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Abstract Compared with another founder of philosophical anthropology Max
Scheler, Plessner is desolated by Chinese academe. His works have not been
translated into Chinese systematically, and there are few articles about his life and
thoughts. The reasons for this are complicated, but the most important point of
these is that Plessner has paid most of his attention to the German problems.
However, Plessner’s thought, especially his critique of social radicalism, enlightens
us a lot. Plessner’s critique of modernity stimulates us to think about the
controversy which broke out between New Left-wingers and Liberalists in the late
20" century and to discern the common ground between the two parties:
Radicalism.
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In the preface to the English version of the Limits of Community, Andrew
Wallace reasonably claims that Plessner is unknown within the English context.
For, until today, there are few English versions of the writings of Plessner, much
less works that research and examine Plessner. But, the name Plessner is so
“alien” in the Chinese context that, with the exception of a few sporadic
references in research materials, his work has unfortunately received little if any
attention within Chinese academia.

This article does not aim to provide a full appraisal of Plessner’s thinking,
because this is not a task to which this foreign scholar has been assigned or is
equipped to undertake. Instead, this study will examine Plessner’s thought from
an intercultural perspective within the Chinese context, with the purpose of
paving the way for Plessner to enter the Chinese academic dialogue as rapidly
and comprehensively as possible.

To attain this goal, this discourse will flow from the following perspectives:
first, the author will synthesize and apply the most celebrated point of Plessner’s
theoretical system to the Chinese context—*"“the critique of social radicalism” and
attempt to construct a platform for accessing Plessner within the Chinese context;
second, the author will review the recent academic debate between the Neo-Left
and Liberalism that occurred in the Chinese context by drawing upon the analysis
of two Plessner-initiated communities (the Community of Love and the
Community of Standard) in the 20" century; third, the author will sketch an
analytical vision of the interactive relations between Plessner and Chinese
academia.

1 Plessner and the Chinese context

It’s difficult to identify the exact occasion that the name Plessner was introduced
into the Chinese context. For this reason, this article provides a brief historical
review of the acceptance of Plessner within the Chinese context using extant
supporting materials. After reviewing the translation status of works by Plessner,
it becomes apparent that there is only one work in Chinese, which is simply the
translation of a treatise by Plessner from his native language, namely
Selbstdarstellung (Self-introduction) (Plessner 1985, pp. 302-341). Professor
Zhang Shen of Central School of the Chinese Communist Party translated this
treatise and published it in the Philosophy Journal of Germany. Thereafter, the
treatise was included in the Critical Biography of Renowned German Ideologists,
translated chiefly by Zhang Shen. Since this Self-introduction provides a full
account of Plessner’s life and the evolution of his thinking, it should elicit great
interest from Chinese academics. However, this Chinese version of the
Self-introduction has unexpectedly received little attention from either the field
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of philosophical anthropology or social philosophy, while the predecessors of
Plessner, like Max Scheler, and his contemporaries, like Th. W. Adorno have
already garnered acceptance in Chinese academia.

Statistical reports suggest that since the emergence of the first Chinese version
of Scheler’s writings in 1989, nearly 12 translations of his various works became
available by the end of 2001, owing to the collaborative efforts of scholars on
mainland China and across the Strait. As such, the primary works of Scheler have
all entered the Chinese context, including The Status of Human Being in the
Universe, The Collected Works of Scheler: Status and Self-Value; Sentiment
Phenomenology; Order of Love;, The Future of Capitalism, Overthrow of the
Value; Death, Immortality, God; Christianity and the Community, The Problem
of Knowledge Sociology. Moreover, a comprehensive and systematic Collection
of Scheler (2 volumes) is also now available.

By contrast, a full Chinese version of all Plessner’s works is lacking and,
furthermore, works discussing Plessner are also negligibly few. The only essay
falling even remotely into the Chinese context and outlining the ideas of Plessner
comes from an overseas Chinese scholar Gao Xuanyang. In Chapter 6 of his
Introduction to Philosophical Anthropology, he probed the philosophical
anthropological ideas of Plessner focusing in particular on the developmental
process of Plessner’s thinking and the substantial content of perceptual
anthropology. Gao maintains that Plessner set about his exploration into the
perceptual basis of the essence of the human spirit from the angles of zoology
and phenomenology, thereby, laying the foundation of the theory of “Spiritual
Perceptionology,” with the following two features:

(1) Avoidance of the error of explaining the essence of human beings on purely
historical grounds;

(2) Avoidance of analyzing human cultural phenomena from purely the
external structure of Neo-Kantism that relies too heavily on structure and
formats. (Gao 1990, p. 162)

From this standpoint, Plessner set forth a kind of “Spiritual Perceptionology,”
which is a type of perceptual critique theory that stresses the general relativity of
the nature of perception and scrutinizes the assumption that global human
identity and personality may be identified and known.

