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POLITICS, CULTURE, AND SCHOLARLY
RESPONSIBILITY IN CHINA:
TOWARD A CULTURALLY SENSITIVE
ANALYTICAL APPROACH*

Yongjin Zhang

The relationship between knowledge and power has
always been acutely problematic, particularly in the study of
international relations. Inspired by an address by Ann Tickner,
this article urges the need to develop culturally sensitive
approaches to the question of scholarly responsibility in the
realm of power in different historical, cultural, social, and intel-
lectual contexts. Taking international relations scholarship in
China as an example, I suggest that the expanding political space
and the weakness of critical scholarship in China, combined
with a historically induced intellectual predicament and inherit-
ed cultural legacies, constitute a useful analytical framework for
making sense of Chinese understandings of scholarly responsi-
bility. This framework also helps to understand the perpetual
agony of Chinese intellectuals in coming to terms with the turbu-
lent relations between knowledge and power in China today.

Key words: China, sociopolitical development

* An earlier version of this paper was presented at the 2007 International
Studies Association Convention in Chicago in March. I would like to
thank fellow panellists Hiro Katsumata, Matt McDonald, Peter Preston,
Joel Quirk, and Shogo Suzuki for their critical comments. I am grateful to
two anonymous reviewers for their constructive suggestions for revision.
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Introduction: The Proper Role of Scholars

The role and function of intellectuals and how the intellectual
confronts the question of power and authority have seen some
perennial debates. In his 1993 Reith Lectures, Edward Said argued
that the intellectual is obliged to speak truth to power. One of the
principal intellectual activities in the twentieth century, in his
words, “is the questioning, not to say undermining of authority.”?
For Noam Chomsky, intellectuals and academics should aspire to
be moral agents, not servants of power.2 Other cultural, social, and
political traditions have historically embedded the tricky relation-
ship between knowledge and power. While the Russian intelli-
gentsia in the nineteenth century developed a strong sense of
responsibility for the fate of Mother Russia and an adversarial
relationship with the political establishment, Confucian literati as
“action intellectuals deeply immersed in ‘managing the world’
(jingshi) of economics, politics and society” remained an integrat-
ed mainstay of Imperial Chinese political and bureaucratic estab-
lishments from the Han (206 BC-220 AD) to the Qing (1644-1911)
dynasties.> What unites Confucian literati, the Russian intelli-
gentsia, and modern (Western) intellectuals, however, is their ulti-
mate concern for the improvement of human condition and their
perceived role as being the conscience of the society.

In the discipline of international relations, the question of an
appropriate relationship between knowledge and power and
between scholarly responsibility and the policy arena has been
repeatedly raised and long debated. Wary of the visible tie between
the scholarly world and the world of power, which “puts acade-
mics and researchers not only in the corridors but also the kitchens
of power” in the United States, Stanley Hoffmann warned three
decades ago that the discipline of international relations in the Unit-
ed States must guard itself “from the glide into policy science.”*

1. Edward W. Said, Representations of the Intellectual (London: Vintage, 1994),
p. 67.

2. See “Intellectuals and the Responsibilities of Public Life: An Interview
with Noam Chomsky,” Public Anthropology, May 27, 2001, online at www.
publicanthropology.org/Journals/Engaging-Ideas/chomsky.htm.

3. Weiming Tu, “Intellectuals in the World Made of Knowledge,” Canadian
Journal of Sociology, vol. 30, No. 2 (2005), pp. 220-21.

4. Stanley Hoffmann, “An American Social Science: International Relations,”
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Two decades later, this time in Britain, Willliam Wallace issued a
call to “consider the appropriate degree of detachment or of engage-
ment which academics in International Relations should practise
towards the policy arena.” He argued for a balance between the two
extremes of total cooption into the policy-making arena and the pas-
sionate detachment from it.> The spirited debates that ensued only
highlighted the uncompromising disagreements among British
international relations (IR) scholars on scholarly responsibility in the
realm of knowledge and power, a question that remains perpetually
controversial.®

Ann Tickner, president of the International Studies Associa-
tion in 2006, recently articulated the disquiet about the uneasy
relationship between knowledge and power in the United
States. Concerned about the shrinking space for political dissent
and increasing intolerance of other world views after the 9/11
attacks, Tickner asserted that many international relations scholars
are profoundly uneasy about the direction of U.S. foreign policy.
She hoped to “provoke each one of us to think how to respond
to these disturbing neo-imperial trends” of U.S. policy. Tickner
then raised a number of intriguing and perhaps also embarrass-
ing questions about the role of intellectuals, the function of
knowledge, and the nature of responsible scholarship in interna-
tional relations at this “imperial” moment. The central question
that Tickner posed provocatively is whether responsible scholar-
ship should position itself on the front lines or be relegated to
the sidelines of knowledge and power.”

