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Abstract: The decision of deepening reform in an all-round way made on the 

Third Session of the 18th Party Congress marked that the reform in China has 

entered a new stage. It points out that “the overall goal of deepening reform in an 

all-round way is to improve and develop the system of socialism with Chinese 

characteristics and to push on the modernization of national governance system and 

governance capacity”. National governance system includes three major areas in 

content: government governance, market governance and social governance. Among 

these, the building of modern social governance system and the forming of modern 

social governance capacity can be said to be a new idea and task which requires 

deep-going research. Therefore, the approaches on how to build real modern social 

governance system should at least be studied from the following perspectives. 
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I. Establish the basic concept of modern social governance 

The building of modern social governance system is a system engineering. It is 

of great importance that the clarification of modern social governance should be all 

along close to the so-called basic concept which refers to the cognition in theory on 

the basic meaning (what is it?), the basic principle of value (why does it function?), 

the body structure (who conducts the governance?) and the main functions (what 

should be governed?) of modern social governance. Without necessary theoretical 



height, the practice of building modern social governance system will be lack of 

theoretical guidance and can not avoid various kinds of bias errors in practice, thus 

resulting in serious consequences for social governance in return. “The national 

governance system and governance capacity is the concentrated embodiment of a 

country’s system and its performance. National governance system is nothing but an 

institutional system for state management under the leadership of the Chinese 

Communist Party, which includes the institutional mechanisms and arrangement of 

laws and regulations in various domains such as economy, politics, culture, society, 

ecological civilization and Party construction,etc. Namely, it is a set of state 

institutions that are closely linked and mutually coordinated.”[1] 

  For over thirty years of reform and opening up, China has adhered to the long-

term strategy of “crossing the river by feeling the stones”, made world-famous 

achievements in economic reform and development and grown up to be the second 

largest economy in the world. At the same time, however, some actual practices 

conducted in the process of reform and development are hard to avoid the occurrence 

of “attend to one thing and lose another” because of the lack of scientific, systematic 

and coordinated top-level design, thus resulting in social contradictions and conflicts. 

Up to present, there have been a great amount of contradictions and conflicts 

accumulated in the domains of politics, economy, society and environment,etc., 

which have great impact on China’s social development and social harmony & 

stability. All these must be raveled out, resolved and adjusted urgently by means of 

systematic and scientific reform in an all-round way and management innovation as 

well. Accordingly, the building of modern social governance system should at first 

aim at raveling out, resolving and adjusting social contradictions and conflicts and 

consequently promote social development and social harmony & stability rather than 

produce more new social contradictions and conflicts or exacerbate the existing ones. 

This needs us to establish a scientific management idea in the modern society and 

build modern social governance system in practice.  

  The essential connotation of building modern social governance system should 

be in accordance with the requirements of modern social governance and realize the 



modernization of social governance system through deepening social structural 

reform in an all-round way. The modern social governance must fully embody the 

modern concept of the relationship between state and society, the relationship 

between government and citizen, the relationship between public power and civil 

rights and the relationship between citizen and citizen. The essence of the idea is the 

emphasis on which the relationship between them should be the equality of political 

& social status and partnership and in particular be the relationship of “serving others 

and being served” rather than the relationship of “ruling/controlling others and being 

ruled/controlled”. It certainly does not mean that there is no the relationship of 

leadership and being led in the modern management system. Just like Karl Marx once 

said, a band is still in need of the command and a factory is still in need of the 

managerial personnel even in the communist society. But up here, the relationship of 

leadership and being led is no longer the relationship of ruling others and being ruled.  

  The basic principle of value of building modern social governance system is to 

serve the common welfare of all citizens of a country and their growing needs. The 

common welfare emphasized here means more than just social total welfare and its 

growth, and even more important, should be the welfare of all social members and 

their growth. Every social member should not only participate in the production of 

total social welfare according to his/her ability but also be involved in the distribution 

of total social welfare based on the principle of equal opportunity, equal right and 

equal procedure. The value goal of modern social governance system is to 

accomplish fairness, justice, tolerance and sharing on the production and distribution 

of total social welfare.  