Gao’s essay is brief but significant in that it uniquely deals with Plessner. To
further demonstrate the lack of extant literature on Plessner in the Chinese
context, Scheler again serves as an excellent example. Scheler in the Chinese
context can be divided into the following: first, general and abbreviated remarks
and introductions of Scheler’s doctrine; second, comparative examination
between Scheler and other ideologists; third, scrutiny into fundamental points of
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Scheler. In addition to some monographs (for example, a scholar from Taiwan
has published a work entitled Max Scheler), there exist other excellent essays and
treatises about Scheler. In a word, Scheler remains firmly entrenched in the
Chinese context. Yet, as far as the study of Plessner is concerned, the amount of
attention he has received seems strangely incompatible with his acknowledged
status.

Another point that merits attention is that in order for a foreign thinker to
receive systematic attention, research materials are essential to building
background information. Max Scheler is again a noteworthy example of this
phenomenon, as are the monographs The Mainstream of Contemporary
Philosophy by Wolfgang Stegmueller and The Motion of Phenomenology by
Spiegelberg. The most important treatises regarding Scheler’s ideology are
published in an issue of Western and Eastern Cultures Review, edited by Liu
Xiaofeng, and include On Nonexistence and Existence of Scheler by S. Frings
and Essays by Simme, Husserl and Scheler by E. Przywara. Another example of
systematic research into Scheler’s interactive body theory entitled The Interactive
Body Theory and the Common Subjects on Others and Ego is published on
existing social problems in Volume 1 of the Collected Works of A. Schuetz. All
the aformentioned materials have provided crucial assistance in gaining a more
complete understanding of Scheler’s phenomenological sociology theory within
the Chinese context.

Unlike the case of Scheler, a survey of works conducted by the author reveals
that there is currently only one Chinese translation that mentions Plessner and
concerns historical coincidences of existing modes of human beings, as written
by Dr. Joachim Fischer of the Sociology Department of Dresden University of
Germany. This essay was presented to an international seminar held in Beijing in
2001 (Fischer 2002). In this article, a comparison between three modes of human
existence as summarized by Helmuth Plessner, Karl Mannheim and Robert Musil
is raised, with the conclusion that given their presence in Germany between the
two world wars and given the three modes’ utility in establishing a unique
infrastructure of discourse, their work provides us with ample information on the
issue of modernity. The author concludes that this is the first and only academic
thesis specializing in the study of Plessner that has been translated into Chinese.

It’s difficult to shed light on why Plessner has been excluded from the Chinese
context. The academic inclinations and bent of some Chinese scholars combined
with the ideological body of Plessner’s work may be a reason. However, in the
author’s opinion, Plessner’s reserved attitude and position in Germany and the
heavy absorption of German ideological history in his works may also account
for his unpopularity in the Chinese context.
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2 Plessner’s critique on Communitarism

The reasons behind Plessner’s relative exclusion from the Chinese context are
most likely connected with the fact that he devoted most of his endeavors to the
study of historical problems in Germany. However, the author contends that this
should be the very motivation driving Chinese scholars to investigate Plessner,
due to the many similarities between China and Germany, including the question
of a roadmap for an underdeveloped country in pursuit of modernity; the means
by which to understand and to overcome the problems of political absolutism and
dictatorship, and the dilemma of the establishment of the nation-state (Cao
2002).

The author intends to conduct an in-depth analysis of the spiritual structure of
Germany, the so-called “Retarded Nation.” This reference stems from Plessner’s
exile at Groningen University in the Netherlands, during which he gave a series
of presentations exploring the historical origin of fascism in Germany, which
later comprised a book entitled The Retarded Nation: On the Political Seduction
of the Bourgeois Spirit.

Plessner directed his exploration towards two separate developmental
processes. One of these was foundation of a united nation of Germany during
Europe’s period of enlightenment. However, a truly unified Germany nation was
never fully established and the country created remained fragile. The emergence
of industrial capitalism has contributed to diverse clashes and crises, as well as
the imposition of high social pressures that have deteriorated the developmental
process. A second process is characterized by unattainable secularization.
Plessner argued that this process takes its root in German people’s powerful and
firmly rooted belief in Protestantism, which has had a decisive impact on the
political culture and political routines of Germany.