From the vantage point of feminist scholarship, Tickner

in James Der Darian, ed., International Theory: Critical Investigations (New
York: New York University Press, 1995), pp. 225, 240.

5. William Wallace, “Truth and Power, Monks and Technocrats: Theory
and Practice in International Relations,” Review of International Studies,
vol. 22, No. 3 (1996), p. 303.

6. For trenchant criticisms of William Wallace’s views, see Ken Booth,
“Discussion: A Reply to Wallace,” Review of International Studies, vol. 23,
No. 3 (1997), pp. 371-77; and Steve Smith, “Power and Truth: A Reply to
William Wallace,” Review of International Studies, vol. 23, No. 4 (1997),
pp- 507-16.

7. Ann ]. Tickner, “On the Frontlines or Sidelines of Knowledge and
Power?—Feminist Practices of Responsible Scholarship,” International
Studies Review, vol. 8, No. 3 (2006), pp. 383-95.
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offered two examples of responsible scholarship: gendered dimen-
sions of civilizational divisions and gendered international politi-
cal economy. Feminist scholarship, and more broadly, critical
scholarship, Tickner argued, is exemplary of responsible scholar-
ship, as it presents an alternative understanding of the construc-
tion of knowledge. Such an understanding is empowering because
it enables the transformation of objects into subjects of knowledge,
which “gives one a claim of one’s history, a 2531"ide in one’s past, a
sense of agency in determining one’s future.”

In the same critical spirit that flows from Tickner’s address,
we must note the cultural bias embedded in the principal assump-
tions that underlie her concerns. They are decidedly derived from
the political, social, and intellectual settings of the United States.
Among these are the cozy relationship that is under assault
between problem-solving theories and the policy world; the clear-
ly understood, if not well-defined, role of intellectuals; the possi-
bility and even desirability of critical distance between scholarship
and power; and critical (feminist) scholarship as a credible force in
academic international relations.

Tickner’s assumptions may or may not be applicable, either
in whole or in part, in historical, political, social, and intellectual
settings other than those of the United States. Such variations of
historical, political, social, and intellectual settings could lead to
situations where intellectuals and IR scholars face different chal-
lenges and predicaments in understanding the dynamics between
knowledge and power and hence also in the constitution of the
proper relationship between scholarship and the policy world.
Differences in settings may also lead to the fluidity of the front
lines and the sidelines of knowledge and power.

The Case of China

Take China for example. The space for political dissent is
arguably expanding, rather than shrinking. There is increasing
tolerance of different worldviews within limits, though the cur-
rent political system continues to impose and reward conformi-
ty rather than encourages critical distance between knowledge
and power. The Chinese elites are still debating the definition

8. Tbid., p. 392.
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and role of intellectuals in both historical and contemporary set-
tings. Problem-solving theories enjoy unchallenged domination
in both academic international relations and the policy world.
Critical scholarship in social sciences, if any, is very much in its
infancy. Critical IR theory exists only in the form of self-margin-
alization, if it is not entirely invisible.

The project that Tickner launched, however, remains valid
and is inspirational for examining the question of scholarly
responsibility in China—the subject of this article. The broad
questions of the relationship between knowledge and power, the
role of intellectuals in the policy world, the nature of our con-
structed knowledge, and scholarly responsibility in an increas-
ingly globalized world have all become more pronounced even
in the specific intellectual and social settings of China. The chal-
lenge is to develop a culturally sensitive approach to addressing
these questions in a context appreciably different from that of the
United States as described by Tickner. China, after all, shares at
least one common perspective with feminism. In terms of the
construction of knowledge about global politics, China, like
women, has rarely been among the architects or subjects of
knowledge. Both belong to what Tickner calls “the underside of
empire” of the IR knowledge world.”

In this article, I suggest a culturally sensitive approach to
analyzing the special and problematic relationship between
knowledge and power in the specific political, historical, and
social settings of China. Following Tickner, I will first look at the
question of expanding, rather than shrinking, political space in
contemporary China’s economic transformation and political
change. That will be followed by a brief analysis of disciplinary
power in academic studies of international relations to highlight
the deficiency of critical scholarship in China. I will then exam-
ine a historical predicament for Chinese intellectuals. Finally, I
will consider the question of cultural legacies in this analytical
scheme.

