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INTRODUCTION

Chinese intellectuals as a distinctive character in modern and contemporary Chinese history have
attracted extensive research interest. Scholars have devoted attention to various aspects, including the
Chinese intellectuals’ diverse propositions for social change and the distinctive self-image of Chinese
intellectuals, who have tirelessly prescribed themselves with particular roles in relation with China’s
society. The Tiananmen Square protest and subsequent suppression in 1989 brought about a profound
and traumatic impact on Chinese intellectuals, resulting in repercussions within the intellectual field.
These changes encompassed shifts in their propositions for social change and alterations in their self-
images.

The existing academic literature on intellectual field in post-1989 China has focused
predominantly on intellectuals representing mainstream schools of thought, including, most notably,
liberalism and neo-conservativism. This scholarship has analyzed these mainstream schools from a
variety of perspectives, with one important genre focusing on the divergent self-images of the
mainstream intellectuals in the post-1989 era. However, aside from these mainstream schools of
thought, the intellectual field of the post-1989 China also comprised several non-mainstream schools
of thoughts and less well-known groups of Chinese intellectuals such as the Straussians, which remain
overlooked in these debates. The few available studies on Chinese Straussians have concentrated
mainly on their critiques on mainstream intellectual thought but has so far not touched on what the
self-image of Chinese Straussians is, and whether, and if so how, the self-image of Chinese Straussians
differs from that of the mainstream.

To fill up the gap, this thesis will attempt to answer the research question: what is the self-image
of Chinese Straussians? After figuring out the self-image of Chinese Straussians, I will compare it with
the self-images of the Liberals and neo-conservatives to examine if there is any similarity or difference
between them. My research findings will therefore contribute to the existing academic discussion by
providing a deeper and more sophisticated understanding of Chinese Straussians, one of the marginal
threads of the post-1989 intellectual field, and their relationship to mainstream thought. My findings
will also help us to have a more comprehensive understanding of the intellectual field as well as
Chinese intellectuals’ relationship to China’s society and the state at large in the post-1989 era.

I will review the existing literature in the next section, which will end up with a summary and
critique of the current academic discussion. In the section “Project Design”, I will explain my choice
of research scope, source, data, and analytic framework. In the section “Case study: Self-Image of Liu
Xiaofeng”, I will code what I call “noticeable remarks” in three selected writings of Liu Xiaofeng and
then analyze two themes concerning Liu’s self-image embedded within these remarks. Finally, I will
conclude my thesis by evaluating my research findings and contributions to the academic discussion.



REVIEWING THE FIELD: WHERE ARE THE CHINESE STRAUSSIANS

The existing literature on Chinese intellectuals and intellectual debates in post-1989 China
comprises two threads of discussion that merit attention. One major thread of discussion revolves
around the role Chinese intellectuals prescribed for themselves in relation to Chinese society at large.
Existing research within this category focuses predominantly on two opposing mainstream intellectual
camps, the Liberals ( & B9 7%) and the Neo-conservatives (#7 %k F £ X ). The other, much smaller
thread of discussion comprises only a small number of studies that focus on one non-mainstream
intellectual camp, namely Chinese Straussians (F B 3&4% 77 #7 52 Jk), and their contestations with the
mainstream intellectuals. This scholarship serves as a reminder that Chinese Straussians were also
significant participants of the intellectual debate in post-1989 China. At the same time, this suggests
that the first thread of scholarship is incomplete, because it neglects the role in relation with Chinese
society that Chinese Straussians prescribed for themselves in the post-1989 era. In this section, I will
review the field in more detail and further develop this critique.

Self-images of Mainstream Intellectuals

Definition of Self-image

The first genre of literature discusses what this thesis will refer to as the “self-images” of
mainstream Chinese intellectuals in post-1989 China, notably the Liberals and neo-conservatives.

Different studies of this genre have utilized different concepts for discussion, including for
example, self-awareness (Lin 1996), self-position (Xu 1999) and Chinese intellectuals’ consciousness
(Xu 2001). However, most literature of this genre does not give clear definitions for these concepts.
Nevertheless, these studies contribute to the debate by highlighting the role in relation with Chinese
society that Chinese intellectuals prescribed for themselves in the post-1989 era, such as the role of
criticizing the reality of China’s society, the role of liberating the people, and the role of constructing
an ideal society pursuant to utopian modes. For example, Thomas A. Metzger has probed into the
premises within the self-awareness of mainstream Chinese intellectuals in the 20" century. According
to Metzger, mainstream Chinese intellectuals, throughout the that century, have identified themselves
to have the mission of reforming the reality and leading the social transformation and modernization
of China through social engineering (Metzger 1993). Some studies, on the other hand, reveal that the
traditional role Chinese intellectuals prescribed for themselves had been transformed by social changes
like commercialization. These studies point out that a group of intellectuals in post-1989 China
embraced their new role as expert and professionals within a modern labor-division system (Goldman
1999 Lin 1996; Xiao 2003). In summary, this array of conceptualizations deployed in the first genre
preponderantly refer to the role that Chinese intellectuals had prescribed for themselves in relation to
Chinese society. This thesis will use self-images of Chinese intellectuals in the same sense for further
discussion.

The Liberals

Most literature defines the Liberals as anti-authoritarian intellectuals descending from the New
Enlightenment movement in 1980s China, which invoked and sough inspiration from the May Fourth



tradition of enlightening Chinese people and Chinese nation to legitimize itself. For example, Junpeng
Li’s study reveals that the Liberals separated themselves from other groups of intellectuals with their
anti-authoritarian stance (Li 2017); Timothy Cheek, David Ownby and Joshua Fogel’s research (2018,
111) treats the Liberals as dissidents who struggled for democracy and human rights in China by
confronting authority of the party-state. There are also few studies that put emphasis on the Liberals’
critique on the loss of humanistic spirit in the post-1989 era (Zhang 1998).

The existing literature has analyzed the self-image of the Liberals from two angles.

On the one hand, some studies highlight that marketization of China’s economy and the rise of
mass culture in the post-1989 era had undermined the Liberals’ role as “moral authority” in the 1980s.
For example, Xudong Zhang’s research illustrates that the rise of commercialization and mass culture
in the post-1989 era had eclipsed the Liberals’ previous role of enlightening Chinese nation by
promoting Enlightenment values and modernization projects for Chinese nation in the 1980s (Zhang
1998); Junpeng Li’s research underlines similarly that the intellectual debates had no longer occupied
a central position in China’s cultural life in the post-1989 era (Li 2017). Consequently, this sort of
literature claims that the Liberals “painfully” recognized themselves as losers to a vulgarized and
apolitical society (Zhang 2008). In contrast, a few studies shed a light on the self-conscious effort of
some Liberals, for example, novelist Wang Shuo ( £ #]), to embrace vulgarization and to seek
commercial success (Fewsmith 2008, 113-39; Li 2017). Although these studies can indicate that there
were divergences among the Liberals’ attitudes towards social changes in the post-1989 era, these
studies reach a consensus that the Liberals had recognized their previous role of enlightening Chinese
nation eclipsed in a vulgarized society.

On the other hand, other studies engaged in this genre have argued that the Liberals had not
changed their propositions for political liberation and their self-image with the role of enlightening
Chinese nation in the post-1989 era. Instead, this strand suggests, the Liberals had reinforced their
self-image as heirs of the May Fourth enlightenment tradition, who were responsible to promote
Enlightenment values and modernization projects for Chinese nation (Zhang 2001; Fewsmith 2008,
113-39). For example, Fewsmith’s study on Chinese Liberals like Li Shenzhi (£ 14 %) indicates that
the Liberals in the post-1989 era continued to propose consciously for deploying science, democracy
and Western philosophy to regulate the state-society relation (Fewsmith 2008, 113-39).

Neo-conservatives

Most literature defines neo-conservatives in the post-1989 era as an intellectual group that
succeeded the 1980s’ neo-authoritarianism and proposed to find a middle path between radical
reformers and orthodox Marxist—Leninists. Current research shows that neo-conservatives objected to
propositions for radical democratization or complete marketization, contending for strengthening the
state capacity (Misra 2003, Wang 2006, Fewsmith 2008, 83-112; Freeman and Wen 2012; van Dongen
2019; Veg 2019). For example, Junpeng Li’s study defines “(neo-) conservativism” as a “reactive
movement” within the liberal camp, which repudiated the radical Liberals’ proposal for a quick regime
change (Li 2017). Some studies also indicate that neo-conservativism cannot be defined explicitly
because it was an intellectual response to changing socio-economic-political problems (Fewsmith
1995), and thus it had comprised an array of intellectual trends, including neo-authoritarianism, statism,
post-modernism and the New-Left (Wang 2006).



The existing literature on the self-image of neo-conservatives revolves around two major themes:
anti-radicalism and self-righteous Sinicized enlightenment.

On the one hand, some studies underline the anti-radicalism stance of neo-conservatives in post-
1989 China. Most studies deploy the term “anti-radicalism” to classify one intellectual trend in post-
1989 China, which had abandoned the 1980s project of seeking final and overall solutions to China’s
political and economic problems (Xu 1999; van Dongen 2019). By adopting the anti-radicalism stance,
neo-conservatives had rejected any proposition to change the status quo pursuant to universal
principles and Enlightenment values (Xu 1999; van Dongen 2019). Most literature considers this anti-
radicalism stance an embodiment of neo-conservatives’ state of mind within a repressive context that
was derived from their traumatic experience in thel989 Tiananmen Square protest and suppression
(Xu 1999; Xu 2001; Fewsmith 2008, 83-112; Zhang 2008). For example, Xu’s study reveals, Chinese
neo-conservatives had forsaken their traditional role of enlightening Chinese nation and thus reoriented
themselves as prudent defenders for Chinese reality by turning to anti-radicalism (Xu 1999; Xu 2001).

On the other hand, some studies find, although neo-conservatives claimed to reject Enlightenment
values and the role of enlightening Chinese nation, they were actually obsessed with their own form
of Enlightenment. Existing literature reveals that a group of Chinese neo-conservatives turned to
Western postmodern-postcolonial theories in the 1990s and deployed these to challenge the legitimacy
of Western pro-democracy Enlightenment. Unlike Western postmodernist theories’ critiques on the
interrelationships between Enlightenment concepts and imperialism, the Sinicized postmodernism
rejected any criticism on the status quo in China (Xu 2001; Zhang 2008). Xu’s study contends that
neo-conservatives’ accusation against the fallacious form of enlightenment as a disguised discourse of
Western hegemony had reflected their wish to engage in the righteous form of sociocultural
engineering. Thus, neo-conservatives utilized Sinicized post-ism to enlighten Chinese nation about
their real interest (Xu 2001). In this regard, Chinese neo-conservatives had still recognized themselves
to have the intellectual role of enlightening Chinese nation.

Contestations from Chinese Straussians

A second genre of literature, comprising only a limited number of studies, is concerned with the
rise of Chinese Straussians and their propositions in the post-1989 era. While these studies have failed
to provide a specific definition for Chinese Straussians, existing literature deploys this term to
nominate an approximately fixed group of Chinese intellectuals in the post-1989 era. According to
current research, Chinese Straussians is a group of intellectuals who not only consciously identify
themselves as Straussians but also promote classical political philosophy and criticize the ideal of
liberal democracy with the theories and concepts formulated by Leo Strauss (Marchal and Shaw 2017;
Kwak and Park 2021). In particular, most literature in this genre has recognized Chinese Straussians
as opponents against mainstream intellectual thought (Zhou 2012; Jiang 2014; Marchal and Shaw 2017;
Kwak and Park 2021). Existing research has mainly highlighted three respects of the opposition
between Chinese Straussians and mainstream intellectuals.

