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Introduction 

Intellectuals and their Publics:  
Perspectives from the S ocial S ciences

C hristian Fleck, A ndreas H ess and E . S tina L yon

Reflecting and commenting on their professional calling are two activities 
intellectuals do regularly – and often they do so with passion. E ver since the term 
‘intellectual’ became defined in more specific terms at the turn of the last century 
during the D reyfus A ffair,� intellectuals have been engaged in debates in which 
they have tried to position themselves sociologically, politically and culturally. A  
newly defined modern public has become the space where intellectuals try out their 
ideas or where they battle out their differences against real and imaginary rivals 
– sometimes even to the extent of trying to exclude competitors from the agora. 

O ver the years, new groups of intellectuals have entered the public arena while 
older ones have disappeared. N ew social differentiations have developed and with 
the help of new conceptual tools intellectuals have tried to make sense of the 
changes. Just a look reveals that the twenty-first-century intellectual is very different 
in his or her aspirations and functioning role when compared to the type that more 
than a hundred years ago was emerging. T oday there exist considerably more 
agendas and competing views in terms of what defines intellectual life and what 
intellectuals should or should not do. T he latest but certainly not the last invention 
in a series of such self-creations is that of the so-called ‘public intellectual’. (For 
a working definition and role description of the public intellectual and the role 
public sociology should play, see B urawoy, 2005).

�  The Dreyfus Affair (1898–1904) was named after the French officer Dreyfus, who 
had wrongly been accused by the authorities of spying for the Germans. T he novelist E mile 
Zola was so outraged by the deeply flawed investigation and the miscarriage of justice that 
he decided to publish an open letter, ‘J’accuse’, subsequently signed by 1200 supporters, 
most of them writers, scholars and teachers. E ver since Georges C lemenceau called this 
manifestation ‘a protest of intellectuals’, the term stuck (C ollini, 2006, 20f.). H owever, it 
would be wrong to suggest that intellectuals did not exist before the term ‘intellectuals’ was 
coined. T he cases of A lexis de T ocqueville and Gustave de B eaumont, also discussed in this 
volume, clearly reveal that intellectuals existed a long time before the concept and modern 
notion and usage of the term became more widespread at the beginning of the last century 
(for a discussion of this aspect, see C ollini, 2006, 17ff., and, more detailed, C harle, 1996). 
In La marche des idées (2003) François D osse has reminded all participants in this debate 
that one has to distinguish between the history of intellectuals and intellectual history; the 
two can overlap, but they are hardly the same.
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T he aim of this volume on intellectual engagement in the public sphere is 
threefold. First, we try to identify some of the major issues intellectuals have tried 
to address and come to terms with, such as the changing public sphere, women 
intellectuals and just causes. S econd, we look at particular complex social and 
political configurations in which intellectuals situated themselves, taking on 
positions or defending values, with all the contradictions, dilemmas and risks 
that engagement entails. Finally, we will study some particular cases, names and 
academic programmes in order to deepen our understanding of what intellectual 
engagement meant in the past and what it means today. T he editors take this 
Introduction as an opportunity to establish a few parameters and to introduce 
some ideas that will help the reader to gain a better overall sense of the arguments 
presented in this volume. We would also like to draw the reader’s attention to 
Howard Davis’s reflections in the Conclusion to this volume, which together with 
the Introduction provide a frame for the investigations collected here.

L ooking back at how intellectuals came into existence as a particular social 
group, the classic intellectual who entered centre stage towards the end of the 
nineteenth century is the first type that comes to mind. Being almost always male, 
he made his mark by usually addressing a single, undivided and usually well-
educated audience – in other words, a relatively small portion of the population. 
T he early type of intellectual came in two forms: as a university professor and 
as a professional writer. T he prestige of a university professor was usually high 
enough to suppress any objections with regards to the authority of their public 
utterances. B ertolt B recht once called this das große Einverständnis. T his ‘great 
consensus’ between university-based intellectuals and the powers that be was a 
very solid one, in the sense that the public engagement of intellectuals was firmly 
located within the boundaries of the dominant discourse. Pronouncements of a 
radical, oppositional nature remained the exception. Many of the debates were, 
so to speak, about the pace of social improvement, not about the general direction 
society should take or about suggesting radical societal alternatives. B efore the 
labour movement won access to decision-making institutions – in the first instance 
by democratically increasing their vote and by enlarging their representation in 
parliament – those few intellectuals who showed solidarity with the early labour 
movement and the emerging organized left could easily be neglected, marginalized 
or simply ignored by the majority of the educated public. T he prime example of 
such reaction – or better, non-reaction – has to be K arl Marx, who during his own 
lifetime never experienced any wider recognition (if we disregard for a second 
that nucleus of followers and comrades who took his words as gospel). It would 
take a long time, actually the ‘massification’ and institutionalization of the labour 
movement, best expressed and symbolized in the rise of workers’ parties, either of 
the socialist or the social democratic type, before Marx’s intellectual contribution 
could be fully acknowledged. 

The second classic group of intellectuals, already briefly mentioned above, 
consisted of writers. Quite a few of these men of letters could actually make a 
living from their art or were subsidized in one way or another and were thus in 



Intellectuals and their Publics: Perspectives from the Social Sciences �

a position to ignore expectations of the public at large. H owever, while this type 
of the writer-intellectual deviated more from the overall societal consensus than 
the first type of the university-based intellectual, most of their transgressing was 
confined to artistic questions and did not deal specifically with social problems. 
T he great realistic novels of B alzac, Zola and D ickens and the naturalistic plays 
of H auptmann and Ibsen portrayed social misery; seldom did their authors speak 
out in favour of a completely different societal model. B oth types have been 
contemplators, whereas an emerging third type was more active as spokesmen of 
nations, nations to be, social movements and causes.

U ntil the period leading up to the First World War, most of the intellectual 
debates were closely related to particular social forces and their causes, such as 
the various nationalisms and political projects of self-determination, imperialist 
and Western ideas of civilization, the battle between religious beliefs and the 
emerging secularized state, and addressed such important democratic questions as 
the inclusion of women and workers. Fundamental opposing contributions from 
intellectuals gaining wider public recognition emerged only after the communist 
movement had gained power in R ussia and with the newly established S oviet regime 
now trying to connect with and influence the worldwide network of devotees – not 
a few of them ‘intellectual workers’ defending obediently the party line. 

B etween 1917 and 1989, many of the debates among intellectuals were indeed 
debates about the pros and cons of communism. T his unintentionally brought the 
social democratic left into accord with Western democracy, in some countries 
arguably quicker than in others. H alfway through this era, in the 1950s, just as 
D aniel B ell announced the End of Ideology, a new ideology-driven movement 
entered the stage: neo-Marxism and the students and youth movements with their 
new idols, Che Guevara, Hồ Chí Minh and Mao Zedong. Interestingly, these 
leaders were very much seen as practical intellectuals by their admirers� – even 
if their own martyr death (as in the case of C he Guevara, Patrice L umumba or 
Amilcar Cabral) and the sacrifice of entire parts of the population (as in the case 
of C hina’s Mao or K ampuchea’s Pol Pot) were the net results. T he tragic irony 
was that some of the radicalized intellectuals actually tried to copy their idols, re-
enacting or re-creating in their own Western society what their idols had practised 
under T hird World conditions. Fortunately, the majority populations of Western 
countries resisted following the example of such self-proclaimed revolutionary 
avant-gardes or simply decided to ignore their occasionally bizarre-sounding 
battle cries.� 

� T  hose people were admired not only by student activists but by well-established 
social scientists, too. For example, K arl W. D eutsch, John R . Platt and D ieter S enghaas 
(1986) celebrated L enin’s theory of revolution and his conceptualization of the one-party 
state together with Mao Zedong’s peasant and guerrilla organization as examples of major 
social science breakthroughs.

�  In this respect, the founding of guerrilla groups in Western countries was maybe 
not so different or so far away when compared to the present day’s suicide bombers – 
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T he audience of classical intellectuals consisted of educated people, and at the 
turn of the last century this still meant a relatively small portion of the population. 
H owever, due to modernization this audience grew steadily. Mass education and an 
increasing professionalization of occupations produced more and better-educated 
receivers for intellectual messages; they also contributed to a process that can best 
be described as a further differentiation in terms of available expectations. T his has 
also created a wider range of critical voices for public intellectuals to engage with. 
B esides the enlargement of the audience and the developing of a wider spectrum 
of expectations, the expansion of the education system also offered would-be 
intellectuals without private means security and a stable income. U ntil then the 
normative term ‘intellectual’ stood mainly for alternative interpretations; now it 
became a descriptive term and signifier for all those professions that developed, 
manipulated and disseminated knowledge. Echoing older classifications, but partly 
also in an attempt to re-conceptualize and re-brand some old-fashioned and outdated 
Marxism, the new kind of intellectual now became known as the ‘knowledge 
worker’, encompassing both normative-emancipatory and descriptive dimensions. 

In what may be described as a cunning moment or a twist of reason, the 
N ew L eft may have unwillingly contributed to the new development in which 
the old world of bourgeois reasoning became increasingly democratized, shaping 
intellectuals and their products and perceptions profoundly in the process. T hose 
intellectuals or would-be intellectuals who entered the formal system of higher 
education as professors or instructors were exposed to new, often competing role 
expectations. H owever, it was only after the S econd World War and as a result 
of decolonization that developing countries began to follow the Western trend in 
higher education by introducing educational policies, often by means of special 
incentives such as scholarships, bursaries and writers-in-residence schemes, which 
made entry into higher education possible for future intellectuals. U ntil then the 
elites of the decolonized world (including most intellectuals) had mainly received 
their education at universities in the developed world.

D ue to the changes described above, the majority of modern intellectuals 
across the Western world and in most (but not all) of the developing countries 
have for some time now encountered and experienced some kind of counter-
pressure. It is probably fair to say that expectations of the public at large are 
no longer fully congruent, neither with the life and logic of academia nor with 
the rules that determine the success of the professional writer. T o paraphrase 
N iklas L uhmann, while the medium of scholarship is looking for the truth or a 
scientific explanation, or in the case of the writer, aiming at a ‘true’ (but somehow 
unachievable) description of reality, the medium and means of appreciation of the 
public is applause – the dilemma, of course, being that one rarely gets applause for 
understanding, telling or revealing ‘the truth’. O bviously, seeking truth(s) demands 

the only difference being perhaps their different ideological backgrounds. A gain, a small 
minority group wants to ‘liberate’ the majority population from its ‘moral downfall’ and its 
‘complicity’ with the powers that be.
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a completely different set of attitudes and practices, and aiming for widespread 
public acknowledgment is not one of them (although fame can occasionally be a 
by-product of good research or scholarship). O ne way of evading such apparent 
contradictions is, of course, to concentrate one’s energy and motivation and apply 
them to one field only. In other words, seeking refuge in specialization becomes 
a realistic option. T he price, however, is the retreat of the scholar and researcher 
from engaging with the larger public sphere.

T he engagement of the old-type intellectual rested on three pillars: ideology, 
an orientation towards the public at large, and the need for subsidies. E ach of 
these pillars began to deteriorate and to crumble during the course of the twentieth 
century. Ideologies lost their appeal, mass culture diversified the public and 
created a larger spectrum of voices; finally, the economic base for independent 
middle-class existences disappeared during recurrent economic crises. H owever, 
the new haven for intellectuals, the world of higher education into which even 
the majority of professional writers now escapes from time to time (or sometimes 
even permanently) experienced fundamental changes too. D ifferentiations took 
place inside all levels of universities, research and scholarship – no stone remained 
unturned, no department unchanged.� A s a result, scholars and researchers are now 
confronted with an increased level of complexity in terms of both defining and 
finding their role vis-à-vis the public and in terms of what is expected of them 
as full-time university employees. In the first quarter of the twentieth century, 
university professors could still remain in their proverbial ivory tower, ignoring 
demands from the outside world or speaking out only if they felt that it was the 
right moment to do so. If a professor actually spoke to the larger audience beyond 
the classroom, he could be sure that his authority was never challenged. A t a later 
stage, however, changes in the organization of the scholarly environment forced 
professors to transgress the boundaries of their professional world when making 
public announcements; now, they would often find themselves in the position of 
having to legitimize their status and their views. A s a result, particularly the more 
scientific-oriented disciplines developed specific patterns of dealing with non-
academic audiences�. 

T he most common relationship with the outside world was and still remains the 
surveillance and major funding authority, in E urope usually located in ministries 
or other parts of the state apparatus. In countries with a larger share of private 
universities, the surveillance authority is usually exhibited by boards of overseers, 
trustees and so on. O riginally, the state provided all the means university professors 
needed, but step by step, other actors entered the field. Funding bodies such as 
philanthropic foundations offered additional means for research. S ince modern 
research consists mainly of team efforts – the idea of the lone scholar is not dead 
yet, but is an outgoing model at least in terms of big funding schemes – the new 
spenders become even more influential because team effort also means requesting 

� O  nly the German Lehrkanzel survived.
�  Stephen Hawking would be a representative figure in this respect.
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and receiving more money. Funding team projects means that contracts have to 
be carefully negotiated and rules and regulations have to be followed. T his in turn 
means interacting and liaising regularly with people outside the traditional realm 
of scholarly work. Whereas state or supra-national funding bodies define the wider 
research agendas while leaving space for individual or group researchers in that 
they do not set or define all aspects of the research, most of the new funding bodies 
give money only to well-defined endeavours that are usually to be completed 
within clearly specified periods. The drift is clear: team effort, outside funding, big 
science – goals which all reinforce each other and lead not only to a different kind 
of research but also to a different kind of engagement. A  discipline or a particular 
department can indeed look very different if their leading members are successful 
in securing such funds. A  further effect of this increase in funding opportunities is 
not only that scholars of one discipline are in competition with each other, but also 
that there is now also increased competition between neighbouring disciplines, 
with all the various consequences this entails, such as new role expectations but 
also new disciplinary hierarchies, envy or misunderstood pride.

N ew relations between academia and the business world emerged when 
scientific disciplines either teamed up with or even established themselves 
as enterprises mainly for the purpose of soliciting patents and/or exploiting 
intellectual copyrights. S ome of these new enterprises were more successful 
than others, but the important thing to bear in mind in this context is that these 
new kinds of relationships also impacted on and shaped the functioning of the 
intellectual process and the disciplines involved. N ew campus enterprises expect 
that contractually bound research results or products remain their sole property. 
R arely is the public at large aware of those products, although the former helps 
to fund the latter indirectly through taxpayers’ money. T he outcome is obvious. 
We are dealing here with the private appropriation of (partly) publicly funded 
knowledge. A s if that was not problematic enough, very often researchers who 
are subcontracted as partners are also prohibited from disseminating or sharing 
their knowledge and their findings with colleagues and the wider scientific 
community. What stands out here are the influence and power that one sphere 
(the privately funded enterprise) exercises and holds over and against another (the 
publicly funded higher education sector and its intellectual workforce). T he state 
or the government that often functions as a mediator or facilitator complicates 
matters, but does not take away from the fact that this is basically a deeply uneven 
relationship in which the private enterprise sets the agenda, controls the process 
and determines what to do with the final product, while the intellectual workforce, 
albeit at times without enthusiasm, follows and executes the enterprise’s will. In 
terms of seeing those researchers ever engaging critically in the public sphere, the 
chances seem minimal. Almost by definition, they have become more interested 
in the sales of their intellectual products than in a genuine public discussion or 
the distribution of knowledge. S ome may be highly visible in the media, but they 
appear to approach the larger audience in a purely instrumental way, to raise their 
own prestige and to attract more research funds from public authorities.
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T he social sciences and those scholars and researchers who still see themselves 
as intellectuals are in a particularly complicated position vis-à-vis potential 
‘customers’ or ‘clients’ because their ability to feed the wider public’s curiosity has, 
as a result of the changes outlined above, become somehow limited. In the eyes of 
the public, the social sciences are further undermined by the very fact that they lack 
an overall consensus. S ocial sciences and sociology in particular are fragmented 
enterprises, divided into rivalling schools and approaches. Furthermore, simplifying 
things is certainly not an attitude that one can encounter when sociologists meet in 
public. E ven worse, those sociologists who regularly contribute to public debates 
often suffer a decline in terms of their scholarly reputation.�

B e all this as it may, and even with all restrictions, ifs and buts, there are 
still intellectuals who engage in the public sphere. A  brief analysis of the various 
shades and engagements of the public intellectual might help us to understand the 
complexities involved.� T he role of the modern intellectual usually encompasses a 
set of different roles. E ach role segment offers, so to speak, some ‘rewards’, but it 
also involves some difficulties. The most uncontroversial role is that of the expert. 
The expert interacts primarily with a set of well-defined players, either from the 
private or the public sector, or with the media as a commentator on a specific range 
of issues related to the expertise in question. Major entrepreneurs as well as the 
media have a strong interest in securing the reputation of the expert because expert 
knowledge means first and foremost generating or securing authority through 
credibility. C ounsellors and consultants are special cases of this category of experts. 
T heir activity and advice are usually hidden from the wider audience. T hey are in a 
way more privatized versions of experts, because they counsel clients exclusively. 
A s a rule, both types of experts provide recommendations towards public policies 
and avoid what intellectuals regularly do, namely criticizing a given social, political 
or even cultural condition. As long as experts are giving advice in one policy field 
only, they can secure their public and scholarly reputation much better than those 
generalists who critically comment on broader societal conditions. 

Experts who leave their narrowly defined fields of competence and offer 
comprehensive or holistic solutions encounter much stronger responses from other 
experts, from politicians connected with opposition parties, and the media. T he 
broader an expert’s portfolio, the more visible he or she becomes. Professor X 
is then not only the expert for the reform of the higher education system, but a 
panellist at the A nnual Meeting of an A cademy of Fine A rts, regularly writes op-
ed commentaries in a widely circulated newspaper, shows up on talk shows, can 
be persuaded by a publisher to exchange letters with another intellectual or artistic 
celebrity, earns honorary degrees, and so on. T his trajectory of becoming a public 

� T  he examples of D aniel B ell, R alf D ahrendorf, U lrich B eck or A nthony Giddens 
come to mind here. 

� S  till readable descriptions of the newly emerging role of the expert can be found 
in C . Wright Mills’s essay collection Power, Politics, and People (1963), see particularly 
292–304, 405–22 and 599–613.
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figure resembles a one-person Matthew effect, almost like an elevator that only 
knows one direction – upwards.� T oday the ‘public intellectual’ role has its dark 
side too, because of the time limit public figures experience. The expiry dates of 
public intellectuals comes much faster than those of the scholars, the shelf life 
of the ideas and publications of the latter definitely lasts longer. The power of 
the media in its various guises to make or break public intellectuals has greatly 
increased and is likely to continue and expand.

E xperts with a broad portfolio cannot be easily distinguished from public 
intellectuals, and as a matter of fact, for the audience they often resemble one 
another, sometimes even to the point of becoming identical. T his identical 
perception reminds us that any public intellectual actually needs to be an expert 
in something. Strong convictions and fine prose are not enough, and it seems that 
this distinguishes classical intellectuals from the new type of public intellectuals. 
Whereas the former needed nothing more than conviction and style, the latter need 
to speak with some scientific or expert authority.

Evaluation of contributions of expert-intellectuals follows two conflicting 
patterns. E xpert proposals become criticized either according to the terms of 
scholarship or those of politics. T he more a suggested remedy contradicts the 
political convictions of other experts or interested parties, the more the scholarly 
standing of the experts will be challenged. T he best antidote against annoying 
policies is to question the scientific fundament on which suggestions have been 
built. O n the other hand, in the case of challenging the scholarly reputation of 
someone who is not only a social scientist but also a public intellectual, it is 
sometimes appropriate to say that the person in question no longer takes part in 
real research, has lost track with developments in the field in which he purports 
to be knowledgeable, holds outdated views, and so on. H owever, one also has to 
concede that the demands experienced by public intellectuals can sometimes be so 
intense that remaining an active researcher is almost impossible (for more details, 
see Zuckerman, 1979).

T wo crucial incentives to perform the role of public intellectual are that the 
financial reward can be very high and that status gratification follows almost 
instantly. While in the past it was not unheard of for a scholar or researcher to 

� T  here is, however, nothing more embarrassing than having made it to the top and 
then have nothing more to say, either because one has spent all his intellectual energy and 
capital and only repeats what everybody knows already, or because one has been found 
out – that is, the intellectual in question has turned out to be a non-reasoning propagandist 
or simply a hypocrite who does not act upon his or her own teachings. N oam C homsky 
would be a prime example for the first case (nothing new to say); Peter Handke taking 
sides in the case of the S erbian perpetrators is an illustration of the latter scenario of the 
propagandist, while Günter Grass and Zygmunt B auman could serve as prime examples of 
being hypocrites because of their negative, if not to say embarrassing response concerning 
the revelations about and discussions of their respective pasts (Grass having been a member 
of the SS   and B auman a S talinist informer and agent). 
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be acknowledged and celebrated only once he or she had passed away (Walter 
B enjamin is such a case), nowadays the celebrity status of a mass media guru can 
be reached in a relatively short period. O f course, only a few intellectuals reach 
this level of appreciation, but the incentives for trying are strong, and the rewards 
(money and fame) can be reaped immediately.� 

The last point brings us finally to the topic of the modern mass media and 
the changing public sphere, and the influence both have on intellectuals. Let us 
take, for example, the cases of Max Weber and E mile D urkheim. B oth acted in 
the public sphere, but at the time this sphere consisted only of some newspapers 
and magazines, public appearances in front of a few people, to whom one could 
speak using one’s voice in a shared language of scholarship, and conversations 
with a handful of public figures who sought advice. There was no telephone, no 
radio, no T V, no easy-to-use public transport, not to mention Websites, online 
discussion groups devoted to particular thinkers, and the chance to travel to any 
place worldwide within 24 hours. B esides the multiplicity of media options, the 
world of mass media radically transformed the role of public intellectuals. T he 
public to whom one speaks today consists of several audiences, only with a few 
of whom a speaker might be familiar with regard to their expectations, knowledge 
and familiarity with one’s own thinking. T herefore, voicing ideas can have its 
communication and transmission problems, probably more so today than in the 
past. B elow the surface of cosmopolitanism, local or subjective knowledge still 
continues to play a crucial role and mistakes, either on the side of the sender or 
the recipients, are almost inevitable. T he multiplicity of media and places where 
public intellectuals are visible can sometimes cause severe dissonances. It also 
puts a premium on the ability to communicate in a popular and accessible style, 
not always easy when it comes to complex social problems and questions.

T he critical attitude exhibited by what has traditionally been referred to as 
intellectuals lies at the core of their self-understanding. T his deserves some closer 
examination. O ver the last hundred years, the majority of intellectuals were on 
the political left. T heir criticism was rooted in the tradition of the E nlightenment; 
however, some intellectuals developed and used a rather exotic rhetoric and 
somehow lost the sensibility or capacity to reach out beyond a narrow circle of 
followers. A  feeling of isolation and alienation on the side of those who claimed 
to offer sound interpretations of the present occurred, which in turn led to further 
radicalization, sometimes to such an extent that the space ship of critical attitudes 
lost contact with the Mother E arth of knowledge and scholarship. A ntonio 
Gramsci’s organic intellectual, embedded in a social movement, can be found less 
in those politically challenging constellations Gramsci actually had in mind when 
he conceived his idea of the organic intellectual than in societies with a relatively 
high degree of normative integration. In other words, successful intellectuals 

�  While in the past intellectuals mainly addressed a national audience, some public 
intellectuals have now attained such fame that they can reach out to a continental and on 
occasion – such as the World S ocial Forum – even a global audience.
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were always embedded in their society’s cultural and political life. T he story of 
the Myrdals as public intellectuals is so convincing because it shows that getting 
the message through to both the people and the politicians needs some kind of 
embeddedness in one’s own society. (Michael Walzer has made the same point; 
Walzer, 1987 and 1988.)

T his short overview about some aspects of the old and new role of the public 
intellectual cannot explain comprehensively all aspects of that complicated relationship 
between intellectuals and the public. H owever, we hope that we have provided the 
reader with some basic ideas. Perhaps the frame itself must be reformulated and 
refined in response to a changing role and faced with new and pressing social and 
political circumstances. We hope the reader will share with the editors the excitement 
of gaining new insights from the contributions to this volume. 

T he contributions which follow are organized according to a three-step logic 
(‘provocations’ – ‘complications’ – ‘case studies’). S een collectively, the 
contributors are social scientists broadly speaking; individually speaking, they 
might see themselves as sociologists, historians, anthropologists, political scientists 
or they come from some other related discipline and sub-discipline. Whichever 
label applies and whatever the epistemological vantage point, the contributions 
reflect the need for an ongoing cross-disciplinary social science debate about the 
changing and contested role of social knowledge in the civic and public sphere. 

Reflecting on the tasks and role of public intellectuals from a social science 
perspective, the opening discussion in Part O ne starts with some provocative 
statements and questions. Our first three contributors, Jeffrey C. Alexander, Mary 
E vans and Joseba Zulaika, raise crucial questions that go to the very heart of the 
notion, role and functioning of public intellectuals. In his historical-theoretical 
reflection ‘Public Intellectuals and Civil Society’, Jeffrey C. Alexander notes that 
the public intellectual’s role has become fundamental to the civil repair of modern 
societies. It is rooted in the first public sphere that emerged in Athens, and in the 
iconic figure of Socrates. These secular origins became folded into the Judeo-
C hristian trope of prophetic judgement. Public intellectuals criticize society on 
behalf of the putative, and necessarily unrealized, solidarity that underlies the 
civil-public sphere, and they do so by pronouncements that refer to the power 
of truth. B eing a public intellectual must be understood performatively. It is an 
expressive figure organized in sub-genres formed by such political traditions as 
the revolutionary, reformist, conservative and counter-revolutionary, but it has 
also expressed itself in the figure of the public psychotherapist initiated by Freud. 
In real historical time, however, the performance of public intellectual is not as 
transcendental as it seems. A s much denunciation and demonization as idealistic 
and inspiring, public intellectual discourse engages the binary, bifurcating 
discourse of civil society. E ven while promoting civil repair, public intellectual 
performance becomes a vehicle for carrying out the excluding and stigmatizing 
boundary enforcement that also characterizes every civil society.
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In the second contribution, Mary E vans asks a question that has been around 
ever since the term ‘intellectual’ was first coined: ‘Can Women Be Intellectuals?’ 
R eferring to Virginia Woolf, E vans questions the degree to which women can 
maintain for themselves independence from those institutions which have been 
instrumental in maintaining male dominance. Woolf was writing at a time when 
women were fighting to obtain access to higher education and the professions, but 
she realized that the cost of achieving this access was collusion with the values 
of those institutions. H owever, E vans’s contribution is not primarily concerned 
with the dominance of one gender in institutional contexts, rather it addresses the 
gendered dynamic of intellectual life. T he ‘discovery’ of sex differences in the 
eighteenth century in one sense enlarged the world for women since it allowed 
them to claim a particular space, yet at the same time it arguably established 
a pattern in which women have been confined either to the articulation or the 
defence of women’s particularity. When we consider the past two hundred years 
of intellectual life, we can now perhaps look back and see not the emancipation of 
women – and certainly not the intellectual emancipation of women – but a much 
more complex process in which the qualities of masculinity and femininity have 
become reified into intellectual standards and expectations, leaving little space for 
that openness of thought and imagination which Woolf wished to defend. 

O ur third provocative piece comes from Joseba Zulaika. In his contribution, 
entitled ‘T errorism and the B etrayal of the Intellectuals’, Zulaika looks at the current 
terrorism discourse, and particularly the complex and often problematic role that 
intellectuals play in that discourse. Zulaika asks what one can do, as an intellectual, 
when the primary community to which one belongs (family, friends, village, country, 
occupation) produces terrorists? What exactly is the intellectual task? S hould it be to 
define them, to diagnose them, to condemn them, to persuade them, to understand 
them, to exorcize them? S hould one look at the situation as tragedy, irony, farce, 
romance or sheer crime? Whether in the B asque C ountry, Ireland or the U nited S tates, 
intellectual approaches to terrorism are of necessity enmeshed in the writer’s self-
definitions and ideological investments. Zulaika further questions whether there is a 
sense in which expertise on the terrorist O ther presupposes acceptance of the logic 
of taboo and wilful ignorance of the actual life conditions of the subjects of research. 
Zulaika concludes that different readings and approaches to the phenomenon of 
terrorism are likely to produce antagonistic intellectuals. 

T he second part of this volume addresses some of the complex issues about which 
public intellectuals often get passionately exercised. First, William O uthwaite looks 
at how public intellectuals have shaped and responded to civil society debates. In 
his contribution, ‘E uropean C ivil S ociety and the E uropean Intellectual’, he asks: 
‘What is, and how does one become, a E uropean intellectual?’ O uthwaite attempts 
to relate the idea of the intellectual in contemporary E urope to discussions of the 
eventual (in either sense of the term) existence of a E uropean civil society or public 
sphere. H e takes a limited informal sample of sociologists and other intellectuals 
and explores the dimensions of their pan-E uropean resonance and the extent to 
which this is facilitated or hindered by media, academic and cultural structures.
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In her contribution, ‘What Influence? Public Intellectuals, the State and Civil 
S ociety’, E . S tina L yon addresses the issue of the relationship that exists between 
public intellectuals, the state and civil society and the production and interpretations 
of ‘social knowledge’. S ociologists, L yon argues, have since the inception of 
the discipline been influential agents in the public domain beyond academe in 
a variety of ways: as politicians, government advisers, social researchers on 
government-funded projects, critical writers and paradigm shifters, public orators, 
propagandists for social movements and voluntary organizations, teachers and 
activists. L yon’s argument starts with the assumption that what constitutes ‘social 
knowledge’ in the public domain has over time, and place, been a contested issue 
with power over its collection, interpretation and dissemination shifting between 
the state, civil society and the public, each variably receptive to and supportive of 
exposure, criticism or advocacy by public intellectuals. L yon then outlines some 
of the different types of public ‘connectivity’ that create public platforms, and 
their implications for sociological influence in these different domains. She argues 
that the often lamented demise of the public intellectual, the ‘man of knowledge’ 
as understood in the past, can from within such a framework be seen as a less 
interesting question for sociologists when compared with and juxtaposed to 
attempts to articulate what kinds of sociological intellectuals are needed in the 
public sphere at present, and how and why they should be supported. 

In his chapter ‘Public Intellectuals, East and West: Jan Patočka and Václav 
Havel in Contention with Maurice Merleau-Ponty and Slavoj Žižek’, Stefan Auer 
takes the complex relationship between the state, knowledge and intellectuals a 
step further. O ne would think that intellectuals are ideally suited to make a valuable 
contribution to the political life of their societies. H owever, more often than not, 
observes A uer, even the wisest among them have failed dismally. Intellectual 
sophistication offered no reliable protection against political idiocy. T he contention 
of A uer’s contribution is that dissident intellectuals in C entral and E astern E urope 
proved to be more prudent in their political judgements about important issues 
of their time than their Western counterparts. T o give substance to this argument, 
Auer restricts himself to a sample of representative figures (Czesław Miłosz, Jan 
Patočka, Václav Havel contra Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Jean-Paul S artre, S lavoj 
Žižek) and some key issues, such as their views on power and violence. Auer uses 
Hannah Arendt as a moderator in this fictional debate.

A uer’s discussion clearly points towards those debates that are associated with 
the fall of the B erlin Wall. A nson R abinbach takes this event as his starting point 
too, but gives it a different historical twist and treatment. In ‘Public Intellectuals and 
T otalitarianism: A  C entury’s D ebate’, he looks at how, since the fall of communism, 
both the word and to a somewhat lesser extent the concept of totalitarianism has 
made a significant, and some would argue permanent, comeback. During the 
1990s, historians, as Ian K ershaw noted, have been compelled ‘to examine with 
fresh eyes the comparison between S talinism and N azism’. More recently, in the 
atmosphere of heated controversy during the debate prior to the war in Iraq, a 
number of distinguished commentators once again embraced the word ‘totalitarian’, 
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extending its scope beyond the historical dictatorships of the 1930s and 1940s to 
include regimes and movements in the Middle E ast. R abinbach asks, ‘Why does 
the comparison between S talinist communism and N azism still continue to produce 
offence or provoke fervour? C an “totalitarianism” serve both as exoneration and as 
a way of amplifying guilt, as apologia and indictment, depending on how closely the 
speaker’s position might be identified with the victims or perpetrators?’ As Rabinbach 
points out, totalitarianism has always been a protean term, capable of combining 
and re-combining meanings in different contexts and in new and ever-changing 
political constellations. A  powerful reason for the persistence of ‘totalitarianism’ 
can be found in the historicity of the term itself, the importance of ‘moments’ of 
totalitarianism, rather than in its conceptual validity, its intellectual ‘origins’ or its 
‘heuristic’ value. T he ‘moment’ of totalitarian performs a well-established rhetorical 
political function, defining a horizon of cognitive and intellectual orientations that 
sharpen oppositions, at the expense of obscuring moral and political ambiguities. 
A s Walter L aqueur shrewdly observed more than two decades ago, the debate over 
totalitarianism has never been a purely academic enterprise. It has, as R abinbach 
concludes, also been about an intensely political concept, defining the nature of 
enmity for the Western democracies for more than half a century.

Whereas the function of Part O ne was to raise crucial questions about the tasks 
and roles of public intellectuals and Part T wo dealt with complex and complicated 
issues linked to those tasks and roles, Part T hree consists of case studies in which 
some of the most prominent public intellectuals and their role and function are 
being investigated in detail. S ome of the greatest public intellectuals actually 
fulfilled that function before the term ‘intellectual’ had been coined, as the first two 
intellectual case studies about A lexis de T ocqueville and his companion Gustave 
de B eaumont show. 

In ‘T ocqueville as a Public Intellectual’, John T orpey demonstrates that 
T ocqueville’s oeuvre admits of a considerable variety of interpretations, is 
politically polyvocal, and has been enormously influential in the United States 
and around the world. D espite this massive resonance, T ocqueville’s writings are 
simply not regarded today as crucial to the training of professional sociologists 
– as opposed to well-read undergraduates or scholars of other kindred disciplines. 
T orpey argues that T ocqueville’s stature as a public intellectual, his apparent 
concern with countries rather than concepts, and his presumed failure to live up to 
twentieth-century standards of scientific rigour has left him out of the sociological 
canon. A t the same time, his views on intellectuals have been in line with 
relatively conservative thinking about the politics of that group that is unappealing 
to sociologists with world-transforming ambitions. Yet his understanding of the 
politics of intellectuals is rather more sociological in character than those of Marx. 
U ltimately, argues T orpey, T ocqueville should be seen as a kind of modern-day 
S toic in the mould of Max Weber – someone who regarded certain changes as 
unstoppably afoot in modern society, whether he liked them or not, and who saw 
it as his task to make sense of those changes and to do what he could to moderate 
their more extreme effects.
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While Democracy in America and its author A lexis de T ocqueville achieved 
prominent intellectual status, very little is known about his colleague and companion 
Gustave de B eaumont. In their contribution, ‘T ocqueville’s D ark S hadow: Gustave 
de B eaumont as Public S ociologist and Intellectual Avant la Lettre’, T om Garvin and 
Andreas Hess briefly sketch out Beaumont’s achievements as a public intellectual 
in the liberal French tradition who was also an internationalist-minded political 
sociologist preoccupied with the darker side of societal and political conditions in 
the U nited S tates, France and the U nited K ingdom and Ireland. While Garvin and 
H ess’s historical reconstruction acknowledges B eaumont’s special relationship 
with T ocqueville, they also argue that there were important differences between 
the two. T his becomes particularly obvious with B eaumont’s Ireland book. T he 
authors conclude that it is not only important to acknowledge B eaumont as a 
public sociologist and intellectual avant la lettre, they also argue that it is a liberal 
conception of public sociology – like that of T ocqueville and B eaumont – which is 
needed at present but which seems to be missing from current debates.

T he remainder of Part T hree consists mainly of case studies that differ from 
the more historical T ocqueville and B eaumont studies in that they discuss more 
contemporary figures and their reputation and public role. The first attempt is 
that of L aurent Jeanpierre and S ébastien Mosbah-N atanson. In their contribution, 
‘French S ociologists and the Public S pace of the Press: T houghts B ased on a C ase 
S tudy (Le Monde, 1995–2002)’, Jeanpierre and N atanson provide a contemporary 
sociological description and analysis of open editorial pages of France’s main 
national daily newspaper, Le Monde. T hey reason that in France the social sciences 
have become increasingly the base from which to launch a career as a public 
intellectual. H owever, they also argue that the career of the public intellectual and 
the career of the scientist are clearly differentiated. T he majority of the columns 
written by French intellectuals in the daily press are general viewpoints. T hey often 
deal with foreign policy and international problems with no relation whatsoever 
with the specific professional skills of the writer. The authors conclude by offering 
a typology of public intellectuals in the press consisting of the universal specialist, 
the spokesperson, and the specialist who can sometimes be an expert.

In our next case study, ‘You O nly S ee What You R eckon You K now: Max 
and Marianne Weber in the U nited S tates of A merica at the T urn of the T wentieth 
C entury’, D irk K aesler discusses whether the A merican experience of Max 
Weber impacted on his work. K aesler maintains that the sociologist already had 
everything worked out about the U nited S tates before actually visiting the country, 
and that the trip functioned more as post festum affirmation of the theory than 
as a completely new experience that would then be conceptualized. K aesler also 
maintains that this finding does not take away from Weber’s genuine intellectual 
insight into the functioning of American society. In contrast, it just affirms how 
intellectually well prepared Weber was before making the A tlantic journey. K aesler 
concludes that Weber did not only get A merica ‘right’, but that he actually turned 
out to be a sociological prophet in regard to the future course of A merican society 
and politics.
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In his case study ‘T owards a S ociology of Intellectual S tyles of T hought: 
D ifferences and S imilarities in the T hought of T heodor W. A dorno and Jürgen 
H abermas’, S tefan Müller-D oohm takes a closer look at the function of intellectual 
style of thought for the public sphere, where we uncover a somewhat surprising 
feature that is common to T heodor W. A dorno and Jürgen H abermas. While it is true 
that for A dorno the notion that the process of negation that has dissent as its goal is 
crucial, H abermas’s form of critique is inspired by the idea of communication which 
– in the best case – can culminate in agreement. B ut in both men, the appellative 
function of intellectual critique, whether it addresses morally sensitive subjects, 
as in A dorno’s case, or a politically functioning public sphere, as with H abermas, 
points to the agonal positionality of the intellectual style of thought. A gonality, 
in which the battle for meaning is the defining feature of the intellectual style of 
thought, finds its expression whenever commonly accepted views, convictions, 
institutional preconceptions and tendencies become the objects of contestation. 
A s an agonal form, Müller-D oohm argues, intellectual critique is an ‘incompetent 
but legitimate form of criticism’ (L epsius), and it follows from this that agonality 
is an interpersonal characteristic of the intellectual style of thought. It may make 
its appearance in finely graded and highly divergent versions: in Adorno’s case as 
agonality with the goal of dissent, in that of H abermas as agonality with the goal 
of deliberation.

E arlier, in Part O ne of this volume, Mary E vans asks whether there can be 
women intellectuals. In his detailed study ‘Women as Public Intellectuals: K erstin 
H esselgren and A lva Myrdal’, Per Wisselgren looks at two of the foremost S wedish 
intellectuals, both of them women. Wisselgren shows in detailed fashion how A lva 
Myrdal and Kerstin Hesselgren have influenced public debate and public policies. 
T he aim of Wisselgren’s contribution is to argue for the need for a more gender-
sensitive understanding of public intellectuals. The first section of the chapter 
problematizes the concept of the public intellectual in itself; the author points at 
its inherent ambiguity, historical situatedness and gendered bias. In the second 
section, this discussion is empirically substantiated by analysing and contextually 
comparing two of Sweden’s most prominent intellectual women in the first half 
of the twentieth century. Wisselgren pays particular attention to the historically 
changing spheres of social research, social reform and the public. H e concludes 
that a substantial part of the answer to the question concerning the lack of women 
among public intellectuals is to be found in exactly those very academic spheres 
in which traditionally gendered institutional barriers prevailed.

In our final case study, ‘How Hayek Managed to Beat Lazarsfeld: The 
Different Perception of Two Sub-fields of Social Science’, Werner Reichmann 
and Markus S chweiger compare and contrast the work and impact of two different 
public intellectuals. In their study, R eichmann and S chweiger argue that as 
academic disciplines, sociology and economics took off almost at the same time. 
More specifically, in the 1920s business cycle research institutes were founded 
that enriched economics with very empirical and quantitative works. A round 
the same time, applied and empirical social research emerged. C omparing the 
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development of the two disciplinary sub-fields, one can observe the existence of 
many similarities and differences, continuities and discontinuities that finally led 
to completely different receptions and positions. H owever, the applied economists 
were in many respects more successful than the empirical social researchers. T he 
direct comparison and juxtaposition shows that F.A. Hayek, the first scientific 
leader of the Viennese business cycle research institute, had a much greater impact 
than Paul F. L azarsfeld, who is regarded as the founder of empirical applied social 
research. It is ironic that the intellectual heritage of the less politically engaged 
researcher Hayek now has much more political influence than the very ideologically 
driven sociological work of L azarsfeld. Judging by such perceptions and results, 
the authors legitimately ask, ‘Which factors contribute to making one particular 
field of scientific work successful and public more respected than another?’

The volume concludes with some reflections by Howard Davis. In ‘R evisiting 
the C oncept of the Public Intellectual’, the author reconsiders and discusses the 
strengths and limitations of the various conceptualizations and notions of the 
public intellectual presented in this volume. 
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C hapter 1 

Public Intellectuals and C ivil S ociety
Jeffrey C . A lexander

In the title to this volume, we find the key words ‘public’ and ‘intellectual’. Both 
refer to separation and universality, to the capacity for judgement that emerges 
from the status of being separate and the capacity for universalism. 

A ccording to philosophical convention, the public is a space separated from the 
immediate, particularistic demands, and also the resources, of organizations. It is a 
space outside of them, in which people can – indeed, are compelled to – exercise 
their reason, as K ant said, or in H abermas’s terms, engage in unfettered critical 
discourse. T he public is, however, something else as well; it is the imagined and 
widely inclusive community that is both implied and constructed by such putative 
reasoners and discoursers, the civil sphere evoked by critics and sometimes loyalists 
as a counterpoint to demands of the market, the state, religion and family.�

Intellectuals are actors who can exercise judgement because they themselves 
are free-floating, independent of particular commitments. They are defined 
as those motivated by such general categories as justice and truth. T hey make 
statements on behalf of humanity, in order to serve R ousseau’s general will, the real 
interests of which everyday actors, because they are prone to bias or irrationality, 
are not themselves consciously aware. In theoretical terms, then, ‘intellectuals’ 
and ‘public’ are concepts that go hand in hand. T his is true in sociological and 
historical terms as well. T he emergence of the public sphere corresponds with the 
rise of intellectuals.

Structural Analysis: Origins in Ancient Greece and Prophetic R eligion

A ncient Greece was where the polis first emerged and from which the term ‘public’ 
first came into being. The polis was, literally, a separate sphere of activity, peopled 
by every adult male who was not a foreigner or a slave. It was held to constitute 
the community of the city state, whose activity was discourse, reasoning, rhetoric, 
argument, and of course, voting, and via delegation, governing.

� ������������������������������������������������������������������������������           I am not entirely happy with the ‘public’ as a sociological-cum-philosophical 
category, but I will not pursue these reservations here. In formal terms, however, I 
would prefer to employ the hyphenated term ‘civil-public’ in any discourse about public 
intellectuals (see A lexander, 2006).



Intellectuals and their Publics20

O nce an actual place, since its demise the polis has been a myth, a regulating 
idea. A t the centre of this myth has been an intellectual, S ocrates. S ocrates was a 
real person, but we know him only through Plato’s construction. A s we learn about 
him in the dialogues, S ocrates is the man of truth, who speaks from total disinterest, 
as an individual with no attachments of a particularistic sort – friendship, oikos, 
city-patriotism, passion. T he objective truth-teller, he embodies the ethics of the 
public sphere. H e died because he refused to stop speaking the truth against power, 
to buckle down to the particular will in a time of war. T he story about the death 
of S ocrates has always been at the heart of what the ideals of the public, and the 
obligations of an intellectual, should be.

T his ‘republican’ tradition has exercised extraordinary power over the last 
2500 years. It is noteworthy, and unfortunate, that this legacy was slighted by our 
discipline’s greatest historical and comparative thinker, Max Weber. S till, we can 
work out what the relation between the Weberian and S ocratic understandings 
of public intellectuals might be. Weber provides a broad religious-cum-cultural 
understanding of why the West has been so responsive to the myth of public 
intellectuals and rational-critical judgement. It has been so, he attests, because 
of the new role of prophecy, which emerged with ancient Judaism and was 
institutionalized first in Christianity, and later, and much more emphatically, in 
Protestantism. 

In the Weberian scheme, prophets are the religious equivalents of intellectuals. 
In contrast with public intellectuals, prophets were motivated by a priori religious 
commitments. Yet the abstracted and transcendental status of these beliefs allowed 
independence and critical distance from the more particularistic institutions, 
organizations and conventions of the day. It is not entirely surprising, then, that 
S hmuel E isenstadt made use of Weber’s comparative religion theory to explain 
the historical rise of the intellectuals in the different civilizations of the A xial A ge 
(see E isenstadt 1982).

T here seems little doubt that Weber implicitly, and E isenstadt explicitly, are 
right. T he modern public intellectual is, in fact, also a prophet.� T he performative 
understanding of ‘intellectual’ has depended, since the C hristian and R oman 
mixing of the Jewish and Greek, on the background script of prophecy, especially 
the thundering O ld T estament kind. 

� ������������������������������������������������������������������������������������               It is, none the less, a great misfortune that the Weberian tradition did not itself 
connect its religious sociology to the origins of philosophy and reason in the Greek public 
sphere, and it is to Parsons’ great credit that he tried to do so, most notably in his Societies: 
Evolutionary and Comparative Perspectives (Parsons, 1966). T hat Weber himself did not 
do so betrays his ambivalence about the democratic tradition. H e saw prophets not only as 
the first intellectuals, but also as the first demagogues, and tended to equate modern mass 
democracy with plebiscitary C aesarism – far from the S ocratic ideal. 
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T he Performative Dimension

B efore discussing modern examples of public intellectuals and their relationship 
to the civil-public sphere, I need to introduce one more analytical consideration. 
What I have presented so far is a ‘structural’ analysis of the institutional and 
culture conditions for the emergence of public intellectuals. B ut the role of 
public intellectual must also be performed. T o be a public intellectual is a matter 
of making and of convincing. In John A ustin’s terms, ‘public intellectual’ is not 
just constative and descriptive, but connotative and subjunctive. B eing a public 
intellectual is not only locutionary, a matter of linguistic definition, but illocutionary 
and perlocutionary, a matter of doing things with words. A s a performative, it is 
not just role-taking but role-making.� 

A  good example of this distinction can be found in the life of the great French 
sociologist Pierre B ourdieu. T hroughout most of his career, B ourdieu was content to 
be a sociologist-intellectual. H e pursued the truth through empirical and theoretical 
studies, studies whose normative reference was the deficits in the modern civil-
public sphere. In France, the audiences for B ourdieu’s sociology extended into 
the non-academic public sphere. A ccording to the perspective I am developing 
here, however, B ourdieu did not become a public intellectual until, in the last 
decade of his life, he published La Misère du Monde, made regular appearances 
on French television, and ostentatiously associated with Le Monde Diplomatique 
and the ultra-left Gauchist movement that opposed the French S ocialist Party and 
its so-called neo-liberal policies.

B eing a public intellectual, in other words, is not just a matter of telling the 
truth and of being separate and free-floating and truly representing the universal. It 
is a matter of performing as if one were all these things. B eing a public intellectual 
is symbolic action, a matter of becoming what E merson called a ‘representative 
man’. T o become exemplary in this manner is to dramatically embody the myth 
of universalism, the binary code of public versus private, and the narrative of 
progressive triumph. 

We know, of course, that this is not how Plato wished to understand S ocrates, 
and certainly it does not accord with the S ocratic myth. A ccording to Plato, S ocrates 
hated ‘rhetoric’. In the Gorgias, S ocrates railed against rhetoricians, accusing 
them, in contemporary terms, of being public relations flacks or spin doctors. 
H e maintained that philosophers spoke truth, that only they had the courage to 
face facts, and that their influence rested entirely upon their ability to present 
rational and logical deductions and empirical inductions based on observations. 
A s D etective Joe Friday used to say on the A merican television drama Dragnet: 
‘We want the facts, ma’am, only the facts.’ 

� ��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������            T his is R alph T urner’s early symbolic interactionist distinction, which indicates the 
influence of Erving Goffman on his thinking, and in this sense the role of performance 
philosophy and theory avant la lettre.
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Plato distrusted fiction and mimesis of all kinds. But here we cannot follow 
either S ocrates or Plato. D id not S ocrates himself have a ‘style’? Was he 
himself not dramatic and persuasive? O n his daily trips throughout the A thenian 
marketplace, did he not wish to grab and hold the attention of his fellow citizens, 
to draw an audience around him? Was he not himself surrounded by a supporting 
cast? R hetorical performance, in other words, was central to the very origins of 
the public intellectual. T eachers and schools of rhetoric emerged in A thens, after 
all, at the very same time as did the new philosophers of truth. T heir aim was to 
allow speakers in the polis to be more persuasive, and thus more effective, to 
supply them with the performative capacity to exercise more illocutionary and 
perlocutionary force.

H ow much more performative has been the ‘public intellectual’ in the millennia 
since the Greeks. As mythical figures, Socrates and the Old Testament prophets are 
the principal protagonists in a narrative script that has displayed an extraordinary 
reproductive power. In this script, the ancient republic is presented as a golden 
age, in relation to which public intellectuals measure the decline of the civil sphere 
in modern days.

T he S ocratic sense of truth-telling as purely constative, as non-performative 
rational judgement, is a form of philosophical false consciousness which has 
created problems of self-understanding for modern public intellectuals, and thus, 
in some instances, for the ideals of intellectuals to have public effect. It is often 
suggested, for example, that the rational presentation of objective and unbiased 
knowledge can, and should, be the basis for effective entry into the public sphere.� 
N othing could be further from the truth. Public intellectuals need to connect 
with, and speak on behalf of, the great narrative myths of our time, to sing about 
the possible triumph of progress, to strike the chords of national, regional and 
ideological myths about equality and democracy. T hey must strive to become 
symbolic icons who can embody rationality and universalism in the present day.