These four areas are particularly worth examining, I argue,
because their interactions inform our understanding of the his-
torically constituted relationship between knowledge and power,
and more specifically, scholarly responsibility, in China today.

9. Ibid.
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Together, they constitute an analytical framework that acknowl-
edges both politics and power as well as both culture and history
in fostering, constraining, and even determining the intellectual
orientation toward power in traditional and contemporary China.
Such an analytical framework, I believe, will take us one step
beyond the ideological and epistemological boundaries that still
often oblige us to take the experience at the periphery as only
the object, not the subject, of our scholarship.

Political Space

The transformation of the Chinese state, the future of democ-
ratization in China under the conditions of globalization, and the
changing meaning of intellectual life in China continue to cap-
ture the imagination of a corpus of China scholarship around the
world.!® Contending arguments and controversial projections
aside, the scale of economic reforms and social transformation in
China in the last three decades are seen to have significantly frag-
mented the political control of the party-state. The suppression
and coercion of intellectual and political dissent are more careful-
ly targeted than in the past. Total submission has been replaced
by “selected repression” which, it is argued, has become the
party-state’s refined strategy that “targets only those who openly
challenge its authority while leaving the general public alone.”
On the other hand, the Chinese Communist Party’s charm cam-
paign aims at coopting and coddling the emerging social elite,
including in particular intellectuals and academics.!

Not surprisingly, academic (intellectual) censorship and self-
censorship are much more muted than previously, though acade-
mic freedom still has severe limitations. To a considerable degree,
the political space for expressing, articulating, and teaching differ-
ent worldviews has been significantly opened and expanded, so

10. See for example, Yongnian Zheng, Globalization and State Transformation
in China (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004) and Edward Gu
and Merle Goldman, eds., Chinese Intellectuals Between State and Market
(London: RoutledgeCurzon, 2004).

11. Minxin Pei, “The Dark Side of China’s Rise,” Foreign Policy, No. 153
(March-April, 2006), p. 40, online at www.foreignpolicy.com/story /
cms.php?story_id=3373.
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long as the core interests of the party-state are not directly chal-
lenged. More than ever before, the state feels the need to have the
cooperation, good will, and expertise of intellectuals.

The changing political economy in the evolution of Chinese
media may serve as a case in point.!?> The transformation of the
Chinese system “from totalitarianism to state-capitalist authoritari-
anism characterised by a higher degree of tolerance for relative
separation (and intermeshing) between economic dynamics and
political dictates,” Chin-Chuan Lee argues, has led to “consider-
able (but far from sufficient) media expansion of what [Isaiah]
Berlin (1969) calls ‘negative freedom’ in non-political discourses.”
Though the state remains arbitrary and intrusive, it has not been
able to stop “the schizophrenic market-oriented party media”
from redefining its role from “being party propagandists to infor-
mation providers.” Citing as an example the press conglomeration
led by the party-state in the late 1990s, Lee contends that “the very
fact that the party-state finds itself having to negotiate, and capi-
talise on the market forces instead of resorting to outright repression
as it did during the Cultural Revolution, amounts to tacit acquies-
cence to the limits of its own power.”!?

The opening and expanding of political space for social sci-
ence scholarship has also been promoted and facilitated by the
perceived need for enlisting the service of knowledge for the state.
Although generally hostile to the discipline of political science
between 1949 and 1979, the Chinese government began in the
1980s to promote the study of politics and law. These subjects

12. Expanding political space for expressing different worldviews can also
be found in the popularity of Huangiu shibao (Global Times), which
reports current world affairs and carries opinion pieces on critical
issues in global politics, from the extreme nationalist to the radically
liberal. The rise of the so-called Chinese New Left as a distinctive group
of social critics of government policies and in Chinese political dis-
course, as will be discussed later, is only possible with the fragmented
political control of the party-state and the opening of political space as
China’s opening and reform moves on.