First, some studies illustrate that Chinese Straussians learned from Leo Strauss that classical
political philosophy is the only solution to modern problems, like nihilism, which requires people to
value the tradition and to study classical works of each nation. Therefore, Chinese Straussians
repudiate all modern Western doctrines, including liberalism and conservativism, and advocate for
revival of Chinese traditions (Zhou 2009; Zhou 2012; Zheng 2013, Jiang 2014). For example, Qi



Zheng’s study illustrates that Chinese Straussians criticize mainstream intellectuals’ intention of
finding direct solutions for China’s problems through studying modern Western doctrines. Zheng’s
research shows that Chinese Straussian Gan Yang proposed for utilizing Confucian tradition to
reconstruct legitimacy for China’s regime (Zheng 2013); Dongxian Jiang’s research stresses Chinese
Straussians’ endeavor to search for autonomy of Chinese civilization by rejecting the dominance of
modern Western thoughts and reemphasizing the value of traditional Chinese thoughts (Jiang 2014).

Second, some studies focus on Chinese Straussians’ rejection of liberal democracy and their
endorsement for a new gentry class to direct China’s state affairs (Lila 2010, Jiang 2014). For example,
Mark Lila’s work demonstrates that Chinese Straussians had recognized the need to have a new gentry
class to direct the state to be wiser and more just (Lila 2010); Jiang has similarly contended that
Chinese Straussians are “wholehearted supporters of elitism” (Jiang 2014, 67). Mingkun Li and Lian
Zhou have both highlighted Chinese Straussians critiques on liberal democracy and liberal ideas for
being the origin of nihilism and decline of social mores, because liberal pluralism has set aside value
judgment concerning good and bad (Zhou 2009; Zhou 2012; Li 2021). According to Li’s study, these
Straussian propositions have encountered fight-back from the Liberals, who warn that the anti-modern
stance of Chinese Straussians would encourage the anti-liberal and anti-democratic ruling regime and
result in stagnation or even regression of China’s existing political democratization (Li 2021).

Third, some studies demonstrate that Chinese Straussians criticize mainstream intellectuals for
violating the classical principle of moderation and prudence when dealing with political issues, which
is named as “the corruption of intellectuals” by some Straussians (Zheng 2013; Shaw 2017; Li 2021).
For example, Zheng’s study notes that Chinese Straussians’ proposal for classical liberal education
encompassed their critique on mainstream intellectuals as a whole, who were considered to have been
blindly following modern Western doctrines, including liberalism and conservativism (Zheng 2013).
Mingkun Li’s research shows that Liu Xiaofeng attributed the moral depravity to the corruption of
modern intellectuals, who have degenerated into “representatives of the modern ideology” and
“standard-bearers” of the society (2021, 85). Li’s study further illustrates that Chinese Straussians
rejected the role that mainstream intellectuals had prescribed for themselves as representative on behalf
of the people and critics against China’s state (Li 2021).

Among the discussion of the second genre, some studies note that the first and second respects
above show that Chinese Straussians are similar to (neo-)conservatives, especially in terms that both
have endorsed the revival of Chinese traditions and the necessity to resist liberal democracy and liberal
ideas (Zhou 2009; Zhou 2012; Dallmayr 2012; Shaw 2017). For example, Dallmayr’s work regards
Gan Yang’s Straussian proposition for integrating Confucianism, liberal socialism, and communism
the embodiment of a ““a strange version of conservativism” (Dallmayr 2012, 4). However, other studies
of this genre point out that Chinese Straussians’ critique on the corruption of intellectuals distinguish
them from mainstream intellectuals, as Chinese Straussians recognize the latter has been corrupted by
modern Western doctrines and has been excessively absorbed in politics (Zheng 2013; Jiang 2014; Li
2021). For example, Jiang’s research reveals that Chinese Straussians put emphasis on the relationship
between intellectuals and the political society and therefore assert that intellectuals should retreat from
politics to protect both intellectuals themselves and the stable life of the multitude (Jiang 2014). By
the same token, Li’s work contends that the intention of Chinese Straussians has transcended the



opposition between the left and the right, because Chinese Straussians propose to disengage
intellectuals from obsession of diverse “-isms” (Li 2021).

Summary and Critique

In the first section I have reviewed the literature concerning the self-images of mainstream
intellectuals in post-1989 China. On the one hand, current research reveals that the changing socio-
economic-political condition in post-1989 China had imposed influences on the self-images of both
the Liberals and neo-conservatives. Some studies have discussed how the process of vulgarization had
undermined the Liberals’ traditional role of enlightening Chinese nation. Other studies revolve how
neo-conservatives had abandoned their traditional role of enlightening Chinese nation and thus
reoriented themselves as prudent defenders for Chinese reality from an anti-radicalism stance. At the
same time, existing literature also highlights that mainstream intellectuals, either the Liberals or neo-
conservatives, in the post-1989 era still consider themselves to have the role of enlightening Chinese
nation. Therefore, the central issue of the first genre of literature is whether Chinese intellectuals had
transformed their self-image as the role of enlightening Chinese nation in the post-1989 era.

The second section focuses on the literature concerning the contentions between mainstream
intellectuals and Chinese Straussians. On the one hand, existing research demonstrates that Chinese
Straussians are divergent from the Liberals but similar to neo-conservatives in terms of Chinese
Straussians’ proposition for revival of Chinese tradition and their rejection of liberal democracy and
liberal ideas. On the other hand, some studies distinguish Chinese Straussians from mainstream
intellectuals as a whole, as Chinese Straussians propose to retreat from politics, while mainstream
intellectuals are excessively absorbed in politics adhering to modern “-isms”. This thread of
scholarship thus supplements to the current understanding of the intellectual debate in post-1989 China
by engaging Chinese Straussians into the contestations and relations with both the Liberals and neo-
conservatives.

However, current understandings of Chinese intellectuals’ self-images in the post-1989 era remain
incomplete. What is missing in these scholarly debates is a more thorough understanding of the self-
image of Chinese Straussians in the post-1989 era. Since we have imperfect knowledge about Chinese
Straussians, which have been a significant participant in the intellectual debate, our understanding of
the intellectual debate in post-1989 China is also insufficient. As a result, we cannot thoroughly specify
whether and to what extent the Liberals, neo-conservatives, and Chinese Straussians, who have all
participated in the intellectual debate in post-1989 China, are inherently different from each other.
Specifically, we cannot tell yet if and in what respect the self-image of Chinese Straussians are different
from that of the liberals and neo-conservatives. To assess and better understand the position of the
Chinese Straussians in the post-1989 intellectual debate and therefore the post-1989 intellectual debate
itself, there is a need to study the role in relation with China’s society that Chinese Straussians
prescribed for themselves. The research question of this thesis is thus: what was the self-image of
Chinese Straussians? Or what was the role in relation with China’s society that Chinese Straussians
had prescribed for themselves?



PROJECT DESIGN

The research question of this thesis is: what was the self-image of Chinese Straussians? Namely,
what was the role in relation with China’s society that Chinese Straussians prescribe for themselves?
To approach this research question, I will analyze the self-image of one representative figure of
Chinese Straussians, Liu Xiaofeng, by studying his writings that I find relevant to his self-image as a
Chinese Straussian. In this project design section, I will explain (1) the reason I choose Liu Xiaofeng
and hence analyze his self-image to answer the research question; (2) the theoretical assumption that
underpins my approach to reveal Liu Xiaofeng’s self-image by studying his writings; (3) the sources
(specific writings of Liu Xiaofeng) from which I will collect data for analysis; and (4) the analytic
framework I will deploy in the case study section.

Why Liu Xiaofeng?

There are a substantial number of figures labeled as Chinese Straussians. Due to limitation on
capacity, I am unable to study the self-images of all Chinese Straussians but the self-image of one
representative figure, Liu Xiaofeng, in this thesis.

Liu Xiaofeng was born in Chongqing, China in 1956. He is now a well-known Chinese scholar
and professor in Renmin University of China, one of the most prestigious universities in China in the
field of social sciences and humanities. Liu received his master’s degree in philosophy in Peking
University in 1985 and Ph.D. degree in theology in University of Basel in 1993. From 1993 to 2002,
Liu worked as a researcher in the Institute of Chinese Studies of the Chinese University of Hong Kong.
From 2002 to 2003, he worked at the University of Bonn as a visiting professor. From 2003 to 2009,
Liu worked as professor and doctoral supervisor in the Department of Philosophy of Sun Yat-Sen
University in Guangdong, China. Since 2009, Liu has been working in Renmin University of China as
professor and doctoral supervisor in the School of Liberal Arts and chief of the Center for Classical
Civilization. Liu’s official profile in Renmin University of China indicates that his research field
comprises “classical poetics, classical political philosophy and comparative classics.”

There are two reasons for which I decide to analyze Liu Xiaofeng’s self-image. First, Liu
Xiaofeng is the main introducer of Leo Strauss’ works into mainland China. Consequently, most
studies of the “Contestations from Chinese Straussians” genre specified in the previous section
consider Liu Xiaofeng the founding and most authoritative member of Chinese Straussians. Since 1999,
Liu has published an array of essays concerning Leo Strauss and relevant issues. Existing scholarship
focusing on Chinese Straussians’ propositions and claims regards Liu Xiaofeng’s writings during this
period typical texts of Chinese Straussians (Zheng 2013; Marchal and Shaw 2017; Kwak and Park
2021). Second, Liu Xiaofeng has been consistently and expressly positioning himself as a Chinese
Straussian. For example, Liu manifests explicitly in the preface of his self-edited essay collection The
Road Sign of Leo Strauss (6.4% 77 7693447 in Chinese) that essays in this collection are reflection of
what he has learn from Leo Strauss (#F %7645 % #7495 #F in Chinese) (Liu 2011). In “Leo Strauss
and China: Encountering a Classical Disposition (3& 4§ 7 #f & + H O AE in

! The information can be found at the official website of Renmin University of China:
http://wenxueyuan.ruc.edu.cn/sztd/zzjs/azcpl/zzjs js/Sb317ef32bf849f98d1d0ade9473e2a8.htm
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Chinese)”, Liu Xiaofeng responds to the query from what he named as “the Western scholars”, about
the reason Chinese scholars, typically like Liu himself, introduce works of Leo Strauss into mainland
China (Liu 2009).

Why Liu Xiaofeng’s writings?

To demonstrate the self-image of Liu Xiaofeng, I will analyze selected writings of Liu Xiaofeng
based on the premise that a careful reader can disclose the author’s subjectivity from his/her text. This
presumption is derived from Wayne Booth’s theory of authorship that to produce a text is a conscious
activity of the author, even if the author’s consciousness is constrained by culture and language system
itself to some extent (Booth 1961). Text is intentional product of author because an author has to deploy
writing strategies and to make an array of choices when producing a text. Therefore, careful readers
and critics can not only reconstruct the author’s writing strategy but also discover the author’s intention
from words and sentences within the text. There are three reasons for which I agree with Booth’s theory
and applies it to the study of the writings and self-image of Liu Xiaofeng.