The main architecture of modern social governance system refers to the action 

subjects who participate in social governance and their relationship system. In a 

modern society, the main subject of governance is not the unique one, that is to say, 

not the government and its civil servant group who grasp public power. The essential 

feature of the main architecture of modern social governance is the extensive 

participation of a variety of social action subjects including the government and its 

civil servant group in social governance by means of various legal forms and the 



forming of governance structure characterized with multiple participation and  co-

governance of social forces. In such a system, the government, various institutions 

(including various enterprises and public institutions), various legal organizations 

(including people’s associations and social organizations) and the whole social 

members (citizens) are all the participants who play a certain role in social 

governance. Surely, the scope and function (possible and potential) of their 

participation in social governance is naturally different because of their different 

resources, different powers & capacities and different needs & objectives. However, 

this does not mean that there is an unbridgeable gradation difference among them on 

the legal status; On the contrary, they are relatively equal partners in terms of the 

basic concept of modern social governance. This is the main connotation of the main 

architecture of modern social governance system. 

  The main function of modern social governance system is in accordance with the 

basic principle of value of modern social governance and adjust various social 

relations including various power relations, interest relations, the relationship 

between powers and interests and the relations attached to those powers and interests 

by means of the rule of law. In any society, there must inevitably be the 

contradictions in the overall social relations based on a variety of interest differences 

and the different or even opposite value concept systems built by all kinds of social 

interest groups who are targeting on the maintenance and expansion of their own 

interests. However, the modern society is no longer a kind of society which various 

interest groups or social classes conduct a zero-sum game for the sake of maintaining 

and expanding their self-interests, instead, various democratic negotiations based on 

the rule of law and rationality (the negotiation is a process of the participation and 

interaction of a stakeholder in nature) have been widely approved as the main social 

mechanism of adjusting social relations and the basic functional feature of casting 

modern social governance system. 

  The building of modern social governance system is complicated system 

engineering. Since the reform and opening up, China has conducted a lot of 

explorations for several tens of years in order to restructure the economic system and 



establish a new one suitable for China’s national conditions. Although China has 

made remarkable achievements and initially set up the socialist market economy 

system, it has also paid a lot for that and accumulated a large number of social 

contradictions and conflicts in practice, thus making the Chinese society is in the 

period of frequent occurrence of sudden contradictions at present. For the building of 

modern social governance system in China, it is surely hard for us to once again take 

several tens of years to conduct these explorations especially when we are in the face 

of the problems to be solved in urgent caused by the frequent emergence of a large 

number of social contradictions, although some explorations in theory and in practice 

are still needed to be done. The right thing we should do is to be in accordance with 

the basic concept of modern social governance and the reality of social development 

process and do well in the necessary top-level design. Different from the 

unprecedented practice of building a socialist society, there are still a lot of domestic 

and international experience and lessons to learn in the practice of building modern 

social governance system, including the experience and lessons of Chinese traditional 

social governance, the practical explorations for the innovation of social management 

conducted at the current stage in China and the experience and lessons of the 

modernization of social governance at abroad, especially in the developed countries. 

It should be pointed out that the conclusion and study of the experience of the 

modernization of social governance in the developed countries mentioned here does 

not mean to copy what they have done as their practices are nothing but based on 

their actual national conditions. Also, the conclusion and study of the experience of 

Chinese traditional social governance does not certainly mean going back to the past. 

With the modern point of view, the problems existing in Chinese traditional social 

governance are even more than the experience that it may offer, and that, the Chinese 

society at the current stage has taken place a fundamental change in comparison to 

the traditional one. Therefore, even the effective practices of traditional social 

governance are not suitable for the current Chinese society without necessary 

transformation. Broadly speaking, the top-level design of building social governance 

system should attach great importance of concluding and studying the domestic and 



international practical history and real experience of social governance and even 

more aiming at China’s basic national conditions and social reality at the current 

stage, start from the functional requirements and value orientation described as the 

adjustment of social relations, the resolution to social contradictions, the promotion 

of social harmony and the improvement of people’s well-being according to the basic 

idea of modern social governance, and arrange and build the institutional framework, 

path mechanism, rights & responsibilities of the main subjects, resource allocation 

and sequential logic in China’s modern social governance system by means of 

multiple participation and democratic negotiation and with the modern rule of law 

system for protection. 

2.  The logical framework of modern social governance system 

There are two dimensions of the logical framework of modern social governance 

system: one is social affairs management and the other is social relationship 

governance. Of course, there exist a variety of relations between the two. 

  In the system of social governance system, the main object of social affairs 

management is the supply and obtainment of social services. The social services 

mentioned here include the public services provided by the government for the 

society and the voluntary charity services provided by the society itself. Obviously, 

the governance on public services provided by the government and the voluntary 

charity services provided by the society defined like this should follow different logic. 

