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What Future

for Public Intellectuals?

The specialisation of knowledge, the commercialisation of culture
and the emergence of post-modernism characterise China in the 1990s

WHILE THE QUESTION of the public intellec-

tual has been the subject of lively debate in the
international intellectual community for over
ten years, it has appeared in China only recently. What is
a public intellectual? And why does this question gener-
ate debate? It is generally considered to be Russell Ja-
coby, in his book published in 1987, The Last Intellectu-
als, who called attention to the disappearance of the
public intellectual. In his view, the intellectuals of the
past, who wrote for cultivated readers, often had a pub-
lic commitment (gonggongxing). In the United States,
the generation born in the 1920s is considered to be the
last generation of public intellectuals. Actually, with the
democratisation of university teaching, public intellec-
tuals have been replaced by scientific experts and uni-
versity professors, whose production is aimed exclu-
sively at specialised readers. With the disappearance of
public intellectuals, culture and public life also went
into decline ®. In France it is the passing of Jean-Paul
Sartre and Michel Foucault that are generally consid-
ered as marking the end of the public intellectuals @.
Let us first define what the term “public” means in the
expression “public intellectuals”. I believe that it carries
three levels of meaning. Firstly, it designates a discourse
a@med at the public. Secondly, it concerns thought car-
ried out for the public, whose point of departure is the
common good, rather than a personal position or indi-
vidual interests. Lastly, it characterises the inclination
Jor public affairs or major issues in society. These three
levels of meaning contained in the notion of public com-
mitment are closely bound to the conception intellectu-
als have of themselves. Now public commitment, which
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was initially one of the characteristics of intellectuals, is
weakened today because of specialisation and the post-
modernist movement. How can this commitment be re-
stored in a specialised, post-modern society?

The question of the public intellectual is not only a
Western problem, but also concerns China. In the 1990s,
China experienced, as did Europe and the United States
after the 1970s, a specialisation of the system of knowl-
edge and the appearance of the post-modernist cultural
movement. In this article I will firstly analyse the emer-
gence of specialised intellectuals (zhuanye
zhishifenzi) and of media intellectuals (meits
zhishifenzt), two phenomena which are characteristic
of China in the 1990s. Then, based on several debates
devoted to the reconstruction of commitment which
have taken place in the Chinese intellectual world, I will
advance three ideal types: the traditional intellectual,
the organic intellectual, and the specific intellectual.
Lastly, drawing my inspiration from Pierre Bourdieu, I
will analyse the possibility, in the era of specialisation,
of constructing an ideal type of public intellectual, who,
from the specific, aims at the universal.

Specialised intellectuals and media intellectuals

In China, the decade of the 1980s was very lively in
terms of culture and public life ®. The movement of lib-
eration of thought at the beginning of the 1980s, fol-
lowed by the “cultural fever” (wenhua re) of the mid-
1980s (later called “The New Enlightenment” after the
May 4th movement 1919), saw the appearance of a
group of renowned public intellectuals who reached a
wide readership. These intellectuals were writers, sci-
entists, philosophers, researchers in the humanities, and
even senior civil servants and ideologues of the system.
The subjects they broached all had a public dimension
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Centre for Research on Contemporary China

(CEFC) and the Shanghai Academy of Social
Sciences (SASS) jointly organised a conference enti-
tled “Economic development and transformation of
human capital” ©, from which we publish two contri-
putions. What competences does China need today?
How do individuals, as well as the training system,
adapt to the new demands of companies and of the ad-
ministration? These were some of the questions asked
and which the participants attempted to answer by ex-
changing their points of view on China, on Russia, an-
other society and economy in transition, and on
France; an approach based on the conviction that the
social sciences can only be comparative.

The focal point of this conference was a considera-
tion of the elites, a highly sensitive subject in a neo-au-
thoritarian or neo-totalitarian communist regime.
While certain actions of the new government team in-
augurate a new phase in the policy of reform, which is
more directed at those excluded from prosperity, does
this really mean the beginning of a new practice of pol-
icy and of politics, which must necessarily include re-
flection on—if not a calling into question of—those
who are at the top of the social ladder? The sessions
were organised around three subjects: the economic,
political and intellectual elites.

In his opening speech, Yin Jizuo ® recalled the con-
text and the tenor of the changes experienced by the
country’s elites. China, in integrating itself into the
world system by its policy of reform and opening up,
has joined the scientific and technical revolution,
bringing about the necessary adaptation of the Chinese
working population, that is to say its professionalisa-
tion. This is particularly the case of company man-
agers, whose role has evolved in order to respond to
the needs of the transition. Shen Ronghua ® showed
how the state enterprise managers, until then adminis-
trative cadres supervising production, have become
real heads of enterprises, chosen according to criteria
of professional experience and competences validated
by diplomas. It is not only enterprise managers who
have to adapt to the new economic environment, but,
to a large extent, all employees, of whom specific com-
petences are now demanded. State enterprises are fac-
ing the challenge of retraining their employees, whom
Li Peilin and Zhang Yi ®, basing themselves on a series
of surveys carried out in the province of Liaoning,

ON OCTOBER 27 AND 28" 2003, the French
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showed would benefit from an effective system of pro-
fessional training. Zhang Jiehai ® gave an example of
successful retraining and of social mobility: that of mi-
grant workers who have become white collar and thus
identify with the urban middle class.

According to Lu Hanlong ©, analogous transforma-
tions are taking place in the political sphere where the
“reds” are making room for the “experts”. Jean-Pierre
Cabestan® confirmed this by studying a particular
population, the delegates of the National People’s Con-
gress (NPC), the second most important group of lead-
ers in China after the members of the Central Commit-
tee of the Party. The members of the NPC have an in-
creasingly high level of education. Their legitimacy has
been enhanced not because of the mode of election,
but because of their increasing participation in debates
which are more and more open to their growing ex-
pertise. What is true at a national level is also true, pos-
sibly even more so, at a local level. Li Yuomei ® under-
scored this by analysing the leaders of neighbourhood
communities and other urban organisations, such as
residents’ committees or co-owners’ associations; they
are chosen more for their level of education or their
professional status than for their links with the Com-
munist Party. While in the eyes of these new social ac-
tors, professional competences are more useful and
more valuable than membership of the Party, the same
holds true for managing cadres who have themselves
reduced ideology to a quasi-symbolic secondary im-
portance. As our own work @ shows, the latter spend
most of their training period in the Party schools or in
the institutes of administration learning the stakes of
the modern world and of post-Maoist China, as well as
training on more specific or technical questions, in
order to carry out the new tasks imposed on them by
the policy of reform and opening up.