Firstly, previous studies on Chinese intellectuals’ self-images have all deployed unspecified
textual analysis methods to reveal the self-image of the author, even though these studies have barely
developed a formal section to explain their methodology choice. For example, Joseph Fewsmith’s
research on the Liberals has analyzed writings of Li Shenzhi to reveal his Enlightenment stance
(Fewsmith 2008, 113-39). Ben Xu’s research on neo-conservatives has likewise analyzed writings of
Zhang Yiwu and Wang Desheng to illustrate their anti-radical stance (Xu 1999). Like Booth’s
authorship theory, these studies actually presume that subjectivity of the author, including his/her self-
image, can be discovered through close reading and critics through interpreting words and sentences
in the text.

Secondly, preliminary research on selected Liu Xiaofeng’s Straussian writings indicates that
Booth’s authorship theory applies well to the case of Liu Xiaofeng and his writings, as Liu has indeed
set up conspicuous signs to remind his readers that the author has intentionally concealed some implicit
content. For example, in “The Docility of the Hedgehog (#1748 9% )11 in Chinese)”, Liu equates China
and Athens by using rhetorical expressions and distinctive font (Liu 2001), which, on the one hand,
indicates that Liu has an explicit intention to remind his readers to notice the anomaly. On the other
hand, this also suggests that Liu has concealed a portion of his intention, which I propose myself to
disclose with attentiveness on the words and sentences in Liu’s text.

Thirdly, the potential difference in theory between Liu Xiaofeng’s intention as the author of his
Straussian writings and his self-image as a Chinese Straussian is not significant for the case study on
Liu’s writings. On the one hand, Booth’s theory contends that observers at large can disclose an
author’s intention from the text, which underpins the research approach that starts with objective text
but concludes with subjective matters, including, for example, both intention and self-image. On the
other hand, preliminary research on two selected Liu Xiaofeng’s Straussian writings, “The Road Sign
of Leo Strauss” (Liu 2002) and “Leo Strauss and China: Encountering a Classical Disposition” (Liu
2009), indicates that Liu’s intention as the author concerns predominantly persuading other Chinese
intellectuals to follow Chinese Straussians’ path to rescue their moral-political characters and to revive
Chinese traditions (Liu 2002; Liu 2009). As I define self-image of Chinese intellectuals as the role in



relation with China’s society that Chinese intellectuals prescribe for themselves, Liu’s intention as such
manifests his self-image to be the instructor or educator of other Chinese intellectuals.

Source of Data

In this thesis, I will focus on Liu Xiaofeng’s writings between 1999 and 2009. There are two
reasons. Firstly, during this period, Liu Xiaofeng’s writings focused mainly on Leo Strauss and
Straussian topics, and Liu recognized himself as a Chinese Straussian publicly (Liu 2009). Comparing
to Liu’s writings in other episodes when his Straussian consciousness is not publicly manifested by
himself, writings between 1999 and 2009 have a more direct connection with Liu’s identity and
therefore his self-image as a Chinese Straussian. Secondly, Liu Xiaofeng’s writings between 1999 and
2009 are distinctive from his later writings in terms of their broad readership that ranged from high
school students and mass culture audience to academic researchers. For example, Liu Xiaofeng
published only 5 out of 46 works on university journals between 1999 and 2009. Most of his works in
this episode were published on non-academic journals such as Dushu (345 in Chinese), Shucheng
(# % in Chinese) and China Book Review (F B B 45 iF£ in Chinese). Between 2010 and 2020,
however, Liu published no article on Dushu or Shucheng and only 10 out of 87 works on Open Times
(FF2xiH4X in Chinese), Thinking (%:#8.¥%% in Chinese), China Book Review or other nonacademic
journals. Most of his writings between 2010 and 2020 were posted on university journals, whose
readership therefore included narrowly scholars of Chinese academia.? The unique readership of Liu
Xiaofeng’s writings between 1999 and 2009 has an implication that Liu had participated in
preponderantly public intellectual debate during this period, where contestations between the Liberals
and neo-conservatives had taken place in post-1989 China.

In addition to the 46 works Liu Xiaofeng published separately between 1999 and 2009,® The
Modernity of the West: Complication and Development (% 7 LA &9 # 47 5 & FF in Chinese) edited
by He Zhaotian (% *% &) in 2002 comprised a long introduction chapter contributed by Liu Xiaofeng,
“The Road Sign of Leo Strauss” (He, 2002; Liu 2002). In 2011, Liu compiled “The Road Sign of Leo
Strauss” into his essay collection in the same name (Liu 2011). Although Liu has not published “The
Road Sign of Leo Strauss” separately in the form of journal article, this work is as important as the 46
works Liu published separately between 1999 and 2009 because it has manifested Liu Xiaofeng’s role
as the main introducer of Leo Strauss’s works into mainland China (He 2002).* In this regard, I will
choose its data from the 47 works.

2 The data can be found at the website of CNKI:
https://kns.cnki.net/kns8/AdvSearch?dbprefix=CFLS &&crossDbcodes=CJFQ%2CCDMD%2CCIPD%2CCCND%2CCISD%2CSNA
D%2CBDZK%2CCCID%2CCCVD%2CCJEN.

3 Among the 46 texts, 15 were published on Dushu (%45 in Chinese) or Shucheng(# %% in Chinese), 10 on China Book Review
(‘P BB 45 #Fi& in Chinese), 6 on Open Times (Fr 7 B 4X in Chinese), 3 on Journal of Sun Yat-sen University (¥ 11 K %4k in
Chinese), 3 on Zhejiang Academic Journal (i 52F] in Chinese), 3 on Seeking Truth (£ &% F] in Chinese), 2 on Foreign
Literature (B 9N 3.5 in Chinese), 1 on Thinking (%2 # % in Chinese), 1 on Journal of Northwest Normal University (%9 L) X 5
4 in Chinese), 1 on Journal of Sichuan International Studies University (%9 )1 9+ B & 52 1% 524k in Chinese) and 1 on College Times
(K ZFB+4X in Chinese).

4 The first issue of The Modernity of the West: Complication and Development edited by He Zhaotian is about Leo Strauss. This
issue contains one article by Liu Xiaofeng, seven translated articles by Leo Strauss, and one translated article by Strauss’s student
Stanley Rosen. Liu’s article “The Road Sign of Leo Strauss” serves as the introduction and overview of the whole issue, and Liu
Xiaofeng himself was the editorial consultant of this issue (He 2002).



https://kns.cnki.net/kns8/AdvSearch?dbprefix=CFLS&&crossDbcodes=CJFQ%2CCDMD%2CCIPD%2CCCND%2CCISD%2CSNAD%2CBDZK%2CCCJD%2CCCVD%2CCJFN
https://kns.cnki.net/kns8/AdvSearch?dbprefix=CFLS&&crossDbcodes=CJFQ%2CCDMD%2CCIPD%2CCCND%2CCISD%2CSNAD%2CBDZK%2CCCJD%2CCCVD%2CCJFN

A quick review shows that 15 of the 47 works involve and mention Leo Strauss directly in their
main text. Among the remaining 32, 21 works involve Straussian topics such as philosopher-king (Liu
2008; Liu 2008b), the saint (Liu 2002b), and liberal education (Liu 2006; Liu 2006b), without
mentioning Strauss in their main text or footnotes. In the other 11 works I found no explicit or implicit
linkage with Strauss or Straussian topics.> Due to limitation on capacity, I am unable to conduct
analyses on every writing of Liu Xiaofeng in this thesis. Instead, I will analyze the three most
representative writings selected from the 15 works that have a direct and clear connection with Strauss,
“The Docility of the Hedgehog” (Liu 2001), “The Road Sign of Leo Strauss” (Liu 2008), and “Leo
Strauss and China: Encountering a Classical Disposition” (Liu 2009). The reason is two-fold. Firstly,
only 4 out of the 15 works revolve Straussian topics only,® while the rest 11 works blend Straussian
topics with other topics. For example, the theoretical presumption and analytic method of “The
Apology of Thomas Hobbes (7 7 #7459 % ##> in Chinese)” are both derived from Leo Strauss’s
classical philosophy and thus Liu’s conspicuous Straussian stance. The main content of this work,
however, is how Thomas Hobbes defended himself for not being gentile (Liu 2007). Comparing to
writings with mixed topics, I think Liu’s writings that revolve Strauss and Straussian topics only
correspond more precisely to the purpose of this thesis to reveal Liu’s self-image as a Chinese
Straussian. Secondly, comparing to the other three works, “Leo Strauss and Enlightenment Philosophy
I: Reading Early Script of Strauss Cohen and Maimonides™ has a weaker linkage with the research
question of this thesis, because its content involves nothing substantive about China, let along the
social role of Chinese intellectuals.

Analytic Framework

I propose to deploy thematic analysis for case study. Thematic analysis is a qualitive research
approach, which was originally developed for psychology research by Virginia Braun and Victoria
Clarke. Braun and Clarke define thematic analysis as a method for identifying, analyzing, and reporting
themes within data, which comprise significant aspects of the data in relation to the research question
(Braun and Clarke 2008). There are two reasons for which I choose thematic analysis instead of the
other two methods of textual analysis, discourse analysis or qualitive content analysis, to study Liu
Xiaofeng’s writings (the data). Firstly, discourse analysis entails uncovering how discourse constructs
legitimacy and meanings for social practices and institutions (Gee 2014). I do not propose to reveal
the relationship between Liu Xiaofeng’s text and its social context but focuses on particular content
within Liu Xiaofeng’s writings that manifests his self-image as a Chinese Straussian. In other words,
I will not illustrate how Liu Xiaofeng’s writings endorse, legitimize, or underpin his self-image as a
Chinese Straussian, which is precisely what a discourse analysis work can do. Secondly, qualitative
content analysis does not match the research question of this thesis either, because qualitative content
analysis is inherently a method of data collection (Halperin and Heath 2020), while the self-image of

5 T use “Straussian topics™ to refer to a range of topics that Leo Strauss had articulated in his original works, including for
example the conflict between philosophers and the polis, Socrates’s death, and classical liberal education. However, since Strauss’s
discussion included a wide range of topic, it is difficult to give a specific definition for “Straussian topics” here. However, this concept
helps us to identify topics that have no relevance with Strauss’s original works and Strauss himself. In Appendix 1, I have listed all 47
works and classifies them into three genres in accordance with their relevance to Leo Strauss and what I named as Straussian topics.

6 “The Docility of the Hedgehog” (Liu 2001), “The Road Sign of Leo Strauss” (Liu 2002), “Leo Strauss and China: Encountering
a Classical Disposition” (Liu 2009) and “Leo Strauss and Enlightenment Philosophy I: Reading Early Script of Strauss Cohen and
Maimonides (#4557 M 5 & ¥ < k> BT FPAE (FIF 5L FERIE)  in Chinese)” (Liu 2009b)



the author is not a category of data that can be collected directly from the text. Even though qualitative
content analysis assumes the possibility to expose latent content of a text, including for example, the
meanings, motives, and purpose embedded within the text, qualitative content analysis is still about
the lexicon of a text, instead of the subjectivity of an author (Kohlbacher 2006). On the contrary, the
research question of this thesis has an overwhelming emphasis on the author.

I agree with the six-step analytic framework developed by Braum and Clarke. (1) Familiarizing
with the data; (2) Generating initial codes; (3) searching for themes; (4) Reviewing themes; (5)
Defining and naming themes; (6) producing the report (Braun and Clarke 2008).