13. Chin-Chuan Lee, “Rethinking the Political Economy: Implications for
Media and Democracy in Greater China,” The Public, No. 8 (2001), pp.
8-11. If the market does create expanding political space for intellectuals
in China, it also presents a challenge to their rethinking of the relation-
ship with the state. For further discussions, see Gu and Goldman, eds.,
Chinese Intellectuals between State and Market.
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were now regarded as being “indispensable” for legal reforms in
China, which remained a bottleneck for its economic opening.!* In
the 1980s, as the social sciences were increasingly perceived as
serving the instrumental purposes of the state, various disciplines
were either rebuilt or created by Beijing with the establishment of
the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences. As the Chinese govern-
ment strove to make its policies and decision processes more
“scientific,” the application of social scientific knowledge to the
construction of social programs and policy formats intensified.'®
The study of international relations as an intellectual corpus
was among these initiatives to rebuild social sciences. The nascent
discipline hungered for the scholarship of problem-solving theo-
ries largely coming out of the United States. Without much of a
fight, problem-solving theories—first Realism and then neoliberal
institutionalism—established themselves as the orthodoxy that
has dominated international studies in China ever since, method-
ologically and epistemologically.!® Many emerging Chinese IR
specialists would readily agree with Hans Morgenthau, then as
now, that their (responsible) role is, to paraphrase Hoffmann, to
shape truth in order to guide power, i.e., the state.!” While Mor-
genthau provides them with intellectual inspiration, however, it
is Henry Kissinger who serves as the model that many of them

14. Bill Brugger, “The Revival of Political Science in China: A Review of the
Journal Zhengzhixue Yanjiu,” The Australian Journal of Chinese Affairs, vol.
16 (1986), pp. 125-26.

15. In 2000, the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences published a collection
of essays in The Development of Social Sciences in China in the Last Fifty
Years. These essays provide an overview of the evolution of various dis-
ciplines of social sciences in China since 1949. It is clear that 1978 is seen
as the watershed for the reestablishment of social sciences in order to
serve China’s then-emerging modernization program. See Research
Bureau of Chinese Academic of Social Sciences, ed., Zhongguo shehui
kexue wushinian (Fifty Years of Social Sciences in China) (Beijing: Social
Sciences Publishing House, 2000).

16. See Yongjin Zhang, “The “English School’ in China—A Travelogue of
Ideas and Their Diffusion,” European Journal of International Relations,
vol. 9, No. 1 (2003), pp. 87-114.

17. Stanley Hoffmann wrote that “Hans Morgenthau has often written as if
truth and power were bound to be enemies. . . . And yet he shaped his
truths so as to guide those in power.” Hoffmann, “An American Social
Science,” p. 221.
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aspire to follow, if not just worship. Within the Chinese IR schol-
arly community, there is simply no conception of an inimical rela-
tionship between knowledge and power.

It would be too simplistic to look at this as a case of knowl-
edge jumping blindly into bed with power. Social sciences were
after all originally conceived to serve the needs of the modern
state. Political science was regarded as the science of the state in
the United States even at the end of the nineteenth century.'® The
coalescing of knowledge with power in contemporary China, as
will be discussed later, has other culturally and historically con-
tingent factors. With hindsight, it is important to note that the
establishment of international relations as a discipline in China
heralded a rare opening for the intellectual intervention in the
process of foreign policy making and implementation.

Such an intellectual opening has become wider and more
meaningful as China rises as a regional power with deeper inte-
gration with the global political and economic system. It suffers,
however, from a double bind. On the one hand, the state continues
relentlessly to set the limits of intellectual intervention as dictated
by its political desiderata. As I have argued elsewhere, recent secu-
rity discourses in China, though vibrant and contentious, have
been turned into political projects of and for the powerful. Intellec-
tual intervention, which constitutes the process of policy making,
often provides post hoc justification and legitimation for the Chi-
nese state’s new security policy making and implementation. Per-
haps more worryingly, the domination of problem-solving theo-
ries as the orthodoxy in the academic studies of international rela-
tions stifles the development of critical scholarship that is self-
reflective of ramifications of intellectual participation in the policy
process and its outcomes. The lack of a critical distance between
the scholarly community and the state obscures the understanding
that vigorous scholarly and intellectual engagement constructs
the meaning and practices of security. In short, power is deeply
embedded in the production of security scholarship in China.'’

18. James Farr, “The Estate of Political Knowledge: Political Science and the
State,” in Joanne Brown and David K. Van Keuren, eds., The Estate of
Social Knowledge (Baltimore and London: Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1991), pp. 1-2.

19. Yongjin Zhang, “Discourses of Security in China: Towards a Critical
Turn?” in Matt MacDonald and Anthony Burke, eds., Critical Security in
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Disciplinary Power

The lack of critical engagement in China’s international rela-
tions scholarship stands in sharp relief against the domination of
problem-solving theories in China. The growth of the discipline of
IR in China after 1978 cannot be well understood without consid-
ering China’s changing role in the global political economy. As
China opened itself up, there was a dire need for its leaders to
improve their knowledge about world affairs. To paraphrase
Stanley Hoffmann, Chinese decision makers were looking for an
intellectual compass to guide their policy making, to justify their
political decisions, and to rationalize their actions. What the lead-
ers were looking for, Chinese IR scholars were keen to supply; and
problem-solving theories seemed to deliver.?’ The ascendance and
dominance of problem-solving theories seem only logical. In a
rather rudimentary way, “the relays between the kitchens of
power and the academic salons”?! began to take shape in China.