Plessner believed that deep within the great German philosophical tradition
(from Herder to Nieztsche), there existed some connection with Germany’s
fascist movement. Certainly, Plessner’s views were visionary, exceeding the
standard of his age and thus eliciting disputation. As of today, people have
shifted their attention to Heidegger’s involvement in Nazism and in the English
context this theme has attracted wide attention from the entire philosophical
field, with scholars discussing the critique of Carl Schmitt on Political
Liberalism.

In addition to the aforementioned trends, the author intends to focus analysis
on a critique of social radicalism. Following Plessner’s delving into the issue of
modernity within the framework of political ideological history in The Retarded
Nation, he then shifted his focus to shed light on the issue of society. In other
words, The Retarded Nation can be taken as a kind of critique against political
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radicalism, while the Limits of Community can be understood as an analysis of
the late-maturation of the social construction of Germany.

According to this interpretation, radicalism is both a kind of faith and a
conviction, or more precisely a means. It is conceived by radicals as faith, such
that genuine kindness and grandeur can only be found in its very origin. When
regarded as a conviction, radicalism emphasizes redemption and as a means it
allows for a drastic attack against traditional values. In short, the philosophical
infrastructure of radicalism is a form of theological dualism with its origins in
Protestantism and Descartes’ spiritual dualism.

As far as the backbone of social framework is concerned, the radicals receive
more noteworthy profiles:

Therefore, the theme of social radicals are free of constraint, envisage a
boundless outlook, overflow with innate enthusiasm and passion and constitute
great empathy for the divine and secular world that surges in the bottom of the
heart. By nature, it is impetuous, and it is the typical world outlook of those
from the lower classes (defined from the perspective of sociology) and
teenagers (Plessner 1998. p. 14).

As demonstrated above, one of the celebrated features of Plessner’s mode of
thought was his constant concern with reality. All through the course of his
critique against social radicalism, Plessner never broke away from the context of
Germany. From Plessner’s perspective, the prominent reflections of social
radicalism in Germany during the 20" century are expressionism in art,
communism in society and anarchism in politics. One common feature of these
ultra left-wing or ultra right-wing trends of thought is replacement of society by
community in the name of social critique, followed by intrusion into the space of
consciousness and sub-consciousness of humans.

In this manner, the real intention of Plessner is clearly not to deny the value of
community, but rather to oppose the extreme conviction of community, meaning
that community is the exclusive legitimate format of human social existence. By
criticizing this conviction of community, Plessner attempted to safeguard modern
society, the private lives of individuals and personal infrastructure, which fully
convey Plessner’s concept of modernity. In other words, by re-interpreting the
relations between “the public” and “the private,” Plessner constructed his own
particular notion of liberal modernity.

In light of this concept of liberal modernity, society and public domain are
inseparably tied. Within the public domain, all unidentified individuals pursue
their interests but do not necessarily abide by the rules, rendering mutual
influence. Indifference to others and mutual impact are essential concepts. On the
other hand, oppression of and neglect of the sentiments and emotions of people
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are also common. This is the outcome of abiding by rules, taking part in games,
and devoting oneself to the ceremonies and rites with definite purposes, while
concealing sentiments. Indifference and alienation predominate, as well as cheap
charity. Provided that society consists of oppression, it also consists of playing
games within social intercourse. Most importantly, Plessner returned to the theme
of discrimination between restricted activities and non-restricted activities. The
latter goes hand-in-hand with the development of public domain, with
industrialization, mechanization and technology constituting civilization, while
the former is closely linked to a sense of community (Gesinnung) (S. Andrew
Wallace’s Forword for the English translation of the Grenzen der
Gemeinschaft).

In practice, Plessner is not the only one who initiates critique and construction
of modernity by drawing upon the categories of public and private. Instead, there
is a lengthy tradition of doing so in Western thought, with all of the ideological
branches of this tradition providing representatives. If Plessner is recognized as a
representative of Liberalism, then Arendt is the representative of Republicismand
Habermas of Critical Theory. As a representative of Liberalism, Plessner’s
concept rests upon the priority of private over public and the decisive
significance of or positive function of private domain in modern social
infrastructure development.

3 Neo-Left vs. Liberalism in China

When the political discourse of modernity is combined with Plessner’s social
discourse, it is possible to determine the potential acceptance of Plessner within
the Chinese context. As far as political discourse is concerned, as a country with
lengthy traditions, one urgent task for China rests in the mission of
modernization. On the one hand, modern values and preferences relate to
economic and technological determinism. Attention paid to the construction of
the nation-state remains inadequate. On the other hand, while the religious
traditions common to most Western countries are absent in China, it also does not
fit the criteria of a modern secular society as formulated by the Western world.
Accomplishment of secularization, while avoiding the debasement of society, is
yet another challenge. Examined from these various facets, Plessner’s critique
and analysis of German modernization along with his political discourse on
modernity is instructive and may serve as a basis for further inquiry.