The offer of modern public services, including public education, health care, labor 

employment, social security and relief, public order and security, etc. is the functions 

and responsibilities of a modern government; while the obtainment of public services 

is the rights of a modern social citizen who of course should assume his/her 

obligations in the meanwhile of enjoying those rights, which include the participation 

in different degree and range. Accordingly, the governance on public services 

conducted by the modern government should be based on both the functions and 

responsibilities of the government and the rights and obligations of the citizens. As 

for the voluntary charity services, regardless of their offer or obtainment, no matter 

whose nature is mutually beneficial (such as the internal services of various mass 



organizations with the feature of mutual interests) or no matter whose nature is 

externally beneficial (such as the voluntary charity services provided by the social 

public welfare organizations or the citizens themselves for the unspecific outsiders), 

they are surely based on the volunteer and advocacy conducted by the citizens and 

their organizations. Therefore, the foundation of the governance on social services is 

the voluntary action of the citizens and their organizations and the assurance of the 

action being orderly, effective, sustainable and secure (including legal protection and 

policy guarantee). 

  The objects of social relationship governance are the frictions, contradictions 

and conflicts among various social groups (or even individuals) caused by interest 

difference, status difference and value orientation. The purpose of the governance is 

to reduce and defuse those frictions, contradictions and conflicts through balancing 

various differences, thus tune all kinds of social relations and make the whole system 

of social relations realize overall harmony. The meaning of overall harmony is not to 

eliminate the contradictions in social relations, but as far as possible to make all kinds 

of contradictions in the scope of regulation rather than become the irreconcilable and 

antagonistic contradictions which can lead to conflict. Social relationship governance 

can be conducted by means of the implementation of legal regulations, the adjustment 

of social norms and the equal negotiations. The action subjects of governance include 

the state (government), all kinds of social intermediaries and all parties in the 

relationship, and the principle or the value goal of the governance should be fairness, 

justice, democracy and equality.  

  It can be seen from the above elaboration that both social affairs management 

and social relationship governance should be established on the basis of certain 

institutions and norms. Nothing can be accomplished without institutions and norms. 

In fact, such institutions and norms also constitute a system and is an intrinsic part of 

social governance system. As a kind of institutional and standardized system for 

social governance, it can be generally categorized into three levels. 

  The first level is the macro social system, that is to say, the top-level design of 

social governance system at the institutional and standardized level. More broadly, 



the main body of social governance is composed of four parties who are the state (the 

Party and the government), the social interest groups, the social organizations 

(usually participate in social governance standing on neutral or public position) and 

the citizens themselves. The kernel of social system is a matter of the institutional 

arrangement of the roles, responsibilities and modes of action of these subjects in 

social governance, and has been clearly defined in the report put forward in a very 

general way on the 18th Party Congress as: Party committee’s leadership, 

governmental domination, social cooperation, public involvement and legal guarantee. 

What center on and serve this kernel are the arrangement of a series of primary 

institutions described as the regulation of interrelation, power or right, status, 

responsibility, rule of conduct and action boundary among the main subjects of social 

governance and the configuration of relevant resources, such as the urban and rural 

relationship system, the system of labor relations, the system of income distribution 

and redistribution (the system of adjusting interest relationship), etc. as well as the 

ideological system of value concept in defense of the arrangement of those systems. 

  The second level is the institutions, rules and norms in the major areas of social 

governance. The arrangement of the institutions of the governmental governance on 

public services, the arrangement of the institutions of the governance on social 

voluntary services and the arrangement of the governance on social relations are the 

main parts of the second level of the institutional system of social governance, which 

regulate the power or right, action boundary, action objective, action efficiency, etc. 

of the main subjects of governance in these areas. 

  The third level is the system of social norms of social governance。Namely, 

these social norms such as the internal discipline rules and occupation codes of 

various organizations, all kinds of ethics in the social life, the village regulations and 

folk conventions at the grassroots communities in the urban and rural areas, etc. are 

not established by the state in the utilization of public powers in a mandatory or 

authoritative manner but set up by the society itself in the process of social 

interaction. In a sense, these norms mainly play a certain role of adjusting social 



relations and promoting social welfare and embody the spirit of the so-called “rule of 

virtue”. 