The exercise of disciplinary power of this academic ortho-
doxy is, however, subtler and more complex than that. In the late
1970s, when Chinese intellectuals and policy analysts began to
engage the global epistemic community in the study of interna-
tional relations, the debates between neorealism and neoliberal-
ism were well entrenched. Problem-solving theories were having
a field day. Chinese scholars, in other words, entered a prede-
fined universe of existing scholarship with fixed presumptions,
articulated ideas, and set boundaries.

This is a knowledge world produced and constructed with-
out their participation. The intellectual hegemony of U.S.-based
scholarship in such a knowledge world ensures that the diffu-
sion of knowledge and scholarship about international relations
constructs the same knowledge structure for Chinese scholars
and policy establishment. The neorealist analysis, for example,
has been presented to, and accepted by, the Chinese academy as
normatively objective and neutral, methodologically sophisticat-
ed, and epistemologically scientific. Chinese IR scholars, like

the Asia-Pacific (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2007), pp.
167-82.

20. Hoffmann, “An American Social Science,” pp. 222-23.

21. Ibid., p. 226.
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their counterparts in other national IR scholarly communities,
“follow the American debates and teach American theories.”?

When Chinese scholars are asked why China’s nascent IR
community should have to “import” topics for their own research
—ranging from “the end of history” to “the clash of civilizations”
—they have voiced serious concerns about the knowledge struc-
ture of international relations that has been constructed for them.
Very few Chinese scholars, however, seem to be consciously
aware of the fact that in borrowing the vocabulary and the theo-
retical constructs of Western IR, they subject themselves to the
intellectual assumptions as well as political priorities entrenched
in such a knowledge structure. They are thus set up to be cap-
tured by the power, the tradition, and the logic of the discourse,
but without contributing to it.?3

It is little wonder that Chinese IR scholars accept, uncritical-
ly, the division between and the dichotomy of the mainstream IR
theories—neorealism, neoliberalism and some variations of con-
structivism—and the non-mainstream IR theories—feminism,
critical theory, and the English School, for example. Such a pub-
lic acceptance by critical scholars in China—feminist and critical
theorists in particular—of this division and their lack of reflec-
tion on its implications, amount to their self-marginalization in
China’s IR community.?*

22. Ole Waever, “The Sociology of a Not So International Discipline: Ameri-
can and European Developments in International Relations,” Interna-
tional Organization, vol. 52, No. 4 (1998), p. 723.

23. One good example is the neorealist discourse in the 1990s on the “China
threat” in the United States. It has produced a discourse in China refut-
ing the claim of a threat. Ironically, the analytical concepts and theoreti-
cal assumptions of this counter-discourse are defined in the orthodox
neorealist terms characteristic of the “China threat” discourse. The con-
straining power of the “China threat” discourse is so considerable that
even recent discussions of China’s “peaceful rise,” it is argued, have to
be conducted in such a way as to avoid “triggering fear that Beijing har-
bors revisionist intentions.”

24. In April 2005, a special symposium was held in Beijing by the Institute of
World Economics and Politics on what the Chinese researchers termed
“the non-mainstream IR theories.” The symposium program refers
more specifically to critical theory, the English School, post-modernism,
and feminism. One year earlier, a symposium on “the mainstream IR
theories” was held in Beijing by the same organizer.
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This self-marginalization reflects the weakness and the lack
of confidence of critical IR scholars in China. They have rarely,
if ever, reflected self-consciously on the nature of the existing
knowledge structure of global politics presented to them.? Unlike
Tickner’s feminists, they have debated little on who decides on
what counts as knowledge about foreign policy and international
affairs. Though strong advocates of the “Chinese School of Interna-
tional Relations” are fully aware of the Eurocentric nature of
existing IR theories they have encountered, their voices sound
more like protests. Their claims that Chinese history, ideas, and
experience should be reflected and accommodated in the new
endeavor for IR theory construction in the global epistemic com-
munity have not so far been based on serious reflections on the
implications of China being an object rather than a subject of
knowledge and its production in terms of IR scholarship. Nor are
they based on any projection of the role for Chinese IR scholar-
ship in knowledge construction in the future, even though that
construction is likely to be affected by China’s rising power.?

