s three English monographs, Han Social Structure is the most controversial
one in the West, and the least reviewed one in China. Some commentators regard it as “an involuntary piece
produced at the bottom of the Western academic chain”. Exploring the literature on T’ung-tsu Ch’ii’ in the
CNKI database, one can hardly find any research of Han Social Structure; its academic value in legal-social
history has long been overlooked by Chinese academia. In contrast, the book has aroused serious responses
from Western sinology. Sinologists such as Michael Loewe and A. F. P. Hulsewé misunderstood the book and
their wrong allegations need to be refuted. It is necessary to fill the gap in academic history with a systematic
analysis of the book. Describing the dynamism of social structure, the book enhances the comprehensive
understanding of legal sociology in the scenario of Han history; through the conceptions of social structure
and social action, Ch’ii paved the path for the research of Chinese legal-social history. Employing a legal-
anthropological paradigm, the book provides a methodological tool for the solution to basic questions in
legal-social history; it employs cultural interpretation to examine Han social structure so as to break through
the reductionist myth of “introducing li into fa” in traditional legal history and open a window for readers
to observe the practical social operation in the Han. The book bridges the gap between the theoretical and
empirical researches of legal-social history, and deepens the use of the theory of social action; Ch’ii casts
off the limit of Weberian notions and takes the selection of action modes by individuals and groups into
verification of social action theory. With a meso-micro perspective, Ch’li rejects the grand narratives and
ideological prejudice in sinology and sets a rational perspective for legal-social studies of Chinese dynasties.
The book has not only developed Ch’ii’s theory of, and moderately adjusted his view on, the law and society in
traditional China; but also offered a benchmark for reflection on piecemeal perspectives of Western sinology.

Keywords: T’ung-tsu Ch’ii, Law, Han, Social Action, Social Structure

Author: Tao WANG received his PhD in Law in 2017 from East China University of Political Science and
Law. He is an associate research professor at the Institute of Legal Civilization Histories within East China
University of Political Science and Law. He was a Chevening Scholar in the United Kingdom, and is currently
the R. Randle Edwards Fellow of Columbia Law School. His representative works include Yingguo shumiyuan
sifaweiyuanhui yanjiu (A Study of the Judicial Committee of the Privy Council); Faxue Chensilu: 14ge
Faxueliupai Cuoyao (Pondering the Law: Essentials of the 14 Jurisprudential Schools); and over 30 academic
articles published both in Chinese and English.
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