T he Cry for Civil R epair: Modern T raditions of Public Intellectual 
Performance

In relation to the civil-public sphere, the role of the public intellectual offers not 
only the hope but a road map to institutionalizing civil ideals. E ver since their 
inception, of course, such ideals have been in trouble. T hey were undermined in 

� ����������������������������������������������������������������������           T his is a major problem in the A merican sociologist Michael B urawoy’s 
understanding of public intellectuals, which is informed, and deformed, by the E nlightenment, 
or ‘modernist’, idea of intellectuals as legislators, as truth-carriers of expert knowledge. A s 
B auman has suggested, at the core of this latter idea sits an idea of the intellectual as a 
member of a scientific and objective vanguard. Taken literally, such a particular approach 
carries some of the elitist dangers that bedeviled left-wing and right-wing revolutionary 
social movements in the twentieth century.
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A ncient Greece, in the R oman republic, in the R enaissance city states. E ven as 
the civil-public sphere first became institutionalized in a national form, by law 
and democratic procedure, it was accosted on every side, by markets and classes, 
parties, states, families, religions, regional chauvinism, ethnic and racial ties. T o 
sustain even the semblance of a differentiated and voluntary association of co-
operative and deeply identified human beings has been no easy thing. To maintain 
formal democracies, let alone social democracies, has been perilous, and this is 
only to speak of conditions inside the nation state. It has been utterly impossible 
between them.

Such difficulties, and their fateful and often fatal consequences, have created 
audiences eager for public intellectual performance. D emanding that the fragmented 
solidarity of the civil sphere be repaired, public intellectuals defend the integrity 
of, and outline the possibilities for, a more civil society. T heir performances have 
two parts. The first identifies ‘destructive intrusions’ to the civil ideal. The second 
recommends how the rents in the fabric of civil solidarity can be repaired.

The Revolutionary Tradition

Michael Walzer has described the post-Marion exiles, the Puritans, as the first 
public intellectuals of the revolutionary tradition (see Walzer, 1965). Inheritors 
of Weber’s prophets, they also created modern empirical science, were strong 
believers in truth-telling, and intensely committed to democratic and participatory 
politics. T hey framed the E nglish revolution in terms of demands for a more level 
society, denouncing ‘Popist’ hierarchies, magic and mystery, and what public 
intellectuals today might call bullshit of all kinds – except, of course, their own. 
In Puritan literature, these dangers were constructed as destructive intrusions to 
civil solidarity. 

The first liberal democratic theory, such as Locke’s, came out of this Puritan 
tradition, and the E nglish and S cottish democratic theorists of civil society 
informed what later became French E nlightenment thought. T he Philosophes 
were the first group of secular public intellectuals in the revolutionary tradition, 
presenting empirical truth as highly corrosive of corrupt kinships, social divisions 
and dogma. In the name of rationality, they performed denunciation, and created 
at least the ideological conditions for the first secular and violent social revolution, 
which began in France in 1789.

B y the 1840s, the revolutionary prophecy carried by public intellectuals 
became translated into the idioms of socialism, symbolized and stimulated by 
the publication of The Communist Manifesto. T he fundamental reference of this 
version of the prophecy remained the same. It was to abolish unequal social 
divisions, on the one hand, and repressive domination, on the other, so as to stitch 
back together a more thoroughgoing solidarity. A ccording to this socialist version, 
such a natural and spontaneous association could be achieved only if economic 
life were freed from the destructive intrusion of the market.
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T his originating moment of anti-capitalist public intellectual performance 
drew from both the S ocratic and biblical traditions. T he ‘young H egelians’ 
group from which Marx emerged drew on their master’s belief in a god-like and 
immanent reason, which, while historicizing K ant, was also steeped in spiritual 
understandings of a life-altering other-worldly force. T he émigré communist 
workers who commissioned Marx and E ngels to write their Manifesto in L ondon 
were themselves a chiliastic religious brotherhood, rooted in a version primitive 
C hristianity. In their eloquent and stirring manifesto, Marx and E ngels combined 
all this with the highest truth-telling social science of their time, B ritish political 
economy.

The iconic figure of the revolutionary public intellectual became a myth, 
and it powerfully buffeted Western societies well into the later days of the next 
century. This new performative role became reconfigured in other religio-cultural 
orders that had emerged from the A xial A ge. T he revolutionary public intellectual 
became a hero with a thousand faces. H e became Mao Zedung, the L eninist neo-
C onfucian scholar who emerged as the great prophet of the middle kingdom and 
exercised near god-like performative authority. H e became Frantz Fanon, the 
prophet, philosopher and therapist of civil repair in its anti-colonial form. Fanon’s 
belief in the transformative power of revolutionary violence to repair psyche and 
society was rooted not only in his experience as a psychiatrist, but in the teachings 
of S artre, which derived from, and itself reconstituted, some of the most esoteric, 
‘separated’ and universalizing intellectuality of the century we have only recently 
left behind.

From Mao and Fanon were derived the whole repertory of ‘T hird World 
revolutionaries’, the hero prophets from C he Guevara to S ubcommander Marcos. 
T he populist leader of the Zapatista rebellion was outed as having once lived as 
a privileged philosophy graduate student at Universidad Nacional Autónoma de 
México, which explains his confident claims on secular truth. The former student-
intellectual Marcos’s commitment to the civil repair of Mexico is genuine, but 
equally so is the S ubcommander’s performative sense. T his pipe-smoking, 
mask-wearing and manifesto-writing public intellectual is playing a familiar 
role. O sama B in L aden presents a more recent, and non-Western, incarnation of 
this revolutionary tradition. H is aim is to repair the solidarity, not of the ancient 
Greek R epublic, but of the ancient Islamic one. N ot only is the terrorism of A l 
Qaeda highly dramaturgical, but the organization has provided a whole series of 
videotapes and recordings performing denunciation, ever since they broke onto 
the global stage on 11 S eptember 2001.

T he public–intellectual performance of civil repair does not have to be 
revolutionary. It is more democratic, if not nearly so exciting, when it is 
reformist. O ne thinks here of such great public intellectuals as B entham and Mill 
in nineteenth-century B ritain, and later of the Fabian S ociety. S uch reformist 
figures and organizations denounced the corruption, repressions and exclusions of 
modern society, and through their evocative and impassioned roadmaps laid claim 
to knowledge about how to repair it. John Maynard K eynes was perhaps the most 
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influential reforming public intellectual of the twentieth century. His performance 
combined brilliant truth-telling with commitments to solidarity and its repair, and 
the high dudgeon of moral denunciation with ethereal participation in an ideal 
aesthetic world far removed from everyday modern life. K eynes condemned 
capitalists for their demonic and irrational ‘animal spirits’, but he fervently believed 
in the singular power of capitalist economies to provide the material means that 
were necessary, in his view, to facilitate the good life.

Other Traditions

It would be fruitful to explore other genres of the public intellectual role. R adical 
right-wing revolutionaries have been immensely influential public intellectuals, 
although the gemeinschaftlich solidarities they would restore are definitely not 
of the civil type. Neo-conservatives are today perhaps the most influential public 
intellectuals of all. T heir opponents’ representations of neo-conservatives as anti-
civil egoists, as concerned only with wealth and power, should be understood as 
rhetorical deconstruction rather than an empirical interpretation. L ike those on the 
L eft, neo-conservative intellectuals derive their power and authority from their 
defence of the civil sphere and their promise of its repair. T hey frame the threat 
to civil solidarity, however, as emanating, not from the market, but from the state, 
and indeed, from liberal and secular intellectuals themselves. Following such 
thinkers as L udwig von Mises, Milton Friedman and A yn R and, they see markets 
as all about freedom and reciprocity, as civil societies in miniature. A gainst these 
claims, other neo-conservative public intellectuals, in the spirit of B urke and 
O akeshott, have asserted that traditions and traditional authorities are essential if 
trust is to be restored to civil life.

N or are the genres of public intellectual performance exclusively political. 
T here is a psychoanalytic tradition of therapist as public teacher that orients itself 
to the interactional level of civil society. From Freud and Jung to E rik E rikson 
and Jacques L acan, these therapist-prophets have tried to restore the subjective 
capacity for feeling, balance, confidence and rationality. Through their intellectual 
performances as public therapists, they have tried to save civilization. 

Exposing the Public Intellectual as a Private Person:  
T he Dialectic of Denunciation and R epair

Public intellectuals are not as free-floating and universalizing as they think they 
are or as we might like to be. T he civil sphere is instantiated in real time and 
space, and it is concerned as much with exclusion as inclusion. C ivil discourse 
is binary, promoting not only liberty, but also repression. As iconic figures of the 
civil sphere, public intellectuals have reflected its embeddedness in race, nation, 
religion, ethnicity, gender, sex and civilization. T heir cries for civil repair have not 
only extended solidarity by humanizing others, thus allowing emancipation. T hese 
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cries have also constituted rhetorics of demonization, constructing certain groups 
as unworthy of inclusion into civil society and thus as candidates of annihilation. 

I do not advance this heretical, and perhaps even perverse, argument as a free-
floating proposition. Rather, I am putting into a general and sociological form the 
actual language of public intellectuals themselves, who are forever denouncing 
one another, and the putative groups and interests the other represents. Intellectuals 
paint their opponents as uncivil, and thus as unattractive, so as to undermine their 
effectiveness in the performances of public life. N apoleon did this famously for the 
French revolutionaries and radical men of letters, calling them not philosophers or 
intellectuals, but ideologues, chastising them for promoting dogma rather than truth, 
and accusing them of thinking not about the public, but about themselves. S ince 
that time, to call somebody an ideologue has been to accuse them of particularistic 
self-interest, to strip from them of their very quality of publicness.

S uch denunciation of public intellectuals as neither universal nor truthful, but 
as particularistic, self-interested and dogmatic, is a universal trope that takes on 
many different forms. T he Marxist L eft denounced civil reformers as middle-class 
and bourgeois, as merely co-opting the indignation of the lower classes, or even 
as trying to rise to rulership themselves. C onservatives and reformers, for their 
part, have ‘exposed’ revolutionary public intellectuals as actually concerned with 
class and party rather than with the civic body as such, and as insensitive to the 
corrosive effects of violence upon their utopia of civil society. 

T he most sweeping and effective contemporary deconstruction of public 
intellectuals has been the postmodern. R adicals, reformers and conservatives alike 
have been condemned as modernists, and thus, whether knowingly or unknowingly, 
restricted by whiteness, maleness, homophobia, O rientalism and, above all, by 
their own commitment to universalizing rationality. Presenting modernism as 
narrow, violent and anti-civil, postmodern public intellectuals make the claim that 
flexibility, humour and a sensitivity to the particular and concrete can restore the 
trust and reciprocity upon which civil community depends. 

T hose who have of late been speaking as global cosmopolitans might be said to 
represent public intellectuals of a post-postmodernist kind. S peaking on behalf of 
an imminent global civil sphere, U lrich B eck accuses all previously existing social 
science of methodological nationalism, evoking a newly energized discourse of 
civil idealism on a world-wide scale. O ther global public intellectuals, such as 
D avid H eld and Mary K aldor, develop roadmaps for global civil repair of a more 
practical but just as anti-national kind. T he performance of these new cosmopolitans 
is closely related to the public intellectuals of the new E urope, whose civil and 
S ocratic public aspirations have been sharply highlighted by the recent counter-
movement of anti-constitutional backlash. B ut the dialectic turns. Volker H eins 
has recently accused H abermas and other avowedly cosmopolitan E uropean public 
intellectuals of ‘O rientalizing A merica’, of engaging in a particularistic discourse 
that divides and ranks the world’s civil societies, and privileges E urope as more 
worthy and pure (see H eins, 2005; for a broader discussion of the issues raised in 
this paragraph, see A lexander, 2006, 371–82).
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Conclusion

D espite these rather sobering considerations, I deeply believe in public 
intellectuals. T hey are among the most important carrier groups for the discourse 
of civil society, which, despite its fragmentation and weakness, remains the closest 
that human societies have yet come to making the universal concrete. C ivil repair 
is a project, and public intellectuals participate in it in a critical, if often highly 
ambiguous, way.
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C hapter 2 

C an Women B e Intellectuals?
Mary E vans

T he contributions in this volume bear witness to the richness and the diversity of 
the cultural heritage of E urope. E ven if we now raise questions about the extent of 
‘E urope’ and the implicit exclusiveness of the very idea of E urope, most writers 
recognize that there is an intellectual tradition which we can define as European 
and which shares the common experiences of cultural transformation in the 
R enaissance, the R eformation and the E nlightenment. T he ‘big’ dates of E uropean 
history (1776, 1789, 1848) may relate to events in a particular country (or even, in 
the case of 1776, to another continent), but all had an impact across E urope, just as 
the two wars of the twentieth century which we define as ‘World Wars’ had their 
origins in E uropean tensions and hostilities. T here is therefore no contest here with 
the ‘idea’ of E urope; the question which I wish to raise is that of the relationship 
between gender and E uropean intellectual history, and the issue of whether or not 
women have taken part and can take part in the E uropean intellectual tradition. It 
is notable that the one woman whose name occurs with any prominence in these 
chapters, A lva Myrdal, was the partner of an equally distinguished man, a man 
who enjoyed considerable prestige and respect within his lifetime. 

T he question of whether or not women can be intellectuals in the same sense of 
men is not a question which I wish to locate within an argument about permission 
or toleration. In one sense, the answer to the question of whether or not women 
can be intellectuals is that there is no problem, women can be intellectuals just 
as much as men, in much the same way that women can be academics or fulfil 
any other kind of occupational role. Indeed, this chapter includes a discussion 
of the work of notable women intellectuals. The first question is whether or not 
questions on gender that specifically relate to women can be discussed with the 
same parity and access to the mainstream of intellectual life as those questions 
which concern men. T he second question is whether or not the absence of explicit 
gender differentiation in post E nlightenment traditions (or perhaps the taken-for-
granted assumption of the male as the definitive human actor) assigns to women 
the endless responsibility of making evident the two-dimensional nature of the 
‘human’. A ssigning this intellectual role to women then pre-determines (and 
inherently limits) the role of women intellectuals: it is a role of qualification and 
the elaboration of difference. T he issues, therefore, are about whether or not the 
‘settlement’ in the E nlightenment over the question of gender actually allowed a 
space for gender difference and for the recognition that not all issues in the social 
world can be interpreted as matters of a single, and predominantly male, experience. 
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S econd-wave feminism (in the 1970s and early 1980s) made much of the way in 
which the ‘human’ was widely interpreted in male terms; this interpretation, it was 
argued, arose from a long E uropean tradition of both marginalizing the female and 
the feminine, and excluding women. T hus both actual women, as female human 
beings, were excluded from intellectual life, and at the same time those issues 
which seemed to be associated with the feminine were separated from the so-
called ‘great’ traditions. (A lthough it should be added here that one of the most 
famous ‘great’ traditions – that of the E nglish novel – was agreed to have included 
many women.) 

T his chapter is not concerned, except in terms of marking the issue, with 
the question of the structural constraints on the participation (and terms of the 
participation) of women in E uropean intellectual life. We now know that the general 
pattern, throughout E urope, is that of equality in the numbers of men and women 
entering higher education, and yet a domination by men of the established and 
prestigious positions within the academy. A t every stage – other than entry – men 
outnumber women in university hierarchies: there are more male postgraduate 
students, more men appointed to university posts and more men occupying senior 
university appointments. L eaving aside the question of whether or not the present 
condition of European universities enables us to define securely intellectual 
life in terms of academic life, there is a clear pan-E uropean phenomenon of the 
domination by men of ‘higher learning’. A  considerable number of studies have 
considered the reasons for this pattern: the usual structural reasons of explicit 
discrimination, together with more complex explanations related to gendered 
caring responsibilities. T hese constraints on the participation by women in the 
intellectual workforce are undoubtedly important, and significantly alter the life 
chances of many individuals, but my interest is rather in the gendered pattern of 
intellectual life, the way in which traditions and paradigms are established. A n 
example of the way in which the gendered pattern of knowledge is manifested is 
Mozart’s Requiem Mass. Composed in the final years of the eighteenth century and 
just before Mozart’s death in 1791, the Requiem opens with the judgement of men, 
a judgement which is then taken up by women. What is extraordinary about this 
masterpiece is not just that it was written by a sick man, but for the purposes of this 
chapter, that the very structure of the work follows the pattern of the relationship 
of the different genders to knowledge. A  further footnote to the story is that just 
after creating this final great work, Mozart was hastened to his death – as Peter 
Gay has pointed out – by the dangerous medicine of the time. A  discipline which 
is often associated with the rise of science and E nlightenment mastery of N ature 
was – at the very end of the E nlightenment – as dangerous to its patients as it had 
ever been (see Gay, 1999, 138–9).

T he E nlightenment ‘settlement’ about gender – which I shall argue still 
dominates E uropean intellectual life – was not one which we can characterize as 
excluding women. R ather, I shall suggest that the form of the ‘settlement’ was one 
in which women (as active participants in intellectual life) were given a place, but 
excluded, in both the sense of exclusion as particular human beings and exclusion 
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as ‘the female/feminine’, from the dominant traditions. It is the second issue rather 
than the first with which I am chiefly concerned here, and my thesis is that in the 
debates of the period 1780–1820, the terms were set for the patterns of gender and 
knowledge for the next two hundred years. T his pattern was not determined by 
explicit discrimination against the female or the feminine (although in terms of 
employment practices, this was certainly the case until relatively recently), but it 
was determined by the way in which women and men discussed the question of the 
importance of gender in social life, and the gradual shift towards the assumption 
that the female/feminine was in an important sense distinct from the universalism 
of the ‘male’. 

Many readers of intellectual history (and the history of gender relations) will be 
familiar with T homas L aqueur and his work on the way in which, in the eighteenth 
century, biological gender differences were given a new theoretical meaning (see 
L aqueur, 1990). What emerged from the transformation in the understanding of 
differences in biology was a binary distinction between male and female: by the 
eighteenth century, writers (including Mary Wollstonecraft and Jane A usten) could 
write with confidence the words, ‘as a woman’. But – and here, of course, comes 
the beginning of a tradition which has largely led to the exclusion of women from 
‘knowledge’ – that sense of personal gendered identity did not take place in a social 
vacuum. Indeed, it arrived at a point in E uropean history when the E nlightenment, 
as numerous writers including Zygmunt B auman, K rishan K umar and John Jervis 
have pointed out, became a ‘project’. A s Jervis suggested: 

T hus B auman points to the fateful link between rationalism and imperialism here: if 
I am enlightened, it is my duty to enlighten you; E nlightenment becomes a mission, 
necessarily intolerant of otherness. T he ambition of these programmes – even their 
grandeur – is captured by K umar, who writes of the way E nlightenment thinkers 
‘converted millennial beliefs into a secular idea of progress’ whereby ‘the millennium 
becomes scientific and rational, the dawn of an era of unending human progress on 
earth’. (Jervis, 1998, 232)

It would be wrong to assume from the above that writers on the E nlightenment, 
and the writers of the E nlightenment themselves, wished to argue a case for the 
exclusion of women from what became known as the ‘E nlightenment project’. 
N umerous writers of the eighteenth century (among them H ume, A ddison, 
S haftesbury, B urke, A dam S mith and C arter) all questioned the idea of what 
can be described as ‘arid masculinity’. In their edited volume of essays Women, 
Gender and the Enlightenment, B arbara T aylor and S arah K nott point out that the 
key human types of the E nlightenment were the man of feeling and the woman of 
sensibility (personified by Rousseau and Germaine de Stael’s fictional Corinne), 
but they also point that one of the key themes of the late E nlightenment was woman 
as an object of study. A s they write: 
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First is the centrality of Woman to the civilisation paradigm that shaped both the famed 
optimism and the dark underside of the E nlightenment. O ften assumed to have been 
a marginal concern for the E nlightenment theorists, the status of women was treated 
by most leading philosophers as a key barometer of social ‘improvement’. (K nott and 
T aylor, 2005, xix)

This use of women (or more specifically, the status of women) as a test of the 
degree of ‘enlightenment’ in a society has continued through the nineteenth century 
(Marx, for example, saw the social status of women as a crucial indicator of how 
civilized a society is) and into the twentieth and twenty-first. Indeed, references 
to the subjugation of women have been part of the rhetoric justifying the military 
intervention of the West in A fghanistan. 

H owever, we need, with reference to the point made above about the status of 
women as a mark of social enlightenment, to note that the majority of the writers 
who have accepted this view have seen the emancipation of women in terms of 
the full participation of women in paid labour (the view of Marx and E ngels) 
and civil society (the view of liberals from John S tuart Mill onwards). T he form 
of female emancipation which is referred to has never been one which assumes 
the eradication of gender difference and is implicitly located within a paradigm 
which assumes the male gate-keeping of access to the public social world. 
N otwithstanding those questions about the difference between the public and the 
private which Jürgen H abermas has raised, the social world throughout E urope 
operates with a distinction between the public – which is generally conceived of 
in terms which are less extensive than those of H abermas – and the private, which 
is more traditional and more closely related to domestic life than in H abermas’s 
distinction (see H abermas, 1991). Women in contemporary E urope take part in 
both public and private spheres: the question here is whether or not they take as 
much part as men in that public sphere, made – as H abermas points out – through 
our investment since the end of the eighteenth century in the ‘private’. Part of the 
investment which we have made in the private sphere since the E nlightenment has 
been in the literary public sphere, for it has been through literature, especially the 
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century psychological novel, that we have deepened that 
interiority that is at the basis of bourgeois versions of the private and privacy. 

T he making of the bourgeois, post-E nlightenment self has attracted the 
attention of numerous writers other than H abermas (for example, C harles T aylor 
and Zygmunt B auman) as well as an extensive literature on the links between 
fiction and gender (see Taylor, 1989).

Within this latter tradition, there has been a recognition, for example in the 
work of N ancy A rmstrong, Mary Poovey, S andra Gilbert and S usan Gubar, that 
the tradition of female writers in the nineteenth century was much engaged with 
putting the case of women to a male world (see A rmstrong, 1987; Poovey, 1984; 
Gilbert and Gubar, 1979). It is precisely that dynamic that is the issue here: 
the fiction written throughout Europe by women in the nineteenth century is 
as important in the history of fiction as any fiction written by men. There is no 
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question here that the ‘canon’ is as much defined by women as it is by men. But if 
we look at the internal dynamic of the works by women, what we see – with few 
exceptions – is either a defence by women of a female ethic and a female world, 
or a claim by women to alteration in the world of men. If we consider fiction by 
men, what we do not see is the mirror image of this. T hus, that what I propose here 
is that the E nlightenment ‘settlement’ (as I have described it) was one which gave 
to women (as female human beings) and to the female (as a form of subjectivity) 
a place in the development of the ‘interiority’ of the public mind, but that that 
place was one in which the female and the feminine was essentially a position of 
defence and/or replication. T he political slogan much endorsed by second-wave 
feminism – that every man needs a woman to reflect him as twice his actual size 
– was something of a parody of the history of the relationship between gender 
and knowledge. It was not so much that men needed women to accept and sustain 
their achievements, rather that the place occupied by women in the construction of 
knowledge was a piece of either confirmation or the defence of the feminine. 

T his account of the history of knowledge since the end of the eighteenth century 
suggests that what has happened in the years since the end of the E nlightenment 
is that although women have gained access to education, the professions, the 
vote, legal autonomy and – in most E uropean countries – independent control 
of fertility, there remains an intractable binary division within knowledge which 
still assumes a division between male and female. H ence, to ask the question of 
whether or not women can be intellectuals is not to ask the question in the literal 
sense which the title of this chapter might suggest (the answer to that question is 
an emphatic ‘Yes!’), but to consider whether or not the distinctions between male 
and female are such entrenched distinctions in the human mind that intellectual 
work – whether by women or by men – always takes place within this framework. 
T his is not to argue that women will write about the concerns of women, and 
men of the concerns of men, but that all people (male and female) will write with 
a sense of gender difference, and that sense has not yet proved itself capable of 
avoiding the assumptions about the male/masculinity and the female/femininity 
which are part of our intellectual heritage. 

In 1949, in The Second Sex, S imone de B eauvoir wrote of women as ‘the other’ 
and the sex which is defined throughout the history of European thought as the 
aberration from the definitive human, which is male. Part of that same generation 
of E uropean female intellectuals which included A lva Myrdal (1902–1984) 
and H annah A rendt (1906–1975), de B eauvoir wrote of women, but (and again 
like Myrdal and A rendt) with a close public association with a male other. For 
years after the publication of The Second Sex, de Beauvoir was defined in terms 
which confirmed her own assessment of the gendered hierarchies of knowledge 
of the culture: she was the lifetime ‘companion’ of Jean-Paul S artre, who had 
come second to him in their final competitive examinations, she was a ‘feminist’ 
writer (whereas, of course, S artre occupied the male, world, stage as a writer and 
philosopher), and in so many ways and in so many different contexts, she was 
described as ‘fellow existentialist’. A ngela C arter once famously remarked that the 
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great question about de B eauvoir was why a nice girl like S imone was spending her 
time with a horrible man like Sartre, and although the question is flippant, it does 
suggest something important about social views of the relationship; it invites us to 
consider de B eauvoir as an autonomous individual, and not as forever associated 
with a superior male peer. 

A  considerable amount of energy has now been spent by various writers (for 
example, T oril Moi) in demonstrating that there is a lot more to de B eauvoir’s work 
than that of the person who in a sense provided the human illustrations for S artre’s 
philosophy (see Moi, 1994). Moi has shown that de B eauvoir’s epistemology 
was at least as sophisticated as that of S artre, and played a crucial part in the 
development of his work. T his form of project is further illustrated in more recent 
work on de B eauvoir. For example, in an introduction to S imone de B eauvoir’s 
Philosophical Writings, Margaret S imons wrote: 

A  study by E dward Fullbrook of their posthumously published letters and diaries 
found that S artre had read a second draft of B eauvoir’s She Came to Stay just as he 
was beginning work on Being and Nothingness (1943). T hus B eauvoir’s novel, long 
assumed to be an application of S artre’s philosophy in his essay, was instead discovered 
to be one its sources. (S imons, 2004, 2)

Moi, S imons and others claim that de B eauvoir was a far more original thinker 
than she has previously been given credit for, and that the conventional assumption 
that Sartre was the intellectually dominant figure is founded in sexist prejudices 
about the relative intellectual capacities of women and men. T hese exercises are 
important in both the general terms of thinking about gender and the E uropean 
intellectual heritage, and the more specific terms of re-writing and re-considering 
the de B eauvoir–S artre relationship, but they are, arguably, still a part of that 
binary conceptualization of women, men and knowledge. D e B eauvoir has to 
be defended and claimed to be at least as important as a man, S artre has to be 
shown to be dependent upon the creativity of a woman. T he process is further 
complicated by de B eauvoir’s claim throughout her life that she wrote only as 
a human being, and that she did not accept ideas about a ‘female language’ and 
a ‘female voice’ which became part of the ontology of French second-wave 
feminism in the work of Monique Wittig and L uce lrigaray. Women therefore 
claimed de B eauvoir for women, while de B eauvoir herself adamantly located 
herself within a un-gendered world. 

T he contest over de B eauvoir, and where she belongs, and to whom, will 
no doubt continue for some time. A prolific and wide-ranging writer such as de 
B eauvoir inevitably leaves behind a rich resource for future generations. B ut what 
the contest illustrates particularly well – and there is probably no other female 
E uropean writer of such stature who invites such different interpretations – is that 
the question of gender and knowledge remains as alive as it has ever been, and 
as much located within a context of a binary opposition between the female and 
the male. When we read The Second Sex in the early years of the twenty-first 
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century, we read of a world which has in part become part of history – the impact 
of biology on women of which de B eauvoir writes (the problems about fertility, 
the rigid codes about sexual behaviour and so on) is now far from the reality of 
much of the West. B ut what remains is the argument which de B eauvoir wants 
us to consider: that of whether or not women (and she means literally women) 
can take the same part as men in the creation and articulation of knowledge. D e 
B eauvoir certainly recognizes those categories of masculinity and femininity, and 
she is perfectly aware that both biological sexes can, consciously or otherwise, 
exhibit these behaviours, but she does not depart from a recognition of the impact 
of biological difference on the human person. In the final pages of The Second Sex, 
she advocates the assumption by women of male patterns and behaviours: choose 
paid work, reject motherhood and claim autonomy is her message. A s Margaret 
Walters has suggested, there is much that is redolent of C alvin’s Geneva about 
these pages: it is not the dissolution of gender that we see here, but its replication 
(see Walters, 1976, 304–78). It might be claimed that for women of her generation, 
de B eauvoir had no option except to choose those ways of life associated with 
men: in France in the first half of the twentieth century (in common with much 
of the rest of E urope), there simply were few options for women except marriage 
and motherhood. 

T he enlargement and the re-writing of the social roles of women and men is part 
of the map of E urope which has been re-made since the end of the S econd World 
War. E urope – and particularly the U nited K ingdom – led the way in the legal 
and civil changes related to marriage, sexuality and fertility which collectively 
constituted the institutional framework of what became known as the ‘permissive 
society’. In the early years of the twenty-first century, parts of Europe have moved 
to accept marriage between partners of the same sex, and many moral codes relating 
to sexual behaviour have been revised. T hus we can observe that since the time 
when The Second Sex was written, the social context of relations between women 
and men has shifted dramatically. Yet the question remains of whether this shift in 
the personal and institutional arrangements of the social world has had – and will 
have – any impact on the way in which we think about the world, and here, whether 
or not that binary division between male and female and feminine and masculine 
will erode as the social world has changed and will undoubtedly go on changing. 
Materialist explanations of the nature and structure of knowledge would assume 
that as the material world changes, so will the ‘knowledge’ that develops within it, 
but to argue that would imply considerable confidence that gender relations in the 
world have changed as fundamentally as is sometimes argued. 

T here have, however, been important attempts to speed up the rate at which 
the binary divisions of gender change. Foremost among these attempts in the past 
twenty years is the work or Judith B utler, which has argued for a theory of sexuality 
that asserts the primacy of sexuality in the social structure and proposes a theory 
of sexuality which separates the ‘performance’ of sexuality (‘doing’ masculinity or 
femininity) from actual biological sex (see B utler, 1990). Whatever our biological 
status, we are all able, B utler argues, to choose the kind of gendered persona that 
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we become. U sing evidence (largely anthropological) which demonstrates that 
throughout the world there are numerous different ways or learning and exhibiting 
gender, Butler suggests that what is important in the twenty-first century is a 
rejection of those often brutal assumptions that impose ‘normal’ expectations of 
gender on women and men. B utler, in effect, wishes to dissolve gender, so that 
neither men nor women are expected to perform particular kinds of gendered 
behaviour. It is a theory which has been hugely influential, not least because in 
the ‘real’ world it seems to offer a way out of the impasse of traditional forms of 
masculinity and femininity, and because in the interpretation of diverse forms of 
representation, it seems to offer a way of understanding literature and the visual 
arts which highlights the sexual ambiguity of much of that work. 

B utler, as the above hopefully suggests, is very far from an essentialist in 
terms of the discussion of sexuality and gender difference. Indeed, her work 
is an important discussion of how we might move beyond the binaries of male 
and female. It is notable that her work has had a huge impact across disciplines, 
although the part of her work which probably remains the most contentious is 
her assumption that gender is the key form of social stratification and social 
difference. N ancy Fraser is one of those who have taken issue with this idea, and 
argued that late capitalism (postmodernism, whatever social label for our society 
we use) can easily accommodate itself to whatever individuals choose to make 
of their biology (see Fraser, 1997). It is apparent from evidence throughout the 
West that this is entirely true, just as evidence from the same world shows the 
huge, vocal resistance to anything approaching a re-writing of traditional gender 
expectations and the social arrangements that accompany them. Feminist writers 
have described the resistance to feminism as ‘backlash’; in parts of the U nited 
S tates, a stronger vocabulary would be needed to describe the physical threats to 
female autonomy in the shape of murderous assaults on abortion clinics. 

It is impossible, therefore, to conclude that the West has moved beyond a 
position in which there is no social concern about gender and behaviour. T here are 
many contexts in which ‘gender-blind’ policies have been introduced; equally, there 
are many social situations in which gender difference is fiercely maintained. 

T he aspect of B utler’s work which remains most problematic for writers on 
gender is the extent to which her thesis about gender allows us to move beyond the 
‘E nlightenment S ettlement’ about gender and begin to think in ways which do not 
invoke the essentialist categories of male and female. T he ‘settlement’ achieved 
at the time of the E nlightenment was, as K ate S oper has suggested, one in which 
women were allowed a place, and in which the emotional possibilities of ‘feeling’ 
and ‘sentiment’ were de-sexualized and allowed a prominent and positive place in 
the range of human behaviour. But – and it is a very important qualification – she 
also argues that:

T he radical, feminist moment had passed by 1800 … Women after 1800, it seems, 
continued to be confined to educational writing (now including political economy made 
simple) and to novels; the fields of history, philosophy, political economy, and political 
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theory remained beyond them. B ut if the outcomes of E nlightenment are measured 
against the aspirations of the late eighteenth -century feminist radicals – those who 
sought an intellectual world unmarred by ‘sexual distinctions’ – then much remained to 
be achieved. (S oper, 2005, 711)

Whether or not the two hundred or so years after 1800 have seen many 
achievements that can suggest the lessening of gender distinctions in the 
intellectual world remains an intensely problematic question. T he contribution of 
de Beauvoir – who was the first modem writer to problematize the question of the 
relationship of gender to knowledge – remains as crucial a landmark in the first 
half of the twentieth century as that of Judith B utler does in the second. B ut in two 
important ways, neither of these authors, important as their work is in the way 
we think about gender, systematically address the question of both the part that 
women play in intellectual life and the part that gender plays in the construction 
of knowledge. Leaving aside those explanations which define differences between 
male and female forms of participation in intellectual life in terms of differences 
in the constitution of male and female brains, and those psychoanalytical theories 
which posit different accommodations for women and men with language and 
subsequently with knowledge, we are left with a history of intellectual life in E urope 
which is marked by that pattern identified in Mozart’s Requiem at the beginning 
of this chapter: a pattern in which men state and women qualify. If we look at the 
history of intellectual and cultural life in E urope over a two hundred-year period 
from the E nlightenment, what we can see is a pattern in which in all disciplines 
– with the exception of the novel – male contributions have been dominant. N or, 
until very recently, was this difference in terms of gendered participation an issue 
for cultural historians: it was taken as read (and still is in many contexts today) that 
there was no ‘problem’ about the gender of the person constructing knowledge. 
We can take from this the innate assumption that the gender of the person involved 
in intellectual life is insignificant, or we can think of it in terms of the refusal of 
the dominant norms of intellectual life to entertain the view that the gender of the 
person might be relevant. T he former possibility is a reading of the intellectual 
world which deconstructs gender somewhat in advance of Judith B utler: her work 
leaves us in the same position as those theories which had refused to ‘see’ gender 
in previous historical periods. 

A mong those people who had most emphatically refused to see ‘gender’ in 
intellectual life in the past were those cohorts of women who worked hard and 
long for the integration of women into higher education and the professions. Much 
of the energy of these women – who informed the practices of those enclaves of 
entryism into professional life on both sides of the A tlantic – was devoted to the 
demonstration that women could do just as well as men in all forms of competition. 
R eaction to what many women saw as the advocacy of the de-sexualization of 
women was often vehement: a tradition from D orothy S ayers (in the novel Gaudy 
Night) to S ylvia Plath (in The Bell Jar) which caricatured and lampooned the 
spinsters who devoted their lives to the higher education of women. T he tensions 
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between expectations of female sexuality (both imposed and internalized) were 
such as to create a continuous post-E nlightenment tradition of the fear of women 
intellectuals. ‘B luestockings’ became the butt of jokes, and served to entrench the 
commonplace idea that only men were the legitimate occupants of the academy 
and the higher learning. 

The woman writer who most fiercely resisted the idea that the route to female 
intellectual emancipation lay in the replication of male patterns was Virginia 
Woolf. Writing at about the same time as D orothy S ayers, Woolf was (and is) 
notable for her resistance to the idea that women should take part in the institutions 
and culture of the academy and intellectual life. In Three Guineas, Woolf argues 
the case against this choice: look at these institutions, she argues, see who occupies 
them, and consider the links of these institutions to other, politically suspect, 
aspects of the social world. What she does, in effect, is to take up an aspect of 
intellectual life which is as seldom discussed today as it was in 1938: the aspect 
of the social power of the academy. D o not join in, says Woolf: there is no way 
of joining certain institutions which will allow you to control your own actions or 
indeed your thoughts. A s a theory of social integration, it assumes the complete 
power of institutional life to absorb and control the individual; yet as a theory of 
the integrative power of institutions, it is not radically different from most of the 
sociological findings on the same subject. 

Woolf is generally regarded – with Proust and Joyce – as one of the great 
writers of modernism and the subjectivity of the modern. If she is ‘placed’ within 
this tradition, her politics are of course marginalized and her political writing 
becomes a footnote to her fiction. But the reality of Woolf’s work – and life – is 
that she had an intense sense of the political, and a particularly intense sense of the 
gendered polities of subjectivity. A s we have seen, Jürgen H abermas has written of 
‘the literary’ as the form through which modern (post-E nlightenment) bourgeois 
society considers its internal self; however, what it does not do is to discuss the 
gendered nature of that subjectivity and consider the ways in which the ‘modern 
self’ (as unsexed to H abermas as it is to C harles T aylor and other writers) simply 
assumes the ‘male’. Indeed, much contemporary social theory, concerned as it is 
with the decline of ‘respect’ (R ichard S ennett) or ‘community’ (R obert Putnam), 
does not ‘gender’ these ideas. It is not to diminish the important contributions 
made by these writers to say that their work does not take account of the different 
meanings which ‘respect’ and ‘community’ might have for women and men: 
doing this in a very real sense demonstrates only too clearly the intellectual 
position which women occupy – a position of qualification and the articulation of 
difference. C ritics of this relatively limited intervention in the intellectual world 
would argue that this qualification is itself pointless: simply pointing out that 
gender differences exist does not in itself constitute a theoretical contribution or 
an insight into the working of contemporary world on a par with that of Putnam or 
Sennett or any other figure who has written about the world of the late twentieth 
and early twenty-first century. 
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But the example above – of important work which is then qualified by women 
– exemplifies the theoretical problems faced by those (of whatever biological sex) 
who want to include gender as an issue to be taken account of in our considerations 
of the social and intellectual world. ‘Women’ therefore becomes a term which might 
well (and indeed, in reality generally does) refer to people who are biologically 
female, but it can also refer to those who want to extend our understanding of 
the world in which we live. A lasdair MacIntyre, C laudia Johnson and the present 
author have all written of Jane Austen’s Fanny Price as the definitive heroine 
of the E nlightenment: a heroine who becomes independent of all expectations 
except those of her conscience. But Fanny Price is not the usual personification of 
the E nlightenment ‘settlement’ about women that usually belongs to the explicit 
recognition of women. Paradoxically, it was precisely that recognition which has 
led, arguably, to the consistent marginalization of women and the feminine in 
intellectual traditions, and which remains a position from which women still have 
to achieve emancipation.
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C hapter 3 

T errorism and the B etrayal  
of the Intellectuals

Joseba Zulaika

What do you do, as an intellectual, when your primary community of family, 
friends, village, or country produces ‘terrorists’? What is your intellectual task – to 
define them, to diagnose them, to condemn them, to persuade them, to understand 
them, to exorcise them? S hould you look at it as tragedy, irony, farce, romance, 
or sheer crime? Whether in the B asque C ountry, Ireland or the U nited S tates, 
intellectual approaches to ‘terrorism’ are of necessity enmeshed in the writer’s 
self-definitions and ideological investments. The result is that various readings 
and approaches to the phenomenon of terrorism are likely to produce antagonistic 
intellectuals. Given the logic of taboo and association by contagion that is typical 
of terrorism discourse, we might even ask whether ‘expertise’ on the terrorist O ther 
presupposes a wilful ignorance of the actual life conditions and subjectivities of 
the violent actors. 

Yet nothing seems to define a Spanish or Basque intellectual as much as his 
or her view of B asque terrorism and how it is related or unrelated to a S panish 
political impasse. In the small world of B asque politics, every writer appears to be 
compelled to provide a diagnosis, a solution, a condemnation, a jeremiad or some 
sort of commentary on the problem of terrorism. It is a sort of R orschach T est of 
where you stand as an intellectual. For C aro B aroja, the great social historian, 
the whole thing became an incomprehensible ‘labyrinth’. For some of the best-
known B asque/S panish intellectuals, such as Fernando S avater, the whole thing 
is nothing but criminal terrorism. You also have the phenomenon of noted former 
ETA   members who later became the most militant anti-ETA   and anti-nationalist 
writers. T hen you have political scientists, sociologists and anthropologists who 
try to place the phenomenon in a historical and cultural context. You also have 
the figure of the ‘terrorism expert’, who applies to the phenomenon a technical-
juridical language and treats all various forms of terrorism as being ramifications 
of the very same thing. 
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An Ethnographer in the Field: Subjugated Knowledge for Subjugated  
and V iolent People

A s an A nthropology graduate student in the U nited S tates, I overcame my 
ambivalence to returning home and decided to write an ethnography of ETA  . 
What else was there worth writing about when you have people killing and being 
killed for the sake of an idea? A fter all, I had friends who had been and still were 
members of ETA  , and my youth had been haunted by the spectre of unending 
violence. In particular, I could never forget the case of the bus driver in my own 
B asque village, murdered one S aturday morning by ETA   in front of his neighbours, 
housewives who had gone shopping to the town four miles away. My mother was 
on the bus. O n their ride back home, she saw the two young men, pistols in hand, 
advance towards the driver, shouting at him, ‘You are a dog!’, before killing him. 
T he screaming housewives got out of the bus and were brought to the village by 
passer-by drivers. I found my mother in shock, sitting on the stairs, unable to 
walk home. O ther women who had witnessed the crime were on the street, still 
sobbing, when I went out. ‘B ut how can that be?’ is all they could say, their faces 
in horror.

I composed an ethnography trying to make sense of the ‘B ut how can that be?’ 
I provided historical, sociological and cultural models of performance that could 
help contextualize, never explain, the perplexing phenomenon of murder. E ven 
if not your usual E uropean ethnography of the time on small village life or ritual 
fiestas, it was well within the paradigms of American academic anthropology; it had 
positive reviews in the discipline’s major journals, and was even nominated for a 
Margaret Mead A ward. Yet this same ethnography was also furiously contested by 
combatant anti-ETA   intellectuals. O ne of them, Jon Juaristi, himself a former ETA   
operative, regaled me with a full page on a S unday in the main S panish newspaper, 
El Pais, accusing me of cowardice and of heroifying vulgar murderers. 

H ence the initial unsettling question: are you allowed to weave an ethnography 
around murder? Is it morally and politically correct to be a detached ethnographer 
when murder is at stake? T his is the question that was put to me when my 
ethnography came out. N obody in the discipline would question that you could 
write on infanticide, regicide or headhunting and produce a valuable monograph 
without anyone questioning whether you favoured killing infants or kings or cutting 
the heads of outsiders. B ut could you use the anthropology trade as a distancing 
device to study ‘terrorism’? You were always allowed to be a policeman, a judge, 
a moralist, a counter-terrorist. B ut an anthropologist?

T he question brings into relief the role of knowledge when confronted with 
something we could call foundational violence and which goes at the heart of 
situations such as the B asque political impasse. You could practise ethnographic 
distance, say, when you study murder in a tribe in the Philippines. B ut are you 
allowed to make an ethnography of headhunters in your own society? 

T he intellectual and moral issue has to do with you positioning ‘inside’ or 
‘outside’ of the realm of the crime that is being committed. You are allowed a 
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position of utmost externality to the crime, signalled by strong condemnation and 
moral indignation at the perversity of murder. If you are an ethnographer who 
is describing ‘their’ institutionalized murder, in a foreign culture with strange 
customs, nothing is being risked. K nowledge of their madness is all legitimate, 
particularly if it is drowned in vats of moral indignation.

B ut assume now you are doing an ethnography of your own society and from a 
subject position that is internal to the phenomenon. Imagine you are studying the 
unsavoury consequences of nationalism and you are nationalist, or the paradoxes of 
C atholic dogma and you are a C atholic, or as in my case, the murder in your village 
and you are a villager. You can always claim that, even if you are a nationalist or a 
C atholic or a villager, you do not agree with a certain aspect of your identity. B ut 
still, the issue of your belonging to that identity does not disappear. If you are an 
A merican and you don’t like what your army is doing in Iraq, are you free from 
any responsibility by simply saying, ‘I don’t agree with it’? Your country, your 
institution, your ideology are also part of your identity. 

In the case of the murdered bus driver in my village, I knew him quite well. 
B y the time I was 11, he had taught me how to dance and prepared me for an 
aurresku performance in the plaza of the village. I used to visit his shoe repair 
shop while I was still a child. H e gave me career advice and he was fond of me. 
Yet later, when polarization took place in the village, I disagreed with his pro-
Franco politics. S till, I knew the man, and I did not approve of his killing. (H is 
killing was celebrated with champagne.) In short, this was murder I could not deal 
with in merely ‘objective’ terms and from a purely ‘external’ position. I could not 
reduce the situation to the polarity ‘they/us’, the murderers always being ‘they’, 
never ‘us’. If you are an A merican and if you realize that it is the army paid with 
your taxes that is doing the killing in Iraq, it is inconsistent to then say that ‘they’ 
are the killers, not you. 

T his is all related, of course, to what subject position you choose for yourself 
when confronted with violence or poverty or injustice in the world. Is it the 
hegemonic position or the subaltern one, the First World position or the T hird 
World, the existing power or the marginal or emergent one? 

A t a level of disciplinary practice, the intellectual may be in the position of 
having to work with what Foucault named ‘subjugated knowledges’. T hese are the 
types of knowledge that have no centre of authority behind them, be it a state, an 
established scientific institution or a historic tradition. These situations are not that 
uncommon for an anthropologist. T he claims to sovereignty, history, truth and other 
universal narratives are slim when you are a tribe with no written tradition and no 
army. C onfronted with the power of colonial and sovereign states, the claims to 
historical legitimacy coming from their former dominions or sub-state polities are 
not likely to be at the same level of authority. D o they even have a right to narrate 
their own histories, have a literature of their own, write down their laws?

What should be the authentic location of knowledge when we are dealing with 
crimes that have fallen inside the heavily tabooed discourse of terrorism? In the 
case of the murder in my village, to take an example, whose truth could claim to be 
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final? The one by the police, the judge, the moralist, the counter-terrorist, the killer? 
For the ethnographer, there is one place of knowledge that is not insignificant: the 
primary community of the village – that is, the first neighbours and their elaborate 
formal and informal networks of relationship among families in the traditional 
culture; the group of friends who went back to the schoolboy years and who knew 
him intimately, including the falling out he had had with his ‘milk brother’ (the 
nationalist friend who was his political opponent, but orphaned as a child, and 
following traditional neighbour relations, had been nursed by his own mother); the 
recent history of political resistance in the village, including the religious group of 
which he had been a member. D oes such ‘subjugated knowledge’ have a place in 
contextualizing the murder?

L egality is, of course, a key theme. Is it there any other legality but the one 
derived from the state? S hould an intellectual stride aside from the established 
legality? C an you study the outside-law Zapatistas as if they were a legitimate 
political group? History is filled with revolutionary and transgressive movements 
of all sorts. What sort of intellectual legitimacy do they have? 

O bviously, you might be a lifelong member of a party, an ideology, a community, 
and then, cutting all ties, decide to take the positions that are contrarian to your 
group. You can claim that you no longer have any responsibility with what you did 
as a member of that party, ideology of community. B ut things are not that clean. If 
you are a E uropean, aren’t you complicit with E urope’s colonial history? If your 
party, while you were a member, was involved, say, in ‘dirty war’ and as a result 
murdered scores of people, now that you have cut all ties with that party, are you 
totally ‘innocent’ from your former affiliation? Or, say, you were a member of a 
terrorist group such as ETA  , and then later on you position yourself as an anti-
ETA   activist, does that entail that you have no responsibility whatsoever for the 
terrorist actions committed by ETA   while you were a member? T hese are very real 
situations in the debates, say, between B asque/S panish intellectuals. T hey question 
the validity of the ‘us/them’ divide regarding the ongoing violence. In short, once 
we are ‘post’ some ideology or party – post-Marxists or post-nationalists or post-
C hristians – what is our relationship to the ‘before’?

Foucault distinguished the ‘universal intellectual’ versus the ‘specific 
intellectual’. R egarding the murder in my village, we know what the universal 
intellectual has to say: murder should always be illegal, wrong, a crime. What 
should the specific intellectual who studies the event in situ have to say? Well, 
maybe he should not study it in the first place. Maybe there are areas where a 
specific intellectual – an ethnographer, perhaps – should not trade. 

T he relationship between the individual and the group (organization, society, 
culture) is one of the sticking points at the outset. Is the murder in question 
the personal act of a murderer, or is it motivated by political goals and group 
ideology? O ne of the decisive traits of military institutions is that the individual 
has to surrender to the collective organization and will. S oldiers in the S panish 
military are not allowed to pronounce the pronoun ‘I’. T ypically, the individual 
is not personally responsible for carrying out orders that have been decided at a 
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higher level in the hierarchy. A n organization such as ETA   shares this military 
culture. B ut if you accept the obvious fact that a terrorist organization has a 
military command structure and that operatives in it are subject to a hierarchical 
culture, you are perhaps granting too much already. For those who will not see in 
ETA   militants anything but criminal murderers, postulating an organization and a 
hierarchy that somehow waters down the individual responsibility of the murderer 
is thus unwelcome. Furthermore, any links between the activist and his or her 
nationalist community are also unwanted. 

A nthropologists of my generation, informed mostly by the works of Marx, 
D urkheim and Weber, have taken for granted the profound interaction between 
individuality and collectivity. We easily sympathize with Gramsci (1959) when 
he wrote in his essay ‘What is Man?’ that ‘it is essential to conceive of man as 
a series of active relationships (a process) in which individuality, while of the 
greatest importance, is not the sole element to be considered’. Gramsci’s view was 
that ‘the individual does not enter into relations with other men in opposition to 
them but through an organic unity with them, because he becomes part of social 
organisms of all kinds from the simplest to the most complex’. H is conclusion is 
most telling: 

If individuality is the whole mass of these relationships, the acquiring of a personality 
means the acquiring of consciousness of these relationships, and changing the personality 
means changing the whole mass of these relationships. (R adhakrishnan 1990, 82)

T his might be reasonable for ordinary social relations, but when you are dealing 
with the taboo of terrorism, can you postulate that the terrorist has some ties and 
dependencies with his or her community, his or her culture, his or her political 
party, his or her organization? S till, the inter-dependence between the individual 
and the collective does not deny agency. E ven if humanity is shaped in a social 
process, it does not mean that these relationships are mechanical. T he subject can in 
fact change those relations. T here is no denying of human intentionality. Gramsci 
posits an interplay between ‘man as structure’ and ‘man as intentionality’. 

A n ethnographic approach to the phenomenon of political terrorism will in fact 
put emphasis on both sides of the equation: on the structure that conditions the 
militant’s actions; and on the purposes that guide and fool the actor. B oth moves 
are unwelcome for the intellectual who would not grant the terrorist any leeway. 
T he mere assertion that the terrorist harbours some political intentionality appears 
to be too much of a concession. H e or she should be treated not only as a person 
totally alone and thus unrelated to his or her social condition, but also as a person 
with no further purpose, programme or vision; the terrorist is merely a mechanical 
madman, a criminal and nothing else, someone almost incapable of subjectivity 
or intentionality.