For my research, the first, second, and third steps entail searching through the three texts of Liu
Xiaofeng for fractions of text (or what I call “noticeable remarks” in the subsequent section) that are
relevant to Liu Xiaofeng’s self-image. A preparatory scrutiny on the three writings (the first step)
suggests that their main content is Liu’s reading report on Leo Strauss’s works,” and that Liu has not
formulated any original argument but has made an array of comments (remarks) involving China and
Chinese intellectuals in the main text of his writings. These remarks include, for example, Liu
Xiaofeng’s rhetoric expressions that denote Athens as China, Socrates as Chinese philosopher (Liu
2001) and his explicit suggestions for Chinese intellectuals to study classical political philosophy (Liu
2009). With a primary examination, I find these remarks can manifest Liu’s self-image as a Chinese
Straussian directly or indirectly. For example, at the end of Chapter 2 of “Leo Strauss and China:
Encountering a Classical Disposition”, Liu Xiaofeng contends that “we Chinese intellectuals” should
save “our” moral-political character by appealing to classical political philosophy that Leo Strauss
advocated (2009, 63). This remark implies that Liu believes that Chinese intellectuals including
himself, should learn from Strauss, and it has disclosed some clues about the role that Liu prescribes
for himself. Remarks as such appear only two to four times in each writing, and thus have a limited
total number. My preliminary review of these remarks suggests that there are also explicit or implicit
clues about Liu Xiaofeng’s self-image within each of them. In this regard, my thematic analysis should
code Liu’s remarks as such. The standard for coding is two-fold.

Firstly, the code should be a fragment of the main text in Liu Xiaofeng’s writings. That is to say,
I will not merely focus on single words or expressions at the coding process but pay attention to specific
integral parts that convey what the author intends to tell us. Sometimes, the author may have used
several long paragraphs to address what I consider to be an integral and undividable message. In other
cases, the author may have addressed a point with only one or two sentences. Therefore, the length of
these codes can be different depending on where I think an integral meaning/message ends in the text.

Secondly, the code should involve either “China” or “Chinese intellectuals” directly. As the bulk
of the three writings are reading reports on Strauss’s original works, one shall be able to spot the few
words, expression, and/or integral messages in relation with China or Chinese intellectuals quickly
when reading the three writings.

After coding the selected three writings of Liu Xiaofeng (the second step) separately in the section
“Remarks in Liu Xiaofeng’s writings”, I will categorize all codes into different themes and analyze
these themes in “Interpretation: Self-image of Liu Xiaofeng” (the third, fourth, and fifth steps).

7 In all three writings, Liu interprets and paraphrases Leo Strauss’s original works and arguments without formulating his own
theory. Although “Leo Strauss and China: Encountering a Classical Disposition” is primitively Liu Xiaofeng’s speech at an academic
conference, the main content of this article is still Liu’s reading report on Strauss’s work Thoughts on Machiavelli.



CASE STUDY: SELF-IMAGE OF L1U XIAOFENG

Remarks in Liu Xiaofeng’s Writings

The Docility of the Hedgehog

“The Docility of the Hedgehog” was initially published on Shuwu in 2001 and was later compiled
into Liu’s essay collection in the same name in 2002. In 2011, Liu compiled “The Docility of the
Hedgehog” into his self-edited essay collection The Road Sign of Leo Strauss, which has been revised
into its second edition in 2020. There is little substantive difference in the basic content between the
2001 version and the 2020 version. However, Liu changed two rhetorical expressions in the 2020
version, which is significant to the discussion in the next section. While this thesis will refer to the
2001 version of “The Docility of the Hedgehog™ for case study, it will also compare the different
rhetorical expressions in two versions when necessary. That is because, the academic field where this
thesis proposes to be engaged is the intellectual debate and intellectuals’ self-images in post-1989
China. Current research of this field concentrates on the time range during 1989 to the early 2000s.
Therefore, the 2001 version has a stronger chronological proximity with the field than the 2020 version
does. Liu’s editorial changes on his own text, however, is supposedly able to reveal his primary
intention to underline or conceal specific content embedded within rhetorical expressions to a degree.

By its content, “The Docility of the Hedgehog” is less about Liu’s original thesis on Leo Strauss
than about a synthesis of his reading notes on Strauss’s works, including for example What is Political
Philosophy? Liberalism Ancient and Modern, and Natural Right and History. This article comprises
an “Preface” part, nine subsequent chapters in the main text and ending note part. In the “Preface” part,
Liu indicated that he had begun to write “The Docility of the Hedgehog” at the end of 1998 but had
failed to complete the writing at the end of 1999. He completed the “Preface” in June 2000 with a
remark that “Fortunately, it is still not too late to farewell the twentieth century (¥ %F 3£ % %) =+
#223L kA4 & in Chinese)” (Liu 2001).

Pursuant to the two-fold standard that I set in the “Analytic framework™ part, there are four
noticeable remarks in the main text of “The Docility of the Hedgehog”.

The first remark (A1) appears in the tenth paragraph of Chapter 5, entitled “The Conflict between
the Athenian Philosopher and Political-Theology of the Multitude (4 A 5 & 4x 89 B & -4b 52 4
% in Chinese)”. Before Liu’s own insert, this chapter has been unfolding itself surrounding the
Straussian question “What/who is the (Socratic) Athenian Philosopher in the Platonic dialogue Laws
(Nopor)?” Liu notes that “to be a Socratic philosopher in Athens” is to question the convention and
law of the polis and to challenge the political authority of the multitude so that the Socratic philosopher
can ascend to nature. Liu further claims that the Socratic philosophers impose on themselves a political
hazard plight where the multitude accuse them of perverting morality of the youths. Liu Xiaofeng’s
first remark begins with a fictional encounter between “deputy to the National People's Congress of
China (2 B A XX % in Chinese)” Euthyphro and Socrates on his way to trial. Liu “zooms out” from
interpretating the text of What is Political Philosophy? by Leo Strauss and hypothesizes: Where would
Socrates flee if he were convicted to be an ideological dissident in China ({8 4= 7 4% 45 & /2 F H 4% |
A ERF ST, T AL B E X in Chinese)? Liu specifies two options for Socrates in his



hypothesis. The first is the United States of America (the USA), and the second is Southeast Asia. On
the one hand, Liu contends that both China and the USA are countries with a legal system. The
authority of both legal systems originates from either the convention of the multitude or the divine
revelation of “gods.” In this regard, Socrates would be convicted as dissident as well in the USA even
if the “god” in the USA is completely different from the “god” in China, because Socratic philosophers
object all conventions and all gods. On the other hand, Liu contends that legal system of Southeast
Asia is imperfect and thus cannot protect Socrates from being killed by “barbarians”. In Liu’s remark,

Socrates would choose to stay “in China (Athens)”®

and waiting for being sentenced to death under
such a circumstance, which is the noblest political choice after Socrates’s prudent consideration. Liu
further asks the reason for which Strauss thought Socrates’s decision of staying in Athens (China) and
waiting for death is the noblest choice, rather than fleeing bringing philosophy to the USA for living
especially considering that the USA is a liberal state (Liu 2001).°

The second remark (A2) appears in the eighth paragraph of the Chapter 5, entitled “Virtue
Transformation of Philosophers (# A {& M 894 % in Chinese)”. The preceding text discusses the
divergence between the educational institutions of ancient and modern democratic regimes. Liu argues
that modern democratic regimes demoralize technology and pursue economic growth, while ancient
democratic regimes attached significance to acquiring virtue through education. Liu zooms out for the
second time contending that the “elites nowadays” (£ 7" in Chinese) are those who know high-techs
or how to manipulate in stock market, and they are completely indifferent to the issue of being a good
man (%A in Chinese). In the following paragraphs, Liu keeps on discussing the same topic and
claiming that so-called philosophers nowadays understand only technologies of philosophy but
scarcely have any knowledge about the soul. Liu criticized this specific modern phenomenon to be
absurd (Liu 2001).

The third remark (A3) appears in the twentieth paragraph of Chapter 5. The preceding text focuses
on the confrontation between the lifestyle of Socratic philosopher on the one side, and the people and
the people’s government (A K BURF in Chinese) on the other side. Liu claims that this confrontation
is the very political problem (&4 ¥l # in Chinese) for philosophy and philosopher, which is the same
plight that Liu has discussed in the first remark Al. At A3, Liu Xiaofeng once again discusses an
imagined encounter between Socrates and Euthyphro. He notes that Socrates had finally acquired such
a political consciousness (#7& &2 in Chinese) on his way to “the people’s court (A K AL in
Chinese)” that philosopher must learn to coexist in harmony with faith of the people. Liu further argues
that Socrates’ political consciousness emerged not from his fear of the authority of the people and
people’s government, but from his prudence (‘% 1& in Chinese) which requires philosophers to conceal
their opinion by writing esoterically(Liu 2001).

The fourth remark (A4) appears in the thirteenth paragraph of Chapter 9, entitled “To Burden the
Severity and Ruthlessness of Life (7K 7 & & &9 ® 24 #27% B in Chinese)”. The preceding text of this
remark revolves mainly Liu Xiaofeng’s interpretation of Leo Strauss’s original work What is Political
Philosophy? and Laws by Plato. Liu argues that if young Socrates had comprehended how to conceal

8 “China (Athens)” and “Athens (China)” are both Liu’s original expressions. In the text of “The Docility of the Hedgehog”, Liu
puts “# E” (or “4##L7) in parentheses next to “FE 4> (or “*F E”). This thesis conceptualize Liu’s usage of “I#(F E)” and “+
(#4L)” as an intentional “Athens-China “rhetoric. For the same reason, Liu also intentionally uses “Crete-the USA” rhetoric for
discussion. Both “Athens-China” and “Crete-the USA” appear for six times throughout the text.

9 The original text has used a distinct font to highlight the word “liberal” ( & & #9).



his opinion and to coexist in harmony with faith of the people, (the Athenian philosopher in Plato’s
Laws) as the Athenian philosopher in Plato’s Laws and invited legislator to Crete, he would imitate the
convention and faith of the people. By doing so, the Athenian philosopher as legislator of Crete
established a regime that combines the convention and faith of the people with freedom within a given
scope for philosophic contemplation. Liu claims that a regime as such is not only stable but also
feasible for almost everyone, including the philosophers, to conform and live in. Therefore, Liu
considers this regime a docile political ideal of the Athenian philosopher. At the final remark A4, Liu
zooms out from interpreting Strauss’s discussion on Plato’s Laws, and repeats his question raised in
preceding chapters about Socrates’s choice of waiting for death in China instead of fleeing to the USA.
Liu Xiaofeng asks his readers again why Socrates’s choice is the noblest decision, and gives his own
answer in the following part, where he replaced “China” in the main text with “Athens.” The reason
Liu recognizes is that the liberal democracy ( 8 & 49 & £ in Chinese) of Athens (instead of China) is
the most suitable regime for philosophers to live in, because it permits philosophers to freely
contemplate within a certain scope (Liu 2001).

