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Abstract

Making use of a large quantity of materials in original sources, this thesis is an attempt to 

evaluate the significance of Li Shenzhi’s thinking in his later years in the context of current 

political and social transformation in China. The thesis examines in a systematic way the 

thinking of Li Shenzhi in his later years, with a focus on his outstanding contribution to the 

rise of liberalism in China in the 1990s.

This is one of the few studies applying the theoretical framework of totalitarianism for the 

analysis of the intellectual and political developments in contemporary China. It explores the 

reality of post-totalitarian regime in China as the social condition for the rise of liberalism 

and the restraints on intellectual and political developments in that country.

The term “Li Shenzhi Phenomenon” is coined in the thesis to describe and analyse the 

conversion of communists to liberals in their later years. Li Shenzhi is highly representative 

for a small group of old communists who made an intellectual and political lead through 

embracement of liberalism, adjusting and reorganizing their entire ideological and 

knowledge structure.

For better understanding of the “Li Shenzhi Phenomenon”, the thesis also traces the 

historical development of liberalism in China over the last century. From the historical 

perspective, we can see very clearly the significance of the efforts made by Li Shenzhi in his 

later years. Suppression of liberal democracy has plunged China into disasters so many times 

in the last century that we could definitely appreciate the wisdom for Li Shenzhi to advocate 

liberal democracy as the only viable future for China. As an arguably most outstanding 

liberal scholar in the 1990s, Li Shenzhi revived the liberal discourse in China and pointed out 

that the basic liberal values constituted the best intellectual resources to eliminate the 

Chinese absolutism and totalitarianism. It is believed that the “Li Shenzhi Phenomenon” in 

the period of post-totalitarianism in China will have great impacts on the transformation of 

the Chinese society.
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