Faced with such a polarizing taboo, the intellectual is faced in the end with 
the dilemma of demonizing or normalizing the terrorist. We anthropologists have 
long studied the phenomenon of taboo. It serves to categorize and localize danger. 
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O nce you have something tabooed, you feel you are in control. D emonization and 
tabooization are central to the dominant discourse of international terrorism. B ut 
what if, after framing everything in such discourse, the logic of taboo comes back 
to haunt you?

If we look at the contemporary discourse of terrorism promoted by the US , 
there is the extraordinary sight of the ongoing ‘war on terror’ used as justification 
for claiming for oneself all sorts of states of exception at home and abroad. T here is 
nothing like counter-terrorism to rekindle the age-old mutual dependence between 
demonizing the enemy while claiming exemption from legal accountability for 
oneself. T he true exceptionality of ‘normal’ realities such as Guantanamo, A bu 
Ghraib or the Patriot A ct have even raised, in the opinion of some commentators, 
the spectre of proto-fascism. H enry Giroux has summarized the symptoms as 
follows: the cult of traditionalism and reactionary modernism; the diminishing 
of public space and corporatization of civil society; the building of a culture of 
fear and patriotic correctness; the attempts to control the mass media through 
regulation, corporate ownership or spokespeople; the rise of the O rwellian version 
of N ewspeak, and the collapse of the separation between church and state (see 
Giroux, 2004, 14–32).

In the end, as A retxaga notes: 

A  war against T errorism … mirrors the state of exception characteristic of insurgent 
violence, and in doing so reproduces it ad infinitum. The question remains: What 
politics might be involved in this state of alert as normal state? Would this possible 
scenario of competing (and mutually constituting) terror signify the end of politics as 
we know it? (A retxaga, 2001, 149)

The terrorist enemy plays a pivotal role in such a redefinition of politics as we 
know it and that is at stake in the war on terror. 

Experts and Journalists: W riting T errorism

T here is another approach to terrorism that is at the antipodes of the ethnographer: 
the so-called ‘terrorism expert’. While I wrote my ethnography of B asque 
political violence, a group of such experts was meeting for months in a L ondon 
hotel in order to issue a much trumpeted ‘report’ that would dictate what B asque 
violence was and what should be done about it (see Zulaika, 1991). It had been 
commissioned by the B asque government, frustrated by the negative resonance 
that ‘terrorism’ had for B asques in the international media, and clearly hoping that 
the experts would recognize the anti-Francoist dictatorship context in which ETA   
had originated, as well as the ultimately political basis to its violence. 

T he terrorism experts’ fundamental claim about B asque violence was that it 
is terrorism, which means that it belongs to the same category that includes other 
E uropean and non-E uropean groups. T hus, two-thirds of the report are given to 
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describing such other terrorist groups, the assumption being that this amounts to 
describing to ETA  , since they all belong to the same category of behaviour. T he 
reminder was devoted to the ‘ought’ of a B asque anti-terrorist crusade, including 
legal measures, security provisions, various social policies, as well as a ‘Plan 
for C onsciousness-R aising’. A nd social science was needed ‘in parallel with the 
implementation of the counter-measures recommended later in this report’, and 
therefore ‘such research will enable action to combat terrorism’ (R ose, 1986, 
35–6). T he entire enterprise was premised on ideological and moral imperatives, 
and stated detailed steps for indoctrination against nationalist values at all social 
and educational levels. This was all done in the name of scientific ‘expertise’ and 
of ‘international’ scholarship. T his raises a fundamental question: how does a 
foreign expert know what is best for the educational curriculum, political parties 
or moral consensus of a given society? S ome of the same experts who diagnosed 
the Basque situation were also at the time influential in the United States (Zulaika 
and D ouglass 1996, 51).

In order to grasp the claims of such international discourse on terrorism, one 
needs to start by paying attention to the writing itself of the counter-terrorist text. 
T here is a world of difference about what constitutes a fact, depending on whether 
the writer is a journalist, an ethnographer, a sociologist, a novelist or an expert. 
Writing terrorism itself becomes ‘inaugural’ of the contents of the discourse. Far 
from being a mere mirror of the facts on the ground, discourse may create its own 
reality. T he media confronts us daily with the realities of terrorism, as well as with 
the discoursive nature of many of the ‘facts’. T he plot to blow up as many as ten 
airplanes over the A tlantic with liquid explosives uncovered by the B ritish police 
in London in August 2006 will suffice to illustrate the point. Having arrested 
21 people, the alarm could not have been more ominous. Paul S tephenson, the 
D eputy C hief of the Metropolitan Police in L ondon, declared on 10 A ugust that 
the plotters were intent on ‘mass murder on an unimaginable scale’; John R eid, the 
B ritish H ome S ecretary, predicted that as the result of the ‘highly likely’ attacks, 
the loss of life would have been on an ‘unprecedented scale’. I had to fly from 
S pain to the USA  with my family ten days after the plot had become front-page 
news; the anticipation for the flight became dreadful as daily news detailed the 
hours of waiting at the airports, the prohibition to carry handbags, the repeated 
cases of flights aborted or returned to their destination because of the hysteria 
provoked by some unruly passenger. A fter we made it home safely, a report by the 
New York Times detailed that the plotters had left ‘a trove of evidence’, thus fully 
confirming the initial alarm. Yet a careful reading of the report provided a very 
different picture of the events. It admitted that, according to five senior British 
officials:

the suspects were not prepared to strike immediately. Instead, the reactions of B ritain 
and the U nited S tates in the wake of the arrests of 21 people on A ug. 10 were driven 
less by information about a specific, imminent attack than fear that other, unknown 
terrorists might strike. 
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T hat is, fear that some unknown terrorists might strike, not the ones they had 
arrested, had been the true reason for the apocalyptic alarm that turned the world’s 
air traffic into chaos. In fact, ‘despite the charges, officials said they were still unsure 
of one critical question: whether any of the suspects was technically capable of 
assembling and detonating liquid explosives while airborne’. S ome of the suspects 
had been under police surveillance for over a year, and what had triggered the 
police action was that one of the key suspects, R ashid R auf, who holds dual B ritish 
and Pakistani citizenship, had been arrested in Pakistan. Initially, it was said by one 
official, and later disclaimed by another, that upon Rauf’s arrest an explicit message 
to the plotters to ‘go now’ had been issued. T his prompted the decision by S cotland 
Yard to go ahead and arrest the entire group, when in fact B ritish investigators 
would have wanted to monitor the suspects for longer. In short, the group was under 
close police surveillance; having installed video cameras and audio recordings in 
their ‘bomb factory’, the police knew the group was not ready to attack (some of 
them did not even have passports yet, let alone tickets to fly), and by the police’s 
own admission, they even questioned whether any of the group members had the 
capacity to detonate an explosive. S o we are left with the question: was the threat, 
which must have cost billions to the aviation industry, so alarming as to create the 
world-wide air traffic chaos? The same senior officials characterized the apocalyptic 
remarks of two weeks earlier as ‘unfortunate’. A fter his dire predictions of 10 
A ugust, Mr. R eid sought to calm the public by lowering the threat level from critical 
to severe and acknowledging that: ‘T hreat level assessments are intelligence-led. It 
is not a process where scientific precision is possible. They involve judgments.’ 

H ere we have a typical case of terrorism’s hyper-reality, in which the facts 
are there (the alleged plotters were clearly up to something), but they take shape 
against a background of threats and fears that then become constitutive of the 
events themselves. T hat is, the scare was as much the product of the interpretation 
of messages as of the actual immediacy of the threat. T his is an example of how 
discourse remakes reality. A fter all, how is it that there was no major terrorism 
chapter in the terrible history of the first half of the twentieth century, a period 
unparalleled in military brutality? If during the period of world-wide wars, in which 
tens of millions of soldiers and civilians were dying in E urope, terrorism was a 
footnote, how is it that currently, in a strategic reversal of priorities, conventional 
wars such as the ones in A fghanistan and Iraq appear to have become substitutes 
for fighting terrorism, deemed to be now the ultimate threat to civilization? 
N ewspapers did not need to make use of the term ‘terrorism’ until the 1970s; you 
will not find ‘terrorism’ as a heading in the New York Times Index or the London 
Times Index prior to 1970. T he assassination of President K ennedy was just that, 
an ‘assassination’. T he attack on President R eagan was something quite different 
– a ‘terrorist’ act. We are not doubting the existence of assassinations, but making 
the obvious point that whether a given assassination is covered as terrorism or not, 
such a discoursive decision has stark political and legal connotations. In this sense, 
the discourse creates its own reality. T he existence of Guantanamo is unthinkable 
without the discourse of terrorism. 
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In short, we are confronted with a new epistemic space, a new act of naming that 
was deemed to be necessary for a new historical reality. A wareness that reality is 
up for grabs, and that the US  administration’s rationales for the war on terror have 
only the most tenuous connections to reality, has become a staple of the mainstream 
political debate, as reflected in the daily media’s coverage of the administration’s 
political agenda. T he big scare produced by the uncovered B ritish plot in the end 
had to do as much with the rhetorical dimension of terrorism as with the actual 
danger posed by those arrested on 10 A ugust, half of whom were later released 
without charges. We are not denying that the evidence for the plot was there, only 
that its apocalyptic nature became credible because of the rhetorical power of 
terrorism. T o talk of its rhetorical dimension means that the link between actions 
and goals is mediated by interpretations; that is, the primary persuasions that 
matter to the terrorist are the reactions themselves. C ounter-terrorism is equally 
rhetorical, in that a primary concern for officials in their ‘war against terror’ is 
how the public perceives and interprets their actions. T here is a long history of 
politicians using terrorism to their advantage. T he 2006 B ritish terror case, for 
example, is credited with having revamped President B ush’s approval ratings by 
several points, certainly not a negligible result for a president whose numbers 
were below 40 per cent. N ow, imagine the temptation when such rhetorical power, 
by which you can largely control the public’s interpretation of a certain threat 
or potential action, is available to power. S uch a rhetorical dimension becomes 
even more critical in a situation in which the activities of the terrorist as well as 
those of the counter-terrorists are clouded in secrecy and classified information. 
T his can produce the not uncommon situation in which the alleged enemies feed 
rhetorically into each other’s interests, as each side perceives political advantages 
in the existence of the other. 

A n assessment of the rhetorical aspects of the discourse requires close 
attention to the writing of terrorism and the narrative plots in which the arguments 
are couched. H ayden White called this ‘tropic’, namely, the presence of tropes 
(metaphor, metonym, synecdoche, irony) used in ‘the process by which all 
discourse constitutes the objects which it pretends only to describe realistically 
and to analyze objectively’ (White, 1978, 154). T he dominant tropic space in 
contemporary political and journalistic discourse is ‘terror’. T hus, such tropics 
of terror, by which attention is paid to the conceptual premises, emplotted stories 
and the very ‘illusion of sequence’ of narrativity, should be of primary concern to 
C ritical T errorism S tudies. 

Camus on the Betrayal of the Intellectual

What concerns us is how contemporary terrorism is turned into narrative, and how 
the various kinds of narrative affect actual history by dissolving or magnifying 
the violence. S hoshana Felman has devoted incisive essays to discussing the ways 
in which history as holocaust had affected the relationship between history and 
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narrative. S he does this following H egel’s perspective that ‘the term history unites 
the objective and the subjective side, and denotes … not less what happened than 
the narration of what happened. T his union of the two meanings we must regard 
as of a higher order than mere outward accident’ (Felman and L aub, 1992, 93). 
A nd she takes the work of A lbert C amus, of whom it can be said that he created the 
new form of narrative as testimony, as exemplary to examine such relationship. 
S he concentrated on two of his novels, The Plague (1948) and The Fall (1958). 

The Plague describes a town stricken by an epidemic. T he mass murder of 
about a hundred million people by the contagion of a plague is a clear allegory 
of the S econd World War epidemic that had just ended. C amus was a member 
of the French R esistance, and wrote the novel as an underground testimony and 
as an actual intervention in the conflict. The protagonist of the novel is a doctor 
who fights against the plague with dignity and determination. As testimony, the 
novel is in itself a document of primary, unproblematic data echoing history. S ince 
the narrator is well informed and an honest witness, history appears to speak for 
itself. T he narrative is self-evident, the events are literal, and the witness’s only 
task is to not get in the way of the events themselves by simply stating, ‘this is 
what happened’ (Felman and L aub 1992, 101). S till, why does C amus write a 
novel and use the metaphor of the plague if things are so literal? S uch a plague 
is an ‘impossible’ thing, something that had vanished from the Western world, 
the novel tells us. T here is thus a tension between an event that was supposed to 
have banished and its actual occurrence that is conveyed by the allegory. ‘C amus’ 
testimony is not simply to the literality of history, but to its unreality, to the 
historical vanishing point of its unbelievability’ (Felman and L aub, 1992, 103). 

T he events of the H olocaust were also disbelieved for years by the A llies, and 
are still persistently denied by revisionists of history. T he ‘crisis of witnessing’ 
brought about by the H olocaust springs precisely from the fact that the victims/
witnesses were vanished, and that therefore the event itself could not be witnessed. 
T his requires a testimony that goes beyond the journalistic; it requires the 
imaginative powers of literature, the total condemnation of unqualified testimony. 
T he reader becomes a witness by means of the literary testimony’s capacity to 
elicit a perception of history in one’s own body in the manner that the doctor 
protagonist has to be a witness of the events though his own death, so that he is 
‘radically transformed by the very process of witnessing’ (Felman and L aub, 1992, 
109). Witnessing teaches the doctor about the stark facts of history by means of his 
own crisis and transformation. In the end, the doctor, summoned to give evidence, 
becomes the narrator who is going to speak for everyone. H e is the one who ‘has 
deliberately taken the victim’s side and tried to share with his fellow citizens the 
only certitudes they had in common – love, exile, and suffering. T hus he can truly 
say there was not one of their anxieties in which he did not share, no predicament 
of theirs what was not his’ (C amus, 1948, 272).

T hus, confronted with the horrors of the twentieth century, C amus’s work 
introduces us to urgencies of a new literature of witnessing as the new cultural 
and political imperative of what E lie Wiesel and others have deemed an ‘A ge 
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of T estimony’. T he act of literary witnessing requires for C amus not a simple 
statement of the facts, but an act of commitment aimed at transforming the 
relationship between history and its various forms of narrative consciousness. T he 
writer’s task is to constantly find new forms to intervene in that narrative space. 
A s C amus writes, ‘T o create today is to create dangerously. A ny publication is 
an act, and that act exposes one to the passions of an age that forgives nothing,’ 
while he complains about ‘the feeling the contemporary artist has of lying or of 
indulging in useless words if he pays no attention to history’s woes’ (Felman and 
L aub, 1992, 115). B earing witness becomes in the end an act of survival. B ut at 
the very end of the novel there is a sniper who has gone mad, proof that not even 
the honest witness can speak for all, and who raises the question of whether a 
healing testimony is possible in the contemporary times of the H olocaust and 
international terrorism. C amus would respond to that very question nine years 
later by writing The Fall.

‘I must repeat: we, the survivors, are not the true witnesses,’ writes Primo 
L evi, a survivor of N azi concentration camps. ‘T hose who … have not returned 
to tell about it or have returned mute, … they are … the submerged, the complete 
witnesses’ (L evi, 1989, 83–4). It is the failure of the witness which concerns 
us here, her inability to be sure of the value of her narrative knowledge. In the 
background of The Fall’s plot there is an emblematic event: the narrator saw by 
chance the suicide of a woman who suddenly jumps into the S eine river. U nlike in 
The Plague, where the narrator experiences directly the evil he is going to speak 
against, in The Fall the narrator witnesses a missed event, the absence of a face-
to-face, which reduces the witness to silence. In The Fall, the death of the O ther 
lacks significance, and the protagonist does not share his act of witnessing with 
the community. 

‘The Fall,’ suggests Felman, ‘in opposition to The Plague, explores the roots of 
the disasters of contemporary history not in the evil of the enemies (some external 
bacillus of Plague) but, less predictably, in the betrayal of the friends’ (Felman 
and L aub, 1992, 171). T his is based on the well-known facts regarding the falling 
out between S artre and C amus as the result of the publication of L’Homme revolté 
(1951), where C amus denounced dogmatic Marxism and S talinism in particular, 
and which earned him a negative review in S artre’s journal Les Temps modernes. 
T heir controversy centred on the role of history; in S artre’s view, the process of 
dialectical totalization explained S talin’s rule. C amus thought that the totalitarian 
impulse of historicism was as deluded as its opposite ideology, idealist anti-
historicism. It is only by denying reality that one may consider history to be a 
totality into itself. O ne should not believe that there is ‘nothing but history’ nor 
that there is ‘nothing of history’. ‘T here are two sorts of impotence,’ he concludes, 
‘the impotence of Good and the impotence of E vil’ (Felman and L aub, 1992, 174). 
S artre accused C amus of negative anti-historicism, and recalled his past exemplary 
testimonial role, best expressed in The Plague – a healing task of ‘personal 
salvation’ made ‘accessible to all’. B ut it is such ideology of salvation and its 
corresponding witnessing authority that C amus wants to question in The Fall.
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T he C amus that denounced ‘the plague’ was a heroic witness upholding the 
promise of communal salvation. B ut the C amus who concentrated on a suicide with 
the mere possibility of a missed rescue was now a witness of loss and perdition. 
T his is not the C amus who celebrated the incoming history of redemption at the 
end of The Plague, the totally new beginning after the S econd World War. While 
S artre thinks that C amus is a man of the past by failing in his role to recognize 
the progress and thus be a witness to the cure, C amus thinks that it is S artre who 
lives in the past by neglecting to be a witness to the atrocities of the S oviet U nion 
inspired by his own prophetic Marxism – denies the present and its continuation 
of the unceasing plague. C amus charges that even if S oviet communism was the 
most important revolution of the twentieth century, one still has to denounce the 
terror of the concentration camps it has brought about. 

‘T here are always reasons for murdering a man,’ the narrator observes in The 
Fall (Camus, 1958, 112). The Nazis did it in their search for a ‘final solution’. What 
else could it be but its double, such salvation ideology that rationalized murder in 
search of a final socialist utopia? Thus, ‘Camus now realizes that the very moral 
core that gave its momentum to The Plague – the establishment of a community 
of witnessing – was itself in some ways a distortion, a historical delusion’ (Felman 
and L aub, 1992, 181). T he very notion of ‘alliance’ he had formed with S artre and 
his group breaks down, and C amus comes to the conclusion that the witness has 
no ally. T he true witness is beset in the end with issues of knowledge and silence. 
When S artre accuses C amus that he is merely ‘looking’ at history from H ell rather 
than ‘making history’, C amus replies that he is ‘making silence’ by refusing to 
look at the horrors of S talinism. 

This interplay between historical action and writers’ reflection was echoed 
two weeks before the 2004 US  presidential election when an aide, who sounded 
like the all-powerful K arl R ove, scorned at journalists and their ‘reality-based 
community’. H e informed his interviewer, R on S uskind, that ‘a judicious study of 
discernible reality’ is ‘not the way the world really works anymore’. H e added: 

We’re an empire now, and when we act, we create our own reality. A nd while you’re 
studying that reality – judiciously, as you will – we act again, creating other new 
realities, which you can study too, and that’s how things will sort out. We’re history’s 
actors … and you, all of you, will be left to just study what we do. (R ich, 2006, 4) 

C amus would reply that not only are they making history by their actions, but also 
by their non-actions; they are ‘making silence’ by their refusal to see and hear 
other views, by shrouding in secrecy what they don’t want the public to know. 

It was systematic deafness and muteness to the realities of the concentration 
camps that made possible the extermination of the Jews. T his was the secret shared 
by all the sides of the war, and around which the genocide happened. It is well 
known that the present A merican government has a network of secret jails around 
the world in which alleged terrorists are being kept under unknown conditions 
with no access to lawyers and human rights groups. T he Guantanamo prison has 
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been compared to a modern concentration camp. A re the political realities of ‘the 
view from H ell’ discussed by C amus over? What made such realities possible in 
the past was their minimization through systematic silence. Isn’t the very fact 
that a Guantanamo and such a shadowy network of secret prisons is tolerated 
by the A merican public proof of C amus’s argument regarding the betrayal of the 
witness by ‘making silence’ and in the end turning all of us into accomplices of 
the jailers?

T he conclusion we are led to is that the very unmediated access to the evidence 
of The Plague and the very nature of the unqualified testimony given there ‘fails 
precisely to account for the specificity of a disaster that consisted in a radical 
failure of witnessing, an event to which the witness had no access, since its very 
catastrophic and unprecedented nature as event was to make the witness absent’ 
(Felman and L aub, 1992, 194). T hus, witnessing itself can hardly be made present 
to consciousness. T he witness, as I recount in my ethnography of Itziar, sees a man 
being murdered and asks in horror: ‘B ut how can that be?’ What happened? What 
is the event itself? A  vulgar murder? A n act of justice? A  revolutionary demand? 
A n act of madness? Just tell us, what is it? S hould we act as witnesses? Is there 
anything we can say or do? N obody knows for sure how to react. B ut how can that 
be? B ut what is it?

A  cryptic theft is narrated in The Fall: a painting entitled The Just Judges. It 
is the allegory of those who speak from a position of moral rightness; this is also 
the case of the honest witness of The Plague who has a clear picture of what is 
going on. It is this complacency of the witness who assumes for himself untainted 
innocence that The Fall wants to unmask. B ecause if the witness is truly aware 
of the modern history of crime in which he lives, including the H olocaust, there 
is no place of complete innocence –‘innocence can only mean lack of awareness 
of one’s participation in the crime’ (Felman and L aub, 1992, 196). C amus’s point 
echoes D ostoevsky: ‘We cannot assert the innocence of anyone, whereas we can 
state with certainty the guilt of all. Every man testifies to the crimes of all the others 
– that is my faith and my hope’ (C amus, 1958, 110). S ince in this perspective there 
is no longer a place of innocence from which to testify, we are guilty of our own 
innocence. Guilt thus becomes not a state opposed to innocence, but a process of 
awakening. 

T here was a clear separation between crime and testimony in The Plague. B ut 
in The Fall, the witness is a lawyer who can take either side of an issue and who 
is only representing the victim. ‘A nd don’t forget, moreover,’ warns C amus, ‘that 
today the judges, the accused and the witnesses are permuted’ (Felman and L aub, 
1992, 198). T his is the case, for instance, with the B asques, former victims of 
N azi/Francoist aggression in Guernica, now victimizers through ETA  ’s terrorist 
actions (see Zulaika, 1991).

The Fall refers to the turning point marked in history by the events of the 
H olocaust and the crisis of witnessing it brings forth. Whose fall is being narrated 
when the narrator witnesses the fall of the suicide woman off the bridge – the 
woman’s, or the narrator’s who did not tell anyone about what he saw? It is this 
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fall/failure of the witness that we are confronted with in The Fall. Previously, in 
1946, C amus had written in Neither Victims nor Executioners: 

T he years we have gone through have killed something in us. A nd that something is 
simply the old confidence man had in himself, which led him to believe that he could 
always elicit human reactions from another man if he spoke to him in the language of a 
common humanity. (C amus, 1986, 27–8) 

A fter A uschwitz, the radical crisis of witnessing forces narrative to become the 
writing of such impossibility.

C ontemporary terrorism is one more proof that C amus’s early warning that 
something fundamental has died in us has lost none of its urgency. H e wrote this 
faced with the N azi death camps, but also with the H iroshima, N agasaki and the 
systematic bombings of E uropean cities by both sides. T he war showed not only 
the capacity for genocidal murder, but also, as pacifists have insisted, the use of 
massive violence in the name of a just cause. C amus broke with the centuries-old 
tradition of the Just War – a thinking that is untenable during the nuclear era, when 
the very idea of war in any classical military sense has become simply obsolete. 
C amus came to abhor especially the abstract state’s role in serving to legitimize 
murder, and the ominous role of technology in the national security system. We 
live, he writes, ‘in a world of abstractions, of bureaus and machines, of absolute 
ideas and of crude messianism. We suffocate among people who think they are 
absolutely right, whether in their machines of in their ideas’ (C amus, 1986, 29). 
T echnology not only increases the lethality of the weapons, but obliterates the 
witnessing function by distancing the executioners from their deeds: 

T he A llied bomber squadrons could obliterate block after block of German cities and 
return to their officers’ clubs to celebrate. Today, hundreds of thousands of engineers 
design and produce weapons of mass destruction such as the T rident submarine, 
described by A rchbishop R aymond H unthausen as ‘the A uschwitz of Puget S ound’. T his 
work is done in the comfort of air-conditioned offices, where weapons are tested, war 
games played, and mega-deaths calculated at computer terminals. (C amus, 1986, 9)

It is the bureaucracy that makes the decisions, so individuals are free to deny their 
responsibility in the potential consequences of such weapons. Mass destruction is 
thus planned with no witness for it and everyone innocent. T o this C amus replies: 
‘We are all guilty.’ T he righteous ideologies in the defence of democracy and 
Western civilization, and supported by reason and science, were in the end masks 
for murder, since ‘there are always reasons for murdering a man’. 

Camus is no conventional pacifist: ‘People like myself want not a world in 
which murder no longer exists … B ut rather one in which murder is not legitimate’ 
(C amus, 1986, 31). Friends reacted by telling him that he ‘was living in U topia’. 
B ut he confronts his critics by retorting whether, in the present infernal world, aren’t 
they also living in U topia by agreeing with the logic of murder that endlessly and 
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more perilously than ever ‘throws us back on murder’? It is not a matter of U topia 
versus reality, but one between a U topia that makes common sense and a U topia 
that is nourished by the nightmare fantasy of competing bureaucratic systems of 
violence in an era of nuclear technology and a state of terror that is legitimized 
with the principle that the end justifies the means (Camus 1986, 34). Is it asking 
too much, Camus contends, that in such a nuclearized world, moral justifications 
for violence (always with God on our side) be cut off from the reality of war? 

C ontemporary terrorism brings a new urgency to the central issue dealt with by 
C amus, which he phrased thus: 

D o you, or do you not, directly or indirectly, want to be killed or assaulted? D o you or 
do you not, directly or indirectly, want to kill or assault?’ A ll who say N o to both these 
questions are automatically committed to a series of consequences which must modify 
their way of posing the problem. (C amus 1986, 30)

T his breaks entirely new moral and political ground. It amounts to the recognition 
that whoever does not want to be a victim must also refuse to be executioner by 
never justifying that killing is legitimate. T his is, of course, utopian, since for most 
of us the killing will be done by a professional army that represents a nation state, 
in a distant land, and with the remoteness of technological means. 

T he discourse of ‘the terrorist’ adds a new dimension to the ideological 
justifications for the legitimate war: it provides the figure of an almost sub-human 
being who has no moral, legal or political grounds to claim whatsoever, bent on 
murderous, arbitrary and random violence, which prompts the immediate reaction, 
widely justified in public opinion, that the taking of his or her life is not only 
legitimate, but the only sensible thing to do. It could be argued that currently, the 
creation of such discourse is in itself a strategic ideological construct to condone 
murder. The terrorist is the new signifier, as was ‘Hitler’ during the Second World 
War, that demands all out war by whatever means. T hus, the dangers seen in the 
ideology that the ends justify the means, that our killings are unlike their killings, 
that a conspiracy of silence is warranted because of the nature of the enemy, in 
short, that we are more than justified to murder them and still be, not only innocent, 
but heroes are nowhere as real as in ‘the war on terror’. What summed up C amus’s 
indictment of the unfortunate circumstances that ‘have killed something in us’ 
was ‘simply the old confidence’ we had ‘in the language of a common humanity’ 
(Camus, 1986, 27–8). The one figure in contemporary political discourse of an 
enemy who is wholly unlike us, with whom we would never share our sense of 
humanity, is of course the loathsome terrorist. T his is the discourse that demands 
we totally separate ourselves from him or her, that we treat him or her with the 
logic of all-out contagion, that we simply taboo him or her as an entity of utter 
danger and unmitigated evil. From this lack of common humanity and the inability 
to witness the other’s suffering sprung for C amus all the moral and political 
dangers of the post-war period, a deadlock that rendered the state of humanity 
‘closed to the future’. E ven in the horrors of the S econd World War, and while 
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himself committed to clandestine resistance, he was still able to see the moral 
bankruptcy of both sides using wholesale military violence against the other, and 
had the courage to speak up against the simplistic choices between what he called 
‘the impotence of Good’ and ‘the impotence of E vil’.
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C hapter 4 

E uropean C ivil S ociety and the E uropean 
Intellectual: What Is, and H ow D oes O ne 

B ecome, a E uropean Intellectual?
William O uthwaite

Whether … a forum for communication will arise ironically depends mostly on 
intellectuals as a group who unceasingly talk about E urope without ever doing anything 
for it. (H abermas, 1996, 16)

In the world today, we are already perceived and addressed not only as ‘French’ or 
‘German’, but as ‘E uropean’ intellectuals. (B alibar, 2004, 205)

In E urope we have a conception of the political that includes an educative role; it isn’t 
so robotized as in the U nited S tates. (K risteva, 1993, 179)

I have been concerned for some time with questions around the possible existence 
of something one might call a E uropean civil society (see O uthwaite, 2000 and 
2006), and this chapter continues these reflections. By ‘European’ I mean for these 
purposes E urope-wide, or at least common to several countries of E urope. S o in 
the case of civil society, if the term means anything at all, it is clear that there are 
civil societies in the UK , Germany and so on, but whether there is a E uropean-
level civil society is much more questionable. 

T here is in fact a kind of D utch auction in much thinking, including my own, 
about these issues, where we start by asking whether there is a E uropean-wide civil 
society, retreat to a conception in which there may not be that but at least there may 
be a European public sphere, and finally, if disappointed in that expectation,� to 
my present theme, whether at the very least we can talk about a smallish number 
of transnationally recognized E uropean intellectuals, including sociologists, or 
at least social theorists.� Intellectuals might then be seen as the vanguard of a 

�  It is, of course, a simplification to pose the issue simply as one of the existence or non-
existence of a E uropean public sphere. A s R isse (2002, 1–2) and others have suggested, it makes 
more sense to distinguish between different types of public spheres and different dimensions of 
‘transnationalness’. For a more optimistic analysis, see, for example, T renz and E der (2004).

� R  ichard Münch (1999, 249), for example, has suggested that the bearers of a 
E uropean identity will primarily be ‘the elites of top managers, experts, political leaders 
and intellectuals …’.
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E uropean public sphere or civil society à venir, rather as they were in Germany 
and elsewhere for the national societies of the nineteenth century.� T hey would, 
of course, be dependent on existing national and transnational structures, notably 
syndication arrangements and other transnational media forms.

When I began to draw up a list of possible candidates, the number of 
contemporary or recently active intellectuals with a genuinely E urope-wide 
resonance revealed itself as rather small. Many of these, moreover, could be 
argued to owe their prominence in part to their contributions to questions about 
E urope. T o exclude them for this reason, however, would have left me without a 
list at all. More seriously, it would be natural to expect E uropean intellectuals to be 
interpellated, by themselves or by others, to comment on E uropean issues. 

T he lists in the A ppendix to this chapter are therefore a provisional, and no 
doubt biased,� suggestion of some likely suspects (almost all, I fear, male). What I 
have in mind in distinguishing between the A  and B  lists is the feeling that those on 
the former are pretty much household names, and the latter rather less prominent 
and/or with a reputation confined to a narrower field.

O f my A  L ist, I shall concentrate in particular on a sub-set of eight social theorists: 
Bauman, Bourdieu, Derrida, Eco, Foucault, Giddens, Habermas and Žižek. These are 
probably sufficient to illustrate some characteristic differences in trajectory. Despite 
the untimely death of three of them, all continue to be central to social and cultural 
theory in the early twenty-first century, as well as holding or having held significant 
roles as public intellectuals. Each is firmly grounded in their native or, in Bauman’s 
case, adopted country, while having a major presence in the rest of E urope. (I am 
ignoring here the otherwise important A lgerian connections of all three Frenchmen.) 

B auman, of course, was driven out of Poland in 1968, and returned, so far as I 
know, only in 1988. H e has probably been the most reluctant to embrace the role 
of public intellectual, which accrued partly as a result of his accelerating output of 
stunningly original and stimulating work in social theory, and partly also because 
of the transformation of E astern E urope and R ussia from the late 1980s onwards. 
He received the Amalfi European Prize in 1990, and the Adorno Prize in 1998. 
H e has written substantially on the topic of E urope, most recently in a short book 
(B auman, 2004). 

�  For the German case, see for example B ernhard Giesen (1993). E ven in the nineteenth 
century, of course, there was a good deal of trans-E uropean activity by public intellectuals. A s 
C hristophe C harle (2004, 187) notes, Zola and the other French D reyfusards, whose intervention 
is widely seen to have launched the word ‘intellectual’, received widespread support from the 
rest of E urope. T he S econd World War was also a powerful impetus to pan-E uropean intellectual 
as well as (other) political activity. K laus Mann (quoted by H artmut K aelble, 2004, 304) wrote 
in 1949 that intellectuals are: ‘E uropeans now. S hared suffering has a unifying force.’

� L  ess biased, perhaps, than John L echte’s Fifty Key Contemporary Thinkers (1994), 
of whom only six are both really contemporary (for example, not Freud or B akhtin) and not 
French (or primarily active in France). T o be fair, the subtitle of the book makes clear that 
he is concerned with structuralism and its opponents. 
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T he case of B ourdieu is rather particular. A bout his prominence there can be 
little doubt. H is death, like D errida’s, made the lead story and most of the front 
page of Le Monde, and was substantially covered elsewhere in the E uropean 
press. Although his first book, on Algeria, was inevitably a focus of major public 
controversy, he was also reluctant to embrace the role of intellectual in a field 
which he was more concerned to deconstruct. In his later, more militant period, 
nastily characterized by L uc B oltanski in Le Monde as ‘a kind of agitprop’, he 
made up for lost time with a host of public interventions and initiatives. H is C entre 
de S ociologie E uropéenne, founded in 1968, speaks to his pan-E uropean concerns. 
In 1997, he received the E rnst B loch Prize in L udwigshafen; U lrich B eck’s 
laudatio (Beck, 1997) specifically addressed the issue of European intellectuals. 
B eck himself appears on my B  L ist, but is a plausible candidate for promotion to 
A ; again, he has become increasingly concerned with E uropean issues. 

Giddens’s trajectory has been different, but comparably dramatic. From 
being very much a professional sociologist (indeed, the doyen of UK   sociology), 
though spectacularly well travelled and with an unrivalled ability to speak 
without notes, he went on to develop the intellectual rationale for B lair’s ‘third 
way’, to make LSE    a major centre of public as well as scholarly debate, and to 
performatively illustrate his conception of globalization with a series of R eith 
L ectures at sites around the world. H e is now, of course, a L abour peer and active 
in a number of major E uropean initiatives, particularly in the area of social policy 
(Giddens, 2007). 

Foucault, Derrida, Eco and Žižek seem to have slipped less problematically 
into their public intellectual roles, though D errida’s seems to have been relatively 
slow to develop (L amont, 1987). H abermas, too, was pugnaciously involved 
in controversy from the beginning of his career, with his outraged response to 
H eidegger’s unwillingness to address his complicity with N azism (H abermas, 1953) 
and his active involvement in the later student movement. His first publication in 
E nglish (H abermas, 1971) included two essays on this subject. In 2001, he received 
the German publishers’ Peace Prize� and was described in one commentary on this 
event as the ‘H egel of the Federal R epublic’ (R oss, 2001). H is joint statement with 
D errida in 2003 was a particularly prominent transnational intervention. H e is 
also, of course, the author of some ten volumes of ‘political writings’ which he is 
careful to distinguish from his other scholarly work. H e has become increasingly 
concerned with E uropean issues, notably the constitution, whose vicissitudes in 
France and the N etherlands he commented on with a powerful combination of 
passion and cool analysis. (H e had earlier, of course, argued unsuccessfully for a 
new German constitution in 1990.) 

What can we conclude from these instances? A ll these thinkers have massive 
scholarly reputations. A ll of them, even if in some cases their theoretical works 

� T  he list of recent recipients of this prize itself a useful indicator of E urope-wide 
resonance. As well as Habermas in 2001, it includes the Hungarian Peter Eszterházy in 
2004 and the T urkish writer O rhan Pamuk in 2005. 
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are sometimes dense and difficult, have written superbly for a broader public. If I 
am right that the names of most if not all of them would be familiar to the readers 
of serious newspapers and journals across E urope, what does this tell us about a 
putative E uropean public sphere? 

L et us look a bit more closely at media structures across E urope. Very crudely, 
print and electronic media have experienced opposite developments: concentration 
in the first case, massive diversification in the latter. In both, however, ambitious 
projects of E uropeanization in the 1970s tended to be abandoned or scaled down 
in the latter part of the twentieth century. Morley and R obins (1995, 52) note, for 
example, ‘the retreat of many of the entrepreneurial enthusiasts of “E uropean” 
satellite television, away from their original pan-E uropean ambitions, towards a 
revised perspective which accepts the limitations and divisions of separate language/
cultural markets in E urope’. T here is also no genuinely E uropean newspaper 
published in the major languages, and The European (1990–98), published in 
E nglish and owned for most of its brief life by the notorious R obert Maxwell, made 
a poor showing compared to the Herald Tribune, Financial Times or Economist. 
S chlesinger and K evin (2000, 222–9) give a somewhat more positive analysis of 
the substantial pan-E uropean presence of these three publications.� T hey point 
also to E uronews, launched in 1993 on a transnational public service broadcasting 
base and transmitting in the major West E uropean languages; this, however, is 
very uneven in its E uropean reach. More recently, France 24 broadcasts in E nglish 
as well as French, but is solidly and explicitly French in its basis and orientation. 

Most discouraging, perhaps, is the abandonment of automatic syndicalization of 
mainstream newspapers, as opposed to the production of specialized cosmopolitan 
editions such as Le Monde’s weekly/monthly in E nglish or the Guardian Weekly: 
‘T hus there are hardly any transnational media that have the potential to reach the 
majority of E uropean citizenry’ (A dam, B erkel and Pfetsch, 2003, 70).

T hose taking a sceptical view of the existence of a E uropean public sphere, 
particularly media theorists, have tended to conclude that E urope has not got past 
first base. Marianne van de Steeg (2002, 499–500) cites three typical examples from 
Philip S chlesinger (1995, 25–6), Peter Graf K ielmansegg (1994, 27–8) and D ieter 
Grimm (1995, 294–5). For K ielmansegg and Grimm, linguistic division more 
or less rules out the possibility of E urope forming a communicative community. 
S chlesinger sets the stakes fairly modestly as ‘the minimal establishment of 
a E uropean news agenda as a serious part of the news-consuming habits of 
significant European audiences who have begun to think of their citizenship as 
transcending the level of the nation-state’. H e goes on, however, to suggest that 
‘even a multilingual rendition of a single given E uropean news agenda is more 
likely to be diversely “domesticated” within each distinctive national or language 
context … than it is likely to reorient an audience towards a common E uropean 

�  See also Preston (2005), who cites an overseas sales figure of 300,000 for The 
Financial Times.
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perspective’. A nd what for S chlesinger is a hypothesis becomes for Grimm a 
matter of definition: 

A  E uropeanized communication system ought not to be confused with increased 
reporting on E uropean topics in national media. T hese are directed at a national 
public and remain attached to national viewpoints and communication habits. T hey 
can accordingly not create any E uropean public nor establish any E uropean discourse. 
(S chlesinger, 1995)

A s Van de S teeg argues, this is both theoretically and empirically dubious. 
T heoretically, it overlooks the ways in which a communicative community may not 
just be the product of an existing substantive community, but may help to bring it into 
existence.� E mpirically, it seems to rule out interesting elements of E uropeanization 
within existing national media structures. A s she shows in a modest but suggestive 
study of the discussion in 1989–98 of the prospects of the EU  ’s eastern enlargement 
in four European weeklies, there are significant differences between the four. 
Whereas Der Spiegel and the New Statesman tended to relate most clearly to their 
respective national frameworks, the S panish Cambio 16 reprinted articles from 
similar German, Italian and French journals, and the D utch Elsevier engaged more 
directly with pan-E uropean debates (Van de S teeg, 2002, 514). T he New Statesman 
stands out for its relative lack of attention to the concrete implications of enlargement 
for the EU  ’s institutions and procedures (Van de S teeg, 2002, 515). 

A lthough she does not discuss intellectuals explicitly, Van de S teeg’s conception 
of the public sphere is loaded in that direction; she defines it as ‘consisting of actors 
who debate in public a topic which they consider to be in the public interest, i.e. 
of concern to the polity’. More importantly, a media analysis of this kind would 
be highly relevant to assessing the structural opportunities for E uropeanizing 
intellectuals. 

T hree further distinctions might be useful in mapping the area: those between 
the domestic and the international, the multinational and the transnational, and 
between invited contributions (speeches, articles, interviews, debates) and 
spontaneous interventions by intellectuals in the public sphere. N ewspapers and 
journals may be multinational, like the Financial Times, with its modified overseas 
editions, or (more rarely) genuinely transnational, like Lettre International 

� T  here are, of course, parallels with H abermas’s position on these issues, and 
more specifically, with his dispute with Grimm; and also with Ulrich Beck and Edgar 
Grande’s more speculative argument in Cosmopolitan Europa (2004) that a reflective and 
cosmopolitan conception of E urope can to some extent escape the dilemmas of in/out, us/
them, nation state/federation. T he undeniable elitism of the EU  is here given a positive 
spin: the EU  embodies the paradox of a civil society from above aiming to establish one 
from below (B eck and Grande, 2004, 196). More optimistically, they suggest, the concept 
of E uropean civil society offers the EU  the opportunity of opening up a transnational space 
in such a way that it organizes itself. 
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(which, however, has a home base in Germany) or the academic journals of the 
ISA  (International S ociological A ssociation) and ESA  (E uropean S ociological 
A ssociation), which migrate to follow their editorial teams from site to site, even 
if they have a home base for publishing and printing.

Invitations may be nationally based, as when the BBC  invites Giddens to 
deliver a lecture series, international, as when the German B ook T rade invites 
the Polish/B ritish B auman to receive its prize or the Polish paper Polityka invites 
Michnik and H abermas to a debate published there and in Die Zeit (H abermas 
and Michnik, 1993), or transnational/E uropean, as in the case of the C harlemagne 
Prize. Interventions will most often be national, but may be transnational in their 
origin and/or destination, as in the joint declaration by H abermas and D errida 
(2003), or an appeal on human rights in T urkey, published in the Guardian in 
S eptember 2005. A ny shift towards the internationalization or E uropeanization of 
such activities will therefore be of interest.

What, in conclusion, can one say about a E uropean public sphere? I have cited 
some of the more sceptical commentators on this, but I shall close with a recent 
statement by K laus E der (2005), from the more optimistic pole to which I would 
also in the end attach myself, at least with the will and part, at least, of the intellect. 
For E der, an emergent public sphere and demos are evolving together: 

A  transnational public … exists in E urope as a cross-cutting of elite publics, citizens’ 
publics and popular publics, related to each other by some supranational institutional 
environment … A  E uropean public is not a chimere but a thing that already turns up 
in critical times … [he mentions H abermas’s intervention in the Iraq war protest] A  
transnational public sphere … is one which is no longer tied to a reified body of people 
such as the nation, but to a latent demos that can be there when time requires it. (E der, 
2005, 341–2) 
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C hapter 5 

What Influence? Public Intellectuals,  
the S tate and C ivil S ociety

E . S tina L yon

D.B.: ‘The minute you have something individual to say, by definition, it will strike 
consonance in some and dissonance in others. I think that only mediocrity gets an 
uncontroversial reaction. A nd controversial has become almost a swear word in today’s 
world, you know “H e’s controversial.”’

E .W.S .: ‘T hey always say that about me.’

D .B .: ‘I would take that as a great compliment.’

E .W.S .: ‘O h, I do, I do. B ut it is not meant that way. It’s meant that this is a person who 
troubles the status quo in some way, which we want to preserve at all costs. B ut on the 
other hand, one also wants an audience. O ne does not want to be so repellent.’ 
� (D aniel B arenboim and E dward W. S aid in conversation, 2004)

Introduction: T roubling the Status Quo

T his chapter aims to develop a framework for understanding the relationship 
between ‘public intellectuals’, the state, civil society in all its manifestations and 
the public at large. S ociologists have since the inception of the discipline been 
influential agents in the public domain beyond academe in a variety of ways: 
as politicians, government advisers, social researchers on government funded 
projects, critical writers and paradigm shifters, public orators, propagandists for 
social movements and voluntary organizations, teachers and publicists. O n the 
one hand, questions about social relations in the public domain lie at the core 
of the sociological enterprise, both theoretically and empirically. O n the other, 
the behaviour of sociologists and the reception of what they say by society at 
large in all its workings exemplify those very relations of power, organization, 
networks and social influences as well as those of exclusion, failed aspirations 
and disappointments. What, and who, has had influence over ‘social knowledge’ 
in the public domain has over time and place been a contested issue with power 
over its collection and interpretation shifting between the state, civil society and a 
populace variably receptive to exposure and criticism by ‘public intellectuals’.

It is not the aim of this chapter to attempt to draw up a rigid typology of public 
intellectuals. N or is it that of engaging in critical debate with a long tradition of 
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sociologists who have written on the nature of intellectuals as a social stratum or 
class in relation to other elites (see B rym, 1980; K arabel, 1996). R ather, the intention 
here is to attempt and outline of some of the different types of ‘connectivity’ that 
create public platforms, the dimensions that characterize these relationships and 
their implication for sociological influence. It will conclude with a brief discussion 
of the contemporary fragmentation of sociological knowledge as an academic 
discipline, and its impact on the public role of its protagonists and their status in 
the public domain. A s the focus of my own recent work has been the intellectual 
and political contribution of a very public pair of intellectuals, A lva and Gunnar 
Myrdal, they will figure strongly in the following. So will their shared conception 
that attempts to reconcile individual and social values with the day-to-day realities 
of power and its consequences present a range of dilemmas, the nature of which it 
is the responsibility of intellectuals to deconstruct and investigate.

T he concept of ‘public’ has many meanings: as an adjective, it is commonly 
used to describe something which is by or for a whole community or nation or 
people ‘in general’, but also to that which is known and accessible to all. T o do 
something in public is to do something openly, not secretly or privately. A s a noun, 
it refers to a community or nation or any section of the community considered in 
some way as an audience for information and communications. T he expression of 
‘publicness’, as Ryan writes, can flourish in a range of distinctive places, not only 
in literary or political clubs and in the culture of print, but also in a wide array of 
open public spaces where matters of general interest are discussed in ‘styles of 
debate that defy literary standards of rational and critical discourse’ (R yan, 2003, 
390). The concept of a ‘public sphere’ is thus a fluid one, with changing boundaries 
depending on the nature of particular economic and political processes, but also 
on the vagaries of fashion and culture. A s H ess argues, what counts as the public 
sphere is a social sphere with social boundaries, the definition and inclusivity of 
which are themselves a matter for debate among public intellectuals (see H ess, 
2000, 114).

A n ‘intellectual’ is a person having a powerful and trained intellect who 
is inclined to the activities or pleasures of the intellect with a fondness for the 
scholarly activities of thought and reasoning. ‘T hought’ is both an activity and 
the product of such an activity which when written down may remain long after 
its originator has departed, what Popper described as the ‘third world’ of ideas 
not reducible to either mind or matter. I chose the word ‘reasoning’ rather than 
‘rationality’ since the latter is a characteristic of a particular kind of reasoning, 
not always or necessarily an attribute of someone regarded as an ‘intellectual’. 
A  ‘public intellectual’ is thus someone who applies intellectual activities for a 
whole community, or nation, in a way that is open and accessible to the members 
of that community or nation, however defined. This, of course, also means that 
a public intellectual can at times, if his or her views are seen to be dangerous 
to the community by strong opposing interests within that community or nation, 
easily become seen as a public enemy. Most often both concepts have also come 
to have honorary connotations. A  ‘public-minded’ person is someone seen to put 
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the interests of the larger community above narrow selfish personal interests. The 
title of ‘intellectual’ is also seen only to accrue to persons whose reasoning is 
believed to display evidence of a good intellect, whether defined as well trained 
in the art of scholarship or in socially acceptable insights perceived to be of value 
whatever the reasoning underpinning them. A s there is also a critical dimension, 
controversy, inherent in scholarship and reasoning, a public intellectual is also 
understood as being one who as was once said of the German professor, ‘ist ein 
Mann, der anderer Meinung ist’ – a man or a woman who troubles the status quo. 
S ociology might be a relatively young discipline, but as Walzer argues, public 
social criticism is as old as society itself and complaint ‘one of the elementary 
forms of self-assertion, and the response to complaint is one of the elementary 
forms of mutual recognition’ (Walzer, 1989, 3).

Intellectuals have a paradoxical status in democratic societies between 
enlightened intellectual ideals and egalitarian ones. O n the one hand, they are 
expected, at times even required, to contribute their special knowledge, creative 
capacities and communicative skills. O n the other, the professed egalitarian tenets 
of democracies also have an inborn tendency to view them with suspicions for their 
intellectual skills with reasoning and words. D emocracies need both expertise and 
‘normative’ insights as provided by intellectuals and the opportunity for public 
deliberations created by ‘intellectual contestation’. T hus intellectuals should 
participate in public life for the sake of good judgement and good governance. 
B ut when they do, and when push comes to shove, the ‘people’ will choose among 
themselves those they will listen too, and it may not be those with the wisest or 
most informed judgement (see Goldfarb, 2003). 

In the social sciences, such intellectual and scholarly reasoning relates to what 
we might call ‘social knowledge’, the production of descriptions, explanations and 
perhaps more importantly interpretations of society and its workings. Varieties 
of such knowledge has always been part of state-formation and nation-building, 
for military as much as for civilian purposes, but through the diversification of 
production and democratization processes, it has also increasingly become part 
of the everyday activities of citizens, producers, consumers and interest groups 
of various kinds. H owever, there has always been a tension within intellectual 
reasoning in general and social science particularly between on the one hand the 
search for universal principles and abstract conceptualizations, and on the other 
some passionate commitment to the minutia of local issues and times. When S aid 
and B arenboim were asked where they felt they ‘belong’, B arenboim answered, 
‘Wherever there is music,’ and S aid chose ‘cosmopolitan N ew York’, because 
‘I can be “in it” but not “of it”’. B ut whatever generalities B arenboim and S aid 
mentioned as their universal intellectual home, their passions have also been very 
clearly directed at creating a language of discourse across their own conflict-ridden 
local places of identification. As Geertz notes about anthropology, much sociology 
is a ‘craft of place’ and as much social knowledge is context-dependent and ‘local’ 
as is cumulatively universal and long-term (see Geertz, 1983).
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A ll this, of course, begs the question what, and who, is the ‘public’, the 
community or nation to be served, and what the nature of the influence exerted 
might be. If by intellectual influence we mean having an effect, direct or indirect, 
on the beliefs and actions of persons in power and authority, and thereby on the 
institutions they represent, or on the attitudes and behaviour of sections of the 
public at large, the question similarly arises of which social groupings are involved 
and how these are defined as funding, supporting, intended or affected audiences, 
whether in a narrow sectarian or nationalistic way, or in a broader perspective of 
humanity in general. Finally, if we overlay this with the traditional political value 
perspectives of radicalism, progressivism, conservatism, socialism, liberalism, 
feminism, nationalism, racism, imperialism and varieties of ‘globalism’ and 
religious standpoints, each of which has created its own ‘public intellectuals’, we 
can begin to see some of the complexities in trying to develop a framework for 
understanding the real and imagined influence of public intellectuals. 