One could not tackle the problem of training for the
leading elites without mentioning the French Ecole na-
tionale d’administration (ENA) which inspired the Chi-
nese government in the reform of its schools of admin-
istration and with which the latter maintain institu-
tional and pedagogical links—their best students
spend time in France. Jean-Pierre Worms “” sought to
underline the distortions that “enarchy” has produced,
in particular the de facto monopoly held by ENA grad-
uates on positions of power in the economic and polit-
ical spheres. Thus, from the training of leading cadres,
the interrogation moved towards the problematical
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connections between the political and the economic,
one of the challenges in the transition which are regu-
larly brought up by the media during cases of corrup-
tion. Monique de Saint-Martin ™ recalled that such
connections also exist in Russia, where former Soviet
bureaucrats have become entrepreneurs, owners or
shareholders in large private enterprises after pere-
stroika. Nevertheless, according to Marie Mendras ",
the administrative apparatus in Russia has managed to
adjust to the new context, and to consolidate its posi-
tions in the political and economic spheres as well as
the social one: in fact, at all levels of the country, years
of upheaval have made the Russian administration
stronger, and it is said today to be oblivious to political
pressures.

To Zheng Yefu ™, the remedy for the plague repre-
sented by corruption lies in a return to Confucianism
and the placing of ethics and moral teaching at the
heart of the pedagogical mission. Mao Hongxiang ¥
sought to show the glaring inadequacy of the Chinese
education system, as a result of lack of investment and
weak political will: urgent reform is called for. Finally
professionalisation also affects the intellectuals—un-
derstood as the group of those with diplomas—who,
according to Lu Xiaowen "%, make up an essential part
of the middle classes. Moreover Lu made an essential
distinction between the professional intellectuals, the
academics and researchers who fulfil a function of ex-
perts for the governments, and the critical intellectu-
als. The latter, recalled Xu Jilin %9, after having been
very active in the 1980s, had great difficulty during the
decade of the 1990s in finding a role in the public de-
bate of a society which puts more value on expertise
with a practical objective. Jean-Philippe Béja **, com-
paring China and France, went further, maintaining
that the critical intellectuals, or counter-elites, are con-
demned to remaining in a minority and to seeing their
role decline. Lastly Jacques Rupnik *® showed how in
certain Eastern European countries, the victory of the
intellectuals (such as Vaclav Havel) also marked the
beginning of their fall in the face of the advance of con-
sumer society. As well as the question of the conver-
sion of political capital into economic capital during
the transition phase, he emphasised the importance of

and went beyond their spheres of specialisation,
whether political life, the comparison of Chinese and
Western cultures, or the scientific Enlightenment. These
“public intellectuals” gave lectures in the universities,
and published articles in the newspapers and journals,
while their books were sold all over the country and eas-
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civil society in the consolidation of the democratic
process.

The animated and open debates to which the body of
these contributions gave rise were structured around
the notions of effectiveness and equity. From the man-
ager’s point of view, the objective sought is an optimal
functioning of enterprises, administrations and the
training apparatus. From the point of view of the citi-
zen, it is access to education, the conditions of promo-
tion and of critical thinking which are questioned. &

Emilie Tran

1. This conference, which was held in Shanghai, could not have
taken place without the financial support of the Consulate Gen-
eral of France in Shanghai, of the EGIDE programme of the
French Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and of the various institutional
partners of the Municipality of Shanghai; our thanks to them all.

The proceedings will be the object of a co-publication in Chi-
nese, which will appear during 2004.
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ily reached print runs of tens or hundreds of thousands
of copies. They had become influential public figures.
China in the 1980s saw the emergence of a public cul-
tural sphere, built around this core of intellectuals: It
was endowed with several well-known journals, which
constituted a real space for opinion: Dushu (Reading):
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Zouxiang weilai (Towards The Future), and Wenhua:
Zhongguo yu shijie (Culture: China and The World) in
Peking; Wenhui yuekan (Monthly Cultural Com-
pendium) and Shulin (Literary Forest) in Shanghai, as
well as @Qingnian luntan (The Tribune of Youth) in
Wuhan, etc. This network hinged on several groups of
well-known intellectuals: the “scientists” represented by
the journal Towards The Future, researchers in the hu-
manities whose journal, Culture: China and The World,
was the leading light, and the supporters of the blending
of cultures, represented by the Chinese Academy of Cul-
ture. Backed by a public of several million readers, this
space favoured the development, in the 1980s, of an un-
precedented cultural life, and formed a cultural field
unified by common intellectual origins, characterised by
debate and a close network of exchanges. Endowed
with the property of public critique, this space resem-

bled the public sphere described by Jiirgen Habermas.
After the events of 1989, the situation changed enor-
mously. At the beginning of the 1990s, a considerable
number of the most active intellectuals did not go into
exile, but were constrained to silence in China. The
most influential journals were banned, with the excep-
tion of the journal Dushu, the last vestige of a bygone
era. Several groups of very active intellectuals, such as
that of Towards The Future, led by Jin Guantao and that
of Culture: China and The World, directed by Gan Yang,
were obliged to disperse. Although, after the middle of
the 1990s, the reform of the market economy allowed
the opening of the economic and social spheres, and cit-
izens acquired more freedom in the private sphere in
comparison with the previous decade, the spaces of
freedom in the public sphere shrank. In short, in the
1990s, Chinese public intellectuals lost the political and
social conditions which allowed them to exist: a public
political sphere with a genuine atmosphere of freedom.
The disappearance of public intellectuals in 1990s
China was also linked to the profound differences which
appeared in their midst. In the camp of the “Enlighten-
ment” of the 1980s, despite different sensibilities (for ex-
ample Towards The Future represented the scientific
movement and Culture: China and The World brought
together the adherents to the humanist movement), the
cultural and political trends were identical: when they
criticised traditional Chinese culture, when they studied
Western culture, or when they opposed the totalitarian
System of Maoist socialism by introducing the idea of
%‘;Ezgrigtlc freedom, bo%‘riowed from Europe and the
5 ates, their posmons and attitudes were the
ame. But from the middle of the 1990s, with the emer-
fﬁ:?etof the market society, there appeared a deep rift in
SociI: t;llectual Worlq on.the characterisation of Chinese
and on the direction of reform. The lively contro-

versy between the liberals and the new left merely crys-
tallised the divergences. These manifested themselves
not only in the field of ideas, but also on the level of
knowledge and personal relations. At the end of the
1990s, public journals and intellectual groups experi-
enced an entirely new situation of enforced allegiance ©,

Beyond these factors, however, the disappearance of
public debate is more fundamentally linked to the spe-
cialisation of systems of knowledge and to the commer-
cialisation of intellectual production. With the increas-
ing of state investment in education, the universities
have, in the last few years, experienced major growth,
not only in the numbers of students and in the range of
teaching, but also on the level of management methods.
The production and dissemination of knowledge are
carried out on the basis of a rigid system of division of
disciplines, and the professors’ results are now evalu-
ated according to strict norms. The growth in the state
system and the race for profit have encouraged a large
number of intellectuals, once active in the public
sphere, to join the university system and hire out their
services. However, cloistered in the university, they can
no longer pursue their reflection, or write and publish
from their own areas of interest. Subjected to the spe-
cialisation of their discipline, they are the authors of
highly specialised intellectual products, the objective of
which is the progressive accumulation of scientific cap-
ital, and the recognition of specialised authority.

