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Ethnography: A Re-Definition from the Perspective of the Extended
Human Relations
Wang Mingming
Abstract: Ethnography, a methodology invented in modern West, has been closely associated with the
idea of the nation. In Chinese translation, it has thus become “descriptive accounts of nationalities”.
However, “ethnos”, which is what ethnography accounts for, apart from meaning “national”, has
implied non-Western or non-modern ways of being human. Such ways have been undertood in terms of
alternative persons, foreign to modern Western “individuals”. Such persons are those who are composed
of the relations between humans, things, and divinities. From a Chinese perspective, these relations can
be defined as those between “ji” (social ego) and “ta” (others) in the broad sense of the term. Societies or
cultures are different because they have different modalities of the relations: some are “anthropo-centric”,
oriented toward human-to-human relations, some are“material-centric”, oriented toward human-to-thing
relations, some are“divinity-centric”, oriented toward human-to-god relations. If ethnology refers to

comparative sociology, then, it can be said to be comparative sociology of these different modalities.

Key word: ethnography, ethnology, nation, human relations, self-other, world, philosophy
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