Leo Strauss and China: Encountering a Classical Disposition

“Leo Strauss and China: Encountering a Classical Disposition” was originally a topic paper that
Liu Xiaofeng delivered to an academic conference held by University of Birmingham in 2007 (Liu
2009).1° In 2009, Liu Xiaofeng modified his paper and published it on the first issue of Thinking. Both
English version and Chinese version of this article have five sections including an introduction where
Liu Xiaofeng outlines his confusion about the reason why both Chinese and Western scholars'! had
paid particular attention to the rise of Chinese Straussians. In the four subsequent sections, Liu
responds to the query regarding the personal or intellectual? incentives of Chinese Straussians to
introduce Leo Strauss’s works into mainland China. In the first section, Liu discusses his understanding
of Strauss’s political philosophy and its fundamental divergence from modern doctrines such as
liberalism and conservativism. He emphasizes that modern Western doctrines have “a clear purpose”
of getting practiced in political reality. This particular character distinguishes modern Western
doctrines from Strauss’s political philosophy. In the next three sections, Liu Xiaofeng lists three
reasons to justify the introduction of Strauss’s political philosophy into China. First, Liu Xiaofeng
thinks Strauss’s political philosophy can help Chinese intellectuals to get rid of their obsession with
modern Western doctrines. Second, Liu Xiaofeng thinks that Strauss’s political philosophy reminds
Chinese intellectuals to be cautious about the educational system of the modern West. Third, Liu
Xiaofeng considers Strauss’s political philosophy an approach to liberate Chinese intellectuals from
their longtime fallacy of using modern Western doctrines to evaluate China’s classical Logos (3& in
Chinese). By learning Strauss’s political philosophy, Liu believes that Chinese intellectuals can relieve
themselves from fanatical political imagination that they obtained from Western educational system.
Throughout the text, Liu Xiaofeng preponderantly cites and analyzes Strauss’s work Thoughts on

10 In any version of this paper (Liu 2009; Liu 2009b; Liu 2011; Liu 2015), however, there is no clear record or description of the
name, theme, date, venue, or organizer of what Liu called as “an academic conference held by University of Birmingham in 2007”.

11 Throughout “Leo Strauss and China: Encountering a Classical Disposition”, Liu Xiaofeng does not specify any specific figure
that belongs to what he names as “Chinese scholars” or “Western Scholars”.



Machiavelli to endorse his propositions of reforming Chinese universities and educational system.?
Two thirds of the whole text is about Liu’s interpretation of Strauss’s original work, and only one third
of the text is about Liu’s propositions. In this regard, “Leo Strauss and China: Encountering a Classical
Disposition” is substantively a reading report on Thoughts on Machiavelli, although it is formally a
response to the query from what Liu names as “the West”*® (Liu 2009). Pursuant to the two-fold
standard that I set in the “Analytic framework” part, there are three noticeable remarks in “Leo Strauss
and China: Encountering a Classical Disposition.”

The first remark (B1) appears at the end of Chapter 1. Liu claims that the only reason for which
Strauss’s political philosophy may distress some Chinese intellectuals is that Chinese intellectuals have
received their education in the “project of modernity (#LAX P44 in Chinese)”, which inherently
adheres to Robespierre’s political idea of “establishing the great building of wisdom, justice and virtue
on this earth (£ L# 5%, E{F=£ /5289 X& in Chinese).” Liu notes that to implement the
“project of modernity” requires the establishment of corresponding educational system, which has
been a mature practice in the USA and Europe but not yet in China. Liu Xiaofeng contends that China
thus still has an opportunity to reverse the trend of reforming educational system to pursue “project of
modernity” ever since the 1990s. In this regard, Liu considers that Strauss’s political philosophy will
exert pragmatic influence on China to a greater extent than on the West.

Ater a long analysis on Strauss’s Thoughts on Machiavelli, Liu Xiaofeng returns back to the topic
of B1 at the second remark (B2) which appears in the last paragraph of Chapter 2. At B2, Liu Xiaofeng
firstly repeats his warning that Chinese intellectuals should be cautious about the negative effects of
“Western educational system”. Liu then advocates that “We Chinese intellectuals” must save “our”
moral-political character by appealing to classical principles. He described the choice between
Platonic-Straussian classical political philosophy and modern Western doctrines as a life-and-death
juncture for Chinese intellectuals (Liu 2009).

The third remark (B3) appears in the first paragraph of Chapter 3, where Liu Xiaofeng briefly
illustrates the contention between the Liberals and the New-Left at first. Liu Xiaofeng indicates that
Leo Strauss’s political philosophy has imposed formidable challenges on liberalism and the Liberals.
These challenges are fundamentally different from the challenges from the New-Left because, in Liu’s
opinion, Strauss’s political philosophy is intrinsically on the opposite side of Enlightenment, to which
either the Liberals or the New-Left still adheres. In other words, Straussians are opponents of both the
Liberals and the New-Left as Straussians have fundamentally rejected Enlightenment tradition. In the
subsequent critique on Enlightenment tradition, however, Liu Xiaofeng has targeted only on the
Liberals and has kept silent on Straussians’ opposition against the New-Left. The New-Left has not
appeared in the text until Liu Xiaofeng concludes his discussion at the end of Chapter four, where he
classifies both liberalism and the New-Leftism once again as Western doctrines based on faith of
progress and Enlightenment tradition (Liu 2009).

The fourth remark (B4) appears in the last two paragraphs of the article, which concludes the
whole discussion. Liu Xiaofeng zooms out from his long and detailed analysis on Strauss’s original

12 There are 12 footnotes in “Leo Strauss and China: Encountering a Classical Disposition” (Chinese version), which was published
on Thinking in 2009. Among the 12 footnotes, 7 ones are quotations of Leo Strauss’s work Thoughts on Machiavelli, and one is quotation
of Machiavelli’s The Prince.

13 Liu Xiaofeng uses “the West” to denote the agent who concerns about the revival of Chinese tradition. Liu does not define this
broad term in his work, neither does he specify any specific state, institution, or people that “the West” refers to.



works Thoughts on Machiavelli and Spinoza s Critique of Religion and returns to the theme question
that he raised in the introduction section: Why did some Western scholars have a particular concern
about the introduction of Leo Strauss’s political philosophy into China? Liu Xiaofeng contends that
the anxiety of Western scholars stems from their awareness that learning Leo Strauss’s classical
political philosophy might enable Chinese intellectuals to revive China’s moral-political tradition,
which will in turn impose significant challenge on the modern Western moral-political conceptions. In
the end, Liu Xiaofeng argues that Western scholars will only appreciate and easily accept that some
contemporary Chinese scholars conceptualize Confucianism as the source of neo-authoritarianism (#7
AU E 3L in Chinese) and Zhuangzi (/£ F) as a great fighter standing for Liberalism (1% X 49 & & £
X+ in Chinese) (Liu 2009).

The Road Sign of Leo Strauss

This thesis has already introduced the publication information of “The Road Sign of Leo Strauss”
in “Data”, which is the second section of “Sources and Scope”. By its content, “The Road Sign of Leo
Strauss”, like “The Docility of the Hedgehog”, is also a complicated reading report on the synthesis of
an array of Leo Strauss’s works, mainly The City and Man, On Plato’s Symposium, Persecution and
the Art of Writing, Studies in Platonic Political Philosophy, and Natural Right and History. There are
two noticeable remarks in “The Road Sign of Strauss.”

The first remark (C1) appears in the nineth paragraph of Chapter 3, entitled “Still No Moral Oder
Protects Philosophers (173 2K JX A i f&4% /& T VAR 47 47 A in Chinese)”. In the preceding text, Liu
Xiaofeng introduces Strauss’s interpretation of Apology of Socrates by Plato, which ends up with
Strauss’s conclusion that Socrates had intentionally infuriated the jurors who insisted on sentencing
him to death. Liu therefore inquiries into the identity of those in the jury who stuck to executing
Socrates. Similar question appears in “The Docility of the Hedgehog,” where Liu interprets Socrates’
death the consequence of his confrontation with the convention and faith of the people. However, at
C1 Liu Xiaofeng changes his statements by replacing “the people” with “the democratic politicians in
Athens (7 #49 K, £ B4 K in Chinese)”. He further probes into the connotation of “the democratic
politicians in Athens” and equates them with modern liberal intellectuals ( B B )k %232 % F 11 in
Chinese) living in liberal democratic regimes. Liu Xiaofeng therefore argues, it was the opposition
between philosophers and the liberal intellectuals who recognize themselves representatives of the
people that had sentenced Socrates to death, because the people are not interested in or barely have
any knowledge about philosophy (Liu 2002).

The second remark (C2) appears in Chapter 6, entitled “The Intersection of the Middle Ages (*F
#2269 %, 9% 2 in Chinese)”. In the preceding text, Liu Xiaofeng has mentioned Leo Strauss’s critique
on his teacher Hermann Cohen, which is confusing for Liu himself because Hermann Cohen was a
reputational philosopher in the Nineteenth century who had paid considerable attention to the medieval
philosophy of Judaism (#2695 K ## % in Chinese), in which Leo Strauss had a particular
interest as well. At C2, Liu Xiaofeng notes that to mention Hermann Cohen reminds people his
counterpart Mu Zongsan (% Z =.). That is because Mu Zongsan was a master of neo-Confucianism
philosophy (#71% £ #9#% 52 K JF in Chinese), who had likewise devoted himself to reinterpreting
Confucianism by comparing Confucianism with Kantianism. Liu Xiaofeng then contends that Mu
Zongsan is divergent from Hermann Cohen in terms that Cohen endeavored to reconcile Judaism with



Greek philosophy, while Mu strove to manifest the superiority of Confucianism to Western rationalism.
In the subsequent part, Liu Xiaofeng argues that Mu Zongsan’s understanding of Western rationalism
had, however, restricted his horizon when he reinterpreted Confucianism. At the end of C2, Liu
Xiaofeng asks whether a nation can genuinely revive its cultural tradition by reinterpreting the national
tradition through the lens of Western rationalism philosophy. He then questions if Cohen’s attempt to
reinterpret Judaism through the lens of Kantian rationalism had fundamentally misunderstood the
relation between Athens and Jerusalem (Liu 2002).%*

Interpretation: Self-image of Liu Xiaofeng

Threads of Discussion

Having filtered 10 codes, A1, A2, A3, A4, B1, B2, B3, B4, C1, and C2 out from the data, I will
analyze these codes and categorize them into different themes in this section. My analysis finds that
these codes revolves around two themes: (1) A2, B1, B2, B3, and CI1 revolve how Liu Xiaofeng
distinguishes what he names as “genuine philosophers” from modern intellectuals and his comments
on Chinese intellectuals, especially the Liberals and the New-Left; (2) Al, A3, A4, B3, B4, and C2
revolve Chinese philosophers’ relation with China and Chinese people, including Liu’s discussion on
Chinese philosophers’ harmonious coexistence with Chinese people and his propositions for Chinese
intellectuals to revive Chinese tradition. I will illustrate in the subsequent analysis that each theme
contains one aspect of Liu Xiaofeng’s self-image as a Chinese Straussian.

Theme One: To Enlighten Chinese Intellectuals

The first theme concerns the role to enlighten other Chinese intellectuals that Liu Xiaofeng has
prescribed for himself. By analyzing A2, B1, B2, B3, and C1, I find there is a conceptual hierarchy
among genuine philosophers, Chinese Straussians, the New-Left, and the Liberals deep in Liu’s mind.
In this hierarchy, either the New-Left or the Liberals are inferior to Chinese Straussians as they are
obsessed with modern Western doctrines and they can only rescue their moral-political characters
through the redemptive approach provided by Chinese Straussians. I also find that Liu Xiaofeng’s
attitudes towards the New-Left and the Liberals respectively are different. I think, for Liu Xiaofeng,
there are similarities between the New-Left and Chinese Straussians, which reminds me that there is
other aspect than mere anti-Enlightenment stance in Liu Xiaofeng’s self-image as a Chinese Straussian.