This trend towards academic specialisation has pro-
duced a double rift. On the one hand, what was once a
unified field of knowledge has divided into a multiplic-
ity of specialised domains like the cells of a beehive: be-
tween the possessors of knowledge in different disci-
plines there are no longer any language, debating space
or knowledge objectives in common. On the other hand,
with specialised intellectuals addressing their peers and
turning their backs on the public, the organic links
which once connected them to the public have been
broken: they have become once again a closed group
centred on itself.

But what of the intellectuals who have remained out-
side the system of knowledge? With the growth in the
market from the middle of the 1990s, the production of
culture has become similar to that of other consumer
goods. Where once they answered to a sacred mission or
to the desire for self-expression, intellectuals are now
summoned by the market to produce according to the
desires of cultural consumers, with the dissemination
and distribution of cultural goods following the laws of
the market. The shrinking of cultural space, the rise of
mass culture, as well as the increase in the leisure time
and consumption capacity of the public, have obliged
publishers, newspapers and leisure magazines to provide
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more- cultural consumer product. It is on this fertile
ground that media intellectuals of various kinds have ap-
peared: writers, experts, professors of the humanities,
etc. In appearance, they are scarcely different from the
former public intellectuals: aiming at the general public,
they sometimes intervene, in the midst of their endless
and tiresome buffoonery, on highly serious subjects. And
yet the difference between media intellectuals and pub-
lic intellectuals is clear: during public debates, the for-
mer do not conform to what they personally consider to
be a public position, but rather to the hidden logic of the
market. When they resort to criticism, they are really act-
ing under the impulse of commercial interests, and an-
ticipating the desires of the market.

At first glance, these two trends seem to lead to a po-
larised situation: the specialisation of knowledge is in-
deed far from the market, the opposite of the commer-
cialisation of culture. But closer examination reveals
that both these developments are dominated by the laws
of instrumental rationality. In the field of the production
of knowledge, the transcendental capacity that knowl-
edge once had has been destroyed: it no longer pro-
duces meaning for the whole of society and the world,
and has been fragmented into numerous domains. With
no relation between them, the meaning produced is only
revealed in a series of objectives or concrete instrumen-
tal relations. This technical understanding of knowledge
has produced a large number of experts. Cloistered in
university life, some of them, in answer to solicitation,
appear frequently in the media to debate so-called pub-
lic affairs. However, in contrast with the intellectuals of
the past, the experts have abandoned transcendental
and utopian values. Their public engagement no longer
comprises any critical reflection. Accustomed to inter-
vening from a technical level, their ability to examine
their own errors or to debate public affairs is inade-
quate. They deal with political and public questions
from a management point of view, and all subjects seem
to be soluble with the help of technocratic instrumen-
talist rationality.

To sum up, after 1989 and the events of the 4th of June,
the group of public intellectuals, who had considerable
influence and had critical capacities, was replaced by
two other categories of individuals who were active in
the media: the technical experts and the stars of the uni-
versity world. Under the strange combination of the
state system and the logic of the market, China in the
1990s was characterised by the disappearance on the
one hand of a serious and critical public sphere, and on
the other by the unprecedented opening of an artificial
public life. For the dominant media, the media intellec-
tuals who serve the logic of the market, as well as the
specialised intellectuals who provide their technical ex-
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pertise, are a godsend. It is in these exchanges between
technical experts and media stars that the official ideol-
ogy is formed, the main ingredients of which are spe-
cialisation and commercialisation.

The attempt to rebuild a public commitment

The disappearance of the public intellectual in China in
the 1990s is also linked, to a certain extent, to the as-
sessment of the 1980s made a posteriori by the intellec-
tuals, and to their conscious and rational choices made
in their new environment. While the social changes we
have referred to appeared only at the end of the 1990s,
the various intellectual debates which followed one an-
other at the beginning of the decade already testified to
a withdrawal of the intellectuals from the public sphere,
and a retreat to their spheres of specialisation. This re-
treat, however, was not dictated by short-term tactical
calculation, but testified rather to a strategic retreat,
guided by rational introspection.

The first debate in the intellectual world in the decade
of the 1990s focused on the history of science (xueshu
lishi) and its norms (xueshu guifan). In January 1991, a
group of intellectuals in Peking organised a conference
on the theme of “research on the history of science”. A
summary of the conference was then published in an un-
official journal of the period, Xueren (The Intellectual).
This debate was situated in the context and spirit of
post-1989: the intellectuals were seized with uncer-
tainty, and everyone was wondering bitterly what
should be done, and what it was possible to do. Some of
the intellectuals, engaged in a reflection on cultural life
in the 1980s, called for a return to science, and a recon-
struction of its norms. Chen Pingyuan, one of the main
writers of the journal Xueren, is representative of this
position: while the 1980s were “a period filled with en-
thusiasm and imagination”, the questions of the intellec-
tuals were steeped in a scientific atmosphere which was
“light” and “dispersed”. They “introduced many [new
ideas] but did little research, their creativity was great
but their connection with reality was weak”. In his view,
“The decade of the 1990s may have a greater need for
constraining scientific norms which, through a series of
scarcely poetic procedural operations, will attempt to
transform ‘the spark of thought' previously produced
into scientific results. This trend towards growing spe-
cialisation will be a tough test for those in the university
who lack the academic training necessary, base them-
selves only on common sense, and ask questions wher-
ever their inspiration carries them” ©.

This article in the journal Xueren, republished in the
unofficial journal Zhongguo shuping, (Chinese Invento-
ries) whose writers were from the mainland and whose
editors were from Hong Kong, opened the way to @
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major debate about academic norms. This debate con-
tributed to an important change in the conception intel-
lectuals had of their role. The space occupied by intel-
lectuals was no longer the public square, but rather a
specialised sphere and a field of competences. It was
what Chen Sihe and others have called a “sense of the
profession” (zhigang yishi) ©.

To this group of intellectuals who were very active in
the 1980s, the profession was not only a job, but rather
away of reviving the values of life and of specialised ori-
entations. In the 1980s, Chinese intellectuals were filled
with what Max Weber called “grace” or a sense of mis-
sion: aware of adversity, and worried about the destiny
of the nation and the people, they were always ready to
follow the call of a sacred mission, to sacrifice them-
selves in order to awaken the people and help the na-
tion. In the 1990s, this “grace” was replaced by what
Max Weber called “vocation” . This shift from grace to
vocation, from an enchanted world to its disenchant-
ment, is the expression of a major change in the spirit of
the intellectuals. With the falling-away of the sacred, the
_teleological vision of the cosmos, once filled with mean-
Ing, came apart completely, and the world shattered into
infinitesimal mechanical fragments.

