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Abstract; In academic histories, social survey has been repeatedly examined at
the intersection between social engineering and nation formation. Due to this historio-

graphic fashion, the ethnographic gaze inherent in early social survey has largely been
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overlooked and remained understudied. Based on a close reexamination of one of the
classic social surveys in the history of Chinese sociology, the “Ding Xian Survey” led
by Li Jinghan from 1928 to 1934, the paper unpacks communities of different scales
that Li surveyed in this project. It argues that the survey as a whole was an attempt to
reconceptualize the “County Unit” ( xian danwei) which was based on the robust
county-village relationship. Li’s approach to spatialize “county” was quite different
from the organizational approach in which the compartmentalization of the county go-
vernance was prioritized. The paper argues that Li’s survey offers a new way to rewrite
locality and to portray the living community. The conceptualization of the spatiality in
social surveys was critical to the subsequent endeavors to frame administrative units as
different kinds of communities, which could be a new theme to rewrite the disciplinary
history of Chinese sociology in the 20th century.
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