The fate of the ideas of Jirgen Habermas in China may pro-
vide further clues to understanding the disciplinary power in rela-
tion to critical IR scholarship in China. Habermas is said to have
“exerted significant influence upon Chinese academic circles since
the 1980s.” Such influence, however, was initially restricted to
studies of new developments in Western Marxism. It is only dur-
ing the second upsurge in the study of Habermas in the late 1990s
that the “ingenuity and richness” of his theories were better
understood. The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, for
example, stimulated serious debates among Chinese scholars
about the existence of the “third sphere” between state and society

25. Presentations at the 2005 symposium as well as most writings on critical
theory carried by IR journals in China are very much of the Coxian type
of critical scholarship. Engagement with the Frankfurt School of critical
theory in China’s international studies remains negligible, even after
Jiirgen Habermas' visit to China in 2001, discussed below.

26. Qin Yaqing, “Guoji guanxi lilun Zhongguo xuepai shengcheng de keneng
he biran” (Not Only Possible but Also Inevitable: On the Emergence of
zhengzhi (World Economics and Politics), No. 3 (2006), pp. 1-12. Guo
Shuyong, ed., Guoji guanxi: Huyu Zhongguo lilun (International Relations:
Calling for Chinese Theories) (Tianjin: Tianjin People’s Press, 2005).
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in China. Habermas’ new influence is most conspicuously con-
fined, however, to historical studies and media research.?’

From the available literature in IR scholarship coming out of
China, neither the critical spirit nor the critical methodology rep-
resented by Habermas and the Frankfurt School is clearly visible.
Not only is Habermas treated as “unproblematically relevant to
the analysis of contemporary China”;*® the “political motives” of
his critical theory “are usually ignored” conveniently.?’

Intellectual Predicament

“Intellectuals are of their time,” Edward Said once declared.
Further, intellectuals in different national and continental sites
“are each set in a very particular historical context, with its own
problems, pathologies, triumphs, and peculiarities.”3 How is
such insight applicable to understanding the specific predicament
Chinese intellectuals in the twentieth century have encountered?

Putting “National Salvation” First

The very concept of Chinese “intellectuals” was suspect at
the beginning of the century. The imperial examination system,
which had produced Confucian literati as the ruling elites in tra-
ditional China, was not abolished until 1905. Chinese intellectu-
als emerged as a recognized social group only in the process of
the metamorphosis of Imperial China into a nation-state at the
turn of the century. China’s social and political transformation
in the twentieth century, occurring amidst an atrocious collective
experience of destructiveness and violence in Chinese society,
constitutes an unparalleled historical context within which the
identity and the role of intellectuals have been formulated and
articulated.

27. Weidong Cai, “The Historical Effect of Habermas in the Chinese Context:
A Case Study of the Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere,”
Frontier Philosophy of China, No. 1 (2006), pp. 41-50.

28. Timothy Cheek, “Xu Jilin and the Thought Work of China’s Public
Intellectuals,” The China Quarterly, vol. 186 (2006), p. 405.

29. Cai, “The Historical Effect of Habermas in the Chinese Context,” p. 49.

30. Said, Representations of the Intellectual, pp. 16-20. Italics in the original.



116  Yongjin Zhang

Until the end of the nineteenth century, Confucian scholar-
officials, in the words of Joseph Levenson, “had set the cultural
tone, the political pace, and the economic stgle of the old bureau-
cratic-imperial world” of traditional China.>! They were an inte-
gral part of the imperial establishment. A series of national
crises at the turn of the twentieth century led to political turmoil
and economic decline, which threatened the imperial polity and
generated scholarly disorientation. This combination of circum-
stances dislodged imperial scholar-officials from their Confucian
haven. The political survival of China either as an imperial enti-
ty or as a modern state became the overriding concern for China’s
emerging intelligentsia. For them, the diffusion of the social scien-
tific knowledge of the West to China served one instrumental pur-
pose: to save China from internal decay and imperialist encroach-
ment. Put differently, they sought to help (modern) China’s search
for wealth and power, as articulated by Yan Fu.?2 In this context,
national salvation began to shape the self-appointed historical mis-
sion of the emerging Chinese intelligentsia in the transformation of
the Chinese state.