The intellectuals wanted to find a meaning to life: with
Or}ly one objective left at their disposal, they found it
Wwithin their fields of competence. Some of the intellec-
tua!s of the 1980s, after having again pondered over
their mission, aspired to this vocation, to returning to
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the university, and to throwing themselves into their
specialisation. This strategic retreat took place at the
beginning of the 1990s: experiencing a feeling of soli-
tude and of loss produced by the commercialisation of
the university, they relied on their spirit of vocation in
order to withstand marginalisation and pauperisation.

A more wide-ranging debate, focusing on the humanist
spirit, took place from 1993. This debate was linked to
the sudden eruption of the market society and to the
marginalisation of the intellectuals. In 1992, after Deng
Xiaoping’s journey through the south, the market econ-
omy hit China like a storm: mass consumer culture re-
placed the elitist culture of the intellectuals in the fore-
front of the public scene. In the 1980s, when the trans-
formation of society was concentrated in the domain of
ideology, public intellectuals were at the centre of pub-
lic attention. After 1992, however, under the pressure of
the market economy, a swiftly disenchanted society
moved away from ideology, thereby marginalising the
intellectuals.

Chen Pingyuan in Peking and Wang Xiaoming in Shang-
hai were the first to have a premonition of this problem.
The articles they published in 1993 tackled it with a re-
flection on the decline of the elite culture and the disap-
pearance of literature from humanist preoccupations.
But each had a different attitude. Chen Pingyuan was
conscious that the decline of elite culture was a histori-
cal trend which was difficult to reverse, with intellectu-
als being able only to return to the sciences and to sink
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into marginalisation ®. Wang Xiaoming, for his part, at-  cred aura, strong opposition had arisen, calling ingy
tempted to shoulder the burden of the crisis by callingon  question its ability to define the role and values of tha
the humanist spirit once again, and by using a new atti-  intellectual.
tude to return towards the public ©. That year he brought More fundamentally, among the defenders of the hy.
together other Shanghai intellectuals to publish in the — manist spirit themselves, no consensus had beep
journal Dushu a major debate devoted to the humanist  reached about the down-to-earth definition of this spirjf,
spirit. Among the many points discussed, one of themost ~ These divisions testify to the impossibility, in the 19905
important raised the question of relations between the  of creating a concrete objective and a belief in a comj ‘
intellectuals and society, after the marginalisation of the ~ mon commitment: not only had the gulf between the in-
latter by the market society. Cai Xiang focused particu-  tellectuals and the public widened, but the intellectya]
larly on the separation, after the 1990s, between the in-  community had lost the “common posture” (taidu de
tongyixing) which characterised it in the
1980s. In order to avoid an interminable debate |
on the question of the interpretation of the hy-
manist spirit, the author put forward at that
time a negative definition of it: it is only possj-
ble to make a common assertion of what it is
not. As for its certain meaning, it can only be g
formal moral principle, in the manner of Kant
who posited “Man as the end”. Its concrete
meaning and interpretation therefore depend
on the framework of cultural values and the
historical situations of enunciation in which it
is inscribed ®®. In the situation of increasing di-
vision of values within the intellectual commu-
nity, only a formalisation of norms could make
it possible to rebuild a consensus among public
intellectuals. '
Zhang Yiwu and Chen Xiaoming called atten-
tion to the fact that the humanist spirit is not
only a mode of intellectual narrative, a sort of
“great narrative” as Jean-Francois Lyotard used
tellectuals bearing the Enlightenment and the general to say, but also, to quote their words the “last sacred
public, which is the object of the Enlightenment: “The = word of the new post- (modernist and colonialist) pe-
public is the master of its interest in the economy, it  riod” ®. It seems that it was in order to compete with the
seeks to satisfy the needs of its five senses, and rejects  debate about the humanist spirit that these two intellec-
the ‘tireless teaching’ of the intellectuals. The bell has  tuals, later nicknamed “Master Zhang of post-” and “Mas-
rung for the end of class, the intellectuals’ role as ‘spiri-  ter Chen of post-”, launched a debate in 1994 on post-
tual advisors’ has already vanished.” ©® modern and post-colonial culture. Their objective was
To these intellectuals, the very rapid secularisation of  the opposite of the humanist spirit intellectuals: it was
China deformed and, devoid of any emotion, made a  not a question of reconstructing a set of words and val-
mockery of the aims of existence and the ideals which  ues common to the public intellectuals, but indeed,
they had worked to establish. The sense of a sacred  based on post-modernist and post-colonial critical the-
destiny, of a tragic consciousness, and of the ultimate  ory, of destroying the last bastion of the public intellec-
ideals which they allowed themselves, evaporatedinan  tuals: the vanity of public speech. As they saw it, since
instant. “Only the questioning of the vanity of their  the May 4th movement of 1919, Chinese intellectuals had -
intellectual elitism can make it possible for them to  constructed a number of “great narratives”, which had"
define themselves anew” ™. And yet, introspection or  modernity at their heart. This narrative mode used West-
research were the expression, among these supporters  ern discourse as its only reference, and was tinged with-
of the humanist spirit, of the attempt to rebuild the pub-  colonialism. Relying on this body of discourse imported 1
lic engagement of the intellectuals, to shoulder once  from abroad, Chinese intellectuals posed as stimulators
again the responsibility for guiding society. However, and spokesmen of the Enlightenment, as the only project
while at that time the humanist spirit still retained a sa-  managers of the knowledge/power of modernity.