Compared with his political discourse, Plessner’s social discourse is to a
greater extent confined to the micro-cosmos. For example, Plessner’s critique on
social radicalism can also be applied in the Chinese context. In the next
paragraphs, the author will examine in detail the historical significance of
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Plessner’s critique on social radicalism to China, by drawing upon an academic
dispute that occurred recently in Chinese academia between the Neo-Left and
Liberalism.

The historian Eric Hobsbawm use of the noun “extremity” to describe the 20"
century is indeed appropriate. The past century has in fact been an age filled with
extremes, with different radical thought trends surging one after another and
ranging from political to cultural ones. As far as China in 20" century is
concerned, radicalism dominates. Its large scale dispute that broke out at the end
of the 20" century demonstrates the deep foundation and the wide acceptance of
radicalism in China.

In contrast with previous academic disputes, this conflict arose essentially on
the academic level without any involvement of political motives. To better
understand this dispute, it is instructive to begin with a brief introduction to the
two camps and the varying viewpoints that characterize the Neo-Left and
Liberalism.

In terms of academic background, the Neo-Left can be sub-grouped into three
branches. The first category stands against the academic background of arts,
especially literary criticism, which relies more on the critical theory of the
Frankfurter School, Leftism in the West, as well as literary theories of
post-modernism. The second branch is nurtured by leftist economists who derive
their viewpoints from the leftist “dependent development” economics theory of
the West and concepts of cultural revolution. The third branch is composed by
nationalists that posit themselves against the West and they draw their
foundations from post-colonialism and orientalism.

Generally speaking, the average age of the Neo-Left ranges between 30 and 40.
Most of the members are employed by universities and various academic
research institutions with an overseas education background. By the end of the
1990s, they increased the frequency of their ability to voice their viewpoints
from institutions within China, influencing the arts and social discipline
departments of some universities. Representatives of this party include Wang Hui,
Wang Binbin, Han Yuhai, and its core academic periodicals include Reading,
Horizons, etc.

The core ideas of the Neo-Left can be summed up as a thorough critique of
and firm rebellion against Liberalism. Wang Binbin maintains that Liberalism is
closely connected with Totalitarianism, “under certain historical circumstances,
Liberalism is apt to uphold dictatorship and to support autocracy, even to become
the tool and henchman of dictators and autocrats.” Both in the West and the East,
there have been such cases of “Liberals” engaging in such activities. For example,
self-claimed Liberals expressed their loyalty to Mussolini during the Second
World War in Italy; with similar situations faced by Hu Shi and Zhou Zuoren in
China. At the same time, Liberals draw support from legislation, social order and
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gradual progress to resist against revolution. According to Wang Yuhai, the
reasons to reject Liberalism stem from the fact that it, in the name of
non-interference with economic activities, safeguards the rights of groups with
political power and benefits these powerful forces by sacrificing public will and
democracy. As a result, Liberalism must answer for market monopolization,
absence of democracy, restrictions to human rights, autocracy of the few,
corruption of rights and the abuse of capital.

Comparatively speaking, Wang Hui is more moderate and reserved when
issuing his viewpoints. He proposes to criticize and deconstruct “debased
Liberalism,” drawing support from Western Marxism and a series of “post
theories.” Yet, after probing the evolution of China over the last 20 years, he
concludes that the enlightening discourse of Liberalism is an abstract or
subjective concept that originates from a universal standpoint based on the deep
conviction that the means to modernization is rooted in Western style. For this
reason, Liberalism’s musings on Modernism (with the manifestation of criticism
and rejection of the capital) and globalization (with the manifestation of
confronting the enigma of China) are unconvincing. Consequently, the top
priority for China should be to exceed the stereotyped thinking of social science
and to re-establish the theoretical foundation backed up by Western Marxism and
the “post theories” to realize the innovation of theory and the social system.

Given a broad overview of their academic background, Liberals can be divided
into three branches. The first branch takes political practice and experience as
their origin of thought, such as Li Shenzhi. The second branch includes mainly
those scholars specializing in political philosophy and historical philosophy
fields, and they absorb their academic nutrition from Western -classical
Liberalism theory, such as Xu Youyu, Wang Yan and Lei Yi. The third branch
covers those economists who take the theory of liberal economics as their source
of thought, such as Wang Dingding, Deng Zhenglai, etc. Most of the Liberals
come from universities and academic institutions and the Public Discussion
Series and Public Translation Series are important battlefields for their academic
polemics.

