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Exploring the Construction of an Independent Knowledge System of
Humanistic Economics in the New Era: Contemporary Significance,
Intellectual Origins, and Theoretical Connotations

MENG Jian, CAI Yifei, HAN Xiao and CHENG Jie
(Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, Beijing, China)

Summary : Humanistic economics has emerged as an important proposition in the course of Chi-
nese modernization. As development moves beyond a narrow focus on growth, efficiency, and capital re-
turns, economic theory must respond more fully to the people’s aspirations for a better life, the effects
of artificial intelligence, ecological constraints, and the need to explain China’s development experi-
ence in internationally intelligible terms. Existing studies address civilizational form, cultural-economic
integration, a renewed emphasison velues, and cultural empowerment. However, its theoretical posi-
tion, behavioral assumption, transmission mechanisms, and empirical evaluation remain insufficiently
clarified.

Drawing on Marxist political economy, this article combines historical, comparative, and
mechanism—based analysis. It reviews intellectual resources in the fine traditional Chinese culture,
Western intellectual history, Marxist political economy, and the thought on humanistic economics in the
new era. It defines humanistic economics as a socialist economic theory with Chinese characteristics that
takes the people as its center, aims to promote well-rounded human development, coordinates eco-
nomic and social development, balances efficiency and equity, and advances the harmony of material
and cultural-ethical progress. Humanistic economy denotes the practical form in which humanistic val-
ues are embedded in economic operation ; and humanistic economics provides the theoretical generaliza-
tion of this practice.

The article introduces the holistic economic actor as the basic behavioral assumption of humanistic
economics. Unlike homo economicus, which models individuals as rational and self-interested economic
actors, the holistic economic actor is motivated not only by self-interest and rational calculation but also
by responsibility, identity, social relationships, the pursuit of meaning, bounded rationality, and eco-
logical concerns. Individuals are understood as embedded in three relationships: those between human
beings and nature, between human beings and others in society, and between human beings and them-
selves. Well-rounded human development therefore entails material prosperity, spiritual enrichment,
social equity, and ecological sustainability rather than a one—dimensional increase in wealth or utility.

The article constructs an explanatory chain linking humanistic values, intermediary mechanisms,
economic behavior and institutional choice, development performance, and human development. In pro-
duction, ethical norms, innovative culture, and cultural resources shape labor relations, innovation in-
centives, creative activities, and ecological boundaries. In distribution, primary distribution, redistri-
bution, tertiary distribution, and public services promote equity and common prosperity. In exchange,
social trust, market regulation, and professional ethics reduce transaction costs and safeguard fair com-
petition. In consumption, preference formation, consumer protection, and consumption equity encour-
age healthy, cultural, green, and sustainable patterns.

This framework retains useful analyses of markets and formal modeling while incorporating cul-
tural, ethical, relational, and ecological dimensions that are often simplified in the neoclassical main-
stream paradigm. Humanistic economics is thus positioned as an important theoretical proposition and re-
search direction in adapting Marxist political economy to China’ s conditions and the needs of the new
era. It offers a systematic academic elaboration of the people—centered and civilizational values embod-
ied in Xi Jinping Thought on the Economy.
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