'f ' Beginning in the 1990s, China, having entered “the new  launched the pretentious slogan “Resist Surrender”.
Sost- era’, Was marked by three developments: the ex-  Calling themselves “Spiritual Saints”, they declared that
nsion of the market sphere to the whole of society, the  the flag of resistance and refusal to compromise,
arsening of aesthetic judgement, and the pluralisation  launched by Lu Xun, must be raised high. It was a ques-
cultural values. This new phase marked the collapse  tion of representing the popular masses, the oppressed,
~ of a modernity constructed on reference to the West, the underprivileged and the marginalised, of “challeng-
;gnd announced the passing of those intellectuals who  ing the Chinese intellectual world, which has long been
based themselves on the “great narratives” ®. The influ-  separated from the masses, and which constantly turns
ence of the post-modern studies movement was far in-  its back on the people”, of “smashing or resisting litera-
ror to the demands of the humanist spirit. Its sup-  ture and the sciences which have been transformed into
porters were determined to construct another “great  systems”. In order to resist, they had no hesitation in
arrative” which would replace that of modernity: “sin-  praising violence .
» 1) However, they were forerunners in the introduc- The “critical intellectuals” appeared later, from the
n of post-modernity in China. The works of Jean-  middle of the 1990s. Drawing inspiration from the post-
ancois Lyotard, Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida, modern and post-colonial movements, Wang Hui casts
epresentatives of French post-modern theory, were  doubt on the universalising modernity of the Enlighten-
ranslated and commented on. In the second half of the  ment. He worries about the loss of organic connections
s, the critique of the idealism born of the Enlighten-  between the intellectuals and public life, because of the
ent movement led to the deconstruction of the foun-  effects of university life, and focuses his attention on the
tions of the traditional public intellectual. control exercised by the market on the public sphere. In
~ During the 1990s, post-modern language and scientific  his view, the main responsibility of the intellectuals lies
specialisation gradually emerged as the dominant intel-  in the revelation of hidden power relations. Rejecting
ctual phenomena. At the end of the decade, the disap-  the label “new left”, Wang Hui uses the name “critical in-
arance of the public commitment of the intellectuals  tellectuals” to designate the characteristics of the intel-
as an unquestionable objective fact. The intellectual  lectuals he represented: “The feature common to the
mmunity experienced a profound internal differentia-  critical reflection group is that they are devoted to re-
Some intellectuals withdrew from the public  vealing the relations between the political and the eco-
here, while others tried to restore the organic rela- nomic, to revealing the internal links between the ways
ns between knowledge and public life. Moreover, of thinking to which the intellectuals are accustomed
ng the public intellectuals themselves, there and the inegalitarian process of development” ¢,
rerged divergences about how to rebuild a form of These three types of intellectual are not a phenomenon
ymmitment “©. It focused principally on the under- specific to Chinese experience, but represent respec-
tanding that intellectuals had of themselves and the tively three classic ideal types of intellectual: the tradi-
ext in which they were situated. Three types can be  tional intellectual, the organic intellectual, and the spe-
inguished. cific intellectual. The traditional intellectual and the spe-
e intellectuals of the humanist spirit movement were  cific intellectual correspond to the classic distinction be-
nvinced that they embodied universal truth, intuitive  tween intellectuals made by Antonio Gramsci. The tradi-
owledge and justice, sacred values in the name of tional intellectual conceives himself as being independ-
ich they were bound to struggle and to intervene inso-  ent and autonomous. Transcending the interests of soci-
. They emphasised in particular that, while the prac- ety and of groups, he represents truth, justice and the
of the humanist spirit remained individual, its foun-  ideal which are common to a society. Organic intellectu-
tions rested immutably on “universal principles which  als are attached to social classes: there are organic rela-
anscend the individual”. Nihilism and cynicism are not  tions between them, the social system, an interest group
lerated in this model. The humanist spirit is an atten-  or a class, of which they make themselves the spokes-
which is inseparable from practice, and which testi-  men ®. The specific intellectual, a concept developed by
S m itself to the consciousness of human practice 0. Michel Foucault, is in opposition to the universal intel-
I its opposition to the commercialisation of society, lectual. To Foucault, the traditional intellectual and the
humanist movement, made up principally of re- organic intellectual both belong to the category of the
chers, seems relatively moderate, compared to the  universal intellectual, in particular because of their belief
\ ®ra1 idealism movement. Represented by writers such  in the existence of universal truth and knowledge, but
hang Chengzhi and Zhang Wei, this group displayed,  also because, playing the role of prophets with convic-
Aé’the contrary, an attitude of radical rebellion. In the  tion, they claim to guide the people. The specific intel-
: €e of the secularisation of society, the Zhangs lectual is precisely the antithesis of the universal intel-

S——

After 1989 any intellectuals had no choice but to stay silent
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lectual: he makes no prophecies and does not commit
himself to any social objective. It is only based on the po-
sition he occupies, and by a specialised mode of analysis,
that he reveals all that is inseparable between truth and

‘power, and destroys the power relations concealed by

society. He therefore defines himself by criticism, but by
concrete criticism, rather than by a total construction ®.
In China in the 1990s, the humanist spirit intellectuals
particularly displayed characteristics of the traditional
intellectual, the proponents of moral idealism belonged
to the category of the organic intellectuals, while the crit-
ical intellectuals were closer to the specific intellectuals
of the Foucaldian type ®.

The vanity of the universal intellectual

What is a universal intellectual? Jean-Francois Lyotard in
a well-known article, “The tomb of the intellectual”, de-
scribed him as follows: “‘Intellectuals’ are rather, it
seems to me, people who, putting themselves in the
place of man, of humanity, of the nation, of the people, of
the proletariat, of the creature or of some such entity,
that is to say identifying with a subject endowed with a
universal value, describe and analyse from that point of
view a situation or a condition and prescribe what must
be done for this subject to be realised or at least for its
realisation to progress. ‘Intellectuals’ address them-
selves to each of us in so far as he is the possessor, the
embryo, of this entity, their declarations refer to him to
the same extent, and similarly proceed from him. The re-
sponsibility of the ‘intellectual’ is inseparable from the
(shared) idea of a universal subject. It alone can bestow
on Voltaire, on Zola, on Péguy, on Sartre (to mention only
France) the authority which was recognised in them.” @
The universal intellectual is historically composed of
two types: the traditional intellectual and the organic in-
tellectual. Often freelance, traditional intellectuals do
not depend on any system, whether commercial, cogni-
tive or state-controlled, and are, from the point of view
of their identity, like free electrons of a bohemian spirit.
Traditional intellectuals believe they embody universal
reason, justice and the ideal. The French writer Emile
Zola is the very model of this. In the Dreyfus affair, with
his “J’accuse”, he rose in indignation and marked the
birth of the modern intellectual. In their collective peti-
tion, the intellectuals were not protesting only in the
name of Dreyfus’ innocence, but were also fighting to
protect the truth and justice of the whole of society @,
The traditional intellectual is the original form of the
modern intellectual: just as a man’s childhood determines
his destiny, so the traditional intellectual has bequeathed
to intellectuals, as common emblems, the thirst for free-
dom, sensitivity, a highly developed sense of justice, and
the courage necessary for social criticism. And yet, can
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intellectuals continue to use the traditional mode in order
to exist in a context of intensive specialisation of knowl-
edge, of commercialisation of culture and of the destruc-
tion of original language by post-modern society?

Karl Mannheim distinguished two forms of knowledge
possessed by intellectuals: knowledge derived from day-
to-day experience and esoteric knowledge ®. Taking as
a framework day-to-day and esoteric knowledge, mod-
ern intellectuals have built two models, the university
intellectual and the media intellectual. The university in-
tellectual is in the grip of the rules of specialised knowl-
edge, while the media intellectual undergoes the control
of the commercial logic of the media and the publishing
houses. In contemporary China, these two types of in-
tellectuals are described as intellectuals inside the sys-
tem (of knowledge) and intellectuals outside the system
(of knowledge). This distinction, initiated by the intel-
lectuals outside the system, is rejected by those inside
the system, because of the implicit normative judge-
ment which it entails. To the intellectuals outside the
system, their colleagues inside have already lost their
critical spirit and are controlled by the specialised logic
of the university. The intellectuals outside the system
are said to resemble the Emile Zolas and Victor Hugos
of the past: they are independent, without any ties, and
have a strong capacity for resistance. However, while
the university intellectuals have lost the possibility of
commitment and a critical spirit, should one conclude
that all the unofficial resources are synonymous with
freedom, reflection and criticism? Can the traditional in-
tellectuals continue to exist outside the system?