Unlike Western intellectuals who were inspired by the Enlight-
enment ideals in pursuit of human rights, freedom, and knowl-
edge, Chinese intelligentsia, confronted by national crises, began
their mission by departing from Confucian civilization and by
renouncing traditional institutions and ideas. And unlike the
Russian intelligentsia who had always had an adversarial rela-
tionship with the state, Chinese intelligentsia believed that only
a strong state could solve China’s problems. They also believed
they were part of the solution.

The introduction of Enlightenment ideals by the New Culture
movement, together with political nationalism and cultural icono-
clasm during the May Fourth Movement (1919) period, further

31. Joseph Levenson, Revolution and Cosmopolitanism —The Western Stage and
the Chinese Stages (Berkeley, Calif.: University of California Press, 1971),
p-4

32. Yan Fu is well-known for his translations of classics in Western social
sciences. These include Thomas Huxley’s Evolution and Ethics, Adam
Smith’s Wealth of Nations, John Stuart Mill’'s On Liberty, and Herbert
Spencer’s Study of Sociology. Yan Fu’s most important contribution is,
however, the introduction and diffusion of Western social scientific
knowledge into China.
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accentuated the dilemma for the Chinese intelligentsia. National
salvation as a calling confronted Chinese intellectuals of the May
Fourth generation with an acute predicament in their personal
existential choices. The political imperative of national salvation
was nevertheless pursued at the expense of the Enlightenment
ideals of human rights, freedom, and emancipation. Thus, some
argue, the enlightenment project in China remains unfinished.*
The urgency of national salvation through revolutions in the
twentieth century China set the parameters of the intellectual
vocation in China. It informed a special relationship between intel-
lectuals and the state arising out of nationalism and war. In their
own ways, leading Chinese intellectuals such as Liang Qichao, Hu
Shi, Lu Xun, Chen Duxiu, and Li Dazhao took it as their social
responsibility and intellectual calling to find political, social, and
economic solutions for China’s problems. Mao Zedong is perhaps
the penultimate example. They are very different from the ideal
type of Said’s intellectuals, who stand outside of society and its
institutions, actively challenge the status quo, and take it as their
mission in life to advance human freedom and knowledge.?* Both
the Chinese Nationalist and the communist movements (and the
authoritarian regimes associated with them) made the cooption
and inclusion of intellectuals an integral part of their revolutions
by compelling them to use their knowledge in the service of power
and authority. For most of these early Chinese intellectuals, devia-
tion from the intellectual vocation conceived by Said was a norm.
Intellectuals who had joined the communist revolution
became members of the political establishment and the ruling
elite after 1949. These “establishment intellectuals” thereafter
collaborated with the state, which was led by a Leninist party
that exercised its claim to uncontested power through serving
and operating within the governing institutions of the People’s
Republic. These intellectuals helped perpetuate the omnipres-
ence of the party-state, thus completely changing the meaning of
intellectual life. Intellectual dissent was brutally suppressed.

33. See Li Zehou, Zhongguo xiandai zhengzhi sixiang shi (A History of Modern
Chinese Political Thought) (Tianjin: Tianjin Social Sciences Press, 2003).

34. Alan Lightman, “The Role of the Public Intellectual,” MIT Communications
Forum, online at http: //webmit.edu/comm-forum/papers/lightman.
html, p. 1.



118  Yongjin Zhang

Anti-establishment intellectuals, if they existed at all, were
actively persecuted. The party-state demanded not simply the
conformity and the cooption of intellectuals, but total submis-
sion of knowledge to power and the authority of the party-state.

Serving the Party-State

“National salvation” in its new incarnation after 1978 con-
tinued as the ideological imperative that delimits intellectual
responsibility. For the majority of Chinese intellectuals, service
to the state is still accepted as the proper and desirable domain
for their practice and commitment. Even the most vocal critics of
the Chinese government, perhaps the most radical of all non-
establishment intellectuals, have concurred, wittingly or unwit-
tingly, with the establishment intellectuals on one key matter:
their responsibility to the Chinese state. That is, that they are all
deeply concerned with finding effective solutions, throu§h the
state, for China’s political, economic, and social problems.>> Few
see it as their primary responsibility to engage “as a committed
and recognizable voice in language and in society with a whole
slew of issues, all of them having to do in the end with enlight-
enment and emancipation or freedom.”3¢

This intellectual predicament is perhaps best illustrated by
the practices of the Chinese New Left today. As fierce critics of
the governmental economic development policies, the New Left
intellectuals have confronted power, i.e. spoken truth to power,
with independent spirit and courage. Yet their radical interpre-
tation of popular democracy does not clearly see the repressive
state as China’s main enemy. They seem to be more concerned
about imperialism than about authoritarianism. As one critic
observes, “Habermas protested during his visit to China during
the spring of 2001 that some members of the Chinese New Left,
in their zeal to construct anti-imperialist discourses, have (mis)

35. As Timothy Cheek observes, “major debates, essays and scholars who
fill the pages of China’s blossoming print and web media since the early
1990s predominantly emphasize the significance of correct theory in
conceptualising, analysing and proposing the most effective solutions
for China’s problems today.” Cheek, “Xu Lin and the Thought Work of
China’s Public Intellectuals,” p. 404.

36. Said, Representations of the Intellectual, p. 55.
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used his theory in such a way that amounts to ]ust1fy1ng nation-
alist and authoritarian orientations of the Chinese state.”

Cultural Legacies

Finally, we must consider the cultural legacies of traditional
China. The Confucian literati, as mentioned above, played pivotal
roles in running and sustaining the longevity of Imperial China.
These roles are summarized well by Tu Weiming;:

As scholar-officials, they assume political roles and perform their
social functions through the bureaucracy. Like Indian gurus, they
are teachers; like Buddhist monks, they are ethical exemplars; like
Jewish rabbis, they are learned scholars; like Greek philosophers,
they are wise men; like Christian priests, they are spiritual leaders;
and like Islamic mullahs, they are community leaders. Yet, in the
final analysis, their commitment to the improvement of the human
condition, rather than to a reality outside or beyond this world,
compels them to take on s0c1a1 respons1b1ht1es comparable to
those of the modern intellectual .3

The origin of the Confucian literati can be traced back to the
notable rise to prominence of the Shi during the Spring and
Autumn period (722-481 BC). Shi refers to the privileged group of
educated men with knowledge who regarded themselves as the
self-appointed defenders of the Dao (Tao), the way of Heaven.>
These were “wandering intellectuals” (in Benjamin Schwartz’s
translation) whose vocation was to serve the rulers of contending
states. They considered it a privilege to be able to offer their ser-
vices.? While “wandering intellectuals” travelled from state to

37. Chin-Chuan Lee, “Rethinking the Political Economy,” p. 11.

38. Tu, “Intellectuals in a World Made of Knowledge,” p. 221. Many may
dispute Tu’s comparison between Confucian scholar-officials and the
modern Western intellectuals in taking seriously their social responsi-
bilities. It remains true, though, that the multifaceted functions that Tu
describes for Confucian scholar-officials led them inexorably into entan-
gling relations with power in traditional China.

39. See Yu Yingshi, Shi yu Zhongguo wenhua (Shi and the Chinese Culture)
(Shanghai: Shanghai People’s Press, 1987).

40. Tt is interesting to note that once in government, shi in Schwartz’s trans-
lation becomes “man of service.”
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state to seek government service, the kings and princes of con-
tending states actively solicited their advice and services on mat-
ters of strategy and governance. This circumstance established the
importance of philosophical discourse and its relevance to the
practice of statecraft in ancient China. There developed, as it
were, a special relationship between princes and philosophers in
this period.

Leading thinkers in ancient China, such as Confucius, Men-
cius, Mo Zi, Xun Zi, and many Legalist scholars, all belong to the
Shi stratum. Schwartz’s description of Confucius as a “wandering
intellectual” is illuminating.

Thus Confucius found within his own state all the violations of the
normative order, which so agitated his soul. He spent much time
in the neighbouring ancient states of Cheng, Ch’en, Ts’ai and Ch’i,
seeking opportunities for public service and was everywhere frus-
trated. While loyal to his state, his professed “ideal” ambition, like
that of many wandering intellectuals of the Warring States period
which followed, was to advise princes how to establish order
within their own states as well as within the entire civilized
world 4!

Such an existential decision to engage in the management
and improvement of state affairs and human conditions, it is
argued, is “unique among the axial-age civilizations.”#?> Herein
lies the origin of the Confucian idea of Jingshi-scholars and schol-
arship should be actively involved in managing worldly matters,
political, economic, social, moral, and ethical, in order to improve
and transform state affairs and human conditions for the better.
Herein also lies the Confucian conception of the purpose and
function of knowledge, which informs the perpetual struggle of
Confucian scholar-officials to choose between defending the Dao
and conforming to power. The question is to what extent and in
what sense do such legacies still condition Chinese understand-
ings of scholarly and intellectual responsibility today?

41. Benjamin I. Schwartz, The World of Thought in Ancient China (Cambridge,
Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1985), pp. 59-60.
42. Tu, “Intellectuals in a World Made of Knowledge,” p. 220.