For the most part, Liberals in China maintain that as a mainstream ideology in
the Western society, Liberalism plays an important role in modern societal
development. First, fundamental concepts of modern society, like freedom,
equality, philanthropy, democracy, legislation, science, as well as the duality
between state and society, public and private, planned and market are related to
Liberalism. Second, modern social, political and economic systems also originate
from Liberalism. The recognition of individual property rights and legislative
system protecting individual property rights and the market system of free
exchange based on the observance of established regulations constitutes an
approach characterized by rights restriction and orientation. Liberals are
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attempting to safeguard all of these principles. Third, the existing status of the
public domain and livelihood, whether in capitalist or capitalism-influenced
countries globally, stems from choices made by the modern public. It is
impossible to achieve a full understanding of modern life when ignoring the
interactions between Liberalism and real life activities.

Overall, Liberals have suffered an arduous fate in China. In the 1930s and
1940s, Western-origin Liberalism became prevalent among Chinese intellectuals.
Faced with the dichotomy between the Chinese Nationalist Party and the Chinese
Communist Party (CCP), the United States pinned its hopes on Liberals in China
and regarded them as explorers of the “Third Way.” However, after a long-term
and desperate political struggle between the two parties followed by the rise to
power of the CCP, Liberalism suffered complete elimination. Isolation from
outside information in the decades that followed and the ideological control
exerted by the CCP has made Liberalism an alien and despised concept for most
people.

This historical background has served as a foundation for Liberals to criticize
the Neo-Left. The dispute between the Neo-Leftists and Liberalism is ongoing
and ranges from their inherent differences and contradictions to their discordant
understanding of politics, economy, culture and convictions. Limited by the
length and theme of this article, the author is unable to provide a comprehensive
examination in this forum and instead summarizes this argument as follows: one
fundamental difference between Neo-Leftists and Liberals is that they maintain
different opinions as to the reasons that underlie corruption. Liberals maintain
that the decayed monopolistic power system is the deepest root of corruption in
the bureaucratic system of China. As a result, they place their emphasis on the
supervision of and balance between individual freedoms and government power.
But the Neo-Left maintains that the problems China now faces stem from the
inherent maladies and evils of capitalism derived from foreign countries. During
the process of capital and market globalization, China has been admitted into the
worldwide capitalist system and is subject to the same pitfalls and dilemmas
faced by all countries integrated into this system. Remedies to concerns faced by
China may also serve as solutions to the increasingly globalized concerns of
capitalism. Faced with this argument, Liberals claim that these remedies target
trivial issues, while neglecting critical issues and leading to confusion within the
public at large. According to this argument, corruption problems faced in China
today are brought about by the abuse of power by those who exchange their
power and rights for benefits derived from breaking regulations and violating
laws and have little if anything to do with the capitalism market globalization.
On the contrary, a system of power balancing and an improved legislative system
are touted as effective means to put an end to corruption.

Having detailed the focal points in the dispute between the Neo-Left and
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Liberals, the two qualify as social radicalism as according to Plessner’s definition
for the following reasons: First, both Neo-Left and Liberalism maintain an
ideological dualism that comprises “convention” and “modernity,” “China” and
“West” and “society” and “state.” Their theoretical structures are constructed in
line with this dualism. More specifically, both Neo-Left and Liberalism aim at
exploring a solution strategy for social transformation in China and launching the
transformation to Chinese society. But in terms of specifics, Liberals maintain
that the origin of social dilemma is the conventional political power structure and
can only be remedied by drawing support from Western modern democratic
politics; while the Neo-Left insists that China’s social dilemma is largely caused
by Western capitalism. For this reason, classical ideas in China and critical
thinking about capitalism in Western world must be utilized to transcend this
dilemma.

4 Summation

The above provides an initial examination of Plessner’s thinking, specifically his
social radicalism critique, from the perspective of otherness and its applicability
within the Chinese context. Due to the author’s own limitations in grasping
Plessner’s thought and the complexity of China’s situation, this critique is far
from a complete analysis and application of Plessner’s thought.

Despite these limitations, the author fully advocates the acceptance and
application of Plessner within the Chinese context. With the purpose of
popularizing Plessner among Chinese academia, the author and his colleagues
are initiating a series of research programs, including the translation and
publication of The Collected Works of Plessner in several volumes. Additionally,
a number of institutions in China have expressed their interest in the Plessner’s
thought and will be issuing special issues on Plessner. The author sincerely hopes
that in the near future, an international academic forum on Plessner may be held
in China encouraging outstanding Chinese scholars to apply their unique
understanding to Plessner’s thought.
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