As we have already pointed out, contemporary society,
in particular outside the state system, has long ceased to
be a haven of liberty. The laws of the market control the
media and the publishers who produce and disseminate
culture. Even unofficial journals and publishers are no
exception. After the withdrawal of many intellectuals to
the bosom of the university, the public sphere was in-
vested by the media intellectuals who are either mem-
bers of the media or freelance individuals who live by
selling their talents. They possess neither the status nor
the wisdom of Zola, nor the specialised competence in
philosophy of Sartre: “They ask television to give them
the fame that, in the past, only an often obscure lifetime
of research and of work could confer. They conserve
only the external signs of the intellectual’s role £
Since they take positions on all the problems of the mo-
ment without any critical consciousness, without any
technical competence and without any ethical convic-

tion, they are almost always in agreement with the es-

tablished order” .
Even more threatening is the encouragement giV_eI} by
the media and the cultural businesses to criticisit

No. 52 + MARCH - APRIL

Under an authoritarian political regime such as that in

China, heterodox voices are a rare commodity which

can be highly lucrative. Big risks generate big profits,

and the possessors of capital, in the search for profits,

are prepared to take such risks. Under the domination

of the laws of the market, heterodox voices are con-

stantly incited to free themselves: the more radical and

extreme they are, the more they are encouraged, and the

more they win audiences, visitors on the Internet, and

increasing print runs. Funnelled through the input-out-

put system of capitalism in this way, they turn into real

commercial profits. Under the invisible control of the

market, unofficial intellectu- ‘

als, without realising it, then Lars
lose their critical position. %

It traditional intellectuals
dared to confront the reason
of state, it was because they
were profoundly convinced
that they possessed and rep-
resented a higher reason. In
modern society, which is
more and more differenti-
ated and whose knowledge
is more and more specific,
does there still exist, or even
should there exist a total
metaphysical knowledge?
This point has been called
into question .

The late writer Wang Xi-
aobo, known for his love of
learning and of reason, ab-
horred Chinese intellectuals
who thought they repre-
sented the omniscient truth,
revelled in empty words,
and harmed the state and
the people. In the preface of
his collection of essays, by
way of introduction, he tells the following story. When
he was young, Bernard Shaw’s play Major Barbara

b
o

1 made a strong impression on him: an industrial tycoon,
1 on seeing his son for the first time in several years, asks
- him what interests him in life. The son, who has ab-

Solutely no knowledge of science, art or law, asserts that

] he has the ability to distinguish between the true and the

false. At these words, the father bursts out laughing and
! kes fgn of his son: “That kind of thing, even scien-
S‘JS,, politicians and philosophers find difficult; you who
on't know how to do anything, you can tell the true
I the false?” Wang Xiaobo explains that after reading

L passage he said to himself in distress: “You can do
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French intellectual Jean-Paul Sartre and workers outside the Renault car factory,
Boulogne-Billancourt, 1970
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anything in this life, but you must not become an in-
competent who only knows how to distinguish the true
from the false” ®. When he wrote this passage, in the
middle of the 1990s, Wang Xiaobo was already aware of
the dangers which threatened the intellectuals. He had
seen too many intellectuals, completely lacking in analy-
sis and reflection, busy pouring out a stream of empty
words in the media. They excelled in giving their opin-
ion on any subject whatsoever. These stars of academic
culture are to be found in China as well as in the West @.

In Emile Zola’s time, society was not yet so complex,
and knowledge so differentiated. There were many tra-

sk

ditional intellectuals with multiple talents who could go
beyond their various domains to express themselves in
society. Nowadays, however, a critique based not on
specialised knowledge, but only on general knowledge,
would have great difficulty in competing with the ex-
perts. The latter can indeed cover facts and judgements
with all sorts of technical arguments. In the face of the
experts, traditional intellectuals, devoid of any specific
competence, have no way of convincing the public of
the credibility of what they say.

Some traditional intellectuals reverse this argument: in
the case of many social problems one must base oneself
on the common knowledge of everyday life, and on
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one’s intuitive knowledge, in order to be able to tell the
true from the false ! This is why Wang Xiaobo used to
say bitingly: “Someone who knows only how to tell the
true from the false depends always on the extreme pro-
bity of their own brain, and even adds, ‘Isn’t that self-ev-
ident? Now anybody who has a basic training in science
knows that, in this world, there is simply nothing which
is self-evident” @,

Common knowledge does not exist objectively, but is
the fruit of a long historical accumulation. Common
sense can only play a legitimate role in societies whose
development is slow, such as the traditional societies of
the past. At a time when the world is experiencing rapid
change, there are many problems which go beyond this
field. As for intuitive knowledge, it is a judgement which
belongs to the field of morality. Like common sense,
morality is not self-evident. Asserting that only intellec-
tuals possess a moral and political sensibility, and that
the ordinary citizen lacks moral intuition, has no foun-
dation and is merely ridiculous arrogance. In the course
of many major historical events, the popular masses
have not only equalled the intellectual elite in the moral
practice of justice, but have even surpassed them by
their courage and intrepidness. What society expects
from the intellectual is not only the moral practice of the
citizen, it is above all the reflexivity based on reason, the
capacity to question the whole of the unjust relations
between order and power, and to produce a legitimate
critique. This critique cannot be built on ordinary and
general knowledge, or on a base of intuitive knowledge:
it must begin in a personal reflection on definite spe-
cialised knowledge.