I will in the following structure this chapter around the three core ‘legitimators’ 
and ‘sponsors’ of public intellectuals and their activities – the state, civil society and 
the public at large – and within each section, see how the dilemmas generated by 
different dimensions of sociological ‘localism’ versus ‘universalism’, the ‘centre’ 
and ‘periphery’ location of power relations, and top-down and ‘expert’ polemic 
versus bottom-up ‘partisan’ or cross-community ‘dialogical’ modes of relating to 
‘the public’ intersect with each other and the allusive factor of ‘influence’.

T he State

T he state in its varieties of forms has always used and paid for public intellectuals 
as technical strategists and ideological legitimators. T he Prince has always needed 
his Machiavelli to give advice on the furtherance of his powers, though not all 
of them have necessarily been ‘Machiavellian’ in outlook. Public intellectuals 
have always obliged, whether as a L eonardo da Vinci with imaginative military 
machines, or a Giddens with ideas of how to manage welfare states in a capitalist 
economy. Systematic social knowledge about the ruled realm first gained 
significance for taxation and military purposes that required detailed information 
about the population from which levies and footsoldiers were to be drawn. With 
nation-formation, industrialization and democratization processes, other aspects of 
the quality and social well-being of populations arising from the needs for military 
and economic strength and political and social cohesion became important across 
Western societies, culminating in welfare state systems. S uch systems depend 
for their administration and function as well as for political legitimacy on ‘social 
knowledge’ as a major part of political governance. Much of this knowledge now 
appears in the form of social statistics of various kinds to the collection and analysis 
of which public intellectuals contribute in a variety of ways, directly and indirectly. 
In a book on applied social research which is useful for these purposes, B ulmer 
outlines different modes that exist and are possible between the social analyst 
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and public policymaking. H e distinguishes between the ‘engineering model’ of 
such a relationship, more favoured by government for obvious reasons, and the 
‘enlightenment model’ in which the social scientist contributes also to goal and 
agenda setting, not just through information about various means by which goals set 
elsewhere can be achieved (see B ulmer, 1982). T here has in the social sciences been 
a lively debate on the advantages and disadvantages of such different models.

Modernity relies on rationality as the main means for making democracy work. 
The ideal of rationality prescribes that first we must know about a problem, then we 
can decide about it. D emocracy demands that decisions are made only after open 
and evidenced debate. So, first the civil servants and commissioned researchers 
investigate a policy problem, then the minister is informed, who in turn informs 
parliament, who decides on the problem. Power is brought to bear on the problem 
only after we have made ourselves knowledgeable about it. B ut rationality is 
in itself a weak form of power, and the administration of rational planning and 
implementation is itself a political process. In reality, power often ignores or designs 
knowledge at its convenience, ‘the blind spot of modernity’ to use Flyvberg’s 
expression (see Flynbjerg, 2001). While power may produce rationality, and 
rationality power, their relationship is asymmetrical. Power has a clear tendency to 
dominate rationality and knowledge in the dynamic and overlapping relationship 
between the two. If knowledge is power, then power also defines what gets to count 
as knowledge. T he interpretation of social evidence is not only a summary and a 
commentary, but an attempt to present a definitive picture, a Foucaultian way of 
‘mastering’ the evidence available. It is also in the very nature of social knowledge 
that evidence collected to disprove something can all too easily be reinterpreted 
to prove its very opposite. B ooth’s path-breaking empirical work on poverty in 
Victorian E ast L ondon was originally prompted by his desire to refute evidence 
discussed in Parliament on the extent of poverty in L ondon. U sing his own funds, 
he in the end irrefutably proved them right. B ut the postmodernist position that 
therefore ‘it is all political’ obscures the real observable differences between types 
of political systems in how social knowledge is collected, used and understood, and 
how public intellectuals enter the political decision-making process, differences 
worthy of analysis. A t present, sociological debates on intellectuals and politics, 
though important, are short of real evidence of how knowledge systems work in 
a complex democratic state rich in contradictory interests and aspirations (see, 
for example, Furedi, 2004). B ritish R oyal C ommissions, S wedish Government 
Investigative C ommittees and C ongressional H earings in the US  , though similarly 
evidence-seeking, all are very different animals when it comes to who gets access 
to the construction of interpretations, and how.

T he concept of ‘social engineering’, a term often associated with the Myrdals, 
is of relevance here. A t the turn of the last century, the concept of ‘engineer’ 
was associated with the activities of public professionals engaged in making the 
world a better place through the application of reason and technology. A fter the 
H olocaust and the Gulag, the term took on more sinister connotations necessitating 
a reformulation of the role of intellectuals in their relationship to the state. Public 
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intellectuals, in serving the state, has served totalitarian dictators in their social 
visions as well as the more enlightened democratic rulers envisaged in the 
Federalist Papers. Intellectuals, argues B auman, can no longer see themselves as 
‘legislators’ over the behaviour and aspirations of the publics they research and 
write about in the same way as before, but need to take more democratic stances 
as social ‘interpreters’ to retain their legitimacy in the public domain (see B auman, 
1987). Myrdal saw the social scientist as having a twofold relationship to state 
policymaking. O n the one hand, the social scientist needed to develop a ‘prognosis’ 
based on theoretical analysis of empirical evidence of social and economic trends 
to give a picture of what is and is likely to happen. B ut when working in political 
contexts it is also necessary to contribute to the development of ‘programmes’, 
plans for action based additionally on political and economic feasibility in terms 
of conflicting values over both goals and the means acceptable to achieve them. 
T he latter might require a different kind of social research to establish what public 
acceptability is and might be. H owever, in neither case, he argued, can the values 
of a ‘working scientists’ be neatly dispensed with or put aside. T hat being the case, 
they should be honestly declared in open debate rather than hidden behind abstract 
rhetoric. B ut as Myrdal learned at a cost when over time he became seen as a 
political liability both in S weden and in the US  , the power of rationality is not 
always the rationality of power (see L yon, 2004). O ther ‘public’ sociologists have 
been caught in the same dilemma. S o for public intellectuals, from the point of view 
of influence vis-à-vis the state, both knowledge of the principles of the rationality 
of knowledge and knowledge of the rationality of power become important to be 
able ‘to hang on’ in there. Men such as D aniel Moynihan, R obert R eich and H enry 
K issinger in the US  , all three with some claim to being ‘public intellectuals’, are not 
just razor-sharp in the interpretative skills of turning opposing pieces of evidence 
into supportive ones, they are also tough power brokers in presidential back rooms. 
R azor-sharp major public intellectuals such as S artre and Foucault, though laudable 
in their academic contribution and radical zeal, have not always been successful in 
their attempts to become a politically effective force (see L illa, 2001).

T he sharpening of disciplinary boundaries between the different social sciences 
after the Second World War and the institutionalization of their definition in a growing 
university sector in some ways changed the nature of what public intellectuals in the 
social domain felt qualified to talk about in the public sphere. With the concept of 
‘expertise’ more narrowly defined, and the discipline of sociology itself fragmenting 
into narrowly defined specialisms, ‘generalist’ social commentators involved in 
public debates about issues such as welfare, immigration, crime, family policy and 
so on face a greater risk of putting their own status as reasoning academics on 
the line within their own specialist community of experts (see E nnis, 1992). T his, 
one can argue, also makes it easier for governments to ignore them, given that the 
nature of economic and social problems faced by states and their governments do 
not fall within neat disciplinary boundaries. In modernity’s claim to rationality, 
sociology has never had a strong space of its own in comparison to the ‘harder’ 
social sciences of economics, and even geography. T he B ritish sociologist R ay 
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Pahl tells a revealing story from the early days of the redevelopment of the old 
docklands in L ondon. When the chair of the development corporation was asked 
if there was a woman on its board, he answered: ‘N o, but we have a sociologist.’ 
If academics and public intellectuals are paid to produce social knowledge at the 
highest perceived validity and rationality and that is defined as ‘scientistic’, then the 
credibility of the status of the sociological contribution may easily be undermined, 
as well as leading to continuing temptations for public intellectuals to withdraw 
from the state and its various apparatuses into a more sympathetically grounded 
and more specialist and academically ‘local’ dialogical domains.

For intellectuals in the scientific enlightenment tradition, there ultimately has 
to be some kind of a tension between the ‘local’ and the ‘general’. If the principles 
of reasoning are universal, and social relationships can be explained in ways that 
have some universal applicability, then loyalty to the ‘nation’ and the state in and 
for itself has to be limited, in that it creates the wrong boundaries, accidental as they 
are. S tates and governments do not remain the same for long. T hey change due to 
both internal and external forces, which creates a problem for public intellectuals, 
whatever their relationship to the state. S tates occasionally change rapidly, either 
through the internal institutionalized transfer of power, or through socio-economic 
crises and political revolutions or through the threat of war. D uring the twentieth 
century, major wars, the D epression, the rise in fascism, the C old War and more 
recently the fall of the S oviet bloc and the rise of aggressive world-wide terrorism 
all impacted on thinkers and researchers. B y the very nature of their public position, 
intellectuals become called upon to remain loyal or to break the relationship and 
risk public dethronement and a fall from grace alongside their work and ideas. 
O ccasionally, the nature of the severance has remained secret until revealed in 
secret service records. O ne can here think of T alcott Parsons, Isaiah B erlin, S artre 
and Myrdal as examples of public intellectuals who have been shown either to be 
closer to the state or more subversive of it in their activities than was apparent at 
the time. T hey were, I am sure, not alone in this. A nd works directed at the state, 
such as, for example, D urkheim’s work on the French education system or Weber’s 
more political writings, may as a result disappear into the obscurity of history 
alongside the state to which they directed their polemics (see K aesler, 1988).

In commentaries on the work of Gunnar Myrdal, the strength of both his 
patriotism and his internationalism is noted as a contradiction (see A ppelqvist and 
A ndersson, 1988; E liæson, 2000). O ne might argue that from the point of view of a 
writer such as Fukuyama and his work on ‘the end of history’, such a combination 
of sentiments equates with a form of intellectual imperialism. From both Myrdal’s 
perspective, the legal and social rights for individual citizens were fairer and S wedes 
led, and continue to lead, materially better lives than in most other countries, and 
propagating ideas about the means for achieving this for all could not be regarded 
as entirely suspect. A n origin in a small country no longer known for its imperial 
pretensions allows a different context for the interpretation and dissemination of 
ideas about justice and social and political governance than those emanating from 
the heart of an empire with aspirations of global political and economic control.
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Finally, the close relationship between states and secular rationality is a Western 
phenomenon. We owe some greater attempts at understanding the role of public 
intellectuals in the Islamic tradition, in which a strong integration between political 
and religious life has always been present, in their efforts to carve out a space 
between the economic demands for democratization and secularism of modernity, 
and the political and religious forces pressuring for the rights of culturally based 
nation-building (see R amadan, 2001). T he process of secularization since the 
E nlightenment has been very different in the Western C hristian world, conceived 
of as a new and better way of being religious, since freedom from state control 
enabled religion to be more true to its spiritual ideas. In the Muslim world, 
secularism developed differently and has, on the other hand, often consisted of 
a brutal attack upon religion and the religious, as in E gypt or T urkey and early 
twentieth-century Iran (see A rmstrong, 2001). T he position of public intellectuals 
in many developing and middle-income countries similarly shows the tenuous 
relationship between public critical debate, evidence-based governance and state 
power and repression, making their dilemmas as harsh and impossible as those 
faced by intellectuals in Western E urope during periods of totalitarianism (see 
A ltbach, 2003). 

Civil Society

Whatever definition we choose to give to the concept of ‘civil society’, it has always 
been a locus for the funding and legitimization of the activities of intellectuals, 
and it has often been an important base from which ideas have entered the public 
sphere. C ivil society has facilitated and does facilitate the role of public intellectual 
as ‘partisan’ involved with the ‘local’ or the ‘sectional’ as an alternative way of 
exercising power and influence. This has been especially so for social thinkers and 
analysts with a critical and reform-oriented agenda. T here can be said to be at least 
three kinds of civil service organizations. First, there is a ‘communitarian’ one of 
social groupings for togetherness and the sharing of responsibility for others than 
ourselves, the loss of which is bemoaned in the West, and the need for which is 
propagated in the post-communist societies. R ecent research into the history of civil 
society throws some doubt on such assumptions, most societies having some form 
of social groupings for community affairs and influence outside the remit of the 
state with which public spokespersons are associated (see A rjomand, 2004; R yan, 
2003). T here are also interest group organizations such as trade unions, employer 
organizations, political parties, chambers of commerce and specialist interest 
groups, all on the assumption of strengthening a collective voice against the state 
and state policy. T he Myrdals’ close association with the reformist S wedish S ocial 
D emocratic Party and the platform this provided for their ideas is well documented 
(E yerman, 1985). In the history of sociology, ‘the woman question’, ‘the black 
question’, ‘the poverty question’, ‘the homosexuality question’, to name but a few, 
have been social issues that have formed the discipline. What were initially objects 
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of social research and analysis have over time become participating subjects in 
the development of the discipline itself. With globalization, the organization of 
sectarian interests is no longer confined within the borders of the nation state, but 
also reflected in the lobbying work of international organizations and NGOs in 
areas such as human rights, environmentalism and anti-poverty movements (see 
Iriye, 2002). A lva and Gunnar Myrdal’s fame as public intellectuals stemmed partly 
from their eagerness to see fundamental social issues as having a global – or as A lva 
Myrdal called, it a ‘planetary’ – dimension, and from their many intellectual and 
public activities to further their ideals and passions in the international domain. 

Finally, there are and have been varieties of societies for mutual benefit and 
financial support, such as mortgage societies, charitable trusts, funeral and insurance 
societies. E ach has spawned its own intellectual advocates and spokespersons on 
issues of social relations, community, class, welfare and environmentalism. S ome 
of these have been major funders of critical social research, such as the C arnegie 
C orporation (which funded Myrdal’s critical study of race relations in the US  , 
much to the displeasure of many of its citizens), the Ford Foundation (which funded 
Bowles and Gintis’s very influential critical Marxist analysis of the education 
system in the US  ), and in B ritain the R owntree and L everhulme T rusts (which have 
done much to keep the issue of poverty on the public agenda), and the R unnymede 
T rust (which has done the same for immigrant and minority communities in 
B ritain). S uch funding has in many instances enabled public intellectuals, and 
ordinary academics, to speak with a voice independent of the state. A s Gunnar 
Myrdal argued, such independence is a crucial factor in the pursuit of intellectual 
critical debate about social affairs (see Myrdal, 1970). If such freedom is curtailed, 
or censored and over-managed in academic context, the presence of alternative 
sources of funding is crucial for vigorous informed debate.

It is in this context important to note that the route to fame through the 
organizations and institutions of civil society has been particularly important 
for women intellectuals, for a long time excluded from the state and its various 
administrative apparatuses as well as from sociological discussions about the role 
and social location of public intellectuals. Women philanthropists, in their concern 
about social problems and social reform, have played an active role in the laying the 
foundations for what was to become the discipline of sociology (see Wisselgren, 
2000). D ale S pender has argued that modern feminist theorists have repeatedly 
reinvented their feminist rebellion, largely because women have had so little control 
over the knowledge produced about them in its many misrepresentations. Women 
must first, she argued, unlearn what society has taught them about themselves, 
to reject prevailing wisdoms and begin afresh with their own experiences. A s 
late starters, they have sought to question, reject and re-conceptualize. Women 
intellectuals have repeatedly been confined to cycles of the lost and found, only 
to be lost and found again (see S pender, 1983; D eegan, 1991). In her work on 
women’s public access to politics in the nineteenth-century US  , R yan rejects 
H abermas’s account of the decline of the public sphere during this period. S he 
shows how the women’s movement ‘injected considerable feminist substance into 
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public discourse, articulating concerns once buried in the privacy of one sex as 
vital matters of public interest’ (R yan, 2003, 389). B y occupying scattered ‘public 
spaces’ outside regular political organizations, women enlarged the range of issues 
that weighed into the ‘general interest’, opened up the public space to a vast new 
constituency and found circuitous routes to public influence. The tenacious efforts 
of women and other groups to subvert restrictions on full citizenship in the public 
sphere and to be heard in public, in her words, ‘testify to the power of public ideals, 
that persistent impulse to have a voice in some space open and accessible to all 
where they could be counted in the general interest’ (R yan, 2003, 393).

L ike many marginalized populations, the empowerment of women has 
necessitated the construction of a separate identity and the assertion of self-
interest through the development of a civil society of their own. Famous women 
sociologists have disseminated their work and gained fame through varieties of 
women’s organizations, trade unions, political parties and professional interest 
groups. N ot all of these have shared the same goals, purposes and visions for 
female emancipation, but the public debates generated have themselves brought 
female intellectuals and thinkers into the public domain. T he political power and 
influence of the women’s movement as a whole, and of social science women 
within it, is perhaps best evidenced in the way in which the E uropean U nion has 
taken on board issues of equal opportunities, especially in the domain of labour 
market regulations and parental rights. In the case of A lva Myrdal, this route to 
public fame also involved her in creating new national and international networks, 
voluntary organizations, and movements for mothers, teachers and pre-school 
educators. When her influential book Nation and Family (1941) was published in 
the US  , there was already a rich network of organizations ready to disseminate its 
ideas for a more women- and family-friendly welfare state. T he ideas presented 
in the book have passed in and out of academic favour, but continue to frame an 
ongoing debate about the role of women and childbearing and rearing in democratic 
societies aiming for gender equality. B ut by bringing aspects of the female condition 
into the public domain, women intellectuals such as A lva Myrdal with her work 
on children and the family, S imone de B eauvoir on gender roles and ageing, and 
S usan S ontag on caring, cancer and A IDS   have also suffered the experience of 
intellectual marginalization precisely because of their emphasis on issues seen 
to lie outside the core business of intellectual affairs. S imilarly, the involvement 
of ‘minority’ intellectuals such as S tuart H all, Paul Gilroy and Patricia C ollins, 
whose work on the complexities of identity and identity politics has transformed 
the debate on race relations in B ritain and the US  , and William Julius Wilson in the 
US   on the social and economic geography of race, have been strongly anchored in 
the experiences of the communities they see themselves as representing. L ike the 
work of du B ois before them, their intellectual work has not always been equally 
recognized by the majority communities of which they are part.

T he sociologist as partisan is a folk hero or heroine, and his or her perceived 
power base’s closeness to the ‘people’ has led to a fair amount of sociological 
romanticism about the moral virtues of ‘local’ and ‘participatory’ social science 
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knowledge-making. ‘L ocal knowledge’ easily turns into ‘universalizing’ knowledge 
without the required universalizing evidence, even when it comes to the analysis 
of that local community itself, its internal social fault lines, self-perceptions 
and understandings. C onversely, the claim to universal scholarly rationality can 
collapse when ‘local’ interests can be shown to have contributed to the use of 
rationalizing evidence in favour of a particular cause. T he strongest critics of 
female public intellectuals such as A lva Myrdal and S imone de B eauvoir have 
come from within the feminist movement itself. T his has often invoked aspects of 
their personal lives and its relationship to their writings about the private sphere of 
women they worked so hard to make a legitimate object for public concern (L yon, 
2000). Many public intellectuals in social science like the Webbs and the Myrdals 
in the early half of the last century were tainted in some way or other by their real, 
or assumed, association with, for example, the eugenics movement, now seen as a 
precursor of later more sinister racist organizations (see E kerwald, 2001).

T he Public

With the advance of communication technologies, the opportunities for ‘publicness’ 
have grown dramatically. B ut when it comes to critical intellectual debate on 
matters social, the position of intellectuals remains a privileged one, whether 
defined by communality of education, status, class, power position or celebrity. 
A ccess to platforms for the dissemination of ideas and information depends not 
only on relationships to networks of power and to information ‘gatekeepers’, but 
also on varying degrees of public receptivity to critical thought and new ideas. 
L egitimacy with the public at large has to be earned, and what is seen to accrue 
such legitimacy varies with social and political contexts. Part of this relates to 
being at the scene at the right time when there is a hunger for new ideas and 
new solutions. In a recent BBC  interview, Putnam, the author of the famous book 
Bowling Alone (1999), expressed great surprise that his scholarly and argumentative 
book on what he saw as the major change in social and community relations in the 
US  brought him such immediate fame, not only in the US  but across the world. 
T here were continuing invitations to talk not just to high-powered politicians and 
governments, but to the press and the media. H is ideas were obviously timely and 
struck a chord with policymakers and a populace facing varieties of problems over 
the funding of care and an economic desire for the community and families in the 
provision for it. Giddens’s writings on the ‘third way’ similarly hit the B ritish and 
A merican public at a time when both societies were reeling under the social shock 
of harsh conservative free market economics, yet aware of the economic gains it 
had brought to ossified labour markets. They both write in an easily accessible 
style, and were both helped by the media and the press, in Giddens’s case by the 
publishing house of his own creation. E conomic depression and a national hunger 
for social change in the 1930s formed the background against which the Myrdals’ 
easily accessible writings on the welfare state reached initially national and later 
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international fame. Marx’s Communist Manifesto may not have been a great work 
of sociological thought, but its timely arrival, aided by its rousing language and an 
improved printing technology, made it a bestseller with some impact. 

N ot all societies value intellectual debates in equal measure. T he public 
debates generated in France by S artre, de B eauvoir, Foucault and B ourdieu, and I 
believe in Germany by A dorno, H orkheimer and H abermas, have no equivalence 
in, for example, B ritain, where intellectuals traditionally have less of a social 
standing. B ut academic status undoubtedly helps in much of the public domain. 
C homsky’s work on linguistics bears little relationship to his very public and much 
disseminated views on the future of the world and the negative role of the US  within 
it, but it has afforded him a social status with some right to the pulpit. It has been 
said that thinkers like B erlin and Popper in B ritain and Marcuse in the US  gained 
some of their status in the A nglo-S axon world by virtue of the German accent, and 
occasionally the idiom in which they spoke. T hey were, of course, also helped 
by the ease with which they spoke and wrote in E nglish, making their writings 
accessible to a wider audience than had they stayed within their language of origin 
only. T he rise of E nglish as a world language enabled Giddens’s lecture series on 
globalization to be broadcast simultaneously on networks across the globe. T he 
theoretical and professional specialization of sociology as a discipline has not only 
led to a fragmentation of social knowledge, but also to a greater specialization of 
language creating obstacles to the ease with which new ideas can be understood 
by a general public. Alva and Gunnar Myrdal’s public fame and influence must 
partly be explained by their shared conviction that popular dissemination and 
accessible forms of writing were vital preconditions for intellectual influence with 
the public. T heir archive is astonishingly rich in pamphlets, articles and essays 
written for the popular press and public meetings in a variety of contexts. In his 
large study of A merican race relations, Gunnar Myrdal adopted the strategy of 
leaving academic debate, methodological and theoretical depth discussions, to 
footnotes and appendices, making the main text one that could easily be read by 
politicians, policymakers and the public at large (see L yon, 2004). 

In the knowledge society, the premium on knowledge and knowledge-producers 
is high. In management speech, it is seen as an organizational challenge to generate 
value from knowledge, and that knowledge and knowledge-production needs to be 
managed for maximum effect and return on investment. B ut as organizations go 
through life cycles, so does knowledge. A s contexts change, so knowledge ages, 
particularly so when it comes to social knowledge. E vidence becomes out of date, 
and theories no longer politically or socially acceptable. K nowledge progresses 
through several stages: creation and acquisition, sharing, mobilization, diffusion 
and media commoditization. It is not equally exciting to a public audience at each 
stage. Ideas can lose their excitement once widespread and well known, as much 
as for reasons of having been proven wrong or useless. In sociology, it is often 
new concepts in terms of which social phenomena are described that remain (see 
Merton and Wolfe, 1995). T he founding fathers, and a few mothers, would have 
been amazed to discover how key concepts in longstanding arguments on the causes 
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and consequences of social inequality such as class, gender roles, status, and more 
lately, social capital, at one time new, socially threatening, politically mobilizing 
and diffused with missionary zeal by many a public intellectual, have entered 
common parlance to the point where they now go unnoticed. A nother area in which 
sociological works have infiltrated the public domain is that of research methods 
techniques, now part and parcel of the regular activities of most organizations in 
the public and private sphere of the economy as well as in organizations of civil 
society. In the light of recent work by the UN  in disseminating good research 
practice in development contexts, A lva Myrdal’s dream of an international bank 
of social sciences information and a methodological ‘tool kit’ capable of serving 
policymakers in all fields and across all national boundaries today seems less of a 
utopian fantasy than her faith that politicians would make effective use of it (see 
Myrdal, 1955; U nited N ations D evelopment Programme, 2000).

Public Intellectuals and Knowledge V alues

T he attempt above to look sociologically at the many and varied dimensions that 
make up the construct of a public intellectual leaves us in the end with the problem 
of values and the danger of too cynical an approach to the relationship between 
temporally confined power structures, ever-changing popular aspirations and 
ideological fashions, and intellectual fame and influence. Seeing the intellectual 
and academic work of reasoning as an increasingly professional activity, its public 
face ought to be a concern for the profession as a whole, and that includes a more 
publicly shared understanding of the core values that underlie this activity of 
‘reasoning’. In his famous essay on the social rules and norms of the scientific 
community, Merton worked on the underlying assumption that the principle of 
competitive transparency and openness to critical scrutiny was ultimately the 
best guarantee for the progress of truth – or perhaps we should, with Popper, say, 
maximized avoidance of falsehoods, errors and the idols of the marketplace. Much 
of what has remained as ‘classic’ in sociology has been repeatedly exposed to critical 
scrutiny, and survived, albeit not always as intended, but refined and reworked 
within new conceptual frameworks and methodological practices. T he concepts of 
class, status, structure, social power and inequality, bureaucracy, citizenship and 
theories about the inter-relationship between the social structural and the personal 
and biographical all originated with critical thinkers putting their ideas in the public 
domain for open scrutiny and debate. E ven founding fathers such as Marx, Weber, 
D urkheim, Parsons, D u B ois, Mills and T itmuss, for example, have all at times 
been intellectually and politically ‘demoted’ or even politically repressed, but also 
re-read and resurrected to frame the more contemporary discourses of B ourdieu, 
Giddens and others. 

B ut the professional contexts of knowledge-production are changing. S apiro 
has argued that the prophetic mode of politicization of intellectuals is being 
replaced by a more professional stance and a re-conceptualization of academic and 
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intellectual work as defined by a more limited conception of ‘competence’ (see 
S apiro, 2003). With universities globally changing towards a more corporate and 
market-driven system of managerially driven organization, the role of the academic 
as public intellectual is under considerable pressure (see K ing, 2004). What has 
been called the ‘accountability movement’ in the public sphere demands more 
immediate political and economic returns for money invested in the development 
and dissemination of ‘social knowledge’. T he nature of publishing has changed in 
a similar direction. In the ‘knowledge society’, public intellectuals have become 
not only increasingly socially and economically important as feeding the economy 
and the complex systems of social administration and welfare on which political 
support depends, they are also increasingly asked to ‘account for themselves’ and 
provide measures of their own performance (see O ’N eill, 2002). T his indicates 
a lack of trust in intellectuals as valued public spokespersons. S uch lack of trust 
might limit their capacity to be ‘free-floating’, but also their role as protectors of 
the conditions necessary for critical knowledge-producing processes. A cademics 
are also, not unrelated, becoming more professionalized and organized in order 
to carve out a space for themselves as independent knowledge-producers with 
their own interests and commitments to autonomy and intellectual independence 
to protect. T hey are thus also in themselves, as a collective, coming to form an 
important part of civil society in the sense of an intermediary grouping between 
the state and the public at large.

R ecently in B ritain, a large number of professional associations representing 
social science academics, social researchers and varieties of social practitioner 
researchers set up an A cademy for S ocial S ciences. T here are a large number of 
such associations in B ritain. When, in preparation for the next quality evaluation 
of research in B ritish universities, requests for nominations for membership on 
subject panels across all subjects were sent out, they went to over 400 different 
such organizations, ranging from the ancient and august R oyal S ociety to the 
Viking S ociety for N orthern R esearch. T he new A cademy for S ocial S cience has 
over forty societies as members, and aims to reduce ‘fragmentation’ of influence 
and to act as an umbrella organization enabling a more collective, non-elitist, 
social science voice to be heard vis-à-vis government and the press. T his new 
organization was a response to a long period of political hostility to the social 
sciences, especially sociology, by the T hatcher government and the popular press. 
It soon commissioned a report on the state of social sciences in B ritain that included 
a set of recommendations to government, leading funding bodies, the universities, 
but also to the academic community itself (see A cademy for the S ocial S ciences, 
2002). O n the shared assumption that social life might be conducted more 
sensibly, and public policies might be better founded, if social science research 
were more widely disseminated and understood, the report notes the deficit in 
public knowledge about the social sciences. T here is a lack of correlation between 
academics who are highly regarded by their peers and those who make frequent 
contributions to the media. T he public take-up of ideas was noted, with, for 
example, the concept of ‘social capital’ mentioned more often in a major B ritish 
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national newspaper than ‘productive growth’. B ut the general acquaintance with 
the products of social knowledge research was seen as limited, and the very phrase 
‘social research’ does not seem to mean much, even to well-informed persons. 
T he social scientists interviewed for the report complained of journalistic lack of 
interest in social scientific methods and intolerance of conceptual sophistication, 
riding roughshod over the fine details of research. 

It calls for a greater collective presence of social scientists in government 
activities, better accessible national database systems, the development of more 
supportive media networks, and improved education of politicians, journalists and 
young people in the protocols and methods of social inquiry. It also calls for more 
‘thinking time’ and better funding for academics and researchers, especially in the 
context of higher education, to foster greater innovativeness and originality. In 
other words, here is an instance of ‘intellectuals’, a few of them ‘public’, organising 
themselves as part of civil society to protect and take forward their own interests as 
knowledge seekers and providers with a strong commitment to the quality of that 
knowledge and the conditions necessary for its production. B ut important as all 
this is, if what drives a ‘public intellectual’ is having ‘something individual to say’ 
in the competitive marketplace of ideas, then it is perhaps unlikely that we will 
see intellectualism itself, as opposed to the profession of knowledge producers, 
a ‘social movement’ of any magnitude or force. Interestingly, the new A cademy 
also created the honorary status of ‘A cademician’ to woo support, and a higher 
membership fee, from some of its more august members – a strategy not without 
internal conflict and competition. 

W hither Public Intellectuals?

C oncerns about the decline of the public intellectuals are yet again being expressed, 
some of the reasons for which have been outlined above (see Posner, 2001; Furedi, 
2004). Whether we take an ‘optimistic’ or ‘pessimistic’ and more cynical approach 
to the task, value and influence of public intellectuals, their ‘success’ or ‘failure’ 
in the end depends on the nature of those very ideas themselves, and whether 
the public at any one time see their impact on the state, civil society and public 
debates as a useful move ‘forward’ or not. T his is especially so when the state and 
political and economic administration is taking a more managerial, incremental 
and pragmatic turn. T his means that a single ‘public intellectual’, such as Weber, 
D urkheim, Myrdal or de B eauvoir or B ourdieu, can go through different stages 
of fame and influence, both in his or her own lifetime and in the Nachruhm they 
leave behind. T he polemics may be lost, outmoded and surpassed, and the context 
of the dialogue may be lost. B ut by being at times interestingly wrong rather than 
trivially true in what they write, their ideas will remain useful bones for future 
thinkers to cut their teeth on. It is also the case that ideas and theories are regularly 
rediscovered when political climates change to re-incorporate them, as has recently 
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began to happen to the Myrdals and their once premature global perspective on 
fundamental and universal aspects of social human rights. 

B ut leaving content aside for a moment, there are many interesting sociological 
questions that need to be asked about the nature of knowledge governance and 
about what kinds of state structures are capable of negotiating the tension between 
the desire of power for secrecy and control, and the demands of reasoning, and 
democracy, for openness, controversy and debate, and the dilemmas to which this 
tension gives rise. T here are also questions that can, and need to be, asked about 
the role of different types of organizations in civil society when it comes to the 
production, funding and interpretation of social knowledge and the tensions raised 
between interest group and community serving ‘local’ knowledge and the risks 
of political and social fragmentation in a larger nation-building and international 
context. Finally, the explosion of information technology, and changes in the 
processes by which the public get to hear about, understand and disseminate social 
knowledge, calls for some investigation. T his includes issues of how the public gets 
to learn about the processes of evidence-collection and reasoning in social science 
scholarship. Maybe in the end the influence of the ‘soundbite’, that particular 
word or phrase that captures a social mood at a particular time, is the most public 
sociological intellectuals can hope for. B ut it may be a ‘soundbite’ they did not 
initially choose themselves. S ocrates knew that when he refused to write down his 
ideas. We will never know whether he would have appreciated Plato’s doing so on 
his behalf, only that it ensured his fame and influence, for better or for worse.

As Goldfarb notes, making sense to the public has always been difficult. 
B etween the blind ideological commitment of prophetic speculation and the 
arrogance of ‘legislation’ on the one hand and alienated indifference and withdrawal 
on the other there is a still a possibility of principled critical action, more than 
mere ‘interpretation’, with the specific task of fostering productive evidence-
based deliberation (see Goldfarb, 2003). T he changing ideological political 
landscape with its recent uncertainty about what counts as left and right, coupled 
with contemporary political issues of human rights and diversity, provides an 
opportunity yet again to rediscover the discursive responsibilities of intellectuals. 
T his may mean a decline in the role of the public intellectual as prophetic ‘guru’. 
It does not mean a decline in the importance of the role of the intellectual in public. 
Jaspers’ collection of lectures presented to German academics immediately after 
the S econd World War reminds us of the seriousness of this responsibility and the 
consequences of its abdication (see Jaspers, 1961 [1947]). 

T roubling the status quo in a variety of public modes, both political and 
intellectual, have brought women into the mainstream of academe, intellectual 
life, politics and the discipline of sociology. It might therefore be appropriate to 
conclude with a note of optimism about the role of the public intellectual: 

B ecause everyday politics inevitably falls short of standards of perfect rational 
discourse, a chimera even in the heyday of the bourgeois public sphere, the goal of 
publicness might best be allowed to navigate through wider and wilder territory. T hat 
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is, public life can be cultivated in many democratic spaces where obstinate differences 
in power, material status and hence interest can find expression. (Ryan, 2003, 394)
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C hapter 6 

Public Intellectuals, E ast and West:  
Jan Patočka and Václav Havel in Contention  
with Maurice Merleau-Ponty and Slavoj Žižek

S tefan A uer

E ver since Plato wrote the A llegory of the C ave in his Politeia, philosophers have 
found easy excuses not to engage with politics. A ccording to H annah A rendt, Plato 
describes ‘the sphere of human affairs – all that belongs to the living together of 
men in a common world – in terms of darkness, confusion, and deception which 
those aspiring to true being must turn away from and abandon if they want to 
discover the clear sky of eternal ideas’ (A rendt, 1961a, 17; see A rendt, 1982, 21). 
H owever, A rendt’s reading of Plato is incomplete. T he philosopher’s mission in 
life was not accomplished by his freeing himself from the cave of ignorance. O nce 
he had seen the agathon (the ultimate source of the Good, but also the source of 
all existence), he had to return to the cave. In other words, he had to apply his 
acquired wisdom to the political sphere. If Socrates is seen as one of the first 
famous public intellectuals in E uropean history, Plato could be seen as one of the 
first theorists postulating the duties of public intellectuals. He even foresees the 
dangers that public intellectuals would be exposed to: people would try to kill 
them (Plato, 1993, 243).� 

A s Plato understood, public intellectuals were vulnerable, because they were 
forced to think and act outside their area of expertise. In modern times this old 
insight has found its latest expression in the normative view that intellectuals 
should participate actively in more than one defined social field. It is not surprising 
that many intellectuals have failed to live up to this task. T hat is a danger that even 
Plato recognized in his Politeia. More often than not, even the wisest among them 

� T  his is not the place to defend Plato against the kind of accusations that K arl Popper 
made in his Open Society and its Enemies (Popper, 1962). It suffices to say that Plato’s 
aim was not primarily to design a political order, as is misleadingly implied in the E nglish 
translation of the title Republic, but rather to discuss the fundamental principles of morality. 
It was A ristotle who developed Plato’s insights further and turned them into a distinctly 
political philosophy. B y doing this, A ristotle revolutionized Plato, yet at the same time, 
he also remained truthful to his former teacher. As Patočka observed: ‘for Aristotle all of 
philosophy is within the Platonic cave. You know that Plato himself forces the philosopher 
to return to the cave’ (Patočka, 2002, 189).
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failed when they entered the political sphere. Intellectual sophistication offered 
no reliable protection against political idiocy. T he paradigmatic example of this 
failure is Martin H eidegger’s engagement with N azism. Yet this chapter is not 
primarily about the failings of H eidegger and his spiritual children.� 

T he contention of this chapter is that dissident intellectuals in C entral and 
E astern E urope proved to be more prudent in their political judgements about 
important issues of their time than a number of their West E uropean counterparts. 
T his is, of course, a vast generalization. T o give more substance to this argument, I 
will restrict my presentation to a couple of representative figures (Czesław Miłosz, 
Jan Patočka, Václav Havel contra Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Jean Paul S artre, S lavoj 
Žižek). I will frame my analysis around historic snapshots (1956, 1968, 1977), I 
will contrast their views about political power and the legitimacy of revolutionary 
violence, and I will use Arendt as a moderator in this fictional debate. 

A rendt described how twentieth-century intellectuals were drawn into politics 
in the times of crises. For example, the N azi occupation of France forced poets, 
writers and philosophers into the R esistance. O vernight, these intellectuals were 
forced to become public intellectuals who sought to challenge the tyrannical regime 
‘in deed and word’. ‘T he men of the E uropean R esistance’, A rendt argued, ‘had 
begun to create that public space between themselves where freedom could appear’ 
(A rendt, 1961a, 4). Political engagement in times of crises, such as revolutions, 
may be dangerous, but potentially also very rewarding. R evolutions were those 
rare moments in human history which enabled intellectuals to participate in the 
public realm on the level of intensity never experienced before. In other words, 
‘the revolution came to play, as Malraux once noticed (in Man’s Fate), “the role 
which once was played by eternal life”: it “saves those that make it”’ (A rendt, 
1961a, 8).

Yet it is important to note that A rendt’s fascination with revolutions is tempered 
by her critical attitude to revolutionary violence. H er search for ‘the lost treasure 
of revolution’ (A rendt, 1961a, 5) was an attempt to identify political constellations 
which would allow for radically new beginnings, without descent into anarchy 
and violence. T his is also the reason why she considered the A merican rather than 
the French R evolution to be more successful in creating conditions for political 
freedom (see A rendt, 1965). While A rendt’s account of the A merican R evolution 
might have been rather idealized, her insights into the relationship between power 
and violence proved remarkably astute, especially for the communist regimes in 
C entral and E astern E urope. S he believed that political actors who had to resort 
to the use of violence showed weakness rather than strength. N ot surprisingly, 
A rendt’s thinking found resonance among the dissident intellectuals in C entral 

�  Richard Wolin’s argument that thinkers influenced by Heidegger ‘remain afflicted 
by many of [his] oversights and conceptual imbalances’ and that ‘the sins of the father will 
be visited upon the daughters and sons’ is overblown (Wolin, 2001, 20). B ut I share his 
concern with the decline of moral sensitivity amongst a number of postmodern philosophers 
(Wolin, 2004). 
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Europe, and influenced, among others, Jan Patočka.� A rendt’s conception of 
politics illuminates the dynamics of the collapse of communism and the role of 
intellectuals in this process (see A uer, 2004).

Maurice Merleau-Ponty and R evolutionary V iolence 

If we accept the A rendtian understanding of politics as the opposite of violence, 
then Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s Humanism and Terror (1969) and Slavoj Žižek’s 
eulogies of Lenin (see Žižek, 2001, 113–16; Žižek, 2002a) and Robespierre (see 
Žižek, 2007), by definition, betrayed politics. They betrayed politics by employing 
their outstanding rhetorical skills in defence of L eninist, or even S talinist, 
revolutionary terror. T hey convinced themselves and many of their readers that the 
radical political alternative which emerged in E astern E urope offered more hope 
to mankind than anything Western E urope could ever offer. T hey believed that the 
communist regime in the S oviet U nion and its satellites, despite its revolutionary 
violence (or, in Žižek’s case, because of its revolutionary violence), could be seen 
as superior to liberal democracy and its rhetoric of human rights. 

For Merleau-Ponty, violence was a necessary part of political life. H ence, 
there was no point in rejecting it. Instead, what was important was to identify its 
progressive application. ‘If Marxism is a theory of violence and justification of 
T error,’ argues Merleau-Ponty, ‘it brings reason out of unreason, and the violence 
which it legitimates should bear a sign which distinguishes it from regressive 
forms of violence’ (Merleau-Ponty, 1969, 98). Merleau-Ponty invites us to 
differentiate between progressive and reactionary forms of violence, between 
good and bad terror. 

Merleau-Ponty’s Humanism and Terror develops a bizarre hypothesis: What 
if S talin and his henchmen really managed to deliver a society that would be 
free of conflict, free of exploitation – a society that would create possibilities for 
genuine individual emancipation? Maybe then, all that violence, all those victims 
of terror, might be justified; they would have helped to bring about a better and 
more humane future: 

N either B ukharin nor T rotsky nor S talin regarded T error as intrinsically valuable. E ach 
one imagined he was using it to realize a genuinely human history which had not yet 
started but which provides justification for revolutionary violence. In other words, as 
Marxists, all three confess that there is a meaning to such violence – that it is possible to 
understand it, to read into it a rational development and to draw from it a human future. 
(Merleau-Ponty, 1969, 97)

�  For Arendt’s influence on Patočka, see Findlay (2002, 96–9). For her influence on 
Polish dissident circles, see, for example, S piewak (2003, 170–73).



Intellectuals and their Publics92

A ccording to Merleau-Ponty, ‘life, discussion, and political choice occur only 
against the background of violence. What matters and what we have to discuss is 
not violence but its sense or its future’ (Merleau-Ponty, 1969, 109). 

T his is the negation of politics in the A rendtian sense, as for A rendt, speech 
and rhetorical acts were the defining features of politics. Arendt criticized Marx 
and his glorification of violence, because ‘it contains the more specific denial of 
λόγος, of speech, the diametrically opposite and traditionally most human form 
of intercourse. Marx’s theory of ideological superstructure ultimately rests on this 
anti-traditional hostility to speech and the concomitant glorification of violence’ 
(A rendt, 1961a, 23). In her view, violence was pre-political; in its pure form it was 
actually the opposite of power and the opposite of politics (see A rendt, 1969, 56).

While Merleau-Ponty defended violence merely as a necessary evil that will 
bring about a better, more humane future, Žižek went one step further. For him, 
revolutionary violence is already a part of the better future, because he sees 
violence as ‘an authentic act of liberation, not just a passage à l’acte’ (Žižek, 
2002a, 261). Žižek bemoans the fact that these days, Merleau-Ponty’s argument 
in favour of humanism and terror finds little support even within the remnants of 
the radical Left. The ‘sensitive liberal’ left-wing intellectuals, according to Žižek, 
delude themselves by believing that it is possible to opt for humanism or terror. 
B y advocating non-violent political struggle, they want to have ‘a decaffeinated 
revolution, a revolution which doesn’t smell of revolution’ (Žižek, 2007, vi). In 
contrast, Žižek urges his readers to consider: 

T he choice ‘humanism or terror’, but with terror, not humanism, as a positive term. 
This is a radical position difficult to sustain, but, perhaps, our only hope: it does not 
amount to the obscene madness of openly pursuing a ‘terrorist and inhuman politics’, 
but something much more difficult to think through. (Žižek, 2007, xiii)

To think through this ‘obscene’ proposition, Žižek’s intellectual acrobatics rely 
on the wisdom of A gamben, A lthusser, B adiou, D eleuze, Foucault, L acan and 
L evinas, in addition to the classic writings of R obespierre and L enin, and a number 
of examples from contemporary popular culture ‘from the Schwarzenegger-figure 
in Terminator to the R utger-H auer-android in Blade Runner’ (Žižek, 2007, xv). 

Merleau-Ponty’s argument in favour of revolutionary violence does not go far 
enough for Žižek. It is linked too closely to the outcome of the revolutionary process. 
Because we can never be sure what the final outcome of any revolution might be, 
we must have the courage to endorse ‘divine violence’, argued Žižek. Violence was 
justified not primarily by its outcome, but rather by the conviction and fervour of the 
actors involved in this process – their revolutionary ‘authenticity’.� In other words, 

�  Žižek recalls the following episode to illustrate the point: ‘when Brecht, on the way 
from his home to his theatre in July 1953, passed the column of S oviet tanks rolling towards 
the S talinallee to crush the workers’ rebellion, he waved at them and wrote in his diary later 
that day that, at that moment, he (never party member) was tempted for the first time in his 
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L enin’s and R obespierre’s violence is good because L enin and R obespierre are 
good revolutionaries – whatever the actual outcome of their (failed?) revolutions. 
T he question, to what extent these violent revolutions succeed in delivering on 
their promise of a truly just society, becomes for Žižek largely irrelevant. 

Slavoj Žižek in Hollywood

To be sure, Slavoj Žižek is a strange candidate for the label of a typical ‘Western’ 
intellectual. H e spent his formative years in E astern E urope, having grown up in 
communist Yugoslavia, where he even worked in 1977 ‘at the C entral C ommittee 
of the L eague of S lovene C ommunists’, and later as ‘R esearcher at the U niversity 
of L jubljana’s Institute for S ociology’ (Myers, 2003, 8). H owever, it is worth 
noting that Yugoslavia was one of the few communist countries that was really 
outside the S oviet-dominated bloc. It was the most ‘Western’ and liberal of all the 
communist countries, which might also explain why so many intellectuals in the 
former Yugoslavia felt no urge to deal seriously with the legacy of their totalitarian 
past(s). T he country that produced the internationally acclaimed philosopher-
ironist Žižek also gave the world its artistic musical equivalent in the form of the 
group L aibach (which also calls itself NSK : N eue S lowenische K unst), a group of 
artists appropriating the imagery of both N azi and S talinist-style propaganda. 

Like Laibach, Žižek is an arch-manipulator. Just as Laibach seeks to provoke 
by imitating old totalitarian propaganda, Žižek attempts to subvert the ruling 
ideology of his day – whether it be Yugoslav communism or Western liberalism 
– by provocatively endorsing terrorist revolutionary ideologies, even as he joins 
the intellectual establishment of the liberal-democratic West. R ecipients of both 
Žižek’s philosophy and Laibach’s music might be confused about the ‘real 
political meaning’ of these works, the message behind the ironic gestures, but 
their confusion is simply the first step towards overcoming their blind acceptance 
of the ruling ideology. As Žižek observed:

The first reaction of the enlightened Leftist critics was to conceive of Laibach as the 
ironic imitation of totalitarian rituals; however, their support of Laibach was always 
accompanied by an uneasy feeling: ‘What if they really mean it? What if they truly 
identify with the totalitarian ritual?’ – or, a more cunning version of it, transferring 
one’s own doubt onto the other: ‘What if Laibach overestimates their public? What if 
the public takes seriously what Laibach mockingly imitates, so that Laibach actually 
strengthens what it purports to undermine?’ (Žižek, 1993)

According to Žižek, this subversive tactic is effective precisely because its aims 
are not clear:

life to join the C ommunist Party. It was not that B recht tolerated the cruelty of the struggle 
in the hope that it would bring a prosperous future: the harshness of the violence as such 
was perceived and endorsed as a sign of authenticity’ (Žižek, 2002b, 5).
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In this sense the strategy of Laibach appears in a new light: it ‘frustrates’ the system (the 
ruling ideology) precisely insofar as it is not its ironic imitation, but over–identification 
with it – by bringing to light the obscene superego underside of the system, over–
identification suspends its efficiency. (Žižek, 1993)

Is this clear now? I hope not. To think that one can really understand Žižek is 
certain proof of not getting him right. His strategy of ‘over-identification’, like 
the one used by Laibach, requires ambiguity and uncertainty. Is Žižek really a 
S talinist and a passionate defender of R obespierre? Is he really as relaxed, not to 
say enthusiastic, about the attacks on 11 S eptember 2001 and irreverent towards 
its victims as it seems (Žižek, 2002b)? Or is he just pretending, the better to offend 
bourgeois sensitivities? We do not know. A nd we shall never know for certain. 
As one of many commentators on Žižek’s growing body of work observed: ‘what 
Žižek is doing is to pretend to pretend to be a Stalinist’ (Parker, 2007).� 

Žižek, the cultural critic, freely admits that he has never seen about half of 
the movies that he wrote about. H e said that he was an ‘absolute H egelian’ there, 
and was simply afraid that to watch a movie he had heard or read about ‘may 
spoil [his] theory’ (T aylor, 2005). In a similar vein, he boasted that when he used 
to work for the S lovenian magazine Mladina, he routinely wrote book reviews 
about non-existent books. I cannot help but think that Žižek’s approach to history 
is not all that different – not in the sense that he writes about non-existent events, 
on the contrary, he writes about events which naive people like you and me find 
frighteningly real as he would write about H ollywood movies (whether they 
be real, or invented). Žižek writes with equal ease about the perpetrators (and 
their victims!) of the H olocaust, S talinism and S eptember 11 as he writes about 
H itchcock or snuff pornography. It is almost as if these events merely occurred 
in order to help him to illustrate some of the more intricate points of L acanian 
theory. T he West with its ‘passion for the [L acanian] R eal’, for example, called for 
a terrorist attack, just as sado-masochists desire self-inflicted pain: 

A nd was not the attack on the World T rade C enter with regard to H ollywood catastrophe 
movies like snuff pornography versus ordinary sado–masochistic porno movies? … we 
can perceive the collapse of the WTC  towers as the climactic conclusion of twentieth-
century art’s ‘passion for the R eal’ – the ‘terrorists’ themselves did not do it primarily 
to provoke real material damage, but for the spectacular effect of it. … T hat is the 
rationale of the often-mentioned association of the attacks with H ollywood disaster 
movies: the unthinkable which happened was the object of fantasy, so that, in a way, 
America got what it fantasized about, and that was the biggest surprise. (Žižek, 2002b, 
11 and 15–16) 

�  Or as Žižek put it in his inimitable style: ‘When I appear to be sarcastic and so on, 
the point is not to take [this] seriously. What is not to be taken seriously is the very form of 
sarcasm, [it] is the form of the joke, which must not be taken seriously’ (T aylor, 2005).
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T here is probably no more entertaining rendition of both N azism, S talinism and 
their respective victims as the one delivered by Žižek’s creative genius. How come 
so very few readers are disgusted by it? As perplexing as Žižek’s theories is the 
phenomenon of his ever-growing popularity that reaches far beyond his homeland. 
There may not be many enthusiastic followers of Žižek’s intellectual adventures 
in the countries of C entral E urope, but he has certainly acquired star-like status 
in Western academia. If any formal confirmation of his status in the West was 
needed, in the summer of 2005 Žižek was appointed International Director of the 
B irkbeck Institute for the H umanities in L ondon, which seeks to promote the role 
of a public intellectual.� 

T he Captive Mind

Whence the fascination of Western intellectuals with violence and terror? A ccording 
to Czesław Miłosz, Western intellectuals are simply bored, or in his words: 

suffer from a special variety of taedium vitae; their emotional and intellectual life is 
too dispersed. E verything they think and feel evaporates like steam in an open expanse. 
Freedom is a burden to them. N o conclusions they arrive at are binding: it may be so, 
then again it may not. The result is constant uneasiness. (Miłosz, 1962, 79)

This is what Miłosz suggested half a century ago in The Captive Mind. Published 
roughly at the same time as Humanism and Terror, Miłosz’s study remains one of 
the best accounts of the allure of totalitarian ideologies. It deals with the difficulties 
intellectuals encounter when they engage with politics. E ven though his primary 
subject was the position of E astern not Western E uropean intellectuals, his insights 
were applicable to both groups. 