A2, B1, and B2

At A2, Liu Xiaofeng criticizes elites in contemporary era for knowing only high-tech or how to
manipulate in stock market firstly. Liu Xiaofeng then considers the demoralization of contemporary
elites as the consequence of modern education because modern educators do not have adequate virtues.
In the subsequent session, however, Liu Xiaofeng transforms the question of “who are educators with
virtues” into the question of “who are genuine philosophers” and argues that genuine philosophers are
different from modern intellectuals who nevertheless claim themselves to be philosophers. Therefore,
the logic of Liu’s discussion at A2 is that the lack of genuine philosophers in the modern era has led to
the demoralization of contemporary elites. I think the key question here is what helps to distinguish a

14 «Athens and Jerusalem” is a set of analogy in Leo Strauss’s original works. Strauss used “Athens” to represent “philosophy”
and used “Jerusalem” to represent “revealed religion”.



genuine philosopher from modern intellectuals. Liu Xiaofeng’s answer is that genuine philosophers
have holistic knowledge about the soul, while modern intellectuals only know terminologies and
technologies of philosophy. What is “terminologies and technologies of philosophy”? In the 2001
version, there is no further description of this term. In the 2002 version, which was compiled into Liu’s
essay collection The Docility of the Hedgehog (Liu 2002c), Liu lists “symbolic logic” and “linguistic
analysis” to exemplify the knowledge of modern intellectuals.

Back in early 2000s China, both “symbolic logic” and “linguistic analysis” had been prevalent
topics among Chinese intellectuals since the 1980s. The two examples Liu Xiaofeng lists, along with
high-techs and stock market manipulation that appear in the preceding text, are concrete and specific
categories in contemporary Chinese society. In my view (if [ were a reader in the early 2000s), Liu
Xiaofeng’s exemplification could have at least two implications. First, Liu Xiaofeng’s critique on
modern intellectuals at A2 targets at specific and concrete Chinese intellectuals instead of an abstract
conceptualization entitled “modern intellectuals” itself. Second, Liu Xiaofeng considered most
Chinese intellectuals were not genuine philosophers, but merely modern intellectuals familiar with
terminologies and technologies of philosophy by the time he produced the text of “The Docility of the
Hedgehog”. Despite Liu’s critical stance to disparage modern intellectuals at A1, however, I think there
is no suggestion about whether or not Liu regarded himself as a genuine philosopher. This is because
Liu Xiaofeng has not specified any specific Chinese figure to be a genuine philosopher throughout the
text, neither has Liu suggested that he considered himself or other Chinese Straussians genuine
philosophers. In my opinion, what Liu Xiaofeng’s critique stance can indicate is that he refused to
recognize himself as a member of “modern intellectuals” and decided to differentiate himself from
other Chinese intellectuals by emulating genuine philosophers in the early 2000s.

B1 and B2 correspond to A2 as both B1 and B2 have a focus on Chinese intellectuals’ choice of
being either genuine philosophers or modern intellectuals, which are the same two types that Liu has
specified at A2. I find there are two noticeable clues at B1 and B2. The first clue is the first-person
expressions in the main text, including for example “We Chinese intellectuals” and “our moral-political
characters”. The second clue is Liu’s proposition for “We Chinese intellectuals” to appeal to classical
political philosophy to save “our” moral-political characters. The two clues have informed me of three
implications concerning the author’s intention.

First, as Liu Xiaofeng proposes this text to be a response to the query from what he entitles as
“Western scholars” who have a concern for the introduction of Strauss’s works into China, the first-
person expressions suggest that Liu is not discussing the incentives of Chinese intellectuals from the
objective stance of a third party. Instead, he is responding on behalf of “We Chinese intellectuals™ since
he recognizes himself to be a member of “We Chinese intellectuals”. What is also clear for me is, “We
Chinese intellectuals” is different from “genuine philosophers”, because in Liu’s reading the latter have
not been corrupted by modern Western doctrines and therefore do not need to save their moral-political
characters as the former does.

Second, I perceive that Liu has made an exclusive distinction between “We Chinese intellectuals”
and “modern intellectuals”, because Liu considers himself to be a member of “We Chinese intellectuals”
at B1 and B2 while refusing to recognize himself as a member of “modern intellectuals™ at A2. This
raises the question of what is the exact character that differentiates the third type “We Chinese
intellectuals” from “modern intellectuals”? For Liu, “We Chinese intellectuals” have now realized the



necessity to save moral-political characters by learning from genuine philosophers. On the contrary,
“modern intellectuals” are still obsessed with modern Western doctrines. In this regard, “We Chinese
intellectuals” at Bl is an exceptional group of modern intellectuals, who has acquired the
consciousness of abstaining from modern Western doctrines and returning to classical principles.

Third, Liu’s differentiation of “genuine philosopher”, “We Chinese intellectuals” and “modern
intellectuals™ thus entails a potential hierarchy of the three types in the author’s mind, with “genuine
philosophers” at the top, “We Chinese intellectuals™ at the middle, and “modern intellectuals™ at the
bottom. This hierarchy is, however, not permanent, as Liu contends that modern intellectuals at the
bottom of the hierarchy can save themselves by turning to Leo Strauss’s instructions and classical
political philosophy. In other words, “modern intellectuals” can ascend to “We Chinese intellectuals”
through the redemptive approach that Chinese Straussians introduced. Therefore, the conceptual
hierarchy Liu’s mind is more than a classification but contains a hidden relation between Chinese
Straussians and other Chinese intellectuals, in which Chinese Straussians rescue other Chinese
intellectuals by providing them with a redemptive approach to save their moral-political characters.
Therefore, deep inside Liu’s intention when he produced the texts above is that Chinese Straussians
should save and enlighten other Chinese intellectuals.

In a brief summary, my analysis reveals that Liu Xiaofeng prescribed himself with the role of
enlightening Chinese intellectuals.

B3 and C1

At B3, Liu Xiaofeng has mainly argued that Chinese Straussians are fundamentally divergent
from the Liberals and the New-Left because Chinese Straussians reject the Enlightenment stance but
embrace classical political philosophy. Thus, the central topic at B3 is the distinction between Chinese
Straussians and modern intellectuals, also between classical political philosophy and modern Western
doctrines, including liberalism and conservativism. At B3, Liu Xiaofeng criticizes liberalism and the
Liberals for their attacking Leo Strauss’s political philosophy and the introduction of it on the
Enlightenment stance. Liu then advises the Liberals to reconsider their Enlightenment stance. However,
there i1s no further mention on the New-Left in the subsequent text, neither has Liu given any
explanation for his silence on the New-Left. I consider the absence of Liu’s critique on the New-Left
and its potential reason to be strange yet critical issues that I will discuss below.

At C1, the discussion focuses on the death of Socrates, which is a quintessential topic in the
original works of Leo Strauss. At C1, Liu considers the opposition between genuine philosophers and
liberal intellectuals ( B 89k 4212 4T 111 in Chinese) to be the real cause of the death of Socrates. At
Al, A3, and A4, however, Liu recognizes the cause of Socrates’s death to be the opposition between
philosopher and the people.!® While the opposition between philosopher and the people (or their faith
and convention) is an articulation Liu Xiaofeng extracted from Leo Strauss’s original works, the
opposition between genuine philosophers and liberal intellectuals is Liu’s own formulation. There are
four implications.

First, there is a clear suggestion at B3 that Liu Xiaofeng considers the Liberals and the New-Left
are both modern intellectuals obsessed with the Enlightenment and modern Western doctrines, and that
they are fundamentally at the opposite side of Chinese Straussians and classical political philosophy.

15 This thesis will analyze A1, A3, and A4 in the subsequent section Theme Two.



Therefore, in Liu’s opinion, both are at the bottom of the conceptual hierarchy, and hence both need to
be enlightened by Chinese Straussians.

Second, the fact that the author has intentionally concealed his critique on the New-Left without
explanation indicates that Liu Xiaofeng has not equally criticized the Liberals and the New-Left. In
specific, as a reader, I do expect that Liu will homogeneously criticize both intellectual groups in the
subsequent section, since he has suggested that Chinese Straussians are fundamentally different from
both groups and the modern Western doctrines they represent. My explanation is that Liu Xiaofeng
holds different attitudes de facto towards the two groups of Chinese intellectuals, even if he has
ostensibly suggested that Chinese Straussians are divergent from both.

Third, Liu’s partiality also reminds me that the author does not evade demonstrating his aversion
towards the Liberals. Liu’s discussion at Cl is another evidence, which clearly manifests his
repudiation and hostility towards the Liberals. At C1, he has highlighted “ & & )k %4212 5~-F 111 (liberal
intellectuals)” by using a distinct font, which suggests that the author has a particular intention when
formulating the text. “Liberal intellectuals™ as a concrete signifier in Chinese language system cannot
signify a historical category in Athens of Ancient Greece directly. The signifying structure, however,
may emerge from a circuitous formulation containing an analogy where characters of modern Chinese
liberal intellectuals are compared to features of sophists in ancient Athens. “Liberal intellectuals™ at
C1 therefore refer to a specific group of modern Chinese intellectuals in the first place before the
signifying structure can further involve other categories with similar characters. Wherever the
signifying structure finally ends, Liu’s phrasing at C1 suggests that his deep intention is not to discuss
the abstract philosophy issue of Socrates’s death but a specific yet historical topic concerning modern
Chinese “ B B 7k %212 %-F and hence the political reality in modern China. In contrast, Leo Strauss’s
original articulation focuses on the abstract philosophy theme of Socrates’s death. By its nature,
Socrates’s death in Strauss’s original discussion is no longer a specific incidence taking place within
the concrete historical context of Ancient Greece. I think the divergence between Leo Strauss and Liu
Xiaofeng, also between abstract and specific, philosophy and history, is a consequence of Liu’s concern
with the irreconcilable conflict between genuine philosophers (including Chinese Straussians) and
liberal intellectuals.

Fourth, Liu Xiaofeng’s partiality at B3 also reminds me to question: What is it that has made Liu
Xiaofeng less critical of the New-Left than of the Liberals? In other words, what is the difference
between the New-Left and the Liberals that is essential to Liu’s Straussian stance? One informative
clue at B3 that I have discovered is that the New-Left, like Chinese Straussians, is also opponent of
the Liberals, even though the opposition between the New-Left and the Liberals is not fundamental
since the former also adheres to the Enlightenment and modern Western doctrines. This clue informs
me that Chinese Straussians share similarities with the New-Left in some respect. Although the exact
content of the similarities between Chinese Straussians and the New-Left is still unknown, its existence
itself does have disclosed that Liu’s conception of Chinese Straussians contains some aspects other
than the anti-Enlightenment stance. What is also clear to me is, both Chinese Straussians and the New-
Left diverge from the Liberals in these aspects.’® Therefore, the similarities and differences between
the three intellectual groups can be demonstrated by Chart I below.

16 This thesis will discuss the aspects other than the anti-Enlightenment stance in Liu Xiaofeng’s conception of Chinese
Straussians in the next section revolving Theme Two.