Among the universal intellectuals, next to the tradi-
tional intellectuals, are the organic intellectuals. They
have many points in common with the former. They
share a belief in the existence of a universal truth or jus-
tice. But while the traditional intellectuals firmly believe
they are free and detached from reality, and can raise
themselves above the classes to represent the general
interest, on the contrary, the organic intellectuals con-
sider that in a society divided into classes, intellectuals
cannot separate themselves from various interest
groups. Always representing the voice of one class or
another, the organic intellectuals must discern which
class embodies the future of history. Taking on the des-
tiny of saviours of the world, they must fulfil the role of
spokesmen for this advanced class. The Jean-Paul
Sartre of the post-war period belongs in a sense to this
group v,

Now this consciousness among the organic intellectu-
als, of being the spokesmen for the masses, is exactly
what Pierre Bourdieu designates as an illusory myth.
This myth makes the intellectuals into fellow travellers
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of the “universal classes”. However, to Bourdieu, it ig
not the “universal classes” which determine the intellgc.
tuals, but the intellectuals who determine the intellecty.
als, always considering themselves to be the supreme
judges of universality ®. Lyotard also expressed this
idea, in his critique of Sartre @,

Organic intellectuals are often inclined to populism
embellishing in an abstract manner the just and morai
sentiments of the people. And yet, when the real people
are evoked, they show contempt and lack of trust, ang
consider that the people cannot express themselyes
alone or be their own representatives. To Michel Foy.
cault, the organic intellectuals secretly participate in the
mechanisms of power which prevent the people from
expressing themselves. Foucault considers that the reg]
role of intellectuals is not to make themselves the
spokesmen for the masses, but to fight against the ex-
isting forms of power, and to reveal the hidden relations
between the language of knowledge and the domination
of power @,

In the contemporary West, the organic intellectuals
who, in the manner of Sartre, pin their hopes on large-
scale movements and total objectives, are in decline. In-
tellectuals have begun to associate with partial opposi-
tion movements, such as the feminist movement, the
gay movement, the ecological movement, etc. These
movements of a new kind are polymorphous in their
outward expression. They are incapable of creating
lasting forms of organisation, and lack a unified
ideology which could bring together all the groups and
movements around it®. These intellectuals have be-
come the cultivated members of marginal movements,
struggling for interests and objectives which are con-
crete and partial.

Traditional and organic intellectuals, in their position
as universal intellectuals in Foucault’s sense of the term,
all have an urgent sense of mission: it is a question fol-
lowing the call of reason, of truth, of justice, of intuitive
or class knowledge, and of struggling in the name of the
sacred mission to save humanity. But when specialised
domination dissolves the enchantment of a mission,
where do the intellectuals stand? And how will they in-
tervene in the public sphere?

The specific intellectuals, a model of commitment?

Michel Foucault introduced the concept of the specific
intellectual, in contrast to the universal intellectual.
While the universal intellectuals are men of letters, the
specific intellectuals are experts, or researchers, bent
on deconstructing total power in their concrete do-
mains. Foucault himself can be considered as the model
of the specific intellectual. Firstly, he refused to define
himself as an intellectual: “The word intellectual seems
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strange to me. I have never met any intellectuals. [...]
On the other hand, I have met many people who‘ ta@k
about the intellectual”. The intellectual does not exist in
real life, there are only concrete intellectuals, for exam-
ple writers who write novels, musicians who compose,
professors who teach, or experts in economics. They
are the ones that Foucault calls specific intellectuals ©®.

Specific intellectuals call universality into question.
They do not live for the future, but for the present
time ©7. If they have inherited the historical tradition of
the universal intellectuals, it is in their critical faculties.
Yet, while universal intellectuals and specific intellectu-
als have in common the critique of power, the critique of
the specific intellectual differs strongly from that of the
former. To the specific intellectual, truth and power are
inseparable. Behind all power lies a language system
which supports and legitimates it. The intellectual, as
producer of knowledge and truth, is situated at the heart
of power .

The rebellion of the specific intellectuals against
power does not aim to achieve a global objective; the re-
bellion tends towards the destruction of all the prohibi-
tions concerning desire and individual development, in
order to allow each person to be able to freely create his
own life according to his wishes. Yet what individual
freedom achieves cannot transcend a concrete situa-
tion. It always needs to correspond to a system which is
free, equitable and fair. Men who desire freedom and set
out on the path to freedom must answer this question:
how is individual freedom possible? What social condi-
tions must we fulfil in order to achieve individual free-
dom? As Albert Camus rightly said, rebels must not only
know how to say no, they must also know how to say
yes, to the certain existence of universal justice. That is
the only form of rebellion which has value. But Foucault
is only ready to say no, and rejects the existence of a
universal value of public justice. In this way, he falls into
the same trap as nihilism: by denying the certainty of in-
dividual freedom, he denies himself.

Jirgen Habermas criticised Foucault thus: “Foucault
did not fully think through the difficulty, from a method-
ological point of view, of his position. He did not see that
his theory of power would meet a fate similar to that of
the humanities, rooted in the philosophy of the subject.
His theory strove to transcend these false sciences and
10 achieve a sterner objectivity. But it is precisely for
these reasons, and with even less recourse, that it fell
into the trap of a history of the present time. With his
€yes wide open, he saw himself being pushed towards a
relativist self-denial, and was unable to provide the least
€Xplanation concerning the normative foundations of
his language.” 9 The specific intellectuals, embodied by
Foucault, base themselves on the strength of specialisa-
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tions. They constitute a subversive potential in the op-
position to power and in the deconstruction of unjust
social orders. But these critiques do not in themselves
have any means of building a just society instead, and
even risk disintegrating public life. Moreover, by reject-
ing any objective of value, specific intellectuals lead to
the splitting up of individual resistances; resistances
which cancel each other out and have no way of com-
peting with the system of total power, thus losing the ef-
fectiveness of criticism.

From the specific to the universal

The commitment of the universal intellectual seems to
be more and more vain, and the specific intellectual has
no way of constructing a new form of commitment. Is
there an escape from this dead end? We maintain that, in
a post-modern society, inasmuch as we need a public
life, universal values remain essential. Opposition based
on specific domains can neither constitute a global
force, nor rebuild a public commitment. With the inten-
sive specialisation of knowledge, intellectuals whose
critique is based on universal values alone represent
only a futile force, which lacks effectiveness. Is it not
possible to escape from the dead end between the uni-
versal and the specific, and to construct an ideal type of
the public intellectual who from the specific attains the
universal? Basing myself on the theory of Pierre Bour-
dieu, I will try to outline an ideal type of the public in-
tellectual, who from the specific, reaches the universal.
In an article published in 1989, “The corporatism of the
universal: the role of the intellectuals in the modern
world”, Bourdieu deals in a detailed manner with the
possibilities for the intellectuals of the whole world of
reaching the universal from the specific, and of inter-
vening in the problems of society while protecting the
autonomy of their knowledge. This is precisely the cen-
tral question ®?,

Bourdieu asserts that the intellectual exists in a con-
tradictory manner or according to two dimensions: he is
both purity and commitment. A cultural producer who
wishes to become an intellectual must then fulfil two
conditions: “The intellectual is a two-dimensional indi-
vidual who exists and subsists as such if (and only if) he
is invested with a specific authority, conferred by an au-
tonomous intellectual world (which is to say independ-
ent from the religious, political, or economic powers)
whose specific laws he obeys, and if (and only if) he
commits this specific authority to political struggle. Far
from there being, as is usually believed, a contradiction
between the search for autonomy (which characterises
the art, science or literature which are called ‘pure’) and
the search for political effectiveness, it is by increasing
their autonomy (and thus, among other things, their
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freedom to criticise power) that intellectuals can in-
crease the effectiveness of a political action whose ends
and means find their principle in the specific logic of the
fields of cultural production” v,