3. The main operation mechanism and security system of modern social 

governance system 

Social governance is not only a collection of institutions and norms, but also 

aims at solving various problems of the reality. How to make the relevant institutions 

and norms of social governance be well implemented and how to let the input of 

social governance resources effectively reach the target is still a practical operation 

process. As a variety of different governance subjects have different interest appeals 

or value orientations, the governance is also a process of negotiation in many cases. 

In the process of this complicated and diversified governance, there is its own 

regularity. The operation mechanism of social governance system can be formed if 

such a kind of regularity is applied in the process of governance. 

  The operation mechanism of social governance system can not resemble as the 

mechanism of economic or Party’s operation which can be highly and neatly summed 

up by a sentence or a word: the economic operation runs by price mechanism and 

competition mechanism under the market economy system while the Party’s 

operation mainly depends upon the mechanism of the top-down administrative 

commands.  

                                                                                                             

  The social governance system involves multiple subjects. The objectives, 

appeals and value orientations of these subjects have huge differences, and therefore, 

the paths and ways of meeting the needs of these objectives and appeals are definitely 

different. A set of compound mechanism should be adopted inevitably in order to 

integrate all these together, form an effective order and promote the social harmony. 

In general, there are three types of mechanism which can be concluded as the 

followings: 

  The first type is related to the subjects of governance, including the mechanism 

of equal participation, the mechanism of democratic negotiation, etc. that are suitable 

for all of the governance subjects. At the same time, for the subjects of the Party and 



the government, the top-down administrative commands are still applicable; While 

for the subjects of non-Party and non-government, the mechanism of voluntary 

mobilization and advocacy is also important. 

  The second type is related to the input of resources on governance. In the 

domain of social governance, the configuration of resource input should be both fair 

and effective, and the pursuit of efficiency is to preferably achieve fairness. In other 

words, efficiency should be subject to fairness. From the requirements for fairness, 

the configuration of the input of relevant resources should realize equalization, 

inclusiveness and sharing on the maximum limit and seek for the fulfillment of the 

maximization of common welfare of all the members of the society (not just the 

maximization of total social welfare). From the requirements for efficiency, more 

resources should be put and configured into those regions, sectors and service 

industry in which the fairness, inclusiveness and sharing can be realized better. In the 

meantime, after the establishment of the pattern of resource input and configuration, 

the requirements for efficiency should be paid much attention in the practice of its 

utilization, which involves the ability of resources users. In a word, the introduction 

of moderate competition mechanism in the course of society building and social 

governance is very important for ensuring the efficiency of the utilization of 

resources.  

  The third type is the mechanism of safeguarding the efficiency and fairness of 

social governance, which is generally composed of three kinds: the mechanism of 

government supervision, the mechanism of open and transparent information about 

the main subjects who are in the use of resources and the mechanism of the society’s 

exercising supervision on the government and other governance subjects who are 

involved into the utilization of resources. It is unnecessary to go into details about the 

importance of these mechanisms. 

  The effective operation of modern social governance system also needs to be 

supported by the corresponding security system. More accurately speaking, such a 

kind of security system is also a component of social governance system. In short, the 

security system of modern social governance is generally composed of four parts. 



The first is the political guarantee. In China, the leadership of the Chinese 

Communist Party who devotes itself to the modernization of social governance is 

definitely the political safeguard for the healthy operation of socialist social 

governance with Chinese characteristics. The second is the legal guarantee. The 

arrangement of national institutions and norms should be legalized, and what is more, 

lawmaking should always go first, thus make social governance system run in 

accordance with law; non-state institutions and norms of social governance cannot 

conflict with the spirit of modern national legislation and should be the reasonable 

complement to national legislation. The third is the resource guarantee. The resources 

of modern social construction and social management include the input of public 

financial resource, the mobilization of social resource (organizations) and the 

mobilization of individual resource of the society, of which the most important one is 

the guarantee of public financial resource, the input of social resource (organizations) 

is the second and the input of voluntary resource conducted by the citizens 

themselves is also a kind of important supplement. The fourth is the guarantee of 

subject ability of social governance. Different social governance subjects have 

different ability requirements. Social governance can proceed well if all of the action 

subjects are equipped with appropriate ability. As the building of China’s modern 

social governance system has just started, it is of great importance for the relevant 

action subjects to continuously strengthen ability construction in the practice of social 

governance and provide necessary security for the building of social governance 

system. 
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