Miłosz was puzzled by the fact that so many people in Poland and elsewhere 
in C entral and E astern E urope were unable to resist the allure of the communist 
ideology. H e explained it partly by their sense of alienation and the kind of 
existential Angst that befalls intellectuals after the H eideggerian ‘death of 
metaphysics’. The communist project offered a way out of these difficulties 
by providing people with transcendental hope (with history becoming a new 
God), and by allowing intellectuals to reconnect with the working classes. T he 
supposedly superior insight of Marxist intellectuals into the logic of history 

�  There was no sign of false modesty in Žižek’s response to this new challenge. As he 
stated on the official Website of the Institute: ‘I like what was offered to me by Birkbeck, 
that is, to promote the role a public intellectual, to be intellectually active and to address a 
larger public. It’s not only good for me, but also for B irkbeck and the country’ (see <http://
www.bbk.ac.uk/news/20060201i>). Another testimony to Žižek’s growing popularity is a 
documentary feature movie that follows the famous philosopher on a lecture tour around 
the globe (see T aylor, 2005).
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enables them to condone suffering (of others!). T here can be no progress without 
suffering, no victories without victims:

L et a new man arise, one who, instead of submitting to the world, will transform it. L et 
him create a historical formation, instead of yielding to its bondage. O nly thus can he 
redeem the absurdity of his physiological existence. Man must be made to understand 
this, by force and by suffering. Why shouldn’t he suffer? H e ought to suffer. Why can’t 
he be used as manure as long as he remains evil and stupid? If the intellectual must 
know the agony of thought, why should he spare others this pain? (Miłosz, 1962, 10)

Miłosz identified different strategies by which intellectuals complied with, or even 
actively supported, repressive S talinist regimes. H owever, he did not foresee, and 
probably could not have foreseen, the possibility of independent thought in the 
communist part of E urope; the emergence of dissident intellectuals that was later 
made possible thanks to the partial de-S talinization of communist regimes. 

Ironically, the emergence of his own political thought showed that his 
assessment was too pessimistic. If the regimes of C entral and E astern E urope were 
truly as totalitarian as Miłosz seems to have suggested in his Captive Mind, no 
one, not even Miłosz himself, would ever have been able to oppose it. If everyone 
internalized ‘the eternal wisdom’ of the ruling ideology, no dissenting voice could 
ever have been articulated. We know now that this was not the case. T he series of 
revolts against communism – 1953 in E ast Germany, 1956 in Poland and H ungary, 
1968 in C zechoslovakia, 1980–81 in Poland – seem in hindsight like a long 
march towards the final collapse of the Soviet empire in 1989–91. The series of 
revolts also marks different stages in a slow process, in which ever more Western 
intellectuals sought to distance themselves from schematic ideological thinking. 

Merleau-Ponty, for example, had become increasingly disenchanted with 
Marxism even before the violent suppression of the H ungarian uprising of 1956.� 
E vents in H ungary reinforced his earlier concerns and resulted in further critical 
reflections on the Soviet experiment. While Merleau-Ponty half a century ago 
disowned the main arguments of his Humanism and Terror (Merleau-Ponty, 1955, 
227–33), and called for a thorough de-S talinization – ‘a de–S talinisation which is 
unchecked, consequential, and extended beyond the frontiers of communism to 
the whole left that communism has “frozen”’ (Merleau-Ponty, 1964, 308) – his 
contemporary Jean-Paul S artre needed another decade to move away from these 
positions. In contrast, Žižek continues to argue that ‘Stalinist ideology even at 
its most “totalitarian” still exudes emancipatory potential’ (Žižek, 2001, 131). 
B ack in 1956, Jean-Paul S artre maintained that the defence of the achievements 
of the communist revolution in H ungary required tough measures. A t this point in 
time at least, S artre seems to have been more concerned with the slight potential 

� T  he turning point is possibly marked with the publication of the collection of essays 
Adventures of the Dialectic, which also contains a polemical attack on S artre and his alleged 
‘U ltrabolshevism’ (Merleau-Ponty, 1955, 95–201).
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for a revival of a reactionary regime in H ungary rather than with the obvious 
deficiencies of the communist model (see Sartre, 1968). 

T he next serious challenge to the communist order in E astern E urope and the 
communist illusion in the West (see Furet, 1999) was the suppression of the Prague 
S pring in 1968. T his marked S artre’s departure from his earlier position towards the 
‘really existing socialist regimes’. Yet it took another decade and the publication 
of S olzhenitsyn’s The Gulag Archipelago in 1974 for the French intellectual L eft 
to denounce communism, Marxism and L eninist-style revolutionary politics and 
to re-discover the political relevance of human rights discourse (see L efort, 1986). 
T his was ‘the anti-totalitarian moment of the 1970s’, which culminated in France 
in 1977 (see C hristofferson, 2004), the very same year that gave rise to the C harter 
77 human rights movement in communist C zechoslovakia. T his is no coincidence, 
as the radical shift in Western debates about human rights was partly triggered by 
the emergence of dissident movements in C entral and E astern E urope, as well as 
the adoption of the 1975 H elsinki accord (see H orvath, 2007). 

T he year 1977 also propelled to political prominence a distinguished C zech 
philosopher, Jan Patočka, who, despite not being sufficiently known to Western 
audiences, was undoubtedly one of the most influential dissident intellectuals in 
C zechoslovakia.� Patočka, a student of Heidegger and Husserl, shared a number 
of the pessimistic assumptions about modern societies, E ast and West, made both 
by Žižek and Merleau-Ponty. He went even further by saying that ‘man always 
is essentially in a hopeless situation. Man is a being committed to an adventure, 
which, in a certain sense, cannot end well. We are a ship that necessarily will 
be shipwrecked’ (Patočka, 2002, 2). But he drew radically different lessons from 
this insight. H e did not see the need to abandon the language of human rights. 
On the contrary, Patočka’s political philosophy offers a sophisticated defence of 
fundamental values of liberal democracy (human rights and freedom) without 
resorting to the temptations of dogmatic ideological thinking. Patočka accepted 
H eidegger’s lesson about the death of metaphysics, but this did not prevent his 
asking whether we can salvage something from our common E uropean heritage 
– something that would still ‘be believable even for us, that could affect us in a 
way so that we could again find hope in a specific perspective, in a specific future, 
without giving in to illusory dreams and without undervaluing the toughness and 
gravity of our current situation’ (Patočka, 2002, 12).

�  It is telling that a recent study that devotes a whole chapter to the impact that 
E ast E uropean dissidents had on French intellectuals refers erroneously to ‘Pantocka’ 
(Christofferson, 2004, 168 and 291). Christofferson underestimates the influence of dissident 
intellectuals. There has been a growing interest in Patočka’s work reflected in a number 
of recent studies and commentaries (see Findlay, 2002; R orty, 1991; S zakolczai, 1994; 
Tucker, 2000) and translations into English (see Kohák, 1989; Patočka, 1996; Patočka, 
2002). Patočka even had a major influence on Derrida (see Derrida, 1995), and is said to 
have triggered the ethical turn in his philosophy (L om, 2002, xix).
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Jan Patočka and Socrates

Patočka grounded his agonistic philosophy of human rights in Socrates. For 
Patočka, Socrates was struggling with the same set of dilemmas that plague 
modern intellectuals. A cting and thinking before ‘the birth of metaphysics’, 
S ocrates’ ideas seem relevant to our current predicament. S ocrates, ‘the great 
questioner’, challenged the force of tradition and of all received wisdom. N o 
moral doctrine could be accepted without rational scrutiny. ‘H e formulates his 
new truth’, Patočka argued, ‘only indirectly, in the form of a question, in the form 
of a sceptical analysis, of a negation of all finite assertions’ (Patočka, 1989, 180). 
S ocrates’ project focuses on the following question: H ow to live a good life without 
any certainties, or firm metaphysical foundations? In this existentialist uncertainty, 
in this ‘problemacity of being’, Patočka located the possibility of freedom. 

Building on Husserl, Patočka conceives of human life as a movement 
towards a horizon that constantly presents us with new possibilities and changing 
perspectives:

T his positive principle of freedom is hidden in the contingency of principles of human 
action. And what belongs to human freedom? That man can find or not find himself in 
the choice of his life and in the realization of what follows from that choice, that he 
can, so to say, seize or miss himself, that he can seize his – what? In this we see the 
problemacity of freedom, the problemacity which no one and nothing can take away 
from man. (Patočka, 2002, 205) 

It follows that with freedom comes responsibility, the very thing that Žižek seems 
unable to take seriously. The idea that one can, in Patočka’s terms, ‘find, or miss 
himself’ is a reformulation of the specifically human possibility of ‘living in truth’, 
popularized by Václav Havel. Patočka explained this concept some years earlier: 

H umans are the only beings which, because they are not indifferent to themselves and 
to their being, can live in truth, can choose between life in the anxiety of its roles and 
needs and life in a relation to the world, not to existing entities only. (Patočka, 1995)�

In contrast to Merleau-Ponty in his Humanism and Terror, Patočka develops an 
understanding of the political that is very much in line with A rendt’s thinking.10 
Like Heidegger, Patočka is a philosopher concerned with fundamental problems of 
human existence; he knows about the tragic nature of our predicament. B ut while 
H eidegger sought escape in German R omanticism and his country retreat in the 
Black Forest, Patočka, not unlike Arendt before him, seeks salvation in the political. 

�  For an E nglish translation and commentary, see Findlay (2002, 47).
10  Ironically, it is also not too far from Merleau-Ponty’s political thinking developed 

later. T he further away he moves from the premises of Humanism and Terror, the more 
affinity his political philosophy displays in relation to Arendt and Patočka. 
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If we are to live our lives carrying the burdens of knowledge of our finitude and of 
knowledge that there is no possibility of salvation through religion or metaphysics 
(or German R omantic poetry), we must endow our lives with meaning by other 
means. E ven after the death of God, or the death of metaphysics, there must be 
something more to life than egotistic pursuit of material self-interest (or ironic 
gesturing of postmodern philosophers). We don’t know what this something is, 
just as we do not know and will never know what the final purpose of our existence 
is. B ut this must not prevent us from asking, and acting responsibly. 

Patočka’s political philosophy is as interesting as his political actions. Both 
his thinking and his personal biography resonate with the life of S ocrates. A s in 
the case of Socrates, Patočka’s actions should be seen as an integral part of his 
philosophical project. Just as S ocrates pursued philosophy outside any institutional 
framework simply by confronting his fellow Athenians with difficult questions, 
Patočka spent many years outside the official academia engaging young students 
in covert seminars conducted in private apartments. C learly, when politics is about 
‘inserting ourselves into the world by word and deed’ (A rendt, 1961b, 263), their 
projects were as much political as they were philosophical.

B ut can philosophy ever be so closely linked with politics? A rendt argues 
that ‘since philosophical truth concerns man in his singularity, it is unpolitical 
by nature’ (A rendt, 1961b, 246). A ccording to A rendt, S ocrates only really made 
a political impact when he accepted his execution. Žižek, by contrast, is happy 
to contemplate the execution of others. A rendt believed that S ocrates gave an 
example that vindicated his doctrine that ‘it is better to suffer wrong than to do 
wrong’ (A rendt, 1961b, 247). I am not persuaded by A rendt’s dismissive remark 
about philosophy (surely S ocrates was not really in the business of establishing 
a ‘philosophical truth’?), but nobody can doubt that the best test of credibility of 
a moral philosopher is his capacity and willingness to live up to his own moral 
demands. At any rate, it is clear that Socrates reinforced his influence by setting an 
example. The same can be said about Patočka. 

Charter 77 and Human R ights

Even though Patočka was not directly involved in politics for the most part of 
his life, he had the opportunity to demonstrate that he was willing and capable to 
take a stance. T his came at the beginning of 1977, when he joined a small group 
of intellectuals to create a human rights movement, C harter 77. T he situation in 
C zechoslovakia in the late 1970s was grim. A fter the suppression of the Prague 
S pring in 1968, very few people had any hope that the repressive political 
system could be improved. Most C zechs and S lovaks passively complied with 
the regime they detested. Modest hopes were raised with the H elsinki A greement 
of 1975, in which all the signatories, including the countries of the S oviet bloc, 
pronounced their commitment to the ideals of human rights. C ommunist leaders 
never really took this commitment all that seriously, and were taken by surprise 
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once a number of dissident intellectuals started asking them to ‘keep their 
promises’. T his was the background to C harter 77. 

Patočka was instrumental in Charter 77, both as a thinker and a political 
activist. It was Patočka who articulated one of the most eloquent defences of 
human rights:

T he idea of human rights is nothing other than the conviction that even states, even 
society as a whole, are subject to the sovereignty of moral sentiment: that they recognize 
something unconditional that is higher than they are, something that is binding even on 
them, sacred, inviolable, and that in their power to establish and maintain the rule of law 
they seek to express this recognition. (Patočka, 1990, 32)11

O n the surface, the demands of C harter 77 were very moderate, even by the 
standards of the communist part of E urope at that time. A fter all, the signatories 
of the C harter only demanded that the communist authorities comply with the 
obligations that they endorsed in H elsinki in 1975. H owever, the communist 
leaders understood the initiative (rightly) as a serious threat to the regime, and 
persecuted all the crucial actors. Patočka became the first prominent victim. On 
13 March 1977, Patočka died as a consequence of a heart attack incurred during 
prolonged interrogation (L om, 2002, xiv). 

T his was a S ocratic end to a truly S ocratic life, and was understood as such 
by many of his followers. Regardless of Patočka’s outstanding intellectual 
achievements, it is plausible to argue that his thinking would not have been as 
influential as it was in Czechoslovakia, were it not for this Socratic engagement 
that tested his commitment. The best-known student of Patočka was Václav Havel, 
who also popularized his notion of ‘living in truth’ (Findlay, 1999). It required 
Žižek’s theoretical sophistication to charge this relentless advocate of human 
rights with ‘religious fundamentalism’. In Žižek’s eyes, Havel betrayed the true 
cause of Western intellectuals, which is to fight against ‘the knaves of capitalism’. 
A s he put it: ‘there is no escape from the conclusion that his [H avel’s] life has 
descended from the sublime to the ridiculous’ (Žižek, 1999, 3).

The same Žižek who in 1977 produced political speeches for Slovenian party 
apparatchiks (Myers, 2003, 8), and who in the late 1980s boasted to one of his 
E nglish academic colleagues about being appointed as a commissar ‘to monitor 
and control dissident activity’ in his workplace (see Parker, 2007), is these days 
appalled by H avel’s lack of sound political judgement. In contrast, H avel actively 
defied the communist regime in Czechoslovakia and shared Patočka’s conviction 
that a life without freedom is not worth living. As Ivan Chvatík, one of the 
guardians of Patočka’s philosophical heritage, commented:

11  For an English translation, see Kohák (1989, 341). 
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T he maintenance of this life [in freedom] is worth dying or killing for – it even becomes 
a duty. T he free person cannot be responsible for life beneath the level of the free life 
– such a life has no sense for him. (Chvatík, 2003, 8) 

It may well be questioned whether Chvatík’s interpretation of Patočka to the effect 
that freedom might be worth ‘killing for’ goes too far. A t any rate, the choices for 
people living in communist C zechoslovakia in the 1970s and 1980s, and possibly 
even more so in the former Yugoslavia, were seldom as dramatic as this quote 
suggests. A s H avel famously argued in his astute analysis of power dynamics in 
post-totalitarian regimes, the demands on ordinary citizens were rather modest. 
Even a superficial level of conformity sufficed to sustain the regime. In fact, the 
main argument of Havel’s influential essay ‘The Power of the Powerless’ was to 
say that the regime was sustained by people complying with the rules of the game, 
regardless of whether they internalized or whether they were cynical about the 
ruling ideology (see H avel, 1985). For H avel, the only way out of this situation 
was to openly reject the lies of the ruling ideology by attempting to ‘live in truth’. 
While Žižek appears to be in agreement with Havel’s diagnosis in the ‘Power of 
the Powerless’ (Žižek, 2001), he clearly considers his prescriptions as far too naive. 
In contrast to Havel, Žižek seems to believe that the most effective way to subvert 
communism was to behave as if one was more communist than the communists.

T he intellectual trajectories of these two thinkers could not be more different. 
H avel has moved away from his earlier existentialist critique of both communism 
and the West (see H avel, 1985) to a position that amounts to a reluctant endorsement 
of Western-style liberal democracy (see H avel, 1992).12 Žižek, on the other hand, 
moved from his (ironic?) endorsement of the reality of communism in Yugoslavia 
through S talinism to a position that seems close to an endorsement of ‘heroic 
gestures’ of perpetrators of S eptember 11. 

Radical intellectuals like Žižek in stable liberal democracies are outraged 
by the perceived stability of their political systems. T hey detest the long-lasting 
discursive hegemony of political liberalism, and see no other way of changing 
it but by another violent revolution. T hey see humans in contemporary Western 
societies as having found themselves in (or – as H eidegger would have it – being 
thrown into) an intolerable situation which can only be overcome by an authentic 
act of liberation. This must be by definition violent: 

T oday’s ‘mad dance’ … awaits its resolution in a new form of T error. T he only 
‘realistic’ prospect is to ground a new political universality by opting for the impossible, 
fully assuming the place of the exception, with no taboos, no a priory norms (‘human 

12  And Žižek is not the only left-wing intellectual in the West bemoaning this move. 
C onsider, for example, John K eane’s rather sensationalist biography of H avel, which argues 
that his ascendancy to power in post-communist C zechoslovakia (and then the C zech 
R epublic) was accomplished through H avel’s betrayal of his earlier political ideals (see 
K eane, 1999). 
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rights’, ‘democracy’), respect for which would prevent us from ‘resignifying’ terror, the 
ruthless exercise of power, the spirit of sacrifice … if this radical choice is decried by 
some bleeding–heart liberals as Linksfaschismus, so be it! (Butler, Laclau and Žižek, 
2000, 326)

S o, I hear you say, what’s the big deal? Many intellectuals made foolish judgements. 
Heidegger supported the Nazis, Merleau-Ponty justified Stalinism in Russia, Žižek 
still celebrates L enin and R obespierre. T here isn’t anything surprising about this. 
In fact, you might say, it is naive to assume that philosophers, social scientists or 
intellectuals in general possess some kind of key to understanding all the problems 
of morality that would make them somehow better people, or at any rate more 
astute politically. T hey have no special knowledge, special insights. It is naive 
to assume that they are better people (than the rest of us). In contrast to Marx, 
who urged philosophers to make their world a better place (‘philosophers have 
only interpreted the world, the point is to change it’), some contemporary political 
thinkers, such as the late R ichard R orty, urged philosophers to shut up (see R orty, 
1999). A gainst the background of twentieth-century philosophizing that did not 
protect mankind from the terrible crimes of both N azism and S talinism, this 
proposition seems plausible. 

For ancient Greeks, the same proposition would have seemed nonsensical. 
For S ocrates, Plato and A ristotle, philosophy basically had no other purpose than 
to show the way to the good life, both for individuals and societies. T his was 
then – before the death of metaphysics (or in S ocrates’ case, before metaphysics 
was even born), before the death of God. The likes of Miłosz, Patočka and Havel 
showed with their actions and political thinking that even post-H eideggerian 
philosophy can give rise to responsible and prudent intellectuals. Their experience 
with the twin evils of totalitarianism in E urope taught them that this must remain 
the ultimate purpose of all genuine political philosophizing. Miłosz’s poem about 
the meaning of poetry makes this point: 

What is poetry which does not save
N ations or people?
A connivance with official lies,
A  song of drunkards whose throats will be cut in a moment,
R eadings for sophomore girls.13 

Miłosz is probably expecting too much from poetry (and yes, even Miłosz managed 
to write poems about love). B ut is it too much to expect from public intellectuals 
that they display integrity and political prudence in their thoughts and actions? 

13  From ‘D edication’, Warsaw 1945, cited in Michnik (2005, 19).
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C hapter 7 

Public Intellectuals and T otalitarianism:  
A  C entury’s D ebate

A nson R abinbach

T otalitarianism’s R eturn

S ince the fall of communism, both the word and the concept of totalitarianism 
have made a significant, and some would argue permanent, comeback. This is 
somewhat surprising since more than three decades ago, the exhausted polemics 
and vagaries of definition led many Anglo-American historians and political 
theorists to confidently predict that the ‘totalitarian construct will be overtaken, 
if not by oblivion, at least by creeping desuetude’ (B arber, 1969, 39). A fter a long 
period of decline, the concept revived during the 1970s and 1980s, as S oviet and 
E astern E uropean dissidents and reformers made totalitarianism the ‘common 
denominator’ for the opposition throughout E astern E urope (R upnik, 1996). A s the 
weaknesses of the classical totalitarianism theory developed by Friedrich H ayek, 
C arl J. Friedrich, Zbigniew B rzezinski and H annah A rendt in the 1950s became 
apparent to Western historians and political theorists, the normative significance of 
the concept for those living under S oviet hegemony outweighed all such analytic 
difficulties (see Gleason, 1998, esp. ch. 9). Only in France, as Pierre Hassner pointed 
out, did the decline of the concept among Western social scientists not inhibit its 
acceptance among public intellectuals and political philosophers, who valued it 
all the more as the antipodes to human rights and democracy. ‘T he inscrutable 
banality of the social sciences à l’américaine’, H assner wrote, ‘confronted the 
equally inscrutable heights of philosophy à la française’ (H assner, 1984).

T he collapse of communism reinvigorated the concept for obvious reasons, 
chief among them the historical confirmation of the inability of Soviet-type 
societies to reform from within or accomplish any substantial modernization 
of their disintegrating planned economies. T he domino effect of the E astern 
E uropean protests and the eventual end of the S oviet regime in 1991 accentuated 
the similarities, rather than differences (which were none the less considerable), 
among the countries of what was almost anachronistically referred to as the ‘S oviet 
bloc’. For this reason, the disappearance of ‘real socialism’ compelled historians, as 
Ian K ershaw noted, ‘to examine with fresh eyes the comparison between S talinism 
and N azism’ (K ershaw, 1994). T he problem of totalitarian violence was the moral 
and political dilemma of our age, wrote the historian T ony Judt (1998, 96). A nd 
the late François Furet, fully aware of the enmity (that also drew them closer 
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to each other) between communism and Nazism, argued in his influential study 
of the communist ideal, The Passing of an Illusion: The Idea of Communism in 
the Twentieth Century, that S talinist B olshevism and N ational S ocialism were not 
simply comparable, but constituted a ‘political category of their own’ (Furet, 1990, 
180). T he obduracy of philo-communism, especially in the French intellectual 
milieu, Furet maintained, could only be explained by its positive association with 
anti-Fascism, the R esistance, and above all with the Jacobin phase of the French 
R evolution, from which Furet drew a direct line to the revolutionaries of 1917. In 
short, until 1989, to criticize communism in France was almost unpatriotic. 

R enewed interest in the moral, philosophical and historical dimensions of 
the concept were not restricted to scholars of the N azi and S oviet regimes. In 
the heated controversy during the debate prior to the war in Iraq, distinguished 
commentators once again embraced the word ‘totalitarian’, extending its scope 
beyond the historical dictatorships of the 1930s and 1940s to include regimes and 
movements in the Middle E ast (see S tephenson, 2003; C ushman, 2005). R espected 
former dissidents such as Václav Havel and Adam Michnik, and supporters of 
them like A ndré Glucksmann and Jose R amos-H orta supported the war on liberal-
humanitarian grounds, invoking the imperative of resisting totalitarianism (see 
C ushman, 2005, 14). In the US , the editor of the liberal New Republic, Peter B einart, 
complained that ‘three years after S eptember 11 brought the U nited S tates face-
to-face with a new totalitarian threat; liberalism has still not been fundamentally 
reshaped by the experience’ (B einart, 2004). B ritish Foreign S ecretary Jack S traw 
called terrorism a synonym for the ‘new totalitarianism … the world’s greatest 
threat to democracy’.� 

T otalitarianism has always been a protean term, capable of combining and re-
combining meanings in different contexts and in new and ever-changing political 
constellations. T he major theorists of totalitarianism were the systematizers of a 
term that had a long history before it acquired the patina of academic respectability. 
Yet it is notoriously difficult to pin down what precisely is distinctive about 
‘totalitarianism’. Is it compelling shorthand, as some of its first theorists insisted, 
to demonstrate that modern tyranny is unique because it is more invasive, 
more reliant on the total assent of the ‘masses’ and on terror than old-fashioned 
despotism? Is it a ‘project’, as H annah A rendt famously argued – an experiment in 
‘fabricating’ humanity according to the laws of biology or history, or is it an ‘ideal 
type’ (in the Weberian sense) to which no ‘real’ dictatorship actually conforms? 
Is it a concept that can only be defended negatively, as the ultimate rejection of 
pluralism, legality, democracy and Judeo-C hristian morality?

� S  ee <http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk_politics/3507730.stm>.
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Moral U proar: French N eo-humanism and the W ar on T error

Among those who have been most eloquent and prolific in calling for a serious 
re-examination of totalitarianism’s lessons is T zvetan T odorov, the B ulgarian-born 
French literary scholar and public intellectual. ‘For me,’ writes T odorov in his Hope 
and Memory: Lessons from the Twentieth Century, ‘the central event of the century 
was the emergence of the unprecedented political system called totalitarianism, 
which at its peak, ruled a substantial part of the planet’ (T odorov, 2003, 2). H aving 
lived in communist B ulgaria until 1963, T odorov established his reputation in France 
as a structuralist literary critic, but soon turned from formal aspects of language to 
ethics and politics, from what he calls ‘a historical and anthropological perspective’.� 
In 1982, he published The Conquest of America, a remarkable investigation of 
how in attempting to ‘obliterate the strangeness of the external other, Western 
civilization found an interior other’, an experience which led both to egalitarianism 
and absorption, the acknowledgment of difference and the sanctioning of hierarchy 
(see T odorov, 1987, 248–9). H is more recent works, beginning in the 1990s, were 
concerned with ethical behaviour in the H olocaust. Facing the Extreme: Moral Life 
in the Concentration Camps (1996) argued that moral acts, including heroism, caring 
and self-sacrifice, are virtually ineradicable, even under the worst of circumstances, 
while The Fragility of Goodness (2001) documented B ulgarian resistance to 
N azi deportation orders. H is Imperfect Garden: The Legacy of Humanism is a 
reinterpretation of Montaigne, Montesquieu, R ousseau and C onstant as thinkers who 
offer a moderate and fallible humanism more appropriate to our own modernity than 
the more dogmatic figures of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment (see Todorov, 
2002b). Rousseau figures for him not as a proto-totalitarian, but as a modern who 
inaugurated a dialogue between the solipsistic individual and the social world. Hope 
and Memory is in many respects a synthesis of both of these preoccupations, a 
confrontation with the moral and ethical dilemmas that continue to persist after the 
eclipse of the totalitarianisms that dominated the century, and a plea for a new, 
moderate and responsible, critical humanism. In this regard, T odorov’s re-invention 
of liberal political thought in France is contemporaneous with that of a number of 
other well-known critics of the S talinist L eft and the so-called ‘philosophy of the 
60s’ (Imperfect Garden is dedicated to the philosopher L uc Ferry, France’s former 
Minister of E ducation) (S trenski, 2004, 100).

A t the core of T odorov’s neo-humanism is the view that individual autonomy, 
solidarity and the recognition of difference within universality constitute the basic 
values of any democratic polity. ‘T he grammar of humanism’, he writes, ‘has three 
persons: I, who exercises his or her autonomy; thou, who is equivalent to an I but 
totally distinct from me (each thou can also be an I, and vice-versa) … and they, 

� T  odorov recounts his intellectual and personal development in a book of interviews, 
Devoirs et Delices d’une vie passeur: Entrietiens avec Catherine Portevin (T odorov, 
2002a). R ecent works on T odorov include S cott and Zaretsky (2001b); Golsan (2004b), 
and S trenski (2004).
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who form the community to which an I belongs’ (T odorov, 2003, 39). O f course, 
the problem is not so much in articulating these principles as in judging where one 
draws the line between the liberty of the individual, the demands of the community 
and the culture of minorities in any liberal society. 

T he concept of totalitarianism, T odorov argues, is essential not merely as a 
historical trope, but for demonstrating that ‘the instinct for freedom is part of 
humanity’s biological nature’. T otalitarian states could not, despite their formidable 
tools, ‘mutate the species so as to eradicate its yearning for freedom’ (T odorov, 
2003, 70). T he basic premise of totalitarianism, he contends, is that war is the 
natural state of man, a worldview that legitimizes annihilation and violence in so 
far as the absolute good is always justified in extirpating the bad. For that reason, 
terror is ‘a basic and integral part of totalitarian societies’, because they are always 
oblivious to otherness, plurality and difference. T otalitarianism is characterized 
by a ‘cult of science combined with utopian thinking’, a radical belief in the 
transparency of all human life and history, the eradication of individual will and 
contingency (T odorov, 2003, 30). T otalitarianism is ‘always Manichaean, dividing 
the world into two mutually exclusive parties, the good and the bad, aiming to 
annihilate the latter’ (T odorov, 2003, 33). N either N azism nor communism were 
universalist: ‘the only difference is that in one case the division of humanity is 
“horizontal,” based on national frontiers, and the other it is “vertical,” between 
the different layers of a single society: national and racial war for N azism, and the 
class struggle for communism’ (T odorov, 2003, 37). 

H itler and S talin each merged nation and socialism, persecuted national 
minorities, replaced conviction with submission and destroyed democracy. 
Perhaps T odorov’s most original insight reveals the need for a theatrical pseudo-
democracy (H itler’s plebiscites, S talin’s ‘constitution’), a gigantic charade through 
which totalitarian rulers unwittingly acknowledged, however perversely, the truth 
of democracy by acting ‘as if’ they adhered to it. 

This assertion presents something of a difficulty since communism, as Raymond 
A ron acknowledged long ago, also makes a strong claim to universalism by virtue 
of its rejection of class difference, its E nlightenment belief in human reason, and 
its goal of human emancipation. T odorov contends that A ron failed to distinguish 
adequately between the original communist ideal and L enin’s decisive ideological 
turn, which declared communism’s intent to destroy its enemies by systematic 
violence. C onsequently, he claims, A ron could ‘turn a blind eye to various features 
of communism’ (T odorov, 2003, 36). U nlike A ron, who came to the conclusion 
that ‘whatever the similarities, the difference [between N azism and communism] 
is fundamental’, T odorov argues that the similarities are more fundamental: 

T he ideals of both regimes jettison universal ambitions: H itler wanted to create a 
nation, and eventually a whole world free of Jews; S talin clamored for a society without 
classes, that is to say, without the bourgeois. In both cases, one segment of humanity 
was written off. T he only real difference lies in the techniques used to achieve these 
identical policy aims. (T odorov 2003, 37)
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If Todorov had been satisfied with this distinction, his book would be flawed 
by an approach that elides the essential differences between the dictatorships 
and their crimes. O ne can still argue that as different as Western liberalism and 
S oviet communism may have been, the ideals of E nlightenment reason united 
them, however imperfectly or temporarily. ‘C lass struggle’ hardly has the same 
ontological status as ‘racial struggle’; in N azism, the racial struggle is substituted 
for the political, class antagonism reduced to the invasion of a foreign (Jewish 
body) that undermines and destroys the natural harmony of the A ryan community 
(see the instructive comments on this point in Žižek, 2005). At other points, 
however, T odorov acknowledges that the distinctions are essential. H e points out 
that in many respects, the N azi programme was closer to the truth of N ational 
S ocialism than the communist program was to S oviet reality. N azism more openly 
acknowledged its imperial ambitions and racial ideology, while the S oviets were 
more duplicitous, illusory and deceptive about their aims. C onsequently, N azi 
victims could more easily understand why they had been chosen to suffer than 
could C ommunist victims. C ommunism also saw itself as the logical conclusion of 
ideas first preached by Christianity, while Nazism had no respect for that tradition, 
and saw itself rather as the heir of paganism. T his too is debatable, since despite 
its N ordic and racial precepts, there were also strong C hristian elements in N azi 
ideology, for example the secularization of the Fall in the theory of degeneration, 
and the secularization of the history of salvation in the emphasis on racial 
regeneration and charismatic redemption (see B ärsch, 1998).

S omewhat surprisingly, T odorov does not analyse in any detail the extraordinary 
French debate over the Black Book of Communism, published in 1997, though 
his approach is obviously informed by it and it surely accounts for some of the 
contradictions elaborated above. T odorov carefully steers clear of its editor 
S téphane C ourtois’s questionable effort to produce a moral arithmetic according to 
which communism was responsible for ‘four times as many’ deaths than N azism, 
ergo communism was both historically and juridically more condemnable than 
N azism. C ourtois’s egregious introduction to the Black Book was an undisguised 
indictment, undermining several of the important contributions to what was the 
collective work of half-a-dozen historians, a number of whom publicly repudiated 
his views (see C ourtois et al., 1997).� T he ensuing polemics called into question 
the legitimacy of the N azi–communist comparison, since C ourtois insisted – 
falsely – that communism’s crimes (over the entire century and in half-a-dozen 
countries) had been systematically ignored in favour of the H olocaust. T odorov 
rejects C ourtois’s claim of ‘100 million dead’ (under communism) by noting (but 
not elaborating) that ‘although the numbers of dead were approximately equal, the 
N azis’ systematic destruction of the Jews and other groups deemed undeserving 
of life has no real parallel’. In the S oviet Gulag, death was not an end in itself, 

� T  he controversy over The Black Book is discussed in R abinbach (1998) and 
A ronson (2003), 222–45. A  refutation, relying on the different modalities of international 
communism, can be found in Pudal, D reyfus, Groppo et. al. (2000).
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T odorov emphasizes, ‘only in N azi extermination camps did putting people to 
death become an aim in itself’ (T odorov, 2003, 88). T his caveat seems rather 
to call into question T odorov’s aforementioned claim that only the ‘techniques’ 
distinguish N azism from S talinism; there is a difference between a state that 
commits genocide and a genocidal state.

If the two dictatorships are ultimately morally but not historically identical, 
why does the comparison between S talinist communism and N azism still continue 
to produce such offence or provoke such fervour? Why did the Black Book of 
Communism, which caused a sensation in France, have so much less of an impact 
elsewhere in E urope or in the US  ? H ow do the historical distinctions that T odorov 
ultimately affirms affect his claim that ‘the two totalitarian regimes were not like each 
other in all respects but each was as bad as the other’? T odorov offers an ingenious 
explanation for why accepting or rejecting the comparison has been so morally 
and politically charged. D epending on the context, the comparison, he observes, 
can both serve as exoneration and as a way of amplifying guilt, as apologia and 
indictment, reflecting how closely the speaker’s position might be identified with 
the victims or perpetrators. For those more closely identified with Nazi murderers, 
for example, the comparison is welcome since it looks like something of an excuse, 
while for those closer to the C ommunists it is pejorative because it looks more like 
an accusation. For victims of communism, the reverse is true: the comparison is 
more acceptable because it reinforces the guilt of the perpetrators, while for N azi 
victims it is rejected since it appears as an exoneration (T odorov, 2003, 75). T his 
approach helps explain why there is so little public engagement with the memory of 
S talinist crimes in the former S oviet U nion (which would taint the victory in 1945). 
U ltimately, however, it amounts to a zero-sum game, which entirely depends on 
N azi crimes always being regarded as the greater evil. Indeed, without the moral 
hierarchy implicit in the schema itself, the comparison is entirely superfluous. Yet 
the very divergence of reactions, even within the former S oviet imperium, points to 
a problem, if not with the category of totalitarianism, with the dramatic changes that 
the N azi–S oviet comparison undergoes as it traverses a geography of memory that 
has been etched out different historical landscapes across E urope. S hifting the focus 
from history to memory, it becomes apparent that the forms of memorialization 
of the H olocaust that have taken place in the US   and in Western E urope since 
1945 have virtually turned the N azi murder of the Jews into a kind of universal 
ethical ‘codex’ (despite all medialization and trivialization), a ‘cosmopolitan’ form 
of memory and a metaphor for modern evil that bears directly upon post-H olocaust 
ideals of justice (see L evy and S znaider, 2001, 151). A lmost the opposite could be 
said of the former S oviet U nion, while in E ast C entral E urope, most importantly 
in Poland, preoccupation with the ‘double burden’ of N azi and S oviet rule has 
led to sustained confrontations over the nature of collaboration and even criminal 
complicity (see Gross, 2001; Polonsky and Michnic, 2004).�

� O  n the memorialization of S oviet crimes, see the pioneering article by E tkind (2004). 
E ven today, R ussian historians are reluctant to regard ‘the Great Patriotic War’ in anything 
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T he weakest section of the book is T odorov’s theoretical discussion of the 
relationship between memory and history. H e rightly points out that confrontations 
with memory often proceed from establishing facts to interpreting them, and 
finally to making them useful for the present; hence no constraints should limit 
establishing facts, though interpretations are not all of equal value. B ut to conclude 
that ‘scholarship, being a human activity, has a political finality, which may be for 
good or bad’ is to allow a truism to pass for what has long since become a fertile 
field of analysis (see Rév, 2005). Todorov’s assertion that it is the duty of historians 
to establish precise facts while sequestering ‘experience’ to personal testimony 
and literature is at best an affront to historians, who have long been aware of the 
difficulties in transforming testimony (archives, memoirs, oral history) into the 
singular and collective voices of those who actually experience history – in other 
words, of historical actors, in both ‘ordinary’ and ‘traumatic’ circumstances. E ven 
more questionable is T odorov’s distinction between ‘memory’ (solely individual) 
and ‘collective memory’ (not memory at all, but discourse in the public arena), 
which raises the question of why some individuals choose to experience their 
own history through the lens of totalitarianism while others just as emphatically 
refuse such an optic. E ven in the most subjective accounts, personal, communal or 
national ‘trauma’ and the political configuration of potent memories in the public 
sphere are always simultaneously at play (see L aC apra, 1994, and more recently, 
L aC apra, 2004). More persuasively, T odorov questions the pedagogical impact of 
what H enry R ousso calls the ‘cohabitation of history and justice’ in the sensational 
trials of Paul T ouvier, K laus B arbie and Maurice Papon, which confronted the 
‘duty to remember’ with the complexities – and in the latter case, with the ‘grey 
areas’ – between complicity with Vichy and the R esistance. T o be forced to choose 
– as the legalities of the trials made it seem – between a ‘pure’ H olocaust memory 
and a more complex memory that includes Vichy and the S econd World War is, 
of course, deeply problematic (see especially the trenchant comments in R ousso, 
2002, 48–84). Yet, one can also argue that these trials did not only pose such 
stark choices, but that each shed light on different dimensions of complicity and 
therefore of remembrance, while at the same time leaving others in the shadows.

Totalitarianism is an elastic concept. As Todorov defines it, it includes the 
denial of the autonomy of the individual, the absence of any division between a free 
private sphere and a regulated public sphere, the presence of a party that takes place 
of God, the concentration and personalization of power, the creation of new social 
hierarchies, and the creation of an illusory world in which plenitude, happiness 
and harmony are projected into the future. C ombined with a hypertropic belief in 
the transparency of nature and history (scientism), totalitarianism is an ‘ideal-type 
construct’ which is, in T odorov’s words ‘the exact opposite of a democratic state’. 
T odorov scrupulously avoids the word ‘liberal’ (which might suggest free market 

but a positive light. T he S t Petersburg Institute of H istory took notice of the Molotov–
R ibbentrop Pact only in 1989, while uncomfortable facts about the 22 June invasion (only 8 
per cent of the defenders survived) were buried until the last days of the regime.
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economics to a French reader), but this also creates the problem that he does not 
distinguish between liberalism and democracy as ‘opposites’ of totalitarianism (see 
Minogue, 1998). T his question too has a long history, since totalitarian societies 
often claimed to be higher and more complete forms of democracy, while liberal 
institutions and the protection of rights were always lacking (though their pseudo-
forms were preserved in constitutions and in some legal norms). S ome observers 
have even suggested that while liberalism or individualism is always the natural 
enemy of totalitarianism, democracy can be suspected of harbouring totalitarian 
potentials in the age of ‘mass society’ (B arber, 1969, 18).

N o doubt, T odorov clearly means liberal democracy, drawing from John L ocke 
and B enjamin C onstant, in order to combine the A nglo-A merican emphasis on the 
autonomy of the individual with the French republican emphasis on the autonomy 
of the community. T odorov rejects the arguments of thinkers who have regarded 
totalitarianism as a form of democracy, such as C arl S chmitt, Jacob T almon, and 
most recently, Furet. E ach in his own way argued that communism followed the 
logic of revolutionary Jacobinism, combining the ideals of democratic egalitarianism 
and popular sovereignty with ruthless terror. T he French R evolution, T odorov avers, 
did not link the use of force to the cult of science. Instead, the revolutionaries seized 
power from monarchs and passed it to the people’s representatives, who remained just 
as absolute (in their collective authority) as the king, if not more so. C onsequently, 
Todorov is quite vague about when we can actually begin to see the first glimmers 
of modern totalitarian ideology (he unconvincingly suggests the anarchist S ergei 
N echayev’s Revolutionary Catechism of 1869 or E rnest R enan’s obscure third 
Dialogue philosophique of 1871 as potential candidates). In any case, he argues 
that ‘only when the three strands of violence, millenarianism, and the cult of science 
come together can we talk of totalitarianism proper’ (T odorov, 2003, 27).

T odorov’s narrative is interspersed with six literary biographies, each 
portraying an exemplary figure who either resisted the totalitarian temptation or 
found an inner compass by which he or she could reflect on and judge their own 
experience apart from its logic. T hese portraits – Vassily Grossmann, Margarete 
B uber-N eumann, D avid R ousset, Primo L evi, R omain Gary and Germaine T illion 
– are the most effective chapters of Hope and Memory – precisely because they 
pinpoint the ‘fragile goodness’ which T odorov argues is possible even in extremis. 
L evi is, of course, the best-known, and his experience in A uschwitz provides the 
moral template against which T odorov views the legacy of totalitarianism: 

Forty years of thinking about A uschwitz taught him that the real culprits, apart from a 
number of individuals with direct responsibility were the indifference and apathy of the 
German people. S ave for a few exceptions, the Germans as a whole allowed themselves 
not to know for as long as possible; and when ignorance ceased to be an option they 
kept their heads down. S o how can we justify our own voluntary ignorance today, and 
our choice of doing nothing: Is that not tantamount to complicity in new disasters, no 
less painful for being different from the past ones? (T odorov, 2003, 185) 
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Grossmann, known for his magisterial novel Life and Fate, was a communist 
whose mother was murdered by the N azis and who fought in the R ed A rmy. T he 
massacre of the Jews was the occasion for his personal transformation, but ‘it 
started him on a path that led him to open his heart to all others, to comprehend and 
love all human beings’ (T odorov, 2003, 60). A nother witness is Margarete B uber-
N eumann, whose husband, the second-in-command of the German C ommunist 
Party, H einz N eumann, was arrested and murdered by S talin in 1937. B uber-
N eumann was herself arrested in June 1938 and sent to the concentration camp at 
K araganda in K azakhstan. In 1940, after the Molotov–R ibbentrop Pact, she was 
handed over to the Gestapo, along with other German anti-fascist fighters, Jews 
and communists who S talin dispatched via B rest-L itovsk. S he was incarcerated 
at R avensbrück, which she miraculously survived: ‘H er new vocation was to 
be an exemplary, not to say unique, witness of the inhumanity of both kinds of 
totalitarianism’ (T odorov, 2003, 103). D avid R ousset was a resister and an inmate 
at Buchenwald, who suffered insult, ostracism, a libel suit and the vilification of 
S artre and Merleau-Ponty for condemning the horror of the S oviet camps and 
devoting himself to investigating all camps, including those still functioning in 
the 1950s. R omain Gary fought for the Free French and became a well-known 
novelist. H is emphatic lack of interest in heroism, or in what T odorov sees as a 
kind of moral exhibitionism of the victor, permitted him to redefine courage as 
weakness, pity and love. S imilarly, Germaine T illion, also a B uchenwald survivor 
who tried to negotiate an end to the terror during the A lgerian war, represents the 
kind of courage and selflessness that interests Todorov. It is not the totalitarian 
experience per se, but the ways in which each of these figures transcended their 
own suffering to embrace the suffering of others, or as in the case of T illion, as 
‘she managed to “journey through hell” without being contaminated by evil, she 
even passed on to us a feeling of exhilaration’ (T odorov, 2003, 307). 

What attracts Todorov to these figures is not their suffering, but that each 
rejected the moral righteousness of their own victimhood (or victory, in Gary’s 
case) and abandoned exclusive ways of apportioning good and bad without losing 
the capacity for moral judgement. T hese biographical chapters make it apparent 
that T odorov is above all a moralist who is impatient with, though not himself 
entirely free of, moralizing. H ence his admiration for ‘people of great courage 
and selflessness’ (Tillion) who do not abuse their power. Justice and democracy 
may be simple virtues; all the same, they are, he writes, ‘the only political forces 
that can stop totalitarianism, by arms if necessary, and make it possible to exercise 
kindness and freedom’ (T odorov, 2003, 73). T his admission, however, poses a 
serious question of how to determine when ‘force of arms’ is justified and whether 
the antinomy of democracy and totalitarianism is still meaningful in the post-
totalitarian era. Most importantly, it is not really clear what political ‘lessons’, if 
any, T odorov believes can be drawn after the defeat of N azism and communism. 
And even if lessons can be drawn from the conflict between totalitarianism and 
democracy, he acknowledges that ‘it does not follow that democracy invariably 
embodies the realm of the good’ (T odorov, 2003, 237).
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Instead, T odorov turns his attention to what he calls a new form of ‘evil done 
in the name of the good – not only a good that was by definition equivalent to the 
desire of those who performed it, but a good to which we always aspire, peace and 
democracy’ (T odorov, 2003, 236). H is most controversial argument is that there 
is no such thing as human rights interventionism, and especially as it occurred 
in K osovo, such actions demonstrate that even if totalitarianism is the ‘empire 
of evil’, imposing human rights or democracy by force violates the principle 
that there should no infliction of human rights without consent, and makes US 
efforts on behalf of human rights ‘tainted’ (T odorov, 2003, 283). H e contends that 
NATO    air strikes against S erbia in 1999 created an ‘even greater tragedy’ than the 
crimes committed before the intervention, a moral failing exacerbated by Václav 
H avel’s ‘cynical’ phrase, ‘humanitarian bombs’. O ne of the longest sections of 
Hope and Memory deals with the atomic bombing of H iroshima and N agasaki, 
which T odorov condemns as an even greater ‘moral mistake’ (than S oviet or N azi 
crimes?) since it is still openly defended by ‘people who killed in the name of 
democracy’ (T odorov, 2003, 237). 

S ome commentators saw the powerful effect of memory in the contrast between 
German and French reactions to the bombing of B elgrade in 1999. T he protracted 
debates over whether to act militarily to prevent what might have become the first 
E uropean genocide since the S econd World War, it seemed, led to a confrontation 
between German anti-fascism and French anti-totalitarianism. For the majority 
of Germans, who remembered Wehrmacht crimes, ‘no more war’ trumped ‘anti-
totalitarianism’. For the French, on the other hand, timely intervention could 
morally redeem the historical complicity of Vichy and the H olocaust (A ckermann, 
2000, 49). Yet, appealing as this sounds, this reading is too simplistic. In Germany, 
there were significant exceptions among an enlightened Left, including Peter 
S chneider, D aniel C ohn-B endit, C laus L eggewie, and most importantly, Joschka 
Fischer, at the time leader of the Green parliamentary faction (H arpprecht, 2001). 
T odorov’s strong dissent from his compatriots also complicates the picture of a 
German–French querelle. B ut it was largely French intellectuals – Pascal B ruckner, 
C laude L efort, C ornelius C astoriadis, François Furet, E dgar Morin, Maurice 
Gauchet, A ndré Glucksmann, B ernard-H enri L evy and A lain Finkielkraut – who 
most resolutely called for intervention against the ethnic cleansing that appeared 
to be, if not totalitarian, then ‘total-nationalism’ (Morin, in A ckermann, 2000, 47). 
In this respect, T odorov seems to be an exception.

A lthough Hope and Memory was written before the second Iraq War (it appeared 
in France in 2000), T odorov includes a preface to the E nglish-language edition in 
which he calls US  efforts to impose democracy in Iraq ‘dangerous’ and ‘frightening’ 
because of its claim ‘to embody the good and impose it on the world by any means’ 
(T odorov, 2003, viii, ix). Men, he argues, cannot be freed from the evil within 
them. A re we left with only the commonplace that the only ideal truly compatible 
with the idea of democracy ‘is the right of every people to choose its own path, 
provided that it does no harm to others’? T odorov too often remains content with 
a moralizing anti-politics that sits uneasily with his democratic convictions. (O n 
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this tendency among French intellectuals, see H oward, 2002, 134). H is passionate 
rhetoric against humanitarian interventionism in general, and against the US  in 
particular, is in part the result of his difficulty thinking politically or historically 
– rather than morally – about the ‘lessons’ of totalitarianism. O pponents of the 
Iraq war quickly recognized that the issue is hardly the ‘empire of the good’, but 
rather the empire of the incoherent and the incompetent. T he unfortunate legacy 
of militarized neo-conservatism, and its emphasis on pre-emptive war, which in 
some ways intersects with the French critique of totalitarianism, proved to be a 
blunt-edged weapon in the arsenal of US  foreign policy.