As a public intellectual, it is first necessary to protect
the autonomy of knowledge, the basic condition for in-

zile Zola's famous indictment - “J’accuse”,
graving by Félix Vallotton

tervening in public life and making a political critique.
Why is autonomy essential? Bourdieu draws attention to
the following fact: in today’s university, the production
of knowledge, its dissemination and allocation are
tightly controlled by power and wealth. Capitalist bu-
reaucracy, to which education is merely a business to be
managed, demands from cultural producers that they
accept and integrate norms of efficiency, and makes
these norms the general criteria for evaluating intellec-
tual production. On the other hand, the university’s be-
longing to the state system, while it makes it possible for
cultural producers to be under the protection of the
state, and thus to avoid the direct pressure of the mar-
ket, increases the demands of normalisation, in particu-
lar through the many committees which control and dis-
tribute financing. Thus operates, “Jdanov’s Law”, “ac-
cording to which those most lacking in specific capital,
that is to say those who are the least eminent according
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to specifically scientific criteria, tend to call on external
powers to reinforce themselves and possibly to prevail,
in their scientific struggles” ®. This is why the intellec-
tuals’ struggle for autonomy is first of all a struggle
against certain institutions and their representatives, in
order to oppose the penetration of the ideological prin-
ciples of teaching the market, power and religion within
the disciplines. Particularly inside the University, the in-
tellectuals must know how to use the state to liberate
themselves from the state, must know how to obtain the
protection of the state, in order to continue to assert
their independence in the face of it. This necessitates es-
tablishing within the knowledge community the princi-
ples of a standardised dialogue, the principles of a pure
and radical competition between peers who have equal
chances. These principles are autonomous, and gov-
erned by the intellectuals themselves. They are not sub-
ject to any external principle of the market or of power,
or to non-scientific factors.

It is only by protecting the autonomy of knowledge
that the intellectuals can, on the basis of this autonomy,
intervene in public life. But inversely, only participation
on public life can ultimately make it possible to protect
the autonomy of knowledge.

The public sphere is a highly competitive field. If the
intellectuals do not commit themselves, if they are ex-
cluded from public debate, they will be replaced by a
multitude of journalists, technical bureaucrats, opinion
pollsters and marketing consultants who will confer on
themselves the authority of “intellectuals” and busy
themselves in the public sphere. The theory of the heal-
ing of the state by technical experts has already, in this
way, usurped the authority of the intellectuals. The pres-
ent period is characterised by, on the one hand, a lack of
participation by intellectuals, and on the other, by the
surfeit of intervention by technical experts. Now, while
technical experts and intellectuals all participate in pub-
lic life, there is a very clear difference between them.
While all of them have a specialist career profile, the
participation of the technical experts lacks a transcen-
dental perspective. Their assessment of public policies
is based only on a technical point of view, which meas-
ures the advantages and disadvantages of policies. De-
void of ethical consciousness, the experts reduce all
questions of ethical choice to a technical problem, and
consider political questions from a purely management
angle. The intervention of the intellectuals in the public
sphere obviously requires an ethical positioning, which
will allow them to go beyond the levels of reality or tech-
nique, and to use a posture of rational thought in order
to construct a critical opinion.

If the intellectuals place their specialised knowledge in
a wider social context, they can then explain its internal
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meaning and its values. And from there, open up to are-
flection on the problems of society. The authority of the
field of specialisation is transformed into authority in
the public domain. Within the public sphere, while all
are endowed with reason, and have an equal power and
opportunity to debate, the complexity of the forms of
knowledge which the problems have to do with necessi-
tate recourse to specialised authority — the opinion of
the authority is not determining, but it makes possible a
deeper understanding of the nature of the problems and
of the specialised information for the general public,
which makes it possible for them ultimately to make a
rational choice. While the specialist’s authority is far
from being alone in the debates, it remains highly im-
portant. Using specialised research or research of a rel-
atively specialised level as cognitive resources, and
using these resources as arguments to participate in
public debates, is precisely the specific mode of politi-
cal intervention which distinguishes the intellectuals
from the general public.

The intellectuals about whom Bourdieu speaks are in-
tellectuals who, taking their speciality as a point of de-
parture, move towards the public sphere, forming
among themselves a universal whole. This whole can be
more precisely described as a loose community, or in-
tellectual profession. According to Bourdieu, this com-
munity or profession, linked by a mutual international
network, can take the form of a circle of which the cen-
tre is everywhere. Inside it, everything is a centre, and
nothing is. Thus, thanks to this international network,
all the public intellectuals can discuss internal and in-
ternational public affairs, and bring symbolic support to
all forms of public intervention which are aimed at
good.

Why is it imperative for the intellectuals to form this
kind of community, and why could they not carry on a
solitary struggle? Because they are confronted with and
oppose a total power and a total market which, meshed
together, form a systemic network. The individual is to-
tally unable to compete with this power and this capital,
which form a totality. The intellectuals, despite their in-
ternal ideological divisions, are all confronted with the
mission of safeguarding the autonomy and the dignity of
knowledge. Because they share these specific interests,
they must form a community, and use a corporatist
mode to participate in politics, and intervene in public
life. This form of corporatism “is a corporatism suited to
the safeguarding of common interests which are fully
understood”, which must lead the collective battle of
the intellectuals in the public sphere, and fight for the
collective interests of this community®.

In the era of the specialisation of knowledge and of
post-modernity, in order to build their public commit-

ment, the intellectuals must start from the specific and
move towards the universal. The foundations of this new
form of commitment no longer lie in the universal lan-
guage of Zola or of Sartre, and are not limited to Fou-
cault’s specific domain. It is by starting from his domain
of specialisation, that the intellectual can reach a univer-
sal understanding concerning the interests of society and
overall meaning. According to this vision, the world is
not constructed by an illusory ideology, and is not frag-
mented by post-modernity and the technical experts.
Starting from various specific critical positions, it con-
verges towards the formation of a community, and con-
stitutes a network of speech without a centre. It is pre-
cisely this global network of knowledge which can con-
struct a complete meaning for this world, and represent
a third force outside power and capital, that is to say an
autonomous and expanding cultural field. It is the foun-
dation of the public commitment of the intellectuals.

In contemporary China, these public intellectuals,
who, from the specific, move towards the universal, are
not only a conceptual ideal type. They are in the process
of emerging. It is the public intellectuals in the era of
specialisation who, connecting university life with the
public sphere, endow their critique with a transcenden-
tal meaning. They are a new hope, after the death of the
traditional intellectuals. A new generation of intellectu-
als who, on the ruins of the language of totality, are mov-
ing towards a new life, like the phoenix reborn from its
ashes. @

Translated from the French original by Michael Black
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