Chart 1

Intellectual type Feature 1 Feature 2 Other
Features
Chinese Straussians | Reject the Enlightenment | Similarities between Chinese
stance and modern Western | Straussians and the New-Left, | Unknown

doctrines.

The New-Left

The Liberals

Embrace the Enlightenment
stance and modern Western
doctrines.

which are still unknown to us.

Something that both Chinese
Straussians and the New-Left

reject.

Theme Two: To be of Chineseness and to Revival Chinese Tradition

The second theme is about Liu Xiaofeng’s concern for what I call “Chineseness” and the role that
he has prescribed for himself to instruct other Chinese intellectuals about the righteous approach to
revive Chinese tradition. I find that Liu concerns about the precondition for Chinese intellectuals’
contemplation to be tolerated and esteemed by Chinese people. I further point out that this precondition,
in Liu’s mind, is that Chinese intellectuals should contemplate the revival of Chinese tradition and the
question of China’s ethical identity.

Al, A3, and A4

As I have already outlined in the section “Remarks in Liu Xiaofeng’s writings” and explained in
footnote 17, Liu Xiaofeng has used rhetorical expressions such as “Athens-China” throughout his
discussion at A1, A3, and A4. I consider these rhetorical expressions to be conspicuous reminders of
Liu’s concealed intention and find two possible explanations for his rhetoric usage at A1, A3, and A4.

The first explanation is, Liu attempts to make his discussion more tangible and understandable to
readers of Shuwu by paraphrasing “Athens” with “China,” “Crete” with “the USA,” and “court” with
“People’s Court” and referring “Euthyphro” as “deputy to the National People’s Congress of China.”
This explanation is valid for me only given that Liu Xiaofeng presumes his readers had little knowledge
about characters in Plato’s Apology of Socrates. This explanation, however, is not applicable to the
Athens-China (and also Crete-the USA) rhetoric, where Liu has blended the Platonic plot with
international relation between China and the USA in contemporary reality and has thus multiplied
layers of meaning for his readers to understand. I find the Athens-China rhetoric actually makes Liu’s
text more confusing, rather than more understandable to me. The second explanation is that Liu
deliberately involves contemporary political reality as a dimension of his articulation. Therefore,
rhetoric at A1, A3, and A4 conveys substantive messages from Liu, which involves Platonic-Straussian
allegory about Socrates’s death on the one hand, and contemporary political reality on the other hand.

At Al, A3, and A4, Liu’s interpretation for Socrates’s death revolves the conflict between
philosopher and polis (or the people). Liu notes that philosopher’s contemplation will inevitably
confront the faith and convention system in polis, from which political authority derives. Within the
context of contemporary China’s political reality, which Liu has deliberately engaged into his
discussion, this interpretation refers to the opposition between Chinese intellectuals and the regime of



People’s Republic of China (PRC) represented by the National People's Congress, People’s Court, and
People’s Government. Therefore, a direct implication for me is that Liu recognized philosophers
including Chinese philosophers politically hazard due to their objection of status quo of PRC’s regime.

A1 and A4 also encompass a comparison between China, the USA, and Southeast Asia, which is
a dimension other than the opposition between intellectuals and the regime. At A1, Liu discusses the
reason philosophers will live in either China or the USA instead of fleeing to Southeast Asia, where
social order is not stable and legal system is imperfect. At A4, Liu argues that Socrates would stay in
Athens-China and reject to live in Crete-the USA, because the Athenian liberal democracy is the most
compatible regime with philosopher’s lifestyle. In the subsequent section where Liu explains his
argument, however, he conceals the Athens-China rhetoric, instead of contending that “the Chinese
regime” is the most compatible one with philosophers’ lifestyle. In other words, Liu utilizes the
character of the “Athenian regime” to answer the question “why would Socrates stay in China,” which
I consider to be either a deliberate misplacement or a negligent mistake.

If Liu has mistakenly concealed the Athens-China rhetoric at A4, the corrected answer to his own
question should be, the liberal democracy of PRC is the most suitable regime for philosophers, because
Chinese people are lenient and esteem philosophers. Then, the author’s intention at A4 is to indicate
that Chinese people esteem philosophers more than American peopled do. The conspicuous fallacy of
this explanation is two-fold. Firstly, in the 2001 version, Liu underlines with distinct font that “the
USA is a liberal state” at the twenty first paragraph of Chapter 5. Therefore, I do not think Liu’s
intention is to indicate that China is a liberal democracy while the USA is not. Secondly, in the 2020
version of this essay, Liu has replaced “the USA is a liberal state”?’ with “Crete is a liberal state”*® at
A1, and “Socrates had chosen to die in China”*® with “Socrates had chosen to die in Athens” ?° at A4.
These editorial changes suggest that Liu has paid attention to the Athens-China rhetoric and has
consequently modified two expressions. However, Liu has not modified the previously mentioned
hypothetical mistake at the reasoning part of A4. In this regard, I do think the absence of the Athens-
China rhetoric at the reasoning part of A4 is his negligent mistake either. In other words, I realize the
misplacement is intentional, and it conveys the author’s purpose to prevent his readers from
misunderstanding A4 as a specific comparison between Chinese people and American people
regarding their esteem for philosophers. Thus, I believe there should be substantive messages that Liu
proposes to convey through the intentional misplacement at A4.

The first possible interpretation is that Liu’s intention at A4 is to discuss an abstract issue
transcending the specific opposition between China and the USA. Therefore “Athens” refers to a type
of regime at large that tolerates and esteem philosophers. For the same reason, “Socrates” serves as a
generic referring to “philosophers” as an abstract type of beings, instead of concrete philosopher
figures living in China or the USA. This interpretation, however, fails to answer why Liu deliberately
uses the Athens-China rhetoric at A1 to present Socrates’s choice, as [ would argue that Liu could have

17 This remark appears at the twenty first paragraph of Chapter 5 (excluding the “Preface” part) “The Conflict between the Athenian
Philosopher and Political-Theology of the Multitude” in the 2001 version.

18 This remark appears at the twenty fourth paragraph of Chapter 5 (excluding the “Preface” part) “The Conflict between the
Athenian Philosopher and Political-Theology of the Multitude” in the 2020 version.

19 This remark appears at the thirteenth paragraph of Chapter 9 (excluding the “Preface” part) “To Burden the Severity and
Ruthlessness of Life” in the 2001 version.

20 This remark appears at the fifteenth paragraph of Chapter 9 (excluding the “Preface” part) “To Burden the Severity and
Ruthlessness of Life” in the 2020 version.



asked his readers directly without assuming Socrates had died in China. Aforementioned analysis on
Al, A3, and A4 as a whole has already indicated that Liu’s usage of the Athens-China rhetoric has a
purpose for conveying substantive messages. This conclusion cannot reconcile with the interpretation
that Liu’s discussion at A4 has no relevance with his specific opinion on China (Chinese People), the
USA (American people) and their relationship with philosophers either.

The second interpretation which may reconcile contradictions above is that Liu’s reasoning part
at A4 is subject to the premise that even if “Socrates” and “Athens” are generics referring to a type of
beings and a type of regime respectively, Liu has premised that there is still a kinship between
“Socrates” and “Athens” since Socrates was a philosopher from Athens. In this regard, Chinese
“Socrates” as a philosopher from China is compatible with the regime of PRC instead of the USA, and
Chinese people also do tolerate and esteem philosophers who are also Chinese rather than American.
As Liu regards philosophical contemplation to be what confronts with the faith and convention of the
people, the reason Chinese people tolerate and esteem Chinese philosophers should be that the
philosophers’ contemplation is beneficial (at least unharmful) to Chinese people. This is not only the
prerequisite character for Chinese philosophers to live and contemplate in China but also a character
that has a linkage with the specific polis, China, itself. In other words, Liu thinks a philosopher’s
contemplation should be parochial to at least the people of the polis, because a contemplation which
is universal in appearance will be homogeneous to different peoples and thus will not get special
treatment (toleration and esteem) in a specific regime.

My discovery is therefore that, for Liu Xiaofeng, Chinese philosophers would better stay in PRC
than flee to other state since only Chinese people would tolerate and esteem the contemplation of
Chinese philosophers. This can be valid, however, only when the contemplation itself has specific
characters that have a linkage with China.?!

In the previous discussion of Theme One, I have argued that in Liu’s opinion there is no genuine
philosopher in contemporary China. If “Chinese philosophers” at A1, A3, and A4 has an embodiment
in reality, this embodiment should refer to a type of Chinese intellectuals who have at least partially
acquired characters of genuine philosophers. In Liu’s conception, Chinese Straussians should be the
most suitable analogue of “Chinese philosophers.” This is because, in Liu’s articulation, to learn from
genuine philosophers and to appeal to classical political philosophy are exactly the propositions of
Chinese Straussians, which differentiate Chinese Straussians from other Chinese intellectuals.
Therefore, the nationality linkage between Chinese philosophers and Chinese people is applicable to
Chinese Straussians for Liu. Thus, I think there is a “Chineseness” dimension within Liu’s recognition
of Chinese Straussians.

B3, B4, and C2

Preceding discussion of Theme One reveals that Liu Xiaofeng’s understanding of Chinese
Straussians has two dimensions. On the one hand, Liu’s understanding involves Strauss’s anti-
Enlightenment stance, by which Liu distinguishes Chinese Straussians including himself from the
Liberals, the New-Left and other mainstream intellectuals. On the other hand, Liu’s understanding also
includes aspects revolving substantive issues, which I consider to be the similarity between Chinese
Straussians and the New-Left. This similarity is, however, not the deduction of Strauss’s original works
but materialization of Liu’s concern with Chineseness. I find two ways in which Liu illustrates his

2 For further discussion, this thesis refers to this character as Chineseness.



concern with Chineseness in his discussion at B3, B4, and C2. One is his emphasis on the opposition
between China and the West. The other is his substantive proposition for reviving Chinese tradition,
which is also advocated by the New-Left and neo-conservatives at large.??

In the first way, Liu’s discussion at B3 and B4 underlines the opposition between China and the
West. Liu uses three binary structures to embody this opposition. The first binary structure is the
inherent structure throughout “Leo Strauss and China: Encountering a Classical Disposition”. In this
text, the West and Western scholars are on the query side, while China and “We Chinese intellectuals™
are on the respondent side. The second binary structure appears at B3, where Chinese intellectuals are
followers of Enlightenment principle imported from the West, while the West is the instructor of
Chinese intellectuals. The third binary structure appears at B4, within which Chinese intellectuals who
begin to turn to Leo Strauss and classical political philosophy become the stimulus of Western scholars’
anxiety. Akin to the premise on the nationality linkage between philosophers and regimes that I think
to have underpinned A1, A3, and A4, a potential clue regarding Chineseness has sustained the binary
“self-other” structures at B3 and B4. Although B3 and B4 along with A1, A3, and A4 as a synthesis is
insufficient to indicate that Liu Xiaofeng is immanently a Chinese nationalist, the clue at B3 and B4
does implement and reinforce my finding at A1, A3, and A4, suggesting that Chineseness is central to
Liu’s consciousness when he produced the text.

In the second way, Liu proposes at both B3, B4, and C2 that Chinese intellectuals should revive
Chinese moral-political traditions and resolve the question of what China s ethical identity should be
(P Ha91632 & 4 21+ 24 in Chinese). That is because, the resolve this question can help Chinese
people to overcome and get rid of Western modernity and the moral-political conceptions stemmed
from it. Though the proposition is implicit, I find two aspects of this proposition are both explicit.