Ironically, other political commentators, most notably Paul B erman, who also 
wholly embrace the philosophy of ‘anti-totalitarianism’ as ‘the grandest tradition 
of the left’ have drawn entirely opposing conclusions. A ccording to B erman, ‘A l 
Qaeda (and the broader radical Islamist current, of which it is the most radical 
part) and S addam’s B aath Party are two of the tendencies within a much larger 
phenomenon, which is a Muslim totalitarianism’ (which arose as a reflection of 
E uropean totalitarianism) (see S tephenson, 2003). N ot surprisingly, B erman’s list 
of the writers and intellectuals who produced the new literature on the ‘totalitarian 
passions’ of the twentieth century overlaps somewhat with T odorov’s. H e is 
especially indebted to C amus for his insight that at a deep level, ‘totalitarianism and 
terrorism are one and the same’. L ike C amus, B erman focuses on the gratuitous, 
even absolutist and metaphysical, violence that he locates in B audelaire, the 
nineteenth-century murderous nihilists and today’s suicide bombers: ‘O n the topic 
of death,’ he writes, ‘the N azis were the purest of the pure, the most aesthetic, 
the boldest, the greatest of executioners, and yet the greatest and most sublime 
of death’s victim’s too – people, who in B audelaire’s phrase knew how to feel 
the revolution in both ways’ (Berman, 2003, 45). Where he finds the link to 
the E uropean cult of violence, which was, it should be emphasized, far more 
‘satanic’ than ‘sacred’ in its inspiration (the anti-Judeo-C hristian dimension is lost 
in this portrait), is in the writings of S ayyid Quatb, the E gyptian-born Islamist 
philosopher who was a leading figure in the Muslim Brotherhood until he was 
hanged in E gypt in 1966. A ccording to B erman, Quatb is a totalitarian not merely 
because of his condemnation of the ‘hideous schizophrenia’ of the West with its 
disenchantment and diminished spirituality, but because of Quatb’s identification 
with the E uropean conviction that the liberal project of the nineteenth century was 
‘a gigantic deception foisted on mankind in the interest of plunder, devastation, 
conspiracy and ruin’ (B erman, 2003, 118). D espite the decades of war and enmity 
between the secular B aathist socialists and the A yatollah K homeini’s Islamist 
revolutionaries, B erman regards both as ‘death-obsessed’ and ‘apocalyptic 
rebellions against liberalism’; from them, he claims, A l Quaeda, inherited its 
‘chiliastic’ and ‘totalitarian cult of death’. 

What is perplexing is not simply the parallel between the bloody dictatorships 
of the 1930s and 1940s and contemporary Islamist terror, but the way in which 
‘totalitarianism’ can be mobilized for or against the analogy. T odorov rejects any 
comparison between totalitarianism and the Islamist radicals: 
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To my mind, however, the differences are far more significant than the similarities; 
whereas now, you have the exaltation of religion and the cult of the past, earlier you had 
the rejection of religion and the cult of the future; whereas now you have the action of 
stateless individuals and the willingness to sacrifice oneself, earlier you had the actions 
of all-powerful states and the willingness to sacrifice the lives of others. Nor does the 
damage caused respectively by the terrorists and totalitarianism belong to the same 
scale of magnitude. (T odorov, 2003, xiv) 

E ach of these writers, anti-totalitarian liberals to the core, come to diametrically 
opposed conclusions. T he reason, one suspects, lies not so much in their anti-
totalitarian convictions as in their evaluations of E uropean and US  policies in the late 
1990s. T odorov calls the NATO    bombings of Yugoslavia ‘catastrophic’ (T odorov, 
2003, 255). B erman, by contrast, considers the US -led but NATO   -supported 
intervention in the B alkans a ‘L incolnian test’ of E urope’s capacity to overcome its 
pacifism and ‘lofty isolationism’ (Berman, 2003, 173). For supporters of the war, 
E uropeans were ‘recycling arguments used by S talinist “peace movements”; for 
its opponents the peace movements were the new face of the ‘avant-gardist core of 
E urope’, which ‘could serve as an example of a post-national constellation’ (see 
Glucksmann, 2003; H abermas and D errida, 2003, 291–7)

In fact, neither position has much to do with totalitarianism. A lthough it can 
plausibly be argued that the end of the C old War also ended the idea of the ‘West’ that 
dominated the post-S econd World War world, it is a caricature (on both sides) to regard 
the U nited S tates as unilaterally dangerous and E urope as having unilaterally failed 
the test. T he ‘great divide’, one hopes, may be a temporary political constellation, 
and not, as both T odorov and B erman believe, two distinct moral universes.

T he Great Dictators: A Genealogy of a Comparison

T hese public contestations underscore only a few of the troubling dilemmas posed 
by the comparison between N azism and communism. T he question is not whether 
such comparisons are in any sense historically and intellectually legitimate, though 
to some degree comparisons are always subject to the constraints of the present 
and to shifting political and ideological contexts. H owever, the extent to which 
comparison in this domain has been continuously undermined by polemic, scandal 
and sensation presents a serious obstacle that should be foregrounded before any 
serious parallels or differences can be discerned. H enry R ousso rightly distinguishes 
between historical and ‘politico-memorial’ uses of the comparison (this difficulty 
is discussed by R ousso in his Introduction to Golsan, 2004a, 3). Yet until recently, 
few systematic comparisons based on the current state of historical research have 
actually been undertaken. A mong the exceptions are the volumes edited by Ian 
K ershaw and Moishe L ewin, Stalinism and Nazism: Dictatorships in Comparison, 
Stalinism and Nazism, edited by H enry R ousso, and the remarkable The Dictators 
by R ichard O very (K ershaw and L ewin, 1997; R ousso, 2004; O very, 2004).
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A ll three of these books are free of the multiple sins of C ourtois’s introduction 
to the Black Book, and all restrict comparison to the era of the dictators S talin and 
H itler (though the period of L enin’s rule is not entirely eliminated). In their joint 
introduction to the first part of the Rousso volume, Philippe Burrin and Nicolas 
Werth (whose contribution the Black Book was the most significant), historians of 
N azism and S oviet communism respectively, underline a distinction that confronts 
anyone concerned with this subject: the relative paucity of archivally based research 
on the USSR  compared to the decades of monographic and synthetic research 
on N ational S ocialism. D espite this lacuna, they provide illuminating parallel 
accounts of the nature of the state, violence and society under both dictatorships. 
T he formative stage of S talinism, Werth shows, was one of increasing tension 
between an expanding, disorganized, inefficient hypertrophic state apparatus and 
the clan-like directorship of S talin’s paladins, resulting in a permanent state of crisis, 
emergency and mobilization. He embraces a modified version of totalitarianism 
theory, but stresses that S talin and his mini-S talins responded to the ‘uncontrolled 
set of social crises put in motion by the voluntarist politics’ of the early 1930s by 
massive repression and terror, taking on different forms – de-gulagization, famine, 
deportation, forced labour, imprisonment, culminating in the Great T error of 
1937–38 – and consuming more than a generation of S oviet citizens from a wide 
variety of social groups (not solely the party elite). T hese measures did not halt 
despite the relative stabilization of ‘second S talinism’ during and after the S econd 
World War – they were displaced onto ethnic minorities and occupied populations. 
U nlike S talinism, which employed violence, however extreme, as a means to an 
end, B urrin claims that violence was ‘at the heart of N ational S ocialism’, which 
espoused a doctrine and ideology of racial warfare from the outset. Victims of 
N azi violence included political opponents, social outcasts and groups deemed 
racially or hereditary unfit, though as Burrin writes, ‘the racist logic penetrated 
and over determined the first two’ (Rousso, 2004, 102). Whereas the Gulag system 
was embedded in the S talinist logic of criminalizing imagined and real resistance 
to S oviet society, the N azi camps were secret, attesting to their radical aim of 
exterminating those who represented the racial enemy. H istorians of N azi Germany 
have developed a complex schema to distinguish popular reactions to the regime, 
ranging from enthusiasm, accommodation, compromise, dissension (Resistenz) 
and disaffection. Most historians of N azism regard the T hird R eich as a consensual 
society. S till, the question of the extent and effectiveness of the party in welding 
together the desired Volksgemeinschaft remains disputed (see Gellately, 2001; for a 
critical dissent, see E ley, 2003, 550–83). H itler’s charismatic leadership (K ershaw) 
certainly promised national unity and community, along with a better life for all 
Germans. A ccording to Götz A ly, in this respect, propaganda and reality actually 
coincided, since the regime’s promise of greater equality for the German Volk was 
largely realized through a system of social security, tax incentives, marriage and 
child allowances, pension reform and other redistributionist schemes that ensured a 
high level of satisfaction among the ‘little people’ and compliance in the exclusion 
of all ‘so-called elements hostile to the Volk’ (A ly, 2005; see the critical remarks 
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in T ooze, 2005). S tudies of S oviet social behaviour have revealed, as Werth points 
out, a rather different picture: the existence of a regime attempting to expand 
control over ever-increasing domains of social life, and a society that ‘opposed 
this control through an infinite range of diverse forms of resistance, generally 
passive in nature’ (hooliganism, insubordination, malingering), undermining to a 
great extent the totalitarian model of control and domination. 

T o date, the best single volume devoted to comparing H itler and S talin’s 
dictatorships is R ichard O very’s The Dictators: Hitler’s Germany and Stalin’s 
Russia (2004). O very devotes only a few lines to the term ‘totalitarianism’, which 
he rightly notes has been misunderstood as ‘total’ domination as opposed to 
domination that aims at the ‘totality’ of society. H owever, his carefully constructed 
chapters examine the crucial aspects of H itler and S talin’s rule, including the 
nature of their respective ruling styles, their cults of personality, the party-state, 
their utopian aspirations, their Manichean ‘friend–foe’ propaganda, their cultural 
revolutions, the economy, their conduct of the war, and finally, the ‘empire of 
the camps’. O very scrupulously distinguishes the divergences between H itler and 
S talin in all of these areas, pointing out, for example, that whereas under S talin 
the party atrophied as the state grew in power, the reverse was true in H itler’s 
Germany, where the ‘fiefdoms’ of party rule constituted a more powerful apparatus 
than the atrophying state. In ideology, he writes:

difference remains fundamental. For all the similarities in the practice of dictatorship, 
in the mechanisms that bound people and ruler together, in the remarkable congruence 
of cultural objectives, strategies, of economic management, utopian social aspirations, 
even in the moral language of the regime, the stated ideological goals were as distinct 
as the differences that divided C atholic from Protestant in sixteenth-century E urope. 
(O very, 2004, 636)

Yet there can be little doubt, he concludes, that in the aftermath of the S econd 
World War, two unique and extreme forms of dictatorship emerged, both of which 
were popular and both of whose leaders ‘preached the idea of an exclusive, holistic 
community bound collectively in the pursuit of an absolute utopia’. B oth embraced 
science, both pursued the extermination of social and racial enemies, and both 
rejected the bourgeois-liberal age. B oth used methods that required a new morality 
that was absolute in its departure from ‘conventional moral scruples’. Yet even 
here, he notes that they differed substantially: H itler said in March 1941 that he 
was waging a ‘war of extermination’; ‘S oviet camps were prisons of a particularly 
brutal and despairing character,’ writes O very, ‘but they were never designed or 
intended to be centers of extermination’ (O very, 2004, 513 and 608).

T hese are works of solid scholarship and serious research. B urrin, Werth, 
K ershaw, R ousso and O very reprise what has been a productive decade for scholars 
of the dictatorships. Yet it is not likely that these works will greatly influence the 
debates over totalitarianism. Whereas O very sees both striking similarities and 
a multitude of disparities, K ershaw still maintains that ‘a modern state system 
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directed by “charismatic authority”, based on ideas, frequently used by H itler, 
of a “mission” (Sendung) to bring about “salvation” (Rettung) or “redemption” 
(Erlösung) – all, of course, terms tapping religious or quasi religious emotions – 
was unique’ (K ershaw, 2004, 249–50). T he careful comparison of regimes, however 
central to the framing of the concept, is not the sole reason for the persistence of 
‘totalitarianism’. Pierre H assner has suggested that ‘totalitarianism’ is a concept 
that illustrates the principle that literature or philosophy ‘periodically presents 
evidence which demonstrates that something escapes the conceptualizations and 
the empirical research of the applied sciences’ (H assner, 1984). T his is certainly 
a plausible explanation. B ut I believe a more powerful reason can be found in the 
historicity of the term itself, the importance of ‘moments’ of totalitarianism, rather 
than in its conceptual validity, its intellectual ‘origins’ or its ‘heuristic’ value.

T otalitarianism as a Semantic Bridge

D espite these scholarly disputes, the work performed by invoking the word 
‘totalitarianism’ has remained remarkably stable. T he word (as opposed to any 
variant of the concept or theory) has served to bridge changing political affiliations 
at several crucial historical moments (in the 1930s, 1950s and 1970s) by suspending 
the ambiguities and political reservations that might otherwise inhibit the creation 
of new political constellations and alliances. In other words, the ‘moment’ of 
totalitarian performs a well-established political function, defining a horizon of 
cognitive and intellectual orientations that sharpen oppositions, at the expense of 
obscuring moral and political ambiguities. T his is not to wholly dismiss the validity 
of the concept; ‘totalitarianism’ certainly is not meaningless, but the meaning it 
conveys is often quite different from the rhetorical work performed by invoking 
the word. A s Walter L aqueur shrewdly observed more than two decades ago, the 
debate over totalitarianism has never been a purely academic enterprise (L aqueur, 
1985, 29–34). It has also been about an intensely political concept, defining the 
nature of enmity for the Western democracies for more than half a century. 

‘T otalitarianism’ can be productively regarded as a ‘semantic stockpile’ that 
combines the content-oriented logic of the academic disciplines (history, philosophy, 
political theory) with flexible strategies for calculating public resonance (on the 
concept of ‘semantic stockpiles’, see B ollenbeck, 1994, 315–16; K nobloch, 1992, 
7–24). A s a rhetorical trope, ‘totalitarianism’ is especially serviceable for bridging 
any number of political orientations because it fundamentally serves not so much 
as a ‘heuristic’ concept, but as a ‘consolidator’ of any number of ‘-isms’ – most 
obviously, anti-fascism and anti-communism – that can supply it with meaning at 
any given moment, as long as it remains opposed to another ‘-ism’, liberalism, or 
liberal democracy. For at least three generations now, it has operated as a temporal 
signifier for a certain kind of political ‘arrival and departure’ (to borrow Arthur 
Koestler’s felicitous title) reconfiguring and restructuring political and ideological 
constellations within liberalism. Focusing on these moments of totalitarianism can 
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sidestep the inevitable debates that emerge, because totalitarianism is by definition 
a comparative category, and historical comparisons are always fraught with danger 
and ambiguity.

T he semantic model for anti-totalitarianism was anti-fascism or anti-fascist 
anti-totalitarianism, a concept that began to galvanize E uropean intellectuals 
during the 1920s. 

T he term ‘totalitarianism’, or sistema totalitaria, was invented by one of 
Mussolini’s earliest opponents and victims, the S ocialist Giovanni A mendola, 
who tried to forge a coalition between the democratic centre and the communists. 
B y 1928, the grand old man of Italian socialism, Filippo T urati, could write of 
the ‘worldwide conflict between fascistic totalitarianism and liberal democracy’ 
(Gleason, 1998, 15–16). D uring the 1930s, anti-fascist anti-totalitarians created a 
E urope-wide alliance against fascism and quasi-fascist regimes from the Iberian 
peninsula to H ungary. A  decade later, anti-fascism provided a springboard for the 
Grand Alliance, figuring (for example, in the film Casablanca) as the vehicle that 
brings the ‘isolationist’ A merican ex-radical R ick and the Vichy opportunist L ouis 
to the Free French Garrison in B razzaville after saving the R esistance hero Viktor 
L aszlo. A nti-fascist attitudes were by no means homogenous, embracing liberals 
as well as socialists, all of whom hoped to avoid the political mistakes of the 1920s 
and early 1930s. A s William D avid Jones has pointed out, the C old War version 
of totalitarian theory all but obscured this ‘lost debate’ on the L eft that included 
intellectuals who began their careers in the S PD , the A ustrian S ocialists or the N eu 
B eginnen, a non-communist movement constituted after 1933, well before the 
change in C omintern policy in 1935. German exile opponents of H itler – H erbert 
Marcuse, Franz N eumann, E rnst Fraenkel, A rthur R osenberg, R udolf H ilferding, 
Franz Borkenau and Richard Löwenthal – produced the first extensive literature 
on the totalitarian threat (see the excellent account in Jones, 1999). D uring this 
period, E uropean liberals and socialists were the most prominent anti-fascists, 
including C arlo R osselli in Italy, O tto B auer in A ustria and R udolf H ilferding in 
Germany. T hey articulated a strategy for the E uropean L eft that embraced (though 
was hardly welcomed by) communists and liberals. 

In the United States, the Protestant theologian Reinhold Niebuhr first employed 
the term in a way that would become characteristic of its A merican usage, as 
hegemonic control over all aspects of life, the very antithesis of the liberal state. 
Time Magazine adopted the term in 1934, demonstrating that it functioned far 
more effectively as a bridge between C hristians, N ew D eal liberals and even a 
few conservatives than as a conceptually reliable idea (see A lpers, 2003, 67). 
In France, after the abortive attempt of rightist forces to overthrow democracy 
during the ‘night of the L eagues’ on 6 February 1934, a new face of anti-fascism 
was launched by a group of intellectuals who rejected the rigid ‘class against 
class’ strategy of the communists and presented a ‘pact of unity of A ction’ to ‘bar 
the way to fascism’, signed by 30 prominent figures including André Malraux, 
the philosopher A lain B reton and the S urrealists A ndré B reton and Paul E luard 
(Winock, 1997, 244).
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B etween the wars, anti-fascism inspired a generation of intellectuals who 
were charged by the prospect of mobilizing all their resources for the ‘defence of 
culture’ and ending (however illusory that proved to be) the internecine quarrels 
of the past. For these dedicated opponents of N azism and fascism, the anti-fascist 
struggle was premised on the idea that there could be no middle ground, no neutral 
space and no non-combatants in the global confrontation. A nti-fascism was the 
binary of binaries, the geopolitical and cultural bifurcation between Geist and 
Macht, humanism and terror, reason and unreason, past and future, that framed 
the first half of the twentieth century as much as anti-communism (in its anti-
totalitarian form) can be said to have framed the second. A s K laus Mann wrote in 
1938:

Fascism – however paradoxical this sounds – makes it easier for us to clarify and define 
the nature and appearance of what we want. O ur vision will oppose, point for point, 
the practice of Fascism. What the latter destroys, socialist humanism will defend; what 
the latter defends, it will destroy. (‘D er K ampf um den jungen Menschen’, cited in 
Wilkinson, 1981, 21)

Popular Front organizations embraced anti-fascists from intellectual luminaries 
like R oman R olland, A ndré Gide and H einrich Mann to the countless footsoldiers 
who attended S oviet dance recitals, lectures by the A rchbishop of C anterbury or 
tea-parties for S pain. T he rhetoric of anti-fascism became a political lingua franca 
that obliterated all differences among ‘progressives’. C hristians, socialists, Jews, 
communists, liberals, even vegetarians (S cott N earing), could link arms against 
the ‘common enemy’. T he everyday culture of anti-fascism sustained the mood 
of polarized perception. T he historian R ichard C obb, who lived in Paris during 
the 1930s, summed up the mood when he recalled that ‘France was living through 
a moral and mental civil war … one had to choose between fascism and fellow 
traveling’ (C aute, 1988, 165). A s George Mosse also recalled in his memoir,: ‘the 
lines between enemy and friend were clearly drawn, this war presented the first 
chance to fight openly against the fascists other than in newspaper articles and 
debating societies’ (Mosse, 2000, 161). A t issue here is the political tunnel vision, 
the underside of K laus Mann’s clarity, that accompanied the attraction of many 
Western intellectuals during the 1930s to the aura of resistance and heroic sacrifice 
that enshrined anti-fascism as the noblest of political enterprises. 

With the collapse of communism, scholars and writers have come to regard anti-
fascism in a less hallowed light. A s Furet rightly emphasized, S talinist anti-fascism 
changed the public face of communism; the doctrinal shift in 1935 transformed 
dedicated B olsheviks into champions of liberty, marching hand-in-hand with 
democrats under the banner of humanity and hatred of H itler (see Furet, 1990, 224). 
with the watchword of anti-fascism, communists and fellow travellers justified 
S talin’s crimes while decrying H itler’s. T he German émigré philosopher E rnst 
B loch, for example, wrote a powerful defence of the Moscow T rials, exemplifying 
the political blindness that allowed so many Western intellectuals to sacrifice their 
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judgement and principles to S oviet power (on B loch, see Zudeick, 1985, 146; 
R abinbach, 1977, 5–21). B recht’s cynical retort, ‘T he more innocent they are, the 
more they deserve to be shot’, expressed the powerlessness of those who certainly 
knew better (cited in H ook, 1987, 493). E ven the most orthodox C ommunists 
could easily fall prey to Stalinist accusations, exemplified by the terrifying fate 
of the exile communist intellectuals in Moscow (see Müller, 1991). H owever, it is 
not sufficient to simply condemn anti-fascism as political blindness, illusion and 
duplicity. It was not only fellow travellers who avoided mention (whether out of 
disbelief or conviction) of Stalinist crimes, because one could not fight fascism 
by opposing or doing without the support of the communists or the S oviet U nion 
(T raverso, 2004, 91–103). Most liberals also defended S oviet foreign policy 
as supporting democracy against fascism. In March 1936, the New York Times 
commented on the spread of the idea of totalitarianism by equating it entirely with 
right-wing regimes – Germany, Italy and Paraguay. O nly a few stalwarts in the 
US , among them John D ewey and C harles B eard, the conservatives Max E astman, 
William Bullitt and Eugene Lyons, and the pacifist Dwight MacDonald remained 
sceptical of the S oviet U nion and the popular front (A lpers, 2003, 132 and 139).

B y the late 1930s, however, the word ‘totalitarian’ increasingly and more 
explicitly began to mean the equivalence of the two dictatorial systems. A s Franz 
B orkenau wrote in his 1940 book The Totalitarian Enemy, the H itler–S talin Pact 
and the invasion of Poland by Germany and the USSR     shattered the commonly held 
view ‘that Fascism and communism were deadly enemies, and that their hostility was 
the crux of world politics today’ (B orkenau, 1982 [1940], 7). A nti-totalitarianism, 
especially as it emerged on the L eft during the period of the H itler–S talin Pact, 
signalled a commitment to remain an anti-fascist when the C omintern had banned the 
use of the very term ‘fascism’ and when remaining an anti-fascist was synonymous 
with anti-communism (on responses to the pact, see C ombe, 1990, 99–102; R egler, 
1959; L eonhard, 1989, 173; S ator, 1990). For the writer Manès S perber, the pact was 
no tactical ‘trick’, but in fact brought to light the real symmetries between H itler’s 
and S talin’s rules. S perber’s judgement that ‘for the entire anti-Fascist movement 
and for all leftists the H itler–S talin pact meant the greatest political and moral defeat 
that they had ever suffered’ (S perber, 1994, 154) was not widely shared at the time. 
For the most part, those who most emphatically opposed the pact tended to be ex-
communists whose experience with the party had already led them to a breach, as 
was the case with C omintern impresario Willi Münzenberg and the writers Gustav 
R egler, A rthur K oestler and S perber, all of whom were already estranged from the 
party when the pact confirmed their worst fears. 

B y 1937, not only the anti-S talinist L eft of Partisan Review but the secular 
R ight in the U nited S tates, and also C hristian periodicals like Commonweal and 
the Christian Century as well as the Catholic World, were all using the term 
‘totalitarianism’ to link, if not equate, fascism and communism (A lpers, 2003, 141). 
When the philosophers S idney H ook and John D ewey formed the C ommittee for 
C ultural Freedom in May 1939, they brought together socialists (N orman T homas), 
liberals (D orothy T hompson and E lmer D avis) and conservatives (Max E astman 
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and E ugene L yons) to oppose what all agreed was the rising tide of totalitarianism. 
In this new constellation, a cross-pollenization of formerly incompatible 
intellectuals, the American political spectrum was reconfigured, presaging the 
undoing of the anti-fascist consensus of the 1930s and reassembling the forces 
that would eventually unite under the banner of liberal anti-totalitarianism after 
the S econd World War. In 1939, when the A merican Philosophical S ociety held a 
‘S ymposium on the T otalitarian S tate’ in Philadelphia, the argument had evolved 
from the nature of the dictators or the economy to a new focus on ‘ideology’, not 
to any specific orientation, but conformity to the will or worldview of the state. As 
the political scientist R obert MacIver succinctly put it: ‘T otalitarianism will not 
allow difference to be different’ (A lpers, 2003, 150).

D espite the effervescence of anti-totalitarian literature in the late 1930s, 
the German invasion of R ussia on 22 June 1941 and the creation of the Grand 
A lliance quickly placed on hold the moral and political arguments elaborated by 
ex-communists and social democrats in favour of a consensual understanding of 
the war that occluded any criticism of the S oviet ally (even the K atyn massacre 
of some 15,000 Polish officers could be excused if it weakened Allied unity 
and helped H itler). C ommunists who just two years earlier been staunch anti-
interventionists, aggressively mobilized for the war against ‘N azi fascism’. 
D edicated anti-communists like R aymond A ron and S idney H ook turned down 
the volume of their criticism until the end of the war (see A ron, 1990).

In his unjustly forgotten novel Arrival and Departure (dated July 1942–
July 1943), A rthur K oestler imagined an encounter between an ex-fascist and 
an ex-communist, each of whom discovers that they were patients of the same 
psychoanalyst who had cured them of their respective need for ideological 
‘crusades’. Each is aware he had fled into his political commitments from his night 
terrors and traumas, each is marooned in a neutral country (N eutralia) as the war 
rages in the rest of E urope, and each is about to embark for the safety of the US . 
T he ex-communist, utterly disillusioned, weakly tries to mobilize his old beliefs 
in justice, equality and the international solidarity of the working class against the 
arguments of the fascist, who accuses him of an excessive attachment to the logic 
of universalism, of failing to recognize that to succeed, ‘an idea has to mobilize 
the latent tribal force of its sponsor race’. T he fascist explains bluntly that the 
breeding of a new racial aristocracy is under way, that the extermination of the 
Gypsies is practically finished and ‘the liquidation of the Jews will be completed 
in a year or two’ (K oestler, 1943, 126). B ut K oestler does not end his story as one 
might expect by reducing the political to the psychological. In an interesting twist, 
he accuses the analyst of ‘tearing out of her garden the tree of knowledge of good 
and evil’. In other words, the hero discovers that psychoanalysis, which allowed 
him to resist the original fall into the ‘totalitarian temptation’, provides no moral 
compass when faced with the problem of a ‘second fall’ into the political realm of 
choice between lesser evils. The novel ends with the hero fleeing the ship seconds 
before departure in order to enlist in the Royal Air Force. In the final scene, he 
parachutes into Germany. 
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D uring the S econd World War, former left-wing intellectuals, just recently gone 
‘up from communism or T rotskyism’, had to face the same choice as K oestler’s 
hero. Arrival and Departure is an allegory of these ‘premature’ anti-totalitarians. 
H ook described the utter isolation of the small circles that continued to attack the 
wartime ally, but even he tried to persuade his fellow N ew York intellectuals to 
accept the ‘lesser evil’ (H ook, 1987, 304). A fter the R ed A rmy broke through the 
German blockade of L eningrad in January 1943 and began to move westward, 
New Republic editor Malcolm C owley wrote that ‘R ussia today is saving the 
democratic world because she wants to save R ussia’ (A lpers, 2003, 240). E ven 
George O rwell, who criticized the leading L abour Party intellectual H arold L aski 
for turning a blind eye to R ussian ‘purges, liquidations, the dictatorship of a 
minority, suppression of criticism and so forth’, was a strong supporter of the war 
effort (K ramnick and S heerman, 1993, 471).

T otalitarianism was by no means a concept forged during and for the C old War, 
but it returned with new vigour before the postwar deterioration of US  relations 
with the S oviets. Postwar anti-totalitarianism became the semantic bridge between 
anti-N azi and anti-communist liberalism; it enabled former ‘progressives’ to turn 
from anti-N azism to anti-S ovietism. Its revival during the 1950s led to its academic 
canonization in the classic texts of H annah A rendt (1951) and C arl J. Friedrich and 
Zbigniew B rzezinski (1956). Just one month after war’s end, in early June 1945, 
Winston C hurchill set the tone for his re-election campaign when he claimed: 
‘S ocialism is inseparably interwoven with totalitarianism and the object worship 
of the state’ (K ramnick and S heerman, 1993, 481). C hurchill lost, of course, 
but 1948 marked the heyday of the return of ‘totalitarianism’ and its corollary, 
‘totalitarian liberalism’, which referred to those fellow travellers who refused to 
accept the new approach to the S oviets demanded by the T ruman D octrine. H ook 
best expressed the meaning of the moment when he wrote: 

Whoever believed that N azi expansionism constituted a threat to the survival of 
democratic institutions must conclude by the same logic and the same type of evidence 
that S oviet communism represents today an even greater threat to our survival, because 
the potential opposition to totalitarianism is now much weaker in consequence of World 
War II. (cited in Whitfield, 1980, 15).

A s N orman Podhoretz recalled: ‘Whereas the anti-C ommunist liberals were full 
of the dynamism, élan and passion that so often accompany a newly discovered 
way of looking at things, the fellow travelers could marshal nothing but boring 
clichés and tired arguments’ (O ’N eill, 1982, 161). In E urope too, liberals could 
no longer afford to hold onto the misalliance with totalitarianism. B erlin became 
the ‘front-line city’ of the cultural C old War, scene of the famous C ongress for 
C ultural Freedom International in June 1950, a German–A merican enterprise 
organized by Melvin L asky under John McC loy and S hepard S tone’s stewardship 
(see Berghahn, 2001, 130–31). Anti-totalitarianism became the official ideology 
of the Federal R epublic of Germany (as anti-fascism did in the GDR ). A lthough 
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communism still held on to a measure of its intellectual hegemony, it was never 
a serious challenger in European politics after 1947 (despite the brief flare-up 
of E uro-communism in the 1970s). A fter the invasion of H ungary in N ovember 
1956, C ommunist Party membership at the École N ormale S upérieure dropped 
from 25 per cent of the students in 1945 to 5 per cent. 

D uring the late 1940s, the debate over the meaning and applicability of the 
term ‘totalitarianism’ was far more intense on the L eft than among conservatives, 
who for the most part avoided the term, or at best regarded the totalitarian order as 
‘the pathological development of certain reigning forces in the nineteenth century: 
nationalism, mass democracy, plebiscitary government, individual alienation from 
traditional dogmas, etc.’ (see N isbet, 1983, 187). D espite the ferocity of hard-line 
anti-communism, in the 1950s and 1960s most conservatives were isolationists, 
especially US  R epublicans, who were more willing to make do with rhetorical 
opposition than with active intervention. In a scathing article, John Patrick 
D iggins recently pointed out that the party that the neo-conservatives tout as 
having ‘won’ the C old War actually appeased communism whenever possible – 
K orea, H ungary, Vietnam and T iananmen S quare. O pposition to communism was 
initially a project of the anti-S talinist L eft of anarchists, T rotskyites and liberals; 
it was the D emocrats who launched both major anti-communist wars, and for 
whom the C old War became an ideological crusade. It is a persistent myth of neo-
conservative history that it was the D emocrats, who were ‘soft’ on communism and 
sold out Poland at Yalta (see D iggins, 2003). K issinger, not K ennedy, embodied the 
compromising disposition of conservatism that proved willing to ‘accommodate 
itself to communism’. S till worse, the obsolete neo-conservative obsession with 
communism and its defeat (which even R onald R eagan saw could be handled 
differently in the 1980s) created a mentality, D iggins writes, ‘which did much to 
lead A merica into making the dangerous decision to arm the A fghan resistance, 
the muhajideen’ (D iggins, 2003).

L iberal anti-communism, for all its moral clarity vis-à-vis the S oviet U nion, 
was fatally incapable of coming to grips with the ‘grey’ areas of US  foreign policy, 
not with the authoritarianisms – Greece, A rgentina, Philippines, Indonesia, C hile 
– supported on behalf of anti-totalitarianism, nor with the difficulties of sustaining 
‘containment’ in A sia and A frica, and most certainly not with McC arthyism. H ook 
notoriously became trapped in his own web of moral casuistry when he tried to 
justify both academic freedom and support for faculty committees charged with 
rooting out ‘unfit’ faculty staff (Hook, 1987, 504). Years later, in the film Arguing 
the World, another N ew York intellectual, N athan Glazer, admitted that this was not 
the New York intellectual’s finest hour (Dorman, 1998). The antipathy of ‘1968ers’ 
to C old War anti-communism (the notorious debates on anti-communism versus 
anti-anti-communism that split the N ew York intellectuals from the ‘SDS ers’, for 
example) was as justified as Orwell’s refusal to countenance the simplicities of 
anti-fascism in the 1930s. B y the 1970s, the Vietnam War had eroded the purported 
moral clarity of anti-totalitarianism to the point that even supporters of the war did 
not risk the word to justify it. 
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D uring the late 1960s, ‘totalitarianism’ was abandoned by the majority of 
Sovietologists as terror ceased to be the defining feature of Soviet rule and as détente 
replaced containment as US  policy. T he concept notoriously failed to distinguish a 
developmental trajectory over different stages, especially during the post-S talinist 
era. A  mere ten years after its broad acceptance, one of its former defenders could 
admit that ‘it does not serve the cause of comparative political analysis or of political 
understanding to cling to the concept of totalitarianism’ (C urtis, 1969, 116). In 
1984, the year of a major mid-course re-evaluation occasioned by George O rwell’s 
1948 book of that title, its future was in doubt. For the L eft, it was especially suspect 
because during the R eagan era, conservatives like Jeanne K irkpatrick resurrected 
the term to distinguish (friendly) autocracies that were presumably reformable 
from those that were incorrigible and unchangeable enemies. Michael Walzer 
rightly pointed out that this distinction was not merely self-serving: ‘totalitarian 
ambition bred by authoritarian politics and terror … seems more likely to figure in 
the future of old-fashioned tyrannies than in the future of failed totalitarianisms’ 
(Walzer, 1983, 121). T wo years after the appearance of K irkpatrick’s article, 
B rezhnevism and gerontological oligarchy gave way to Gorbachev, who set out 
to do what conservatives said could not occur – reform communism. D uring 
that final decade, a variety of ‘epicycles’ were introduced to keep aspects of the 
theory on life support: ‘enlightened totalitarianism’ (A dam U lam), ‘dysfunctional 
totalitarianism’ (Zbigniew B rzezinski), ‘failed totalitarianism’ (Michael Walzer), 
‘authoritarian totalitarianism’ (Juan L inz) (see H owe, 1983, 121, and the articles 
in Jesse, 1996).

A U nifying Concept for Exiles, R efugees and Dissidents

T he concept of totalitarianism was invented and nurtured by exiles from countries 
overrun by one or another, and sometimes both, of the totalitarian superpowers. 
N ot accidentally, its main protagonists were German refugee intellectuals or those 
born in E ast C entral E urope – H ayek, Friedrich, A rendt, B rzezinski – and more 
recently, H assner, T odorov, Michnik and H avel, all from countries whose fate was 
buffeted by both totalitarian empires, and whose formative years were spent under 
the yoke of occupation.� Václav Havel’s ‘The Power of the Powerless’ (1985) 
articulated the persistence of totalitarian behaviour under the relaxed conditions 
of late communism, and Polish dissident A dam Michnik defended its unalloyed 
worth when he remarked: ‘there is no non-totalitarian communism. E ither it is 
totalitarian or it ceases to be communism’ (Michnik, 1985, 47). T here may be a 

� D  uring the war, Friedrich served on the C entral and E astern E uropean Planning 
B oard, founded in N ew York in 1942 by representatives of the exiled governments of 
occupied C zechoslovakia, Greece, Poland and Yugoslavia. From 1942 to 1945, the B oard 
conducted research and formulated plans for postwar reconstruction in the four countries, 
with the goal of forming a democratic C entral and E astern E uropean federation.
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good deal of irony in the fact that the word ‘totalitarianism’ emerged politically 
as its conceptual star was falling, but as a R ussian colleague who had emigrated 
during the early 1990s, remarked: ‘O nce we started to use the word “totalitarian”, 
the Communist regime was finished.’ What he meant was that under Gorbachev, 
once the S oviet regime could be legitimately considered akin to fascism, its 
legitimacy (which drew on its anti-fascism) was fatally undermined. 

T he most striking return of ‘totalitarianism’ has been in France, which until 
the end of the 1970s proved most resistant to the concept in E urope (see H assner, 
1984). Under the influence of Solzhenizyn, the end of Maoism and the rise of 
E astern E uropean movements like S olidarnosc and C harter 77, a sea change 
occurred in the French L eft, for which C laude L efort’s essay on the dissidents, 
‘L a première revolution anti-totalitaire’, is an important marker (L efort, 1977). 
In a sense, the French debate over totalitarianism was neither new nor technically 
a debate on ‘totalitarianism’, since it focused almost exclusively on communism. 
It began with the famous S artre–C amus debate in the 1950s, the R ousset A ffair 
described by T odorov, continued in the 1960s with the intellectual heresies of 
‘S ocialisme et B arberie’ and its intellectual lights, C ornelius C astoriadis, Marcel 
Gauchet and L efort, who aimed their polemics against the PC F, and continued with 
the new philosophers of the 1970s, A ndré Glucksmann and B ernard-H enri L evy. 
All of these figures attempted to historicize and critically expand the notion of 
totalitarianism by introducing such qualifying terms as the ‘totalitarian complex’ 
(E dgar Morin) or ‘totalitarian logic’ (L efort), or by emphasizing the congealment 
of bureaucracy and de-ideologized power, which C astoriadis called stratocratie 
(H assner, 1984). C haracteristically, much of the French controversy was bound up 
with the historical and political debate over what Furet called the ‘phantoms’ of 
the French R evolution, especially since the year of the revolution’s two hundredth 
anniversary coincided with the demise of communism in E ast C entral E urope and 
the defection of a generation of left-wing intellectuals from the philo-communist 
camp. B oth communism and N azism could legitimately be viewed as products of 
democracy, L efort claims, since each drew its strength from the indeterminacy 
of modern democracies, in lieu of which totalitarianism provides homogeneity, 
the identity of ruler and ruled, and transhistorical meaning. L efort claims that 
recent accounts of the collapse of the S oviet U nion and communism, like Martin 
Malia’s The Soviet Tragedy and Furet’s The Past of an Illusion, which stressed 
a ‘secularized form of messianism’ or the ‘illusion’ of a theory of history, were 
too narrowly focused on the instantiation of an idea rather than on communism’s 
attempt to fill democracy’s endemic void for those lost in history (see Lefort, 1999; 
Flynn, 2002, 436–44).

Whereas in France a campaign in support of the suppressed S olidarnosc took to 
the streets in 1981, in Germany most S ocial D emocrats and intellectuals regarded 
the Polish uprising as a impediment to the policy of ‘small steps’ that marked the 
S PD ’s Ostpolitik. When the B erlin Wall fell in 1989, both E ast and West German 
writers, most prominently Christa Wolf and Günter Grass, opposed unification, 
in part because, as Grass formulated it, the division of Germany was necessary 



Intellectuals and their Publics130

and just punishment for A uschwitz (see H uyssen, 1991, 109–43; Müller, 2000). 
O nly in 1993, in a conversation with KOR  founder and Polish dissident leader 
A dam Michnik, did philosopher Jürgen H abermas admit that he had avoided any 
fundamental confrontation with S talinism because he did not want applause from the 
‘wrong side’ (H abermas and Michnik, 1994). T his silence, L jubljana philosopher 
Slavoj Žižek uncharitably argues in his Did Somebody Say Totalitarianism?, was 
the only way for the Frankfurt S chool to maintain an inconsistent position of 
underlying solidarity with Western liberal democracy without losing their official 
mask of ‘radical’ leftist critique (see Žižek, 2001, 93).

In the recent debate on totalitarianism, Žižek has been a steadily dissenting 
voice. T he very title of his book Did Someone Say Totalitarianism? addresses 
the distinction between the word and the concept. For Žižek, anti-totalitarianism 
has become a ‘kind of K antian parlogism of pure political reason, an inevitable 
“transcendental illusion”’ that in fact inhibits thought: ‘the moment one accepts 
the notion of “totalitarianism”’, he claims, ‘one is firmly located within the liberal 
democratic horizon’ (Žižek, 2001, 3). Žižek’s polemic is interesting because it is 
not aimed at the level of the theory or concept of totalitarianism, but directly at 
what I have been calling its ‘moment’. Žižek is most impressive when he works 
through the distinctive logic of Stalinism, which he reads as a symbolic sacrifice 
that inverts the standard relationship of guilt and responsibility. U nlike N azi terror, 
which at least sought ‘real’ enemies of the regime (communists, resisters and so 
on), he argues, the S talinist police were engaged in patent fabrications (invented 
plots and sabotage, and so on). T he ritualized confessions at the S talinist show trials 
are the perfect enactment of an imperative that requires the accused to publicly 
sacrifice their subjectivity for the higher good of the party. Although all actors are 
aware of the absolute innocence of the accused and the absurdity of the charges, 
they all (including the accused) behave as if the charges were true, symbolically 
sacrificing the individual. However, Žižek himself wilfully perverts this perversion 
of ethics when he argues that since S talinist communists were neither ruthless 
automata nor merely actors in the staged drama of a higher historical necessity, 
they were essentially ‘right’ in so far as they confessed to having ‘betrayed’ the 
revolution. Individually they were not guilty, but even at worst, these trials bear 
witness to the ‘authentic’ revolutionary project through the ritual of purging the 
accused of ‘betrayal’ (Žižek, 2001, 129). Lenin, Žižek contends, was aware of what 
Georg Lukács called the actuality of the revolutionary ‘moment’ (Augenblick) in 
which everything must wagered, despite the absence of objective conditions, 
despite the premature situation, despite, despite, because as L enin said, ‘H istory 
will never forgive us if we miss this opportunity’ (Žižek, 2001, 116 and 117). 
T his act of intervention, this ‘eventness’ of the revolution, symbolically reappears 
in the inverted logic of S talinism precisely because the Politburo in the 1930s 
lost control of the revolution, perverting the authentic revolution, and permitting 
irrationality – purges, denunciations, paranoia – to ‘reinscribe the betrayal of the 
R evolution within itself’ in the form of mass murders that act out the punishment 
of those who ‘objectively’ betrayed the revolution. Hence, Žižek concludes, even 
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at its worst, S talinist ideology was radically ambiguous because it ‘still exudes 
an emancipatory potential’ (Žižek, 2001, 131). Todorov, who, it can be assumed, 
fundamentally disagrees with Žižek, makes almost the same point when he argues 
that because communism was so much more removed from reality than N azism, 
it was therefore more prone to greater violence and camouflage to hide the gap 
between world and its representation (see T odorov, 2003, 84). 

T he Iraq W ar of 2003: A N ew Moment of T otalitarianism

It is not insignificant that in the intense debate during the months leading to the 
US  invasion of Iraq in 2003, one of the leading supporters of the war was none 
other than the former Polish dissident A dam Michnik, editor of Warsaw’s leading 
paper, Gazeta Wyborcza. Michnik invoked the ‘moment’ of totalitarianism as the 
centrepiece of his argument: 

Just as the murder of Giacomo Matteotti revealed the nature of Italian fascism and 
Mussolini’s regime; just as ‘K ristallnacht’ exposed the hidden truth of H itler’s N azism, 
watching the collapsing World T rade C enter towers made me realize that the world was 
facing a new totalitarian challenge. Violence, fanaticism, and lies were challenging 
democratic values. (Michnik, 2003, 8–15)

T his powerful argument semantically bridges the turn from the anti-totalitarianisms 
of the 1930s and 1950s to the anti-totalitarianism of today. A s he put it: 

We take this position because we know what dictatorship is. And in the conflict between 
totalitarian regimes and democracy you must not hesitate to declare which side you 
are on. E ven if a dictatorship is not an ideal typical one, and even if the democratic 
countries are ruled by people whom you do not like. (Michnik, 2003, 8–15)

Michnik may well be right to claim that most of those who demonstrated in E urope 
and A merica on 13 February 2003 did not take Islamist radicalism seriously 
enough. B ut anti-totalitarianism, as I have argued, can both illuminate as well 
as obscure; the danger is to lose sight of the moral absolutism of the ‘moment’ 
and the absence of nuance that always seem to accompany the anti-totalitarianism 
moment. T he complex quilt of Middle E astern Islam as well as the paradoxical 
combination of A merican power and political idealism cannot be subsumed under 
categories which – however imperfectly – described twentieth-century E uropean 
realities.

T hat ‘totalitarianism’ belongs thankfully to the past. B ut if it is possible, indeed 
necessary, to engage in the comparison between H itler and S talin’s dictatorships, 
T zvetan T odorov fares no better and no worse in his attempt to draw moral lessons 
from the comparison than many of his forebears in this enterprise. O ne consequence 
of the end of totalitarianism is the multiple memories and narratives that have begun 
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to surface throughout E urope. T he war is being remembered and commemorated 
through new and old myths as well as through new and old images that encapsulate 
the end of the war (see Krzeminski, 2005). I vividly recall seeing for the first time 
the photographs of the public execution in S eptember 1945 of the N azi Mayor of 
Prague, Josef Pfitzner, a Sudeten German, and by chance a historian, whose death 
in a sports stadium was witnessed by some 50,000 jubilant spectators. I was struck 
by the grim callousness, but also by the euphoria of the spectacle, which runs 
counter to myths of heroism and resistance or the staged photographs and public 
monuments devoted to the S oviet liberation characteristic of the era.

In contemporary Russia, the Second World War is publicly sanctified in new 
museums of the Great Patriotic Victory and in the official 9 May celebrations in 2004 
which combined the iconography of the S oviet era with the myths and mystique 
of Imperial R ussia. In E stonia, L atvia and L ithuania, that celebration became a 
scandal when leaders of those countries demanded that the S oviets not claim the 
right of liberator when it came to their fate. Issues of occupation, collaboration and 
complicity, virtually unknown east of Warsaw, are increasingly an essential part of 
the public memory of C entral and Western E urope, both in the occupied and the 
neutral countries. D uring the 1990s, E uropeans seemed to be gravitating, however 
haltingly, towards what might be considered a cosmopolitan understanding of the 
H olocaust as a pillar of identity in E uropean memory (see D iner, 2000, 190–92; 
D iner, 2003, 68). More recently, however, a variety of new, and to some degree 
problematic, counter-discourses to such universal memorialization have appeared 
across E urope, even in Germany, where the memory of the H olocaust, enshrined 
in the Memorial to the Murdered Jews of E urope opened on 10 May 2005, seemed 
most secure. A dam K rzeminski, editor of the Warsaw journal Polityka, has even 
voiced doubts that a unified European memory is possible (see Krzeminski, 2005). 
But is the very idea of a ‘unified’ European memory desirable? Much more than 
any unified memory, it is has been the contestations over memory – the memorial 
debate in Germany, the T ouvier, B arbie and Papon trials in France, the Jedwabne 
debate in Poland – that have heightened public awareness of both the local and 
the universal dimensions of the E uropean catastrophe (see S tavginski, 2002; 
Golsan, 1996 and 2000; Polonsky and Michlik, 2004). T he existence of multiple, 
even competing, narratives of the past, of which the ‘moment’ of totalitarianism 
is just one symptom, reminds us that the landscape of E uropean (and A merican) 
memory remains treacherous, and in many respects still uncharted. T he return of 
totalitarianism evinces nostalgia for the clarity of the old enmities: anti-fascism, 
C old War liberalism and the anti-communist revolt of the 1970s and 1980s. In 
the United States, it looks back longingly to the ‘fighting faith’ of the 1940s and 
1950s. B ut enmities change, and so do enemies; what is distinctive about the 
current situation is that the clarity is elusive, complexity is with us once again. 
‘T otalitarianism’ remains as ambiguous today as ever: as a historical concept, it is 
insecure and contested; as memory, it is geographically promiscuous, unstable and 
nebulous; only as a semantic marker of new political constellations, identities and 
ideological alliances is it, as ever, indisputable.
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C hapter 8 

T ocqueville as a Public Intellectual�

John T orpey

T he eminent political theorist S heldon Wolin recently argued that A lexis de 
Tocqueville was ‘perhaps the last influential theorist who can be said to have 
truly cared about political life’ (Wolin, 2001, 5).� T ocqueville’s indispensable 
account of Democracy in America has been praised as ‘at once the best book 
ever written on democracy and the best book ever written on America’ (Mansfield 
and Winthrop in T ocqueville, 2000). T o this day, one can encounter T ocqueville’s 
ideas concerning the peculiarities and peccadilloes of A merican life and politics 
on a weekly basis, if not daily, in mass-circulation newspapers and magazines, as 
well as in the scholarly literature. T he extension of his comparative study of the 
roots and character of modern democracy, The Old Regime and the Revolution, 
has been central to the re-thinking of the French R evolution that took place in 
France around the time of its bicentennial in 1989. T he T ocqueville-inspired 
historical revisionism of that episode was an intellectual-political development of 
major political import, dovetailing as it did with the collapse of communism in the 
S oviet U nion and E astern E urope and giving rise to what has been called (at least 
in France) the ‘T ocquevillean moment’.� Meanwhile, supporters of C hina’s so-
called ‘N ew L eft’, who oppose those they view as the country’s neo-liberal market 
fundamentalists, quote the French nobleman often because ‘T ocqueville made clear 
that democracy, not capitalism alone, was the key to A merica’s success, shaping 
not just its politics but its society, law, culture and economy’ (K ahn, 2002, A 17). In 
the U nited S tates, the charitable organization U nited Way created the T ocqueville 
S ociety in 1984 ‘because of A lexis de T ocqueville’s admiration for the spirit of 
voluntary association and voluntary effort for the common good’.� H is opposition 

� T  his is an expanded and revised version of a paper previously published under 
the title ‘A lexis de T ocqueville, Forgotten Founder’, Sociological Forum 21:4 (D ecember 
2006), 695–707.

�  For a vigorous critique of Wolin’s often harsh views of T ocqueville’s perspectives, 
see D rescher (2003). 

� T  he writings of François Furet are critical to the re-thinking of the French R evolution 
that led to the notion that ‘the French R evolution is over’ as a source of inspiration for later 
movements and struggles; see, for example, Interpreting the French Revolution (Furet, 
1981). The first issue of the French journal Raisons Politiques: Etudes de pensée politique 
(February 2001) was titled ‘L e moment T ocquevillien’.

�  <http://national.unitedway.org/tocqueville/history.cfm>.
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to state-funded ‘welfare’ – a view that would hearten many contemporary A merican 
conservatives – comes through clearly enough in his recently translated Memoir on 
Pauperism (T ocqueville, 1997). T hese examples, which could be expanded almost 
at will, demonstrate that T ocqueville’s oeuvre admits of a considerable variety of 
interpretations, is politically polyvocal, and has been enormously influential in the 
U nited S tates, in his native France and around the world.

D espite this massive resonance, T ocqueville’s writings are simply not regarded 
today as crucial to the training of professional sociologists – the field in which 
his works might arguably be thought most relevant – as opposed to well-read 
undergraduates or scholars of other kindred disciplines. For example, along with 
other classic works on society and politics, T ocqueville’s writings are a staple 
of H arvard’s S ocial S tudies Program 10, but not of its graduate programme in 
S ociology. T he T ocqueville of Democracy in America has been appropriated 
chiefly by the political scientists, who have become major contributors to public 
discourse of late with T ocquevillean (which is to say, sociological) analyses of 
the decline of ‘social capital’ and of ‘voluntary associations’ in contemporary 
A merican life. T he most important writer in this genre is R obert Putnam, whose 
Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community became a best-
seller for sounding the alarm. S ymptomatically, the Publishers Weekly review of 
the book posted on Amazon.com mistakenly identifies Putnam as a professor of 
sociology at H arvard (he is in the Government D epartment) (see Putnam, 2000).� 
T ocqueville’s study of the revolution in France represents a major milestone in the 
comparative analysis of modern revolutions, deeply influencing such important 
scholars of these matters as H annah A rendt and T heda S kocpol. Yet the historians 
generally pay more attention to T ocqueville’s writing on the R evolution and on 
French politics than do sociologists (see A rendt, 1963; S kocpol 1979). In short, 
T ocqueville is simply not part of the sociological ‘canon’, which – despite recent 
efforts to shake up the very idea of a canon and to add new names and voices to it 
– remains very much built around the venerable ‘holy trinity’ of Marx, Weber and 
D urkheim. H ow can this be?

Part of the answer undoubtedly lies with the extraordinary influence of Talcott 
Parsons’ codification of the sociological canon in The Structure of Social Action 
(1937). T he principal players here are Pareto, Marshall (A lfred, for those who 
may have forgotten), D urkheim, and, of course, Weber. T ocqueville receives nary 
a mention; then again, neither do the concepts of democracy or of revolution. 
Instead, Parsons’ treatise is oriented towards social life as a ‘system’ that is 
‘integrated’ in various ways and (said to be) governed above all by norms. O f 
course, Parsons’ functionalism was subjected to a thoroughgoing demolition as 
the 1960s witnessed a politics (around the globe) that was more conflictual than 
consensual, and the United States – widely thought to be the society reflected 
in Parsons’ putatively timeless approach – received a certain comeuppance in 

� A   similar endeavour by a (group of) sociologist(s) was B ellah et al. (1985). O ne 
might characterize these anti-individualists as ‘left T ocquevilleans’.
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S outheast A sia. Parsons wrote Structure on the edge of a precipice, in a context 
in which capitalism faced its most severe challenge in A merican history, and his 
elaboration of systems and norms seemed almost a wilful refusal of the threats to 
social order that pervaded the time of its writing. A s things seemed to be falling 
apart, Parsons insisted, against considerable evidence, that they simply must hang 
together. Yet by the time of writing The Evolution of Societies (Parsons, 1977), in 
which Parsons directly engaged with the more radical critics of A merican society 
and claimed that the latter ‘attains fairly successfully the equality of opportunity 
stressed in socialism’, T ocqueville is invoked as ‘an alternative interpretation to 
recent portrayals of the U nited S tates as the prototype of bureaucratization and the 
concentration of power’ (Parsons, 1977, 207 and 215).

For his part, T ocqueville stood on the cusp of the multiple transformations 
that ushered in E uropean modernity – capitalism, industrialization, revolution, 
democracy – and sought to make sense of what it all meant, from a long historical 
and broadly comparative perspective. Mucking around in the feudal (or, in the 
case of A merica, the non-feudal) past in search of an explanation for the events of 
his day, T ocqueville must have seemed to Parsons to possess a maddening lack of 
the systematic, scientific qualities that he thought essential to an adequate social 
theory. Yet his exploration of the things that make ‘democratic’ society such a 
departure from the preceding ‘aristocratic’ world – including those ‘habits of 
the heart’ that lie somewhere between Parsons’ ‘norms’ and Weber’s ‘traditional 
action’ – had the virtue of flesh and blood rather than the arid qualities of Parsons’ 
‘systems’. A s T ocqueville himself once put it: ‘I hate all those absolute systems 
that … succeed, so to speak, in banishing men from the history of the human race’ 
(T ocqueville, 1971, 78).

In part, of course T ocqueville’s exclusion from the sociological canon was simply 
a matter of timing, as the Frenchman wrote before the development of modern 
universities in the A nglophone world, with their jealous divisions of disciplinary 
fields, more sophisticated notions of methodology, and commitment to newer 
definitions of what constituted ‘science’. (This tendency is reflected clearly in the 
differences between the requirements of the H arvard S ocial S tudies undergraduate 
course and those of the S ociology D epartment’s graduate programme.) Moreover, 
T ocqueville seemed to be writing more about countries than concepts; as 
sociology developed more scientific pretensions (sometimes derided as ‘physics 
envy’), concern with particular countries and their histories became less and less 
acceptable. S ociologists thus wrote about concepts, not countries, except in so 
far as the latter constituted ‘cases’ of ‘societies’ that could be neatly disentangled 
from their larger environments and studied in isolation from one another.� Partially 
for nationalist reasons, and partially because of its traditional preoccupation with 

�  For a critical discussion of this development, see Wolf (1982), 3–23. Michael Mann 
has argued with growing vigour that ‘comparative’ sociology is almost impossible because 
the ‘units’ (‘societies’) are insufficiently disentangled from one another to make comparison 
viable (see Mann, 1986, 502–3).
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more idealist considerations, German sociology has also evinced little interest in 
T ocqueville’s work, although this may be changing. T he neglect of T ocqueville 
in Parsons’ Structure is repeated, for example, in Jürgen H abermas’s updating of 
Parsons via a theory of language, The Theory of Communicative Action. Yet C laus 
O ffe’s recent treatment is respectful, and even enthusiastic (see H abermas, 1984 
and 1987; O ffe, 2005).�

In contrast to the abstruseness of much of Parsons’ (and H abermas’s) 
grand theory, T ocqueville wrote about modernity both as a kind of continuous 
(democratic) revolution and as a place in which old-fashioned revolt would 
gradually be relegated to the margins of history. T he sweep of the revolutionary 
tide would be located predominantly in the political sphere, however, and would 
thus end up being principally the concern of political scientists once their field 
split off from sociology around the turn of the twentieth century. Meanwhile, 
T ocqueville’s conservative interpretation of modern society as one in which 
equality was on the march and major revolutions would become a thing of the past 
has been as unsatisfactory to most recent sociologists as it was salutary to Parsons 
in his arguments with the radicals of the N ew L eft. T he fact that T ocqueville was 
rather hard on political intellectuals has not helped either.

T ocqueville’s attitude towards modern politics and the role of intellectuals 
in it reflected his own ambivalence about the priority of the vita activa and the 
vita contemplativa.� A s he advanced in years and in the level of his political 
involvement, T ocqueville confronted with increasing dismay a situation in which 
revolution was very much on the historical agenda, both in terms of a political 
legacy and in terms of a possible future for his own and other societies. A s a young 
man, reflecting on the meaning of America for his own declining aristocratic 
E uropean society, he famously argued that ‘great revolutions’ would become rarer 
as a result of democratization and the more egalitarian distribution of property that 
would go with it. L ike those who promoted the sale of houses on credit beginning 
in the nineteenth century, T ocqueville believed in his earlier years that those who 
had a little something would be especially loath to risk it on the abstract prospect 
of a revolutionary transformation of society (see T ocqueville, 2000, vol. II, Part 
3, C h. 21).� 

B y 1848, however, T ocqueville intuited that the wolf of socialist revolution 
was at the door. B y then, he was a member of the French C hamber of D eputies, the 
representative of his home district in N ormandy, and soon to be Foreign Minister 

� H  abermas (1989 [1962]), does devote several pages to T ocqueville in The Structural 
Transformation of the Public Sphere, dealing mainly with Democracy in America. For a 
more extensive treatment of T ocqueville and his (unacknowledged) impact on Weber, see 
H echt (1998).

� T  he theme of T ocqueville’s ambivalence on this matter runs throughout Wolin’s 
Tocqueville Between Two Worlds and is addressed at various points in B rogan (2007). T he 
alternatives of vita activa and vita contemplativa are discussed in A rendt (1958).

�  For the anti-radical effects of home ownership, see Jackson (1985), 51.
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(though only briefly). Alarmed both by the mood that was developing outside and 
by the apparent obliviousness of his parliamentary colleagues in the face of this 
challenge, he chided them:

It is said that there is no danger because there is no riot, and that because there is no 
visible disorder on the surface of society, we are far from revolution. Gentlemen, allow 
me to say that I think you are mistaken … It is true that [the working classes] are not 
now tormented by what may properly be called political passions to the extent they 
once were; but do you not see that their passions have changed from political to social? 
D o you not see that opinions and ideas are gradually spreading among them that tend 
not simply to the overthrow of such-and-such laws, such-and-such a minister, or even 
such-and-such a government, but rather to the overthrow of society, breaking down 
the bases on which it now rests? D o you not hear what is being said every day among 
them? D o you not hear them constantly repeating that all the people above them are 
incapable and unworthy to rule them? T hat the division of property in the world up to 
now is unjust? T hat property rests on bases of inequity? A nd do you not realize that 
when such opinions take root and spread, sinking deeply into the masses, they must 
sooner or late … bring in their train the most terrifying of revolutions? Gentlemen, my 
profound conviction is that we are lulling ourselves to sleep over an active volcano … 
(T ocqueville, 1848, 16–17)

N eedless to say, T ocqueville was disturbed by the revolutionary scenario he 
believed was in the offing, and would do his utmost to ensure that it would not 
actually come to pass.

H ere arises an intriguing historical coincidence of some relevance to the later 
development of sociology as a field. Shortly before giving the above speech to the 
French parliament, T ocqueville had been asked by a colleague to pen a ‘manifesto’ 
outlining his political position and that of his ‘friends’ in the legislature; the 
document was not published at the time, but T ocqueville reproduced relevant 
snippets in his ‘R ecollections’ (1985). A lmost simultaneously, another pair of 
authors had similarly been commissioned by their comrades to draft a statement 
adumbrating the group’s political vision. T hat document, The Communist Manifesto, 
would eventually become ‘the most widely read and influential single document 
of modern socialism’ (T ucker, 1978, 469). O f course, its attitude concerning the 
revolutionary propensities of the working classes was rather more enthusiastic 
than was T ocqueville’s. D espite their divergent perspectives, however, the authors 
of the respective manifestos share a great deal in terms of their analysis of what 
exactly was taking place in the society in which they lived.

Whether there is any textual basis for this resemblance, I do not know. I have 
not been able to determine whether T ocqueville was aware of Marx and E ngels’ 
literary production, but it seems difficult to imagine that this was not the case at 
least to some degree – though when this awareness might have arisen is unclear. 
D espite extensive discussion of socialist doctrine in the Recollections, T ocqueville 
does not mention Marx. Yet Marx knew about T ocqueville, we can be certain, 
for he cites Democracy in America in his 1843 essay ‘O n the Jewish Question’ 
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(see T ucker, 1978, 31).10 Whether or not T ocqueville became familiar with Marx’s 
writings later, however, T ocqueville’s analyses already in Democracy in America 
of the polarization of classes and of the worker’s ‘alienation’ from his product in 
an industrial society bear a striking resemblance to Marx’s discussions of these 
matters in the so-called ‘E conomic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844’ and in 
the Manifesto itself. T hus, for example, T ocqueville wrote: 

When an artisan engages constantly and uniquely in the manufacture of a single object, 
in the end he performs this work with singular dexterity. B ut at the same time he loses 
the general faculty of applying his mind to the direction of the work … [T ]he man in 
him is degraded as the worker is perfected. (T ocqueville, 2000, 530)

E mbellished with the H egelian language of the dialectic, this would soon prove 
very much Marx’s own understanding of the consequences of the capitalist labour 
process as detailed in the 1844 manuscripts.

T his is not to say that their analyses of the work process under capitalism 
(Marx’s term, not T ocqueville’s) and of the consequences of that system entirely 
overlapped. O n one key point, indeed, T ocqueville’s understanding differed sharply 
from Marx’s perspective about the consequences of ‘industry’ for the economic 
well-being of workers. A ccording to the Frenchman, ‘the slow and progressive 
rise in wages is one of the general laws that regulate democratic societies. A s 
conditions become more equal, wages rise, and as wages go higher, conditions 
become more equal’ (T ocqueville, 2000, 556). Marx’s so-called ‘immiseration 
thesis’ would directly dispute the claim of a general rise in wages for workers. 
Yet on this point, even if it can hardly be said that economic inequality has been 
eradicated, the verdict of history must be given to T ocqueville.

S till, his analysis of the capitalist system suggested that Marx was onto 
something the possibility of which T ocqueville also already foresaw in Volume 
T wo of Democracy in America. In T ocqueville’s words, ‘the friends of democracy 
ought constantly to turn their regard with anxiety in this direction [that of the 
magnates of manufacturing]; for if ever permanent inequality of conditions and 
aristocracy are introduced anew into the world, one can predict that they will enter 
by this door’ (T ocqueville, 2000, 532).11 Marx believed that this aristocracy had 
already arrived, or at least that it was an iron fact of capitalist social organization 
that there were some who owned – and others who were dispossessed of – the 
‘means of production’, and that this entailed a society that only appeared to be 
based on ‘free labour’. A ccordingly, this social order drew its sustenance from a 
new form of slavery, disguised as contractually agreed wage labour. Its affront to 

10 B  rogan mistakenly suggests that Marx’s only mention of T ocqueville was in The 
Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte (Marx, 1963 [1852], 101). 

11 B  rogan neglects to mention the striking similarity between T ocqueville’s discussion 
of the ‘aristocracy of industry’ and Marx’s critique of capitalist inequality and alienation, 
but it is noted approvingly in O ffe (2005), 23.
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modern principles of autonomy and equality, in the Marxist view, earned it the just 
obloquy of those disadvantaged by it.

Marx thus drew the conclusions about ‘modern industry’ that T ocqueville 
refused to countenance. While T ocqueville’s unpublished manifesto worriedly 
observed that ‘soon the political struggle will be between the H aves and the H ave-
nots’ (T ocqueville, 1985, 15), Marx called for the revolutionary overthrow of the 
rule of ‘capital’. With his privileging of the sphere of material life in making sense 
of society, Marx’s understanding of politics amounted to the notion, to paraphrase 
C lausewitz, that politics was merely an extension of economics by other means: 
‘the S tate is the form in which the individuals of a ruling class assert their common 
interests’ (Marx in T ucker, 1978, 187). T he abolition of economic inequality would 
thus herald the end of any need for a state, which was merely the unavoidable 
bureaucratic apparatus of rule based on inequality. Marx’s view, paralleling that of 
S aint-S imon, was that the realm of freedom would be marked by a shift from the 
administration of people to the administration of things.

B ut not right away, of course; for a time, a ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’ 
would be necessary to consolidate the gains of the revolution. Marx’s view of the 
course of the revolutionary transformation ridding the world of capitalism opened 
the door to sceptical views. H ence, the R ussian radical B akunin would in due 
course ask of Marx, ‘If the proletariat is ruling, over whom will it rule?’ B akunin 
had hit upon a central difficulty in Marx’s conception of the revolution. According 
to Marx, ‘T he class domination of the workers over the resisting strata of the old 
world must last until the economic foundations of the existence of classes are 
destroyed’ (Marx in T ucker, 1978, 547). Yet Marx had written frequently enough 
about theory as the ‘head’ and the proletariat as the ‘heart’ of the revolution to raise 
questions about who would really be in command of the revolution. H e argued in 
The Communist Manifesto that: 

In times when the class struggle nears the decisive hour … a small section of the ruling class 
cuts itself adrift, and joins the revolutionary class … in particular, a portion of the bourgeois 
ideologists, who have raised themselves to the level of comprehending theoretically the 
historical movement as a whole. (Marx and E ngels in T ucker, 1978, 481)

Marx’s analysis of the behaviour of the intellectuals in a revolutionary situation is as 
unsociological as T ocqueville’s, written several years later, would be sociological. 
T his difference between the two authors is particularly striking in view of the fact 
that it was Marx who developed the seminal insight that ‘life is not determined by 
consciousness, but consciousness by life’ (Marx in T ucker, 1978, 155). H is whole 
theoretical edifice had been built on the notion that the social situation of the 
proletariat would lead them to the insight that capitalism was antithetical to their 
interests. Yet, at the crucial time, it seemed, ‘a portion of the bourgeois ideologists’ 
who had come to comprehend ‘the historical movement as a whole’ would switch 
allegiances and side with ‘the class that holds the future in its hands’. T his was as 
‘idealist’ an understanding as one could imagine.
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Were these bourgeois likely to give up their positions of dominance simply 
because they had achieved the necessary level of theoretical understanding about 
the path of historical development? In contrast to Marx’s apparent insouciance 
– or, at least, lack of critical awareness – about which ‘proletarians’ would run 
the ‘dictatorship’ of their class, B akunin insisted that the domination in question 
would be exercised by a new ‘regime of the learned’ (Marx in T ucker, 1978, 546). 
B akunin had not derided Marx as the ‘B ismarck of socialism’ for nothing. It would 
take another 35 years for R obert Michels to suggest the existence of an ‘iron law 
of oligarchy’ on the basis of his analysis of the domination of educated leaders in 
the German S ocial D emocratic Party (see Michels, 1959 [1910]). For Michels, 
however, the ‘intellectuals’ would rule over the masses because their academic 
training gave them abilities that would be unavailable to the less educated members 
of society, who would thus be poorly equipped to challenge the better-schooled. 
B y contrast, T ocqueville viewed the literary abilities of the lettered as precisely 
their problem.

In his celebrated study of the historic wrong turn that was, for him, the French 
R evolution, T ocqueville argued that ‘men of letters’ – the term ‘intellectuals’ had 
to await the D reyfus A ffair of the late nineteenth century – had come to be the 
‘leading politicians’ of their day, despite their innocence of practical politics. 
H is analysis of the reasons for the impractical bent of these thinkers’ ideas was 
straightforwardly sociological: 

T he very situation of these writers prepared them to like general and abstract theories 
of government and to trust in them blindly. At the almost infinite distance from practice 
in which they lived, no experience tempered the ardors of their nature; nothing warned 
them of the obstacles that existing facts might place before even the most desirable 
reforms; they didn’t have any idea of the dangers which always accompany even the 
most necessary revolutions. (T ocqueville, 1998 [1856], 197)

T ocqueville thus advanced a line of conservative criticism of intellectuals that 
would resonate through the works of authors such as Joseph S chumpeter and 
the neo-conservatives of the last third of the twentieth century (see S chumpeter, 
1942, 147; Podhoretz, 1979). T his perspective took intellectuals to task for the 
abstractness of their thought and its divorce from practical life. T he underlying 
assumptions are B urkean views about the historical ‘rootedness’ of ways of life and 
their refractoriness vis-à-vis ‘social engineering’ of a rationalist kind. T ocqueville’s 
analysis raises important questions about the degree to which it is possible to ‘leap 
out of history’, as the French revolutionaries and the Marxists seemed to want to 
do, or the extent to which one must recognize that ‘the real is rational’ and hence 
unwise to change.12 It was this propensity towards defending aspects of feudal 

12 T  he notion that the ‘real is rational’ is H egel’s, but cf. also A ristotle’s comment 
that ‘change is a matter which needs great caution’ because ‘the improvement likely to be 
effected may be small’ (A ristotle, 1958).
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society that incited so much of S heldon Wolin’s ire in his Tocqueville Between 
Two Worlds.

From the perspective of T ocqueville’s fate in contemporary sociology, it is 
perhaps worth comparing T ocqueville’s views on intellectuals and the R evolution 
with those of his countryman E mile D urkheim. In a critical review of a book called 
The Principles of 1789 and Social Science, D urkheim notes that the author objects 
to the ‘immoderate taste for the absolute’ evident in those principles. D urkheim 
responds that: 

T his taste for the absolute is not peculiar to the R evolution [but] is found in all creative 
eras, in all centuries of new and hardy faith … Moreover, they have survived over time 
and have extended themselves far beyond the countries where they were born. A  good 
part of E urope believed in them, and believes in them still. (D urkheim, 1973b, 41)

T hese comments seem almost directly aimed at T ocqueville, even though he is not 
the author of the book under review. In a later discussion of ‘Individualism and 
the Intellectuals’ in the heat of the D reyfus A ffair, D urkheim cheerfully endorsed 
a version of rationalism and humanism that would surely have been too much for 
T ocqueville, despite his mature rejection of the doctrines of the C atholic C hurch: 
‘[M]an has become a god for man and … he can no longer create other gods without 
lying to himself.’ T he intellectuals played a key role here, promoting a notion of 
legitimacy derived from E nlightenment principles: ‘my reason requires reasons 
before it bows before someone else’s’, he wrote. ‘R espect for authority is in no way 
incompatible with rationalism as long as the authority is rationally grounded.’ T he 
echoes here of K ant’s ‘sapere aude!’ are unmistakable, and go beyond T ocqueville’s 
lifelong appreciation of the venerability of legitimate (that is, properly earned) 
aristocratic dominance. In what appears a final slap at Tocqueville, Durkheim 
insisted that ‘not only is individualism not anarchical, but it henceforth is the only 
system of beliefs which can ensure the moral unity of the country’ (D urkheim, 
1973a, 49, 50 and 52). D espite this engagement with what might appear to be central 
aspects of his predecessor’s oeuvre, there seems to be no evidence that D urkheim 
ever addressed T ocqueville’s writings head-on.13 N one the less, D urkheim clearly 
stakes out a position to T ocqueville’s left, belying the frequently held notion in 
sociology that Durkheim was a mere conservative preoccupied chiefly with what 
would come to be known as ‘the problem of order’.

D urkheim’s ‘progressive’ position relative to T ocqueville has been reinforced 
by more recent appropriations of T ocqueville in France. T he French interest in 
T ocqueville today is dominated by historians and political scientists, presumably 
because one of his two major works was on France and the history of its revolution. 
A gainst the background of the arguments of Democracy in America, the later 

13 T  here is no entry for T ocqueville in L ukes (1985). My teacher R obert B ellah 
once told that me he, too, had sought in vain for references to T ocqueville in D urkheim’s 
writings.
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volume on The Old Regime suggested that France’s political waters were troubled 
because it did not have the good fortune of the untroubled birth that democracy 
had had in A merica: ‘T he great advantage of the A mericans is to have arrived at 
democracy without having to suffer democratic revolutions, and to be born equal 
instead of becoming so’ (T ocqueville, 2000, 485). T his claim raises important 
questions about the extent to which the ‘democratic revolution’ could be said to 
have similar effects on all societies, and to strengthen the perception of A merican 
society as unique and ‘exceptional’. If the ‘point of departure’ is everything, how 
could the French (or anyone starting without the ‘immaculate conception’ of 
democracy enjoyed by the A mericans) expect to have a successful democracy?14

B ased on his insights into the differences between France and the US , 
T ocqueville’s study of The Old Regime has served as an indispensable source 
of ammunition for recent intellectual-cum-political struggles over the meaning 
of the Revolution. The chief figure here is the historian François Furet, who – 
like T ocqueville before him – found lamentable the consequences of the French 
R evolution for his own patrie. Furet and his followers have sought to squelch 
the chronic instability produced by the shimmer of revolution and by the other 
abstractions promulgated by intellectuals. H erein, according to Furet and his 
epigones, lay the error of those led astray by the communist illusion, just as 
T ocqueville had seen in the French revolutionaries’ penchant for abstraction the 
key to their excesses.15

H ere it is perhaps worth noting that, for all their shared enthusiasm for the 
concept of totalitarianism, what one might call the ‘young T ocquevilleans’ around 
Furet differ sharply from H annah A rendt – the inventor of the concept in this 
form – in their attitude towards the revolutionary heritage in modern political 
culture. T he excesses of communism did not vitiate the idea of revolution for 
A rendt, who lionized the A merican version in which she found refuge from 
N azism. In her comparative analysis of the A merican and French revolutions, 
A rendt lovingly invoked ‘the revolutionary tradition and its lost treasure’. S he 
remained committed, in a Jeffersonian vein, to the revolutionary tradition as an 
affirmation of ‘man’s’ ability to escape the stagnation of unfreedom and of the 
quintessentially human capacity to ‘start something new’. Indeed, one of the forms 
of that revolutionary creativity was the soviets or councils (Räte), which, A rendt 
noted in the 1960s, ‘were to make their appearance in every genuine revolution 
throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries’. T hese ‘spontaneous organs 
of the people’ she regarded as having created ‘a new public space for freedom 
which was constituted and organized during the course of the revolution itself’, 
beyond and even against the designs of the leaders of the revolution (A rendt, 1963, 
249). Interestingly, the idea of ‘councils’ was developed as an antidote precisely 

14 B  rogan notes this problem as well; see B rogan (2007), 270.
15  For T ocqueville’s critique, see T ocqueville (1998 [1856]), B ook III, C hapter O ne. 

For Furet’s perspective, see Furet (1999).
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to the dominance of bureaucratic elements, including intellectuals, in the workers’ 
movement and its parties.16

Whether T ocqueville would have approved his admirer H annah A rendt’s 
enthusiasm for this revolutionary democratic institution may be doubted. 
T ocqueville took for granted that intellectuals could be legitimate political actors, 
and assumed that such involvement would temper their judgement and wean them 
off the airy abstractions of the vita contemplativa. Participation in politics would 
enhance critical capacity by giving it the necessary ‘reality-check’. Presumably 
one can also gain from active participation some insights about political life that 
would be unavailable to the outside observer.

Meanwhile, however, the modern social sciences have come to be distinguished 
by the ‘norm of disinterestedness’, the expectation that the findings of scholarship 
should be as untainted as possible by the preferences and whims of the person 
doing the scholarship. T his posture suggests maintaining distance from practical 
affairs, which are thought to bias one’s views about social life. T hese ideas are most 
associated with Max Weber’s understanding of objectivity and ‘value neutrality’, 
and have of course been subject to intense scepticism in recent years. Weber’s 
views on these matters did not keep him from taking an active part in the affairs of 
his time; like T ocqueville, Weber was tremendously involved in the political life of 
his day, acting for example as an adviser to the negotiators of the treaty that ended 
the First World War and participating in the drafting of the Weimar C onstitution 
(see Mommsen, 1984). D espite his insistence on objectivity in the course of 
scholarly work, Weber had no difficulty – indeed, he felt a responsibility for – 
taking part in serious politics. H is view was that ‘objectivity’ entailed ‘freedom 
from value judgements’ combined with choices of research topics based on their 
‘value-relevance’.

Weber regarded politics as perhaps the supreme vocation of humankind, where 
the stakes were the highest imaginable. R ecall his conclusion in ‘Politics as a 
Vocation’ that – contrary to the position sometimes maintained that he advocated a 
complete divorce between the ethics of conviction and responsibility – ‘an ethic of 
ultimate ends [that is, of ‘conviction’] and an ethic of responsibility are not absolute 
contrasts but rather supplements, which only in unison constitute a genuine man 
– a man who can have the “calling for politics”’ (Weber, 1946, 127). Weber saw 
politics as a realm in which people’s ultimate value commitments would battle it 
out in a contest for supremacy – the struggle of the ‘warring gods’ that hold human 
beings in their grip. Yet despite his heroic, agonistic view of politics, Weber also 
understood the need to attend to the details of policy. R aymond A ron would thus 
later write in praise of Weber that ‘he was prepared at any moment to answer the 
question that disconcerts all our amateur politicians: “What would you do if you 
were a C abinet minister?”’ (A ron in Judt, 1998, 161).17 Weber’s views of the place 

16  For a useful study, see S chneider and K uda (1968).
17  Weber seems to have been very close to being named R eich Interior Minister by 

the S ocial D emocratic President, Friedrich E bert, but was ultimately passed over in favour 
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of politics in human life would seem to belie Wolin’s claim about T ocqueville’s 
status as the last influential theorist to have ‘truly cared’ about politics.

T ocqueville shared with Weber a stoic sensibility concerning the changes 
occurring in modern life and a sense of the profound importance of politics for 
human beings, combined with a regard for the details of political life. H is trip 
overseas that served as the foundation of his classic Democracy in America was 
motivated by a desire (at least in part) to examine the novel developments in penal 
practice that were taking place in the U nited S tates at that time. Democracy in 
America itself was intended as an effort to show his countrymen what they had 
to anticipate from the democratic revolution that he was certain was sweeping the 
(C hristian) world: ‘I confess that in A merica I saw more than A merica; I sought 
there an image of democracy itself, of its penchants, its character, its prejudices, 
its passions; I wanted to become acquainted with it if only to know at least what 
we ought to hope or fear from it’ (T ocqueville, 2000, 13). In the introduction to 
Volume Two, published five years later, he wrote that he intended not to unduly 
flatter ‘democracy’, which he was confident he could leave to others, but instead 
to call attention to its more disturbing aspects: ‘[B ]ecause I was not an adversary 
of democracy … I wanted to be sincere with it’ (T ocqueville, 2000, 400).

Yet T ocqueville’s ambivalence about both democracy and A merica are 
unmistakable. O f the former, he fears the novel political malady of the ‘tyranny of 
the majority’, and of the latter he worries that it will produce artistic mediocrity 
and a stifling uniformity of thought. These perspectives are remarkably similar to 
Weber’s central concerns, which in contrast to T ocqueville’s Gallicized E nglish 
liberalism come wrapped in the language of German R omanticism. Weber wrote 
of the ‘Protestant ethic’ and of the rationalization that it promoted as the avatar of a 
more ‘reasonable’ way of doing things. T here is little doubt that he regarded legal-
rational forms of organization and legitimacy as preferable from the point of view 
of efficiency and procedural fairness. Yet his recourse to Schiller’s terms for the 
larger process it embodied – the ‘disenchantment of the world’ – bespoke Weber’s 
contempt for a tendency in human life that would deprive it of its warmth and 
meaning. T he rationalized world whose coming he diagnosed was by no means 
one in which he wanted to live: ‘N ot summer’s bloom lies ahead of us, but rather 
a polar night of icy darkness and hardness, no matter which group may triumph 
externally now’ (Weber, 1946, 128).

In contrast to Weber’s doomsaying, T ocqueville seems relatively optimistic 
– though hardly cheery. H e worried about the fate of politics in the ‘levelled’ 
world of democracy. H e regarded modern intellectuals as playing a potentially 
disastrous role in politics because of their tendency towards abstract rationalism, 
whereas Weber viewed this as the unavoidable nature of the intellectual beast. 
B ut for all his concern about the future, T ocqueville lacked Weber’s – or Marx’s – 
T eutonic capacity for imagining catastrophe, whether in the ‘polar night’ or in the 
‘icy water of egotistical calculation’. If proper ‘habits of the heart’ could be found 

of H ugo Preuss (see Mommsen 1984, 333).
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or instilled, the future might be bright, or at least warmly glowing. Intellectuals 
might contribute to this enterprise, but only if they were sufficiently immersed in 
the political life of their societies to be able to distinguish ‘pie in the sky’ from the 
‘art of the possible’. It continues to be a difficult challenge, and Tocqueville’s own 
peregrinations between the two worlds offers an exemplary instance of how the 
two can be combined. S till, in ‘that distant epoch the writing of a masterpiece of 
political thought was deemed to be an excellent qualification for entry’ (Brogan, 
2007, 294) into the top ranks of political leadership. S uch a trajectory is rather 
more difficult to imagine in our own day.
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C hapter 9 

T ocqueville’s D ark S hadow:  
Gustave de B eaumont as Public S ociologist 

and Intellectual Avant la Lettre
T om Garvin and A ndreas H ess

Introduction

Gustave de B eaumont (1802–1866) was, with his friend and lifelong co-worker 
A lexis de T ocqueville (1805–1859), one of the best-known social and political 
commentators in the world during the period 1830–65. B oth men had French 
gentry backgrounds, and were best described as liberals in a rather interesting 
French C atholic tradition; both of them lived in a France whose aristocracy had 
lost power and which was apparently destined to adopt democratic institutions 
in the near future as the ideas of the French R evolution, the E nglish and S cottish 
E nlightenments and those of the A merican republic’s founding fathers worked their 
way into French intellectual and popular culture. B oth men did their most important 
work during the reign of L ouis-Philippe (1830–48), both being legitimists and 
therefore somewhat at odds with the O rleanist regime. T ocqueville is best-known 
for his monumental two-volume treatise on the U nited S tates, published in French 
as De la démocratie en Amérique, and almost simultaneously in E nglish translation, 
between 1835 and 1840.� T he book, an instant classic, has never been out of print, 
and has become a key work for the analysis of A merican society, political culture 
and the historical significance of the United States as a new, non-European, world 
power. B eaumont was, and is, less well known, and it is often not fully realized 
how closely they worked together, proof-reading, rewriting and commenting on 
each other’s work-in-progress. T he two Frenchmen were passionate admirers of 
A nglo-A merican representative institutions and constitutional traditions, being 
both in the A nglophile tradition of Montesquieu. T hey believed that the A mericans, 
in particular, had evolved and put into practical use a constitutional system 
involving semi-democratic participation and the exercise of human rights to an 
extent unparalleled in the world of the early nineteenth century. T hey admired this 
liberal democratic system despite such evidently scandalous features as race-based 
slavery and the expropriation of native populations. T his A nglo-S axon democratic 

� T  here are now a few modern translations available. Particularly good ones are 
T ocqueville (1994) and T ocqueville (2003).
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liberalism was seen by both men as being at once ahead of its time and as being 
a harbinger of the political future of a E urope still ruled mainly by aristocracies 
and absolute monarchs. T he two A nglophiles had an informal division of labour; 
even though they were of one mind in recognizing the political creativity of the 
A nglo-A merican tradition, B eaumont did his most important work on the truly 
disadvantaged, slaves and Indians in A merica and the impoverished inhabitants 
of Ireland, while T ocqueville’s most mature and powerful work addressed the 
larger questions of the societal and political institutional conditions of A merica 
and France. 

The German-Jewish poet Heinrich Heine, in exile in Paris, found it difficult to 
warm to A lexis de T ocqueville. It seemed to him that T ocqueville had an aristocratic 
arrogance and certainty unbecoming of an academic scholar. B y way of contrast, 
he found T ocqueville’s friend B eaumont to be a far more attractive and warm 
person. H owever, historians of ideas in general have never paid much attention to 
a German poet’s opinions of two famous Frenchmen. E ven today, T ocqueville is 
still celebrated as the political prophet, the time traveller, the man who predicted 
an inevitable long-term tendency towards democratization in conjunction with the 
creation of modern mass societies, the emergence of the U nited S tates and R ussia 
as superpowers in the twentieth century and the dangers of racism in a shadowy 
future united Germany. B eaumont, on the other hand, is usually sidelined as the 
rather shadowy travel companion of modern democracy’s intellectual seer. 

H owever, a rather different picture emerges on further investigation. H istorical 
documentation demonstrates that the two men were actually almost inseparable 
throughout most of their adult lives; they shared their observations and research and 
debated every aspect of any intellectual conversation either of them might have had 
with any third party; in effect, they constituted a two-man D epartment of Political 
S ociology. T hey discussed every scholarly line either of them had written, whether 
together or separately. T he history of ideas knows very few examples of such 
intimate intellectual companionship. B enjamin C onstant and Madame de S taël, 
K arl Marx and Friedrich E ngels, and T heodor W. A dorno and Max H orkheimer 
come to mind; but even these examples don’t really parallel the extraordinarily 
intimate intellectual friendship between T ocqueville and B eaumont.

S tudents of T ocqueville have often paid lip service to B eaumont’s oeuvre, but 
it is seldom given adequate appreciation and analysis.� In what follows, a short 

� U  p to the present day not one study, PhD  dissertation or biography is available 
that analyses B eaumont’s work comprehensively. A t present, the best studies containing 
material on B eaumont are: D rescher, Tocqueville and England (1964); from the same 
author, ‘T ocqueville and B eaumont: A  R ationale for C ollective S tudy’ (1968), and Pierson, 
Tocqueville in America (1996 [1938]). Pierson has also published an essay which tries to 
portray B eaumont: Gustave de Beaumont: Liberal (1946). Further helpful information is 
contained in Jardin, Tocqueville – A Biography (1988). Jardin also edited the three-volume 
set of the Correspondance d’Alexis de Tocqueville et de Gustave de Beaumont (Jardin, 
1967). A  more thorough study, particularly using the T ocqueville and B eaumont material 
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account of B eaumont’s life and work as a public sociologist and intellectual is 
given. Particular emphasis is also given to his special intellectual relationship with 
Tocqueville. The initial success of Beaumont’s first two books, The Penitentiary 
System of the United States (1833) and Marie, or Slavery in the United States 
(1835), is seen as providing a major breakthrough for his literary and academic 
reputation. In the second section, we will discuss B eaumont’s most successful, 
and arguably most important, book – his pioneering 1839 study of pre-Famine 
Ireland – in context. H ere it is argued that, although the Ireland study was one of 
the first sociological best-sellers in France and has become an important source 
for Irish and other historians working on nineteenth-century Ireland, it remains 
an almost forgotten classic in the wider academic world, deserving rediscovery 
and appreciation.� In the C onclusion we will argue that B eaumont was, together 
with his companion T ocqueville, an early example of what we would call today a 
‘public sociologist’ and a ‘public intellectual’.

Parallel Lives: Gustave de Beaumont and Alexis de T ocqueville

Gustave de B eaumont de B onninière was born on 6 February 1802 at B eaumont-
la-C hartre in the S arthe. B eaumont’s parents and family were both of French 
aristocratic background, and the family had always been linked to the more 
enlightened circles of the French upper class. Indeed, L afayette, the famous 
aristocratic soldier who had fought alongside Washington against the B ritish 
during the A merican War of Independence, was related to B eaumont’s family, 
and an early A merican connection. N ot much is known of how B eaumont spent 
his childhood. His first appearance on the historical record as an adult is as a 
juge auditeur and then as a deputy public prosecutor at the court of Versailles. 
It was also at Versailles that Beaumont first met Alexis de Tocqueville, a fellow 
student who had been pursuing a similar legal career. T he two young men shared 
more than just the fact that both came from similar aristocratic backgrounds and 
were aspirant lawyers. T hey clicked personally, intellectually and politically; a 
friendship soon developed, and in the following years the two developed their 
fabled habit of reading and studying together. B oth had an interest in political 
economy and were particularly taken by the theories of Jean-B aptiste S ay. A gain, 
both of them attended the history lectures of François Guizot, the renowned liberal 
historian. They were particularly influenced by Guizot’s arguments concerning the 
history and course of French civilization.

that is available in the Yale B einecke L ibrary, is called for; this chapter cannot, of course, 
be a substitute for such a study.

� A   new edition of this book is now available; see B eaumont (2006). T his chapter is 
an elaborated version of the introduction to the 2006 edition. A dditionally, the present text 
highlights the public dimension of the activities of B eaumont.
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T he July R evolution (1830) brought an end to the reign of C harles X, and both 
young men were faced with difficult decisions. They had been forced to take an 
oath of loyalty to the new regime of L ouis-Philippe; after much soul-searching, 
the two friends finally decided to take the oath in order to secure their legal 
careers. S ince T ocqueville and B eaumont were deeply worried about the possible 
intentions of the new regime, they also began to make contingency plans. Part of 
their plan was, quite simply, to take some time out by getting away from France. 
B eaumont had already written a short study of the French prison system. In this 
pilot study, he had adumbrated a further, more detailed, investigation into prison 
systems from a comparative perspective. T o their astonishment, the two friends 
actually received funding for their project. T he pair were commissioned to travel 
together to A merica with the purpose of investigating the new prison systems of 
the United States to find out to what extent they resembled the French system 
and if there were any innovations which the French authorities might profitably 
study. In A pril 1831, the two friends left L e H avre for A merica, where they were 
to stay until February 1832.� They first arrived in New York, and spent the first 
few weeks in the city and its environs. From N ew York they went to B oston, 
Philadelphia, B altimore and Washington before returning again to N ew York. T wo 
further excursions were also part of the trip, one to the N orthwest and C anada, and 
another down the Mississippi river to N ew O rleans. 

T he trip turned out to be a success in more than one respect. T he two friends 
managed to gather plenty of information about prisons and the A merican 
penitentiary systems. H owever, the most important result of their journey was 
the discovery that the comparison of prison systems also provided the key to a 
new, democratic ‘philosophy’. T hey argued that the way a penitentiary system 
treats its prisoners reveals how a regime treats its individual citizens or subjects 
in general. A merican prisons apparently attempted at that time to turn criminals 
into good citizens rather than simply mete out retribution or vengeance. T his 
enlightened attitude was the true revelation of the N ew World in the eyes of the 
two Frenchmen: A merican institutions, A merican mores and attitudes, a new 
democratic and egalitarian approach to social relations which had evolved in the 
young U nited S tates, showed France (and E urope) its hoped-for future.

O n their return to France in the S pring of 1832, B eaumont immediately started 
writing their joint report. Tocqueville at first found himself unable to put his own 
thoughts into writing; however, he contributed to the final stages of the draft and 
supplied statistics and other useful data. In the meantime the news had spread to 
their joint boss, the French state, that the pair were suffering from an apparently 
incurable new spiritual disease: love of democracy. B oth found themselves 
peremptorily dismissed from their duties as public prosecutors. H owever, since 

� A   primary source is G.W. Pierson’s almost day-by-day reconstruction of the trip in 
his study Tocqueville in America (Pierson, 1996 [1938]). Particularly interesting in Pierson’s 
book is the list of acquaintances and contacts, among them John Quincy A dams and D aniel 
Webster. T hey also had one meeting with the then President, A ndrew Jackson.
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both remained registered at the bar, this decision does not seem to have threatened 
their career prospects in any major way. A s it turned out, the dismissal actually did 
them no harm at all.

Early in 1833, their report was finally published. The Penitentiary System of 
the United States and its Application to France proved to be an immediate success 
(see B eaumont and T ocqueville, 1964 [1833]). Francis L ieber, whom T ocqueville 
and B eaumont had met on their A merican trip, had translated the A merican edition. 
T he study was widely discussed, and was awarded the prestigious Montyon Prize. 
S econd and third editions followed in 1836 and 1844. Furthermore, the book soon 
appeared in translations; it was particularly widely read and appreciated in A merica 
and Germany. The Penitentiary System created a snowball effect that prompted the 
two friends to carry their studies further. While B eaumont embarked on a new 
project, a novel about the more tragic aspects of their A merican experiences, 
T ocqueville was writing his monumental book on A merican democracy. 

In retrospect, it seems that the year 1835 saw a breakthrough for the two friends. 
In the Summer of 1833, Tocqueville travelled to England for the first time.� H e 
had hoped that the former mother country E ngland would provide further insight 
and perhaps provide some kind of intellectual key to an understanding of how the 
young A merican republic had been shaped. T o his disappointment, no clear clues 
emerged during his first trip across the Channel. Furthermore, he was apparently 
treated like a nobody. H owever, two years later, T ocqueville’s ship had come in, and 
he was received very differently; the first part of Democracy in America had finally 
appeared in France, and a translation had been published in E ngland.� T he book 
caused a sensation. In L ondon, the two friends met the translator of Democracy, 
H enry R eeve. O ther contacts proved to be equally crucial for getting to know E nglish 
society and its political system; in particular the help and advice of two eminent 
political economists, John S tuart Mill and N assau William S enior, were central.�

T ocqueville and B eaumont continued their travels as far as Ireland, where they 
toured for six weeks.� T he two friends used D ublin as a base, staying in the city 
for a few days before starting on a round trip that would bring them first to the 
south (C arlow, Waterford, K ilkenny), then the south-west (C ork, K illarney), the 
west (L imerick, E nnis, Galway, C astlebar) and then via the midlands (L ongford) 
back to D ublin. T hey seem to have skipped the N orth of Ireland. A t the end of 
their stay in Ireland, T ocqueville and B eaumont also attended a meeting of the 

� T  he notes and diaries from the two trips to the B ritish Isles have been published 
posthumously in T ocqueville (1988).

�  For more details, see D rescher (1964).
�  For a more detailed account on the various intellectual influences – not all of them British 

– see Michael D rolet’s excellent study Tocqueville, Democracy and Social Reform (2003).
� A   detailed reconstruction of this trip can be found in L arkin (1990) and D rescher 

(1964).



Intellectuals and their Publics162

B ritish A ssociation for the A dvancement of S cience at T rinity C ollege D ublin.� 
While travelling together, they also talked about their publication plans for the 
future. T hey agreed on two things. Firstly, they established that they would respect 
each other’s publication plans and individual research interests. B eaumont would 
write on the unfulfilled promises of American democracy, the plight of African 
A mericans and A merican Indians, and the colonial relationship between E ngland 
and Ireland, while T ocqueville would focus mainly on A merica’s political system 
and the prospects for both A merican and E uropean democracy. S econdly, to prevent 
possible misunderstandings, overlapping of research effort or any intellectual turf 
war, they decided also that they would make a point of showing each other their 
work before publication. 

The year 1835 not only saw Tocqueville’s publication of the first volume of 
Democracy in America, but also the publication of B eaumont’s Marie, or Slavery 
in the United States.10 While Democracy looked mainly at A merica’s political 
system, Marie was an attempt to take a closer look at the seamier side of A merican 
society. T he two books have to be read as companion volumes in order to make 
complete sense of A merica, or rather, to grasp the two men’s joint understanding 
of the country. Marie, like Democracy in America, was a huge success and was 
reprinted numerous times in French over the following decades. H owever, Marie 
remained almost unknown in A merica for over a century; A merican slavery was 
apparently a more popular topic in E urope, and to put it gently, the book did not 
harmonize well with A merican tendencies toward self-congratulation. T he two 
books paid off in career terms; T ocqueville’s tome got him elected to the French 
A cademy of Moral and Political S ciences, thus emulating B eaumont’s Montyon 
Prize.11 T he two friends also made a promising start to their political careers by 
being elected to the French Parliament.

�  Although it cannot be confirmed by any records available to the writers, it is probable 
that B eaumont met his future translator William T aylor (1800–1849) at this academic 
gathering. William C ooke T aylor was a writer and economist. T aylor had been educated 
at T rinity C ollege D ublin, but later moved to L ondon, where he became a contributor to 
the Whig–L iberal, reform-oriented weekly Athenaeum. T hroughout his life he remained 
supportive of the Irish cause, following a liberal and reformist agenda and being particularly 
keen on furthering Irish higher education. H e is also known as the founder of the D ublin 
S ociety for S tatistical and S ocial Inquiry, which still exists. T wo of his books dealt 
particularly with Ireland: History of the Civil Wars in Ireland (1831) and Reminiscences of 
Daniel O’Connell by a Munster Farmer (1847). H is magnum opus was The Natural History 
of Civilisation (1840), in which he argued that mankind was created by God to be civilized, 
and that savagery is not a natural condition, but rather the product of ignorance.

10  For editions and translations of T ocqueville’s Democracy in America, see note 
1 above. Gustave de B eaumont’s slavery book has been reissued recently in E nglish; see 
B eaumont (1999 [1958]). 

11  Their publishing triumphs were also accompanied by personal fulfilment; 
B eaumont married his cousin, C lémentine de L afayette, the granddaughter of General 
L afayette, while T ocqueville married an E nglishwoman, Mary Motley.
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D uring the summer of 1837, B eaumont travelled a second time to E ngland 
and Ireland, this time on his own, to gather material for his Ireland project. T wo 
years later, L’Irlande finally appeared as a two-volume study (Beaumont, 1839a). 
T aylor’s translation of the book into E nglish was published later that year.12 It 
turned out to be an intellectual tour de force, and proved to be even more of a hit 
than his first two studies. During Beaumont’s own lifetime, the book saw seven 
French reprints, and once again the author was awarded the Montyon Prize for his 
new book. B eaumont also became a member of the French A cademy of Moral and 
Political S ciences.

Quite apart from their publishing record and their political and academic 
achievements, T ocqueville and B eaumont remained true liberals dedicated to social 
reform. U nlike many other liberals, however, they also remained internationalist; 
their opinions were not confined to internal French issues, and they argued publicly, 
for example, against the excesses and abuses of an emergent French colonialism. 
B y now the two friends had perfected their division of labour, by which the two 
men acted as a team, complementing and supporting each other’s efforts. T hus, for 
example, T ocqueville presented a report on the abolition of slavery to Parliament 
while B eaumont simultaneously presented a petition to the C hamber on behalf 
of the French A bolitionist S ociety. In 1841, they both travelled to A lgeria, again 
an experience that would lead to both looking for more coherent and humane 
French policies in N orth A frica. T ocqueville and B eaumont were later to become 
members of the parliamentary commission on A lgeria, and they always remained 
interested in the subject as long as their political careers lasted.13 

T he R evolution of 1848 ushered in the S econd R epublic. T ocqueville and 
B eaumont both became members of the new N ational A ssembly, and both were 
selected to join the C onstitutional C ommission. In the following year, B eaumont 
was appointed S pecial A mbassador to the U nited K ingdom and became based in 
L ondon, while T ocqueville became France’s Minister for Foreign A ffairs. H owever, 
this improvement in political status and achievement didn’t last for very long. 
In 1851, after L ouis N apoleon seized power and declared himself emperor, both 
men were simultaneously forced to resign. T hey were arrested and imprisoned for 
opposing L ouis N apoleon’s coup d’état against the S econd R epublic. T heir arrests, 
and their almost comically prompt releases, marked their withdrawal from public 
affairs and the end of two remarkable political careers. 

T ocqueville retreated to his home on the countryside and continued his 
intellectual reflections, Souvenirs (written in 1850–51, published posthumously 

12 S  ee B eaumont (1839b); for further information on a new edition of the E nglish 
translation, see B eaumont (2006).

13 T  heir unique personal and intellectual friendship only once suffered a rather trivial 
crisis. T he spat was caused by a disagreement about the editorial policies of Le Commerce, 
a newspaper that T ocqueville took a particularly strong interest in. H owever, there was a 
quick reconciliation.
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in 1893)14 and L’Ancien Régime (1856)15 being the results. B eaumont was 
less fortunate, and found that he could not devote all his time to writing. H e 
had to attend to financial matters out of economic necessity connected with a 
legally encumbered inheritance of his father-in-law, Georges de L afayette; this 
unpleasant experience seems to have informed his quite strong grasp of Irish land 
law, the plight of Irish encumbered estates and the malign social consequences 
of the interaction of land law and indebtedness, as is illustrated rather vividly 
in his 1863 introduction to the seventh edition of L’Irlande. O ccasionally, 
B eaumont managed to surface from his retreat. T hus, in 1854 he presented a 
longer meditation entitled La Russie et les États-Unis to the A cademy of Moral 
and Political S cience – once again the paper seems to have been in part the result 
of a long discussion with A lexis. 

A fter T ocqueville’s death in January 1859, Gustave began editing his friend’s 
published and unpublished writings. S ix volumes appeared between in the early 
1860s.16 Preoccupied as he was with these editorial efforts, B eaumont seems to 
have found less time to voice his concern for the oppressed and the excluded. 
O nly once more would he succeed in making this concern public. S hocked and 
disappointed about B ritish attitudes to the Irish tragedy after the Famine, he 
presented the Irish case (Notice sur l’état présent de L’Irlande) to the A cademy 
of Moral and Political S cience in 1863, and a longer version of this presentation 
was to become the introduction to the seventh edition of L’Irlande (B eaumont, 
1863, i–lxxxiv).17 T he Notice is an old man’s impassioned protest at the plight of 
Ireland combined with an optimism derived from, as ever, his somewhat uncritical 
admiration for the E nglish constitution. A s far as is known, this was B eaumont’s 
last major public utterance before his death on 22 February 1866 in Paris.

Parallel Lives, Different Intellectual Passions

T ocqueville and B eaumont were intellectual equals; only history and circumstance 
have occluded B eaumont’s very real intellectual eminence. B ack in 1835, some 
time in the summer on their joint travels in E ngland and Ireland, T ocqueville and 
B eaumont had carved out their respective intellectual territories and also reached an 
agreement concerning their respective future publication plans. A s we have seen, 

14  The first American edition is Alexis de Tocqueville, Recollections (1970); as 
pointed out above, Souvenirs was first published in 1893 and is now volume 12 of the 
Collected Works of the Gallimard edition (ed). J.P. Mayer, (1964).

15  The first American edition is Tocqueville, The Old Regime and the French 
Revolution (1969); the book was first published in Paris in 1856 (Michel Lévy Frères).

16 T  ocqueville (1860–66); a rare two-volume selection of B eaumont’s edited 
collection appeared in the US  in 1862.

17 T  his post-Famine comment has now been translated into E nglish and is part of the 
new B eaumont edition (see B eaumont, 2006, 379–403).
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T ocqueville was to address the political systems and the development of modern 
democracies in France and the U nited S tates, while B eaumont was to investigate 
the less attractive side of the process, in particular by looking at A merica, B ritain 
and Ireland. In the case of the U nited S tates, this meant the treatment of slaves and 
Indians; in relation to the B ritish Isles, it meant dissecting the peculiar political 
arrangements and links that E ngland had with Ireland.

It is exactly this joint agreement which throws light on the different political 
and intellectual preoccupations of the two friends. As demonstrated by the first 
publication on the A merican and French penitentiary systems (for which, despite 
common authorship, B eaumont had mainly been responsible), B eaumont was 
clearly more interested in the downside of modern democracy and the plight of 
the underdog, while T ocqueville was equally obviously fascinated by the possibly 
larger question of the future of democracy. T he comparative study demonstrated that 
B eaumont understood himself as a liberal, but as also an advocate of the wretched 
of the earth: those who had either been omitted from, or who had been marginalized 
by, the democratic process. In Marie, a strange mixture of romantic narrative and 
critical political and sociological reflection, Beaumont had addressed the negative 
side of A merican society in particular. T his concern with the victims of democratic 
or semi-democratic societies is perhaps what most clearly distinguishes Gustave 
intellectually and emotionally from A lexis. A  similar sensitivity toward the weak 
occasionally shows through in T ocqueville’s Democracy, but is never the main 
thrust of his discourse. In Marie, B eaumont persistently emphasizes the normative 
content of the D eclaration of Independence, the C onstitution and the B ill of R ights 
in the sense that all these founding documents had either presupposed or promised 
political equality. H e was shocked by the contrast between their high aspirations 
and the rather grubby realities of A merican politics; he noted bluntly that the 
documents remained mere rhetoric when it came to the systematic dispossession 
of the Indians and the equally systematic mass enslavement of black people. T hus, 
it should not come as a complete surprise that the A merican edition of Marie took 
more than 120 years to appear in print (1958, to be precise), its re-publication 
coinciding, probably not by accident, with the emerging civil rights movement.18 
It is also only around the same time that it finally dawned on some that Marie and 
Democracy actually had to be regarded as companion volumes and needed to be 
studied together.

O f course, the A merican critics and reviewers who belatedly welcomed 
B eaumont’s sociological novel had a point: Marie had to be interpreted as the 
much-needed corrective to T ocqueville’s omissions in his Democracy; however, 
such late and posthumous success came at a price. While A merican critics praised 
B eaumont’s book as a classic and as a forerunner to the emerging civil rights 
movement, they seemed quite unaware of the success his work on B ritish rule in 

18 O  n A merican self-criticism and intermittent angry awareness of the lack of 
congruence between A merican political ideals and the sometimes squalid and brutal realities 
of A merican life, see in particular H untington (1981).
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Ireland had enjoyed in E urope during his lifetime. Marie had been celebrated in 
France when it first appeared there. Viewed retrospectively, however, it was no 
match whatsoever for the book on Ireland. 

T he reasons for the Ireland book becoming a sociological bestseller are twofold; 
one explanation relates to form, the other one to content. In terms of form, the 
success of the Ireland study can be partly explained through B eaumont’s unique 
way of presenting his material and findings that resembled very much what in 
contemporary social science would be called ‘thick description’ (C lifford Geertz). 
B eaumont’s thick description consisted of a mix and wide range of readings 
and possible interpretations, usually derived from a broad variety of sources. 
D etailed note-taking, interviews with experts and other knowledgeable sources, 
direct observation, the collection and careful study of secondary sources such as 
journals, government reports, books and studies, as well as detailed notes from 
travel books and diaries – they all contributed to the final draft. Often tentative 
arguments and intellectual trial-balloons were sent to T ocqueville in the form 
of letters or reports, just to await his friend’s response and to include or further 
elaborate on a given theme. In addition to the modern form of ‘thick description’, 
the success of L’Irlande could also lie in the structure of the book – the political 
constellation and history were described first, followed by a second part which 
looked at the present societal conditions; this scheme very much resembles the 
structure of T ocqueville’s Democracy in America. 

In terms of content, Marie had shed light on the problematic aspects of 
A merican democracy, L’Irlande had an obvious E uropean context. T he book 
made it starkly obvious that even the ‘oldest democracy in the world’, the U nited 
K ingdom, had, to put it mildly, a negative side. O f course, it could be argued, more 
or less ad hominem and quite unfairly, that B eaumont’s study and its reception 
were mainly an expression of French national pride. It could even be argued that, 
by their enthusiasm for his study of the plight of the Irish, his French readers were 
showing an ancient antipathy toward l’Albion perfide. H owever, nothing could 
be further from the author’s intentions. A s we have seen, like A lexis and like 
their common intellectual predecessor Montesquieu, B eaumont showed a deep 
but perhaps somewhat uncritical admiration for the political system of the U nited 
K ingdom. Indeed, it is exactly this admiration that helps to explain the immediate 
success of his book on Ireland. In L’Irlande, B eaumont hits all the emotional 
registers, he weighs all the pros and cons, he appears to be B ritain’s advocate and 
uses all available arguments for the defence of the B ritish government’s policies 
in Ireland, but finally he gives up and concludes reluctantly that Ireland was to the 
U nited K ingdom what slavery was to the U nited S tates; Ireland was that ironic 
and tragic entity, a persecuted martyr nation in a free polity. H is instinct for the 
underdog drove his impassioned preface of 1863. In fact, he has been accused 
of exaggerating the pre-Famine poverty of the Irish; while the potato was free 
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of blight, the Irish were actually unusually well fed, it has been argued, and the 
Famine came like a bolt from the blue.19

H owever, there had been earlier failures, and 1847 followed two years of partial 
failure; the B ritish Government had had some warnings from Mother N ature, pace 
Joel Mokyr. T here has been no famine in Ireland since 1848, but prior to the Great 
H unger, famine had been endemic on the island for over a century; back in 1740 
one quarter of the population was carried away in a huge famine, and smaller 
starvations occurred every few years over the subsequent century. N ear genocidal 
dying-offs had occurred on the island in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. 
S ince 1900, it appears, perhaps rather weirdly, that the Irish are among the best-fed 
people on the planet.

B eaumont pursues two lines of argument in L’Irlande. In the first part, he 
outlines how over the course of nearly three centuries the E nglish conquerors and 
the A nglo-Irish aristocracy (‘the A scendancy’) that took over the island never 
quite legitimized themselves. N aturally, this tiny and fantastically privileged 
minority were going to be resented by the mainly folk-C atholic aboriginals, 
and even by people of lower status who happened to be Protestant by religion. 
H owever, this privileged minority attempted to constitute itself as the Irish nation 
toute courte in the eighteenth century, ignoring the teeming millions of men and 
women of no property below it with their covertly expressed collective ideology of 
dispossession and sullen dreams of revanchisme, commonly expressed in Gaelic 
prose, poetry and verse.20 T he A scendancy essentially drifted between two extreme 
poles: social, political and religious indifference to the dispossessed native Irish 
on the one hand, and a passionate wish to exterminate Irish popery by a policy of 
proselytism on the other.21 T hus, the E nglish A scendancy in the conquered island 
was never able to conceive of a majoritarian project which might have made it 
possible to assimilate the C atholic majority to its colonial polity, whether during 
the C romwellian period, during the R estoration, during the period of Grattan’s 
Parliament (1782–1800) or even during the period that was, as it turned out, the 
time of the A scendancy’s last chance: the early years of the parliamentary union 
of B ritain and Ireland after 1800. E dmund B urke’s famous pleas for religious 
tolerance fell on deaf ears, as did the more pragmatic private warnings of the D uke 
of Wellington. Furthermore, while the aristocracy in E ngland was much more open 
and acceptant of the industrialization of B ritain, in Ireland the landed A nglo-Irish 
aristocracy was reluctant or unable to get involved in such enterprise, with the 
usual exception of the north-east, where a true cross-class Protestant community 

19 S  ee Mokyr (1985), 6–29. T he literature on the Irish famine is vast; however, see 
also Edwards and Williams (1962); Woodham-Smith (1962); O’Gráda (1998).

20 S  ee O ’B uachalla (1996) on both old C atholic aristocratic and popular Irish-
speaking attitudes to the supposedly legitimate C atholic monarch of the T hree K ingdoms, 
but a king also seen as Séamus Cachach, or ‘S hitty Jimmy’.

21  For a vivid illustration of E nglish proselytism and hatred of C atholicism in Ireland 
in the early nineteenth century, see T onna (2004).
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containing a significant Presbyterian tradition had grown up and developed a 
preoccupation with B ritish-style modernization and industrialization. H owever, 
the mainly S cottish-derived plantation in U lster did not have much impact on Irish 
society outside the north-eastern region of the island.

In the second part of his Irish study, B eaumont describes the political and social 
constellations that arose from this seemingly irresolvable dilemma. A gain and 
again he stresses that through E nglish colonization, Ireland had also been given all 
the constitutional tools to free herself from colonial oppression. D aniel O ’C onnell 
had grasped that fact as a young man, and for thirty years between 1815 and 1845 
had wrested concessions from an unwilling Protestant ascendancy in both islands 
by means of a lethal, very Irish and brilliant blend of mass popular agitation, liberal 
political principles and constitutional argument; like the Irish poor, B eaumont 
admired the beloved D an, ‘K ing of the B eggars’ and the charismatic leader of the 
emergent Irish democracy.22 H owever, in the end B eaumont remained sceptical 
about the prospect of any real sea change in the powerful landed aristocracy of 
Ireland. It seemed to be too out of touch, too arrogant and too unwilling to learn from 
past mistakes; like the B ourbons, it learned nothing and forgot nothing. R epeatedly, 
he referred to the Irish aristocracy as being essentially a collective tyranny.

Much as T ocqueville had pointed unerringly to central and unique aspects 
of A merican social and political culture, B eaumont gave a thoroughgoing and 
vividly written diagnosis of the Irish disease. D espite his admiration for A nglo-
S axon constitutionalism, his book could possibly have been legitimately entitled, 
following de T ocqueville’s famous title De la démocratie en Amérique, De la 
tyrannie en Irlande. T he country was agrarian, the land was controlled by what he 
termed a ‘bad aristocracy’, an aristocracy hampered by being derived from a recent 
and remembered conquest, alien in nationality, language, religion and culture 
from the vast bulk of the underlying population. T he landlords despised the lower 
orders, and the latter returned the compliment with a ferocious blend of covert 
contempt and hatred masked by an apparently genial subservience. T his arrogant 
aristocratic tyranny used the law and the soldiery to enforce its exploitation of the 
vast majority, who defended themselves in the only way they could: by collective 
solidarity, secret combination, threats, assassination and mass agitation. T his 
discredited ruling class, pathetically dependent on B ritish support, was, by the 
time of the famine, politically illegitimate. It was also incompetent and helpless 
because of the vicious stalemate that dominated Irish property relations, a stalemate 
brilliantly described by B eaumont, particularly in his 1863 Introduction.

L’Irlande is, of course, very much a work of its time, and Irish historians and 
social scientists have revised and revised again B eaumont’s diagnosis over the past 
century and a half. H owever, the basic thrust of the book has not really been shaken 
decisively by later works. In fact, if one looks at the work of modern Irish alleged 

22 O  n this extraordinary Irish liberal democratic leader, see T rench (1986). S ee also 
O ’C onnell (1991); O ’Ferrall (1985). T he classic rehabilitation of O ’C onnell in the face of 
his hypernationalist republican detractors is O’Faoláin (1938), since reissued many times.
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revisionists such as R oy Foster, D ermot K eogh or T om Garvin, it is striking how 
much they have actually built on B eaumont’s basic insights, perhaps unconsciously. 
L’Irlande cannot fairly be compared to Démocratie, because the two writers set 
themselves very different tasks. It could be argued that T ocqueville was time-
travelling forwards, whereas B eaumont was looking to the future, but Ireland made 
him look into the deep Irish past; B eaumont had a tougher row to hoe.23

On reflection, however, the case of Beaumont and Ireland is more complicated 
than that of T ocqueville and A merica. What took the form of an early constitutional 
promise in A merica, to be realized only over generations and after civil war and a 
century of discrimination and political struggle, was fought for even more bitterly 

23 L  ike most of de T ocqueville’s prophecies concerning A merican democracy, most, 
but not all, of de B eaumont’s prophecies concerning Ireland came to pass. T he Irish Famine 
of the 1840s radicalized the C atholic majority further. It also caused the B ritish government 
to finally write off the Irish Ascendancy. After 1850, Westminster tried to change horses in 
Ireland and side with the vast peasant-cum-farmer majority against the landlords. Following 
on O ’C onnell’s precedent, a series of mass movements agitating for land reform and a native 
government (‘H ome R ule’) emerged. B eaumont foresaw the land reform, and prophesied 
the emergence of an Ireland of small owner-occupier farmers, as duly happened in the 
period 1880–1903. H owever, he also expected the Irish to settle down after land reform 
as part of a B ritish–Irish constitutional democracy. S trangely enough, he did not foresee 
the rise of a large, successful and vengeful Irish A merican community in the U nited S tates 
that willingly encouraged and financed Irish militant insurgents from 1865 on. Just after 
B eaumont’s death, Irish veterans of the U nion A rmy led the Fenian rising of 1867, which 
attempted to transform Ireland into an independent republic; these ex-soldiers were referred 
to respectfully in Ireland as ‘the men with the square-toed [G.I.] boots’. A  covert, and later 
overt, hatred of the British government continued to flourish in Ireland as well as in Irish 
A merica; the Famine had partially delegitimized the B ritish state in Ireland. B eaumont never 
fully appreciated this fact, but of course, he could not have foreseen the calamity of 1914.

B ecause of the First World War, which destabilized most of E urope, Ireland descended, 
with much of the rest of the C ontinent, into revolution, civil war and sectarian pogrom 
after 1918. E ventually, an Irish independent democratic state emerged in 1922, shorn of 
the north-eastern counties with their very different culture and social structure. T his new 
country rapidly evolved into a republican democracy of C atholic yeoman farmers with 
democratic institutions heavily influenced by both British and American prototypes. The 
landed ascendancy died out, leaving behind a formidable cultural heritage; the great houses 
of the aristocracy were burned down, turned into convents, used as schools or, eventually, 
converted into hotels, spas and golf clubs. D espite many backslidings, most of twentieth-
century Ireland had achieved an ambivalent freedom, or as Michael C ollins, the Irish 
revolutionary leader, famously put it in a presumably unconscious echoing of B eaumont, 
the freedom to achieve freedom. H owever, the sectarian curse of old Ireland lived on in 
N orthern Ireland, and has yet to be clearly lifted from U lster society. S till, in both parts of 
Ireland equal rights and liberty for all citizens were no longer revolutionary demands, but 
had gradually become practical achievements, in the south in the 1920s and in the north 
sixty years later. Versions of the E nglish constitution worked in interestingly different ways 
in both parts of Ireland to enable a gradual liberalization and equalization of society to be 
engineered over the generations.
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in a E urope that had to build democracy in the face of the stubborn resistance of 
ancient entrenched agrarian aristocracies with great social, cultural and intellectual 
power. H owever, the messenger should not be blamed for the bad news; Gustave 
de B eaumont, Ireland’s T ocqueville, has given us a classic account of the painful 
birth pangs of Irish democracy, Ireland providing in miniature a model of the 
struggle for democracy against feudalism in E urope.24

Beaumont as a Public Sociologist and Intellectual Avant la Lettre

B eaumont certainly deserves to be rediscovered and given intellectual recognition 
by the E nglish-speaking world; after all, he could easily be termed the discursive 
father of Irish sociology, and certainly a father of the wider field of comparative 
sociology. H owever, it is not only his publications – and, as we have argued, 
particularly the Ireland book – that needs to be rediscovered. B eaumont was 
also an early prototype and representative of what we today would call a ‘public 
sociologist’ or ‘public intellectual’. B eaumont, and indeed T ocqueville, constantly 
moved back and forth between political engagement and sociological discovery. 
It is this back-and-forth movement between the two spheres, constantly informing 
each other, yet without reducing one dimension to the other, that is one of the 
most interesting aspects of B eaumont’s and T ocqueville’s public life. Modern 
reflection on the role of the public face of the social sciences often tends to forget 
that sociology’s role should neither be reduced to becoming a mere intellectual 
stimulus or conceptual service station to practical politics, nor should politics 
be limited to merely translating and applying sociological insights. Particularly 
flawed in this respect seems to be Michael Burawoy’s rather instrumental call for 
public sociology in his 2004 presidential address to the A merican S ociological 
A ssociation.25 It seems that B urawoy just made another attempt to rescue Marxist 
arguments for the twenty-first century.

In contrast to such instrumental reasoning, the crucial task is to bring sociology 
and politics into a critical dialogue with each other, but without making one sphere 
or field a simple instrument of the other. What is important is that there be some 
form of border maintenance between the two spheres. A  call for public sociology 
that goes back to the liberal ideas of B eaumont and T ocqueville seems to us to be 
more inspiring and appropriate than going back to a monistic Marxist view that 
has no notion of how differentiated the modern civil sphere has become. (For an 
account of how differentiated the civil sphere has become and the role intellectual 
argument can play in it, see particularly A lexander’s new study, The Civil Sphere, 
2006.) Yet within the liberal approach that T ocqueville and B eaumont proposed, 

24  For a comparative discussion of the much taken for granted but actually somewhat 
problematic birth of Irish democracy, see Garvin (1996).

25 S  ee B urawoy’s rallying calls ‘Public S ociology: C ontradictions, D ilemmas and 
Possibilities’ (2004) and ‘For Public S ociology’ (2005).
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we can also distinguish between two positions. In contrast to T ocqueville, 
who saw that democracy creates its own dilemmas while striving for equality, 
B eaumont’s looks at and describes in detail what is often only hinted at and what 
remains conspicuously absent from his companion’s account. A rguing in favour 
of liberal ideas and institutions, Beaumont was indeed the first public sociologist 
and intellectual who actually looked critically into the neglected dark side of the 
struggle for liberal democracy. 
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French S ociologists and the Public S pace of 
the Press: T houghts B ased on a C ase S tudy 

(Le Monde, 1995–2002)
L aurent Jeanpierre and S ébastien Mosbah-N atanson

Introduction

R ecent studies in comparative history tend to support the hypothesis of a 
specifically French national mode of engagement of the intellectual professions 
and of their place in the social structure (see C harle, 1996). It is in France, as is 
well known, that, at the time of the D reyfus A ffair at the end of the nineteenth 
century, the neologism ‘intellectual’ was coined and that a heterogeneous social 
group, made up of thinkers and writers, used it to oppose the traditional elites, in 
particular those in possession of economic power (see C harle, 1990, 163–82). For 
a long time, being an intellectual in France was based on the fact of speaking out 
in public in the name of universal values, using a legitimacy acquired in a specific 
professional field of the intellectual world, as in the case of Zola upon his famous 
publication of ‘J’accuse’ (1898). O ther forms of intervention by professional 
intellectuals have undoubtedly been developed over the last century. B ut this initial 
model of engagement has been maintained in contemporary national public life. In 
this chapter we ask how it is socially structured and organized today. T his chapter 
deals more particularly with the public engagement of sociologists in France. It 
considers one aspect of this issue: stances taken in newspaper op-ed columns. We 
focus on the op-ed columns of only one large daily newspaper, Le Monde, between 
1995 and 2002.� In the French political and public context, the year 1995 witnessed 
the intense engagement of certain intellectuals with social movements of the time, 
a mobilization that has already been the subject of sociological analysis (see D uval 
et al., 1998; L egavre, 1999). T herefore, it appeared that this year and the studies 
formerly carried out could serve as a first point of comparison which would be of 
relevance for our own results, seeking to treat a longer time span.

On the basis of this case study, we shall firstly situate the commentary of 
sociologists in relation to that of the other intellectual professions. T hen, the 
main factors determining the behaviour of French sociologists in Le Monde 
over recent years will be analysed. Finally, we aim to identify the traits – in 

�  For a comparison between the French and the Italian case, see L ettieri (2002).
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particular the themes – that may characterize the modes of intervention of French 
sociologists in the national daily press. 

Methodology

In order to evaluate the position and role of sociologists in the contemporary 
French public sphere, we decided to carry out an analysis of the interventions in 
debates in the daily newspaper Le Monde. U sing the newspaper’s CD –RO Ms, we 
constructed a database containing the opinions published in the ‘H orizons-D ébats’ 
pages between 1995 and 2002. For the most part, these pages publish columns, 
similar to the ‘op-ed’ pages of A nglo-A merican newspapers.� T here is no freedom 
of access to the column, which is in fact managed by one editorial journalist 
who selects columns on the basis of proposals received. S he or he is actually the 
gatekeeper or even the producer of the op-ed section. Personalities gain the right 
to write in it, and through this, attain the status of public intellectual. T he words 
published in the opinion pages must, furthermore, be individually or collectively 
signed, or taken responsibility for in the name of a group. In the newspaper studied, 
individual bylines must also be followed by a title or post. T his signature takes on 
the role of a veritable ‘discourse on discourse’, and allows for the representation 
made by the intellectuals of their position in the social space, and on this occasion 
the public sphere, to be situated.�

T he articles which appeared in the opinion pages of Le Monde can be broken 
down and analysed in terms of the following intellectual professions: economists,� 
writers, historians,� philosophers, political scientists, psychologists,� sociologists.� 

� T  hese commentaries, solicited or selected by the newspaper, were also supplemented 
by some less frequent pages of interviews under the same general op-ed format and called 
Horizons-Entretiens (‘interviews’). They also reflect the representation that the newspaper 
constructs of people with the most legitimacy to have their words published.

� O  n the social role of the signature, see Fraenkel (1992).
�  We have excluded signatories of texts with the title ‘lecturer in economic sciences’ 

and probably underestimated the number of economists who do not work in higher education 
or scientific institutions, but rather for banks or insurance companies. We have also excluded 
business, management or finance professionals. Intellectuals with multiple affiliations (a 
Professor of E conomics and B usiness, for instance) were included with the economists.

� H  istorians of art and of science were excluded from the study. In the French 
university system, their training and recruitment follow different patterns from those of 
historians.

�  In addition to psychologists and teachers of psychology, we included psychoanalysts 
and psychotherapists. We did not take psychiatrists into account, as their primary training in 
medicine is further away from the human and social sciences that are the focus of our study.

�  Ethnologists and anthropologists were not included. A first survey of the database 
of columns allowed us to see that these professions were always less well represented than 
those we selected for inclusion in this study.
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The first selection was made on the basis of ‘self–presentations’, in the Goffmanian 
sense, chosen by the authors themselves (see Goffman, 1959 [1956]). It is not unusual 
to observe intellectuals changing self-presentation on the basis of circumstance or 
the ‘cause’ being defended.� In all of the professional fields selected, professors 
and the holders of various teaching positions at secondary or tertiary levels, as 
well as students, were added from the outset wherever their disciplinary affiliation 
was indicated. In order to limit the omission of professionals in the social and 
human sciences, we also specifically added people with an affiliation to the Centre 
national de la recherche scientifique (CNRS ) or the École des hautes études en 
sciences sociales (EHESS ) and explicitly coming from disciplines in the social 
sciences which appear in the public organigrams of these institutions or of their 
research centres.� T his means that while self-presentation remained the criterion 
for the professional categorization of position that prevailed, it was also crossed, 
during the primary phase of the study, with another criterion: affiliation to teaching 
and research in social science institutions.

In order to avoid any suspicion of professional ethnocentrism or bias, we 
applied this last criterion most rigorously to sociologists themselves. T he number 
of interventions they made was therefore slightly underestimated. D uring the 
study’s second phase, we excluded from the final breakdown those who presented 
themselves as sociologists or as holding a title or an equivalent position but having 
never appeared in a scientific journal of the discipline in recent decades.10 T aking 
into account the proximity in France between sociology and political science, the 
same restrictive criterion had also to be applied to political scientists. In several 
cases, it was difficult to determine if people belonged to one discipline or the 
other, as instances of cross- and dual affiliations were rather frequent. In the same 
way, columnists who declared themselves teachers of ‘political sociology’ were 
classified in both disciplines, and consequently counted twice.

In addition to the margins of error regarding the breakdown of intellectual 
professions contributing to op-ed sections, a further limitation of our study, related 

�  Therefore, in the relatively numerous cases of dual self-definitions (‘philosopher 
and writer’, ‘sociologist and historian’), we decided to classify the author under all the 
fields she or he claimed to represent. We therefore from the outset prevented ourselves from 
judging the legitimacy of the self-definitions given. As a result, multiple self-definitions do 
not figure more heavily in any field in particular.

� O  ther institutions were added in the case of political scientists – the Fondation 
nationale des sciences politiques (FNS P), the Centre d’études et de recherches internationales 
(CER I) and the Centre d’étude de la vie politique française (CE VIPO F). T o be sure, our 
breakdowns tend to underestimate specialists of cultural regions. It appeared to us that their 
disciplinary skills, as sociologists, political scientists, geographers, historians, economists 
or anthropologists, were secondary to their knowledge of a specific territorial domain.

10 T  he appearance of signatories in disciplinary journals was evaluated on the basis of 
information taken from two databases of social science articles, the S ocial S cience C itation 
Abstracts (since 1963) and a French language scientific database, while recognizing the 
limitations of these tools.
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to the specific nature of the newspaper selected as a case study, must be underlined. 
T he daily newspaper Le Monde was set up in 1945 following the liberation of 
France.11 A fter Le Figaro, it has the second largest print run, at around 400,000 
copies, of the French national daily press (yet it is the most widely distributed 
priced daily, at 389,249 copies in 2003). It also has the largest readership, at an 
average two million per day (2,129,000 in 2003 as against 1,302,000 for Le Figaro 
and 901,000 for Libération, Le Monde’s two principal competitors).12 In E urope, 
the newspaper has been in partnerships with El Pais in S pain and the B ritish 
Guardian. It is sometimes compared to the German Frankfurter Allgemeine 
Zeitung. Politically to the C entre-L eft, the newspaper’s readership is more highly 
educated than its national or regional competitors. The first national daily to be 
read among students, 66 per cent of Le Monde readers are under 35 years old 
and have been in higher education (as against 41 per cent among the under-35s 
generally). Le Monde is also the general national daily that is most widely read 
among high earners (those earning more than 52,000 euros a year). E xecutives, 
those in the intellectual professions and small businessmen represent 42 per cent 
of the readership as against 43 per cent of workers, employees and retired people. 
H owever, more than 50 per cent of readers come from an executive household, 
and on average, the readership earns a higher income. In short, the readership of 
Le Monde has, on average, both a higher economic and a higher cultural capital 
than that of other daily newspapers and of the French population at large. T he 
hypothesis may be made that Le Monde has a greater capacity to mobilize for 
op-ed the intellectual professions, or the representatives of the dominant groups 
among its readership, than do other dailies.

T he Le Monde Op-ed: A Panorama

The above is partly confirmed by a survey carried out by a citizen association 
on the op-ed sections of the daily during 2003 (using a similar methodology to 
our own). A mong the 710 columns published in 2003 (representing a little more 
than 2.25 opinion pieces daily), more than 45 per cent come from the university, 
research, art or culture worlds as against 29.2 per cent from the political and 4.6 
per cent from the economic fields (see Appendix 10.1; see also Désintox, 2004, 
15). However, access to an opinion column printed on the first page and continued 
within the newspaper is more frequent for personalities from the economic and 
political worlds (see D ésintox, 2004, 21). A lthough the dominant classes are 
privileged in the op-ed section of Le Monde, it is the subordinate sector within 

11 O  n the history of Le Monde, see E veno (2001); C ohen and Péan (2003).
12 R  eleased by the publishers of Le Monde in a supplement to the newspaper, S aturday 

5 June 2004. The majority of the figures in this paragraph are taken from a European survey 
of the national daily press, E uroPQN , 2003/2004. In France, the largest daily print run of a 
daily newspaper is that of the regional daily Ouest-France, at 783,000 copies.
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these classes, namely the intellectual professions, that most often contribute to it. 
Indeed, they are over-represented with respect to their place in French society on 
the one hand, but certainly also with respect to their place among the newspaper’s 
readership (see D ésintox, 2004, 24–5).

O ther traits are also characteristic of the op-ed section of this large French 
national daily newspaper. In terms of space, as well as in terms of the number 
of annual interventions, the columns carry greater weight than do the letters to 
the editor (D ésintox, 2004, 24). A ccording to the newspaper’s ombudsman, the 
rate of selection for publication of the latter is around 3 per cent, probably much 
higher than for columns, although it is impossible at this stage to know the precise 
figures for their rejection. Within both, interventions by men are hugely over–
representative at 80 per cent (see Désintox, 2004, 24). All of these data confirm the 
fact that the Le Monde op-ed is a universe with specific social rules: a relatively 
autonomous social world that is neither the simple reflection of the social structure 
of the country within which it is published nor of the social structure of its 
readership.

T his relative autonomy of the Le Monde op-ed can be seen, for example, 
through its openness to columns originally written in foreign languages. U sing 
calculations made for 2003, a little more than 10 per cent of all columns published 
annually are translated from a foreign language (see D ésintox, 2004, 24). O ur 
study shows that the proportion of intellectuals of foreign origin (or, to a very 
small extent, French intellectuals working abroad) is clearly higher, and remains 
relatively stable between 1995 and 2002 at around 30 per cent. T his relative 
openness of the Le Monde columns to foreign intellectuals (or those well known 
abroad) varies across disciplines: for the period we have looked at, it appears that 
there is most openness towards writers, political scientists and historians (see 
A ppendix 10.2). In contrast, the columns of Le Monde less regularly invite foreign 
economists or sociologists despite the fact that the newspaper was recently voted 
the second daily read by E uropean ‘opinionmakers’, after The Financial Times,13 
and that these professions may appear to be more international than the former.14 
T wo alternative hypotheses can follow from the above: E uropean public space 
cannot as yet be said to exist; or if it does, it may be witnessed in the columns of 
the largest national newspaper.15 O n the other hand, while there are sociologists in 

13  Information taken from the publishers of Le Monde in a supplement to the 
newspaper, S aturday 5 June 2004.

14  The internationalisation of scientific exchange does not, however, entail the 
disappearance of national borders between disciplinary fields. To be convinced of this fact, 
it is sufficient to calculate the proportion of articles translated from foreign languages in 
the various scientific journals of any of the social scientific disciplines. It will be obvious 
that the columns of Le Monde are generally more open to non-French interventions than are 
scientific journals that remain structured along national lines. 

15 O  n the history of the E uropean public space, see R equate and S chulze-Wessel 
(2002).
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E urope with the role of public intellectual, it is more probable that they would be 
better known in the countries in which they work (or from where they originate) 
than in other E uropean U nion countries.16 

T he Legitimate Intellectual Professions in the Columns of Le Monde

A ccording to our sample of 1,505 columns written by intellectuals in Le Monde 
between 1995 and 2002, writers are the most highly represented group. C olumns 
by writers in the newspaper are almost twice as numerous as those by any 
other intellectual professions. H owever, university professors and researchers 
altogether dominate the Le Monde op-eds when compared to writers. H istorians 
and philosophers, attached in France to the Faculty of A rts and H umanities, 
intervene as often as sociologists or political scientists. Within the social sciences, 
psychologists write more than three times less often than other professions; 
economists are a little less represented than sociologists and political scientists, 
who over the period studied are those who intervened most often in Le Monde (for 
all the results referred to in this paragraph, see A ppendices 10.3 and 10.4).

These first results demonstrate both the significance and the inertia of the 
structures inherited from the French intellectual field within the press and the so-
called public sphere. T he words of the writer, whose mastery has long reigned 
over French intellectual life,17 always dominate in the newspaper in quantitative 
terms. T he division among intellectual professions within the columns of Le 
Monde partly reflects the rise of the social sciences within French universities 
since the end of the 1960s, but older disciplines such as philosophy or history 
are also well represented. T he position of economists, relatively weaker than that 
of other social scientists, is furthermore an indication above all of the delay with 
which the columns of Le Monde have reflected the contemporary balance between 
the scholarly disciplines. O n the other hand, however, this is also the result of the 

16 T  he number of interventions by foreign sociologists in the columns of Le Monde 
is too small, even in the period of eight years considered, to be representative of the 
international prestige of one personality or another. U lrich B eck, Wolf L epenies and A lan 
Wolfe have all intervened twice while those who have intervened once include Zygmunt 
B auman, D aniel B ell, A nthony Giddens and Jürgen H abermas. T he regular intervention 
of Francophone sociologists (and intellectuals), in particular from S witzerland or Quebec 
(such as R égine R obin), but also from several N orth A frican and A frican countries, should 
be noted.

17 D  espite the republican alliance between science and democracy, in France there is 
an attachment to the literary definition of educational culture that, from 1900 to the present 
day, stands in often conscious opposition to the German representation that privileged the 
scientist-scholar (Gelehrte) over the writer or the unaffiliated intellectual – irremediably 
separating between the two groups – and that sees professors as being in the service of the 
governing elites to which they naturally belong; see Pinto (1984), 26; C harle (1990), 231–2, 
and esp. R inger (1992).
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daily’s orientation, that legitimates forms of knowledge receiving less attention 
among elites. It is undoubtedly herein that the institution of the op-ed, at least 
at Le Monde, has inherited from the critical tradition of the French intellectual: 
it intervenes as a counterweight to dominant opinion, or rather to the dominant 
means of producing opinions.18 

T he hierarchy of intellectual professions represented in Le Monde columns 
is in fact neither a reflection of the morphological developments of the various 
disciplines within higher education nor of the recognition gained by each from the 
institutions of the state. It is the product of journalists’ construction of hierarchies 
within the intellectual field (see Pinto, 1981, 1994 and 2002). Another way of 
treating this legitimacy of the various intellectual professions within the specific 
public space constituted by the op-ed section of Le Monde is to analyse the interview 
questions asked by journalists themselves for the clarification, outside of the op-
ed, of issues raised by current affairs. O ur study shows that, for such analytical 
interviews, sociologists are approached more often by Le Monde journalists than 
are philosophers, university-based economists or researchers. E ven if one includes 
economists from banks or economic organizations, the discipline is only slightly 
better represented than sociology. T his means that when those from a given 
intellectual field are selected, Le Monde journalists tend to favour sociology over 
economics, and the latter over the humanities, which is less the case in the op-
ed section (see A ppendix 10.5). S ociology is a highly legitimate discipline for Le 
Monde, while this does not seem to be the case in all other dailies or in the public 
sphere in general (see T avernier, 2004).

B efore turning to those sociologists who take on the role of public intellectual 
and to the specific nature of this group in France, it is useful to return to the 
degree of international openness of these professions now that we have a better 
understanding of the legitimacy of each within Le Monde’s columns. T here is a 
strong correlation between the weight they carry within the columns and the degree 
of their internationalization: in other words, the more legitimate a profession is in 
the eyes of the op-ed editors, the more it seems to be open to the participation 
of foreign intellectuals. S ociology represents a separate case due to the fact that, 
among the disciplines which are becoming more and more legitimate in the op-eds, 
it appears to be the least open to those of non-French origin. T his poses an obstacle 
to the E uropeanization of public debates, or at least to their sociological treatment. 
For this reason, we shall now turn to attempting to better understand the milieus in 
which those sociologists frequently participating in public debates exist.

18 T  his statement must be relativized because, beyond its columns, Le Monde has 
privileged economists’ opinions by creating a weekly supplement dedicated to economics 
that we did not take into account in our study. D uring the period studied, the national daily 
cancelled another weekly supplement on social issues.
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T he N ature of the French Public Sociologist

A first means of examining this milieu is to create a list of the top-ranking 
sociologists who intervene in the Le Monde op-ed section (see A ppendix 10.6). 
B y only selecting those who have written, individually or collectively, more than 
twice in eight years, we obtained a restrictive group of around twenty persons.19 
T he result is almost the same for philosophers (see A ppendix 10.7). In other words, 
there is a strong concentration of intellectuals participating in public debates at the 
top of the hierarchy. As in the case of the scientific field and most of the fields of 
cultural production, the public sphere of the press is structured by what R obert 
Merton has called the ‘Matthew effect’: there is a threshold of media recognition 
on the basis of which symbolic capital accumulates itself (see Merton, 1968 and 
1988).

What traits are characteristic of the French public sociologist? T hey mainly 
tend to be male, three-quarters of columns having been written by men. It is even 
more probable that they will be attached to a Parisian institution: sociologists 
from the provinces less frequently write for Le Monde than do those from other 
countries. T he columns do little more than accentuate the centralized nature of 
French sociology; 78 per cent of its research centres are based in the Paris region 
(see Godelier, 2002). Finally, the public sociologist is generally over 40 years 
old: there is no means of accessing public opinion before having passed the tests 
posed by the field. The institution to which one belongs seems, furthermore, to 
be an important variable in the legitimization of participation in public debates. 
A mong the twenty or so sociologists we selected, a majority come from the CNRS  
and the EHESS , although the former represent only a little over a third of all 
French sociologists (see Godelier, 2002). T hey are full-time researchers rather 
than professors20 and they come from relatively new institutions as opposed to the 
Grandes Ecoles (elite higher education institutions), or the Collège de France.21 O n 
the basis of the list of top-ranking sociologists intervening in Le Monde from 1995 
until 2002, either in columns or interviews, the significance of a specific network 
emerging from the research centre founded at the EHESS  by the sociologist A lain 
T ouraine in 1981, the Centre d’analyse et d’intervention sociologique (CAD IS ), 
which houses five of the twenty most publicized researchers (Touraine, Wieviorka, 
L e B ot, K hosrokhavar and L ouis), can be observed.

A s in the rare cases of studies on public intellectuals in other countries (see for 
example Posner, 2003 [2001], 167–220), it may be seen that there is a very weak 

19 A  s an indication, at the time of the study there were a little over 950 sociologists in 
France, of which 600 were lecturer-researchers (professors) and 350 full-time researchers; 
see Godelier (2002), 26. 

20 O  n the structuring nature of this opposition between ‘professor’ and ‘researcher’ 
in the history of French sociology, see H eilbron (1985).

21 T  he same results would emerge from the observation of political scientists. T hey 
intervene most often in electoral debates, on the one hand, and in international affairs, on the other.
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correlation between the scientific capital of an intellectual and his/her legitimacy 
in the public sphere of the press (see A ppendix 10.6). T op-ranking sociologists in 
our study have published much less in national or international scientific journals 
than in the Le Monde columns in the period under consideration. T his negative 
correlation can be witnessed to an even greater degree among the most public 
philosophers (see A ppendix 10.7). T his type of correlation may well constitute 
a law in the relations between the intellectual field and the public sphere. This 
is what explains the fact that the philosopher Jacques D errida or the sociologist 
Pierre Bourdieu, known publicly and among the scientific community abroad, 
were in fact at the bottom of the top-ranked list of public intellectuals in France, 
particularly because their interventions were most of the time part of collective 
articles of petitions.

In the same way, the sociologists most highly represented in the columns 
of Le Monde are not those with the highest initial educational capital. A mong 
our sample of public sociologists, those educated at the elite École Normale 
Supérieure are less well represented than those from mainstream universities, and 
in particular the Institut d’Études politiques (IE P), a private, independent higher 
education institution that trains future high civil servants, politicians, journalists 
and researchers in political science. Writing a column in Le Monde – a significant 
proportion of its journalists having been educated at the IE P – seems to be more 
easily accessible to those following similar educational paths.

The majority of the sociologists most prolific in the Le Monde columns also 
have a high status position within education or research – a professorship or 
directorship of research or studies. Therefore, although some scientific capital 
is necessary in order to access the columns, it is not necessary to gain more in 
order to remain there and increase one’s importance. It is as if, having reached a 
threshold authorizing intervention, there is a mechanism in operation that converts 
the resources accumulated in the scientific field for use in the public sphere. In 
France, and probably in other Western countries, one should thus distinguish 
between two careers that require a minimal amount of scientific capital: that of the 
public intellectual, and that of the scholar or university professor.

T he analysis of the interventions of these twenty French public sociologists (108 
columns) allows, furthermore, for the distinction to be made between two modes 
of participation in the public debate. A first group of ‘generalists’ (those whom 
B ourdieu and Passeron once wrote off as ‘universal specialists’; see B ourdieu 
and Passeron, 1963), intervene on all – or nearly all – topics without mobilizing 
specific skills or resources (Alain Touraine, Edgar Morin, Michel Wieviorka).22 
H ere, the sociologist reproduces the norms of behaviour of the public intellectual 

22 A  lain T ouraine and E dgar Morin conquered the columns at the time of the events 
of May 1968, of which they were the real time interpreters. With R aymon A ron, they were 
among the only sociologists to intervene in the national press, interpreting events as they 
unfolded. O n intellectuals and the press in May 1968, see B rillant (2003), 195–203 and 
307–31.
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figures of the past, such as writers or philosophers. Another type, or particular sub-
type, is represented by the spokesperson (or the ‘organic’ sociologist, as Gramsci 
would have said) who represents the position taken by a party (as in the case of 
Michaël L öwy, or on this occasion, Michel Wieviorka and A lain T ouraine), a trade 
union or a collective to which she or he generally belongs. This type of figure 
stands in contrast to that – in the minority – of the specialist public sociologist 
who takes a stance in the public sphere on subjects within which she or he has 
developed competency and scientific recognition (such as Didier Fassin on public 
health, Yvon L e B ot on C hiapas, L aurent Mucchielli on delinquency, Pierre Merle 
on the education system, François de S ingly on the family and D ominique Wolton 
on the media).23

This division is probably not specific to sociology. Indeed, since the 1970s it 
has accompanied the legitimization process of the social sciences within the public 
sphere of the press so that the traditional figure of the Dreyfusard intellectual, the 
‘universal intellectual’, in France has by now entered into competition with that of 
the ‘specific intellectual’ (see Foucault, 1977 [1972]). However, because the social 
institution of the op-ed and the former figure are historically linked, it is normal 
that the latter remain in the minority, no doubt appearing more within expertise and 
counter-expertise. A n analysis of the themes of intervention of public sociologists 
in Le Monde between 1995 and 2002 can allow for this first brief typology to be 
concluded and considered.

T he T hemes of Sociological Intervention

In fact, among the more than 250 columns by sociologists (or including sociologists, 
in the case of collectively authored articles of petitions) that we selected for the 
period 1995–2002, those treating international affairs dominate significantly, 
representing at least 15 per cent of all interventions.24 It is within this domain 
that foreign sociologists most often intervene (B eck on Germany, Giddens on the 
UK , Wolfe on the U nited S tates). O ver this period, particular attention was paid 
by French sociologists to the consequences of the Algerian war, to reflections on 
American society and politics, and to the Israeli–Palestinian conflict, and so on. 

23  A confirmation of this classification can be found in Tavernier (2004) (esp. ch. 
4) that, drawing from a study based on 3500 media discourses where sociologists have 
been mobilized by the national French daily press (Le Monde, Le Figaro, Libération), 
distinguishes three figures among sociologists who intervene publicly: the spokesperson, the 
expert and the scholar. T hese also include sub-types. T he spokesperson may be a reader, a 
witness or an activist in a collective. T he expert can represent a professional, institutional or 
practical competency (as when, for example, the editor of an official report is concerned).

24 O  nce the body of the study is enlarged, over time and to other publications, we 
shall carry out a coding and a more precise statistical analysis of columns written by 
sociologists.
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D omestic politics is the second theme on which sociologists intervene, whether 
they critique or support one or another party-political line (generally on the L eft 
for most of the public sociologists of Le Monde), or whether they intervene at 
times of elections or propose general reflections on the subject of representative 
democracy. C ertainly, in these two domains, the structure of the newspaper’s op-ed 
section and the themes it favours25 impose upon the position taken by sociologists 
and social science specialists in general (see A ppendix 10.8). 

If we exclude interventions with no specifically defined object, with a very 
general discourse on the nature of French society or modernity, the specific 
theme that most attracts sociological attention is that of the family, sexuality or 
private life, to which can also be added the issue of gender. It will be necessary 
to verify since when this theme was imposed and ask whether this domination 
may last beyond the contextual effects that, during the period under observation, 
brought it to the fore of the French media scene.26 T he public sociologist at 
the top of our ranking, E ric Fassin, is a specialist in such topics. H e shares the 
same working methods and professional ethos as the national daily newspaper 
journalist. Following the theme of family, gender and sexuality come the themes 
of (1) religion and secularism (laïcité), (2) immigration, (3) social movements, 
and (4) employment, business, poverty, social class and economics, slightly ahead 
of education and the environment. T hese are all recurrent themes in French public 
debates, but their respective importance still depends on context. If we add to 
columns on international affairs those that deal with national political affairs, in 
2003, for example, more than 80 per cent of columns were concerned with a theme 
of current affairs (see D ésintox, 2004, 29–31).

T he commentaries written by sociologists in Le Monde between 1995 and 
2002 also often deal with debates on the subject of sociology itself, but also 
science (particularly due to the S okal affair) and university or research policy. 
S uch debates are often added to by a series of tributes (to Pierre B ourdieu, for 
example) or by profiles of well-known sociologists and theorists (Castoriadis, 
Foucault, and so on). H ere, sociologists represent their profession, their university 
or research in general. T he universalizing norm that determines the nature of the 
op-ed section is nevertheless so strong that it was relatively rare, for example in 
2003, to see professors or researchers intervening on issues surrounding public 
higher education and research policy (see D ésintox, 2004, 43).

25  In 2003, more than 45 per cent of the columns in Le Monde treated the subject of 
international politics; see D ésintox, 2004, 29–31.

26 T  his period witnessed important debates on the issue of homosexual parenting 
and the transformation of the family following the institutionalization by the state (law 
passed on 15 N ovember 1999) of a form of civil union, the PACS  (Pacte civil de solidarité 
– Civil pact of solidarity). There are other studies that confirm the significance taken on by 
these themes in recent years in public debate and the importance of the reference made to 
sociology when they are dealt with by a newspaper; see T avernier (2004).
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T he op-ed section is not a space for unrestricted writing. It is constructed in 
reference to other sectors of the public sphere and of the press itself. T hey demand 
the universalization of a cause or of a particular point of view, as is the case for 
readers’ letters.27 Furthermore, in the same year, more than half of Le Monde op-
ed columns participated in the denunciation or support of a given cause. A  further 
fifth expressed normative positions (see Désintox, 2004, 38–9). Certain themes or 
standpoints thus provoke knock-on effects, veritable ‘controversies’: one opinion 
leads to several others, in a chain reaction in which rhetorical skills take over from 
scientific capability. The analysis of the Le Monde op-ed columns for 2003 thus 
confirms that it is rare, at around 15 per cent of interventions, for researchers or 
professors to transmit or intervene on the basis of their knowledge of a specific 
theme, to play the role of the expert rather than that of the scholar or spokesperson, 
constrained to speak only in general terms (see D ésintox, 2004, 43). Whatever 
social-professional background these intellectuals mobilize, the op-ed section, 
more than a century after the D reyfus A ffair, favours the position of the ‘universal 
intellectual’.

Synthesis of R esults

In France, the world of the public intellectual therefore remains dominated by 
‘universal specialists’. T he institution of the newspaper op-ed column has brought 
about a particular model of the intellectual, emerging since the end of the nineteenth 
century from the literary field or the humanities, as in the case, for example, of 
S artre. O ur study suggests that while the social structure of columns written in the 
national daily press has probably changed over the last decades, their discursive 
constraints have mostly remained the same. 

O nce an actor takes a stand within the columns, the principles of his or her 
intervention lose, almost completely, their relationship to those of their discipline. 
Where scientific capital is accumulated to a large extent according to specialization 
(scholarly sociological associations today account for some fifty sub-disciplines in 
France; see Godelier, 2002, 26), the symbolic capital attached to column-writing is 
primarily achieved by means of universalization. This first tension is added to by a 
further one for scholars, between the normative constraint of neutrality attached to 
scientific activity and the constraint of engagement that has historically dominated 
the op-ed. These dual constraints lead to the definition of four possible roles that 
public sociologists in France must fulfil, as must their colleagues coming from 
other disciplines of the social or natural sciences (see T able 10.1).

It is uncertain in this context whether disciplinary affiliation is the most 
important social property in order to better understand how intellectuals who 
intervene in the press. Beyond the frequent recourse to dual self-definitions, we 

27 O  n this demand for the generalization of all public intervention, see B oltanski et 
al. (1984).



French Sociologists and the Public Space of the Press 185

also noted the importance in the presentation of one’s title (professor) and research 
institution among the most public of intellectuals. Interviews carried out with 
public sociologists also revealed the importance of a reference to a given school 
of thought in their identity-construction and for resolving the tensions inherent 
in their position (see T avernier, 2004, ch. 8, 9 and 10). S ociologists’ opinion is 
often formed in the name of activist affiliations, party politics or trade union 
organizations. In short, it is therefore not only the legitimacy of sociology in the 
public sphere that is at stake when sociologists write columns; there is a whole set 
of other social properties that define the public intellectual’s identity.

S ociology has certainly become, in the written press, a resource in the 
construction of increasingly active public debates, particularly in Le Monde, 
where in the op-ed section alone, it appeared to have served as a counterweight, 
along with other social sciences, to the hegemony of economics as a mode for 
problematizing and constructing public issues. This might be not only a specific 
trait of the case under study, but also a national characteristic, in that comparison 
with other countries, in particular the U nited S tates, would reveal that the discipline 
of sociology enjoys a much weaker legitimacy in the public space of the press. 
Family and sexuality, social movements, the organization of labour, education, 
cultural policy and the media are, in France, the domains that are prioritized in the 
public interventions made by sociologists who intervene as experts, rather than as 
spokespersons or scholars. On all of these themes, nevertheless, it is the scientific 
skills gained at the national level that predominate: authors of non-French origins 
are absent; the framework used for problematizing the issues is rarely a E uropean 
one, at least when not imposed by the political agenda.

A  debate has begun during recent years in the U nited S tates on the modes of 
sociologists’ intervention in the public sphere. T o these ends, the columns of a large 
daily newspaper are one of the possible sites in which sociologists may invest. T he 
study we carried out of a French op-ed section reveals the limitations of such an 
investment. Without having even evoked the question of its social influence or 
legitimacy vis-à-vis the readers of daily newspapers, the writing of columns by 
sociologists subordinates them to rules made externally to their world and which 
force them to abandon both their habits and their skills. 

S pecialization Generalization
N eutrality

C ommitment

T able 10.1	T  he system of constraints of public sociologists
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A ppendix

Figure 10.1	 Professional origins of op-ed writers, Le Monde, 2003

Figure 10.2	 Op-ed pages in Le Monde, 1995–2002