First, Liu Xiaofeng’s proposition targets at all Chinese intellectuals including Chinese Straussians
and mainstream intellectuals with Enlightenment stance. That is because Liu uses Sinicization of
Marxism and its combination with Chinese traditions in globalization era as examples to illustrate the
trials Chinese intellectuals already have, which, Liu considers helpful to them to reach the goal of his
proposition. Second, Liu Xiaofeng’s proposition concerns the revival of Chinese tradition in a specific
way that is righteous by his standard. Though Liu has not clearly specified this standard, there are
cases which Liu considers to be erroneous. For example, Liu criticizes neo-Confucianists for
misinterpreting Confucianism as a source of Western democracy or new authoritarianism at B4. Liu
also repudiates Mu Zongsan’s attempt to combine Confucian traditions with Kantianism at C2, which
indicates that Liu thinks his proposition to revive Chinese tradition is not compatible with modern
Western doctrines. Therefore, I think Liu’s proposition for the revival of Chinese tradition is more
about the approach to it than about the substantive content of Chinese tradition. He has not raised a
particular understanding of Chinese moral-political tradition but a righteous approach to the revival of
it, which is to imitate Strauss’s interpretation of Western classics and to understand Chinese tradition
in a Straussian way. In a brief summary, I find Liu’s proposition contains a persuasion for all Chinese
intellectual groups that they should follow the Straussian approach to understand and hence revive
Chinese tradition, which, Liu reckons, is still a task for all Chinese intellectuals.

22 In the Literature Review section, this thesis has listed several studies which reveal that neo-conservatives, including the New-
Left, had a proposition for reviving Chinese tradition in the post-1989 era (Xu 1999; van Dongen 2019).



Therefore, my discovery at B3, B4, and C2 is that Liu’s recognition of Chinese Straussians
contains a concern with the revival of Chinese tradition. Although Liu does not consider the revival of
Chinese tradition a task exclusively for Chinese Straussians, he does hold that Chinese intellectuals
can accomplish the task only by approaching Chinese tradition in the Straussian way. In other words,
Liu still attributes to Chinese Straussians, including himself, the role to instruct other Chinese
intellectuals about the righteous way of reviving Chinese tradition.

CONCLUSION

Findings

My analysis on Liu Xiaofeng’s three texts, “The Docility of the Hedgehog”, “Leo Strauss and
China: Encountering a Classical Disposition”, and “The Road Sign of Leo Strauss”, reveals two themes
concerning Liu Xiaofeng’s self-image as a Chinese Straussian. Theme One concerns the way Liu
Xiaofeng considers other Chinese intellectuals. I find that Liu Xiaofeng prescribes Chinese Straussians
with the role to enlighten other Chinese intellectuals by providing them with an approach to rescue
their moral-political characters. Theme Two concentrates on Liu Xiaofeng’s concern with the revival
of Chinese tradition. I find that Liu Xiaofeng prescribes Chinese Straussians with the role to instruct
other Chinese intellectuals about the righteous way of reviving Chinese tradition. In summary, the self-

image of the quintessential Chinese Straussian Liu Xiaofeng is that Chinese Straussians have the role
to enlighten other Chinese intellectuals and to instruct them about the righteous way of reviving

Chinese tradition. In my opinion, this dual-dimensional discovery can be interpreted from three angles

in relation with the self-images of the Liberals and neo-conservatives that I have reviewed in “Self-
images of Mainstream Intellectuals” section.

Firstly, I think there is a same enlighten-enlightened structure embedded within the self-images
of different Chinese intellectual camps. As the existing literature has discussed, the Liberals and neo-
conservatives have prescribed themselves with the role to enlighten Chinese nation at large. My
research reveals that Chinese Straussians have also recognized themselves to have the role to enlighten
someone, despite that Chinese Straussians regard other Chinese intellectuals, including the Liberals
and neo-conservatives, instead of Chinese nation at large to be the object they ought to enlighten.

Secondly, one could argue that the common enlighten-enlightened structure is not necessarily
essential because the self-images of the three intellectual camps have fundamentally divergent
substance. For the Liberals, they consider themselves to be genuine inheritors of the Enlightenment.
Therefore, their role to enlighten Chinese nation is consistent with the Enlightenment values and so-
called modern Western doctrines. On the contrary, for Chinese Straussians, their roles to enlighten
either Chinese intellectuals is exactly derived from their rejection of the Enlightenment and its values.
Even though some studies argue that neo-conservatives also reject the Enlightenment as Chinese
Straussians do (Xu 1999; Xu 2001; van Dongen 2019), Chinese Straussians differ from neo-
conservatives as they propose to return to classical political philosophy, which is a more fundamental
rejection of the Enlightenment. From this angle, I think the self-image of Chinese Straussians is
intrinsically different from the self-images of the Liberals and neo-conservative.

Thirdly, I find both Chinese Straussians and neo-conservatives have a concern for what I name as
Chineseness. My analysis reveals that Chinese Straussians concern for the revival of Chinese tradition



and the resolve of China’s ethical identity question in a righteous way. Previous studies that I have
reviewed illustrate that neo-conservatives recognize themselves as prudent defenders for Chinese
reality (Xu 1999; Xu 2001). While the contents of the two camps’ concern for Chineseness are different,
I think their motivations are similar to each other. For Chinese Straussians, Chineseness is what makes
their philosophical contemplation tolerable to the regime and its people. Therefore, one could argue
that Chinese Straussians’ concern for Chineseness is virtually about protecting themselves from being
charged by the regime and its people. Likewise, previous research on neo-conservatives and their anti-
radicalism shows that the traumatic experience in the1989 Tiananmen Square protest and suppression
was the deep cause for their self-image as prudent defenders for Chinese reality. Therefore, I believe
there is a similar fear of political persecution residing beneath the concern for Chineseness within the
self-image of both Chinese Straussians and neo-conservatives.

Contribution

My thesis engages with two genres of scholarship concerning Chinese intellectuals and the
intellectual field in the post-1989 era. One genre of scholarship focuses on the self-images of Chinese
intellectuals, mainly the Liberals and neo-conservatives, in post-1989 China. The other genre of
scholarship sheds a light on one marginal group of intellectuals in the post-1989 era, Chinese
Straussians, and their contestation with the Liberals and neo-conservatives. Current understanding of
the self-images of Chinese intellectuals in the post-1989 era is imperfect as previous research has
neglected the self-image of Chinese Straussians, which were also significant participants of the
intellectual field in post-1989 China. Therefore, my thesis envisages a research question about the self-
image of Chinese Straussians and proposes to give a primary answer by analyzing and interpreting
three writings of Liu Xiaofeng, who is a representative and founding member of Chinese Straussians.

My research contributes to existing scholarship on Chinese intellectuals and the intellectual field
in the post-1989 era in two ways. First of all, my study supplements current research on the self-images
of Chinese intellectuals by shedding a light on the self-image of Chinese Straussians. Secondly, my
study contributes to the discussion on the intellectual debate in post-1989 China by providing a better
and more sophisticated understanding of one participant camp, Chinese Straussians, and their
propositions. My research result imposes a challenge on the understanding of the contestation among
Chinese Straussians, the Liberals, and neo-conservatives, because I find the self-images of the three
camps are all, at least partially, about enlightening some objects. My research therefore helps us to
have a better and more sophisticated understanding of the intellectual field in post-1989 China.

However, my research has at least two limitations. Firstly, my analysis only focuses on the self-
image of Liu Xiaofeng, thereby neglecting other prominent Chinese Straussians, such as Gan Yang (-
f8) and Zhang Xu (7K 72). Consequently, my research findings are insufficient to suggest what the self-
images of other Chinese Straussians are, and whether, and if so how, their self-images are different.
Secondly, my research scope has included only three writings of Liu Xiaofeng. This limited selection
may have inadvertently overlooked other relevant texts that hold significance to the research question.
Especially, I have intentionally excluded two categories of Liu's writings, which, I think either
incorporate non-Straussian topics, such as Thomas Hobbes’s political thought (Liu 2007), alongside
discussions on Strauss, or have no direct mention on Strauss at all. These omitted writings, however,



may possibly provide valuable insights into other dimensions of Liu's self-image as a Chinese
Straussian.

To propel the field forward, future research can make valuable contributions in two ways. First,
researchers can build upon the foundation laid in this thesis by conducting comprehensive analyses of
other writings, speeches, or interviews by Liu Xiaofeng. These endeavors will facilitate a more
comprehensive understanding of his self-image. Second, scholars can also delve into the self-images
of other Chinese Straussians, such as Gan Yang and Zhang Xu, by analyzing their writings, speeches,
or interviews. My research can help this sort of studies to make a comparison between the self-image
of Liu Xiaofeng and those of other Chinese Straussians, from which researchers can identify both
shared characteristics and divergences among them.
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46 journal articles he published separately, and 1 chapter compiled in The Modernity of the West:
Complication and Development edited by He Zhaotian.
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Original text

C1

AT I Rk (TS AR B P At ) BRI 693 R B B, MR As R
89 LT e A TS F A A S ATl ay, st 23, REAARGREF H+ -~
2 3 AR RA AT B A . BB IR R, FABRRE T — A4 A
RFORI: FEKET, RERELART, ABFNH, FAERFIEL
E AR RBORBE R Pk, B, L2kt sTar, &
BRKAKFFIRET AL, PR TR R KT B A4,
B 2 A 4R B T 20 Y A AT A B AN B AR, AR
5, SRR E AR BRSO IS F ) P AR A A AT T A A——
AP A d R A B T ARG

[ B AR SR AL TR RN T 69 AR ? R AR R E BR R B
Ko WL T AR LR, AIEMRGMILIRG, FHIFFEROAR, mAHREYRK
FBER—RAASREEBLR B b R ZBUKF 6 8 k&R T, MizE
B B 693X h A 45 R AL R R B AT A XA R, WA BARSN ZABE——
ANRBEBIAELRXSHAN T, AHIHTASAIAREARN A
B R E 4R et

C2

R, REPHLORXEY S, FIEEFTIOR LA, FET ALY
XK, HEOFTHFORELARNT R LESHO T AYFFEELALER
WA R EWT A, #HEE I K)FAMF (Hermann Cohen) £ F A% £ ix
WL KK 5, #dE T TG FEAR IR A A AT 5 69 (s & 7 KK R 49
WHZH)REABHFTHE, FAEH A EG— b4 M ai# 5 H it
FHTF, XREL2EFE?

RAF T, MERILARBIIERGYF RIFE R =, ey Sy 4 g Rk
BT RAETF (BFRZBLAT AR T BRIEZ KA F), 2007 KRER
BRER. FRZIFRBA T, HBZRAFEREE GG FHERGT
R, MAYRIER TR G AL ARG TR FELRSH, 24
T RERAE TS A G A R VARSI 0 7 AKX R A A GG AR LR e
BFHE B TR—FHEAGTEEILT Y, —F5ELMERFHT S0
T RS k89 gEh, R, AT R E LA F R KR A E
ROGEND? AT RAREEXEREEIXTFBRBERXEK, SR AEETIE
HMEIBMANKE? MTHEERAXEKEFBYFHERNE ), 27R2EH
RSN R AR Y S P &




APPENDIX 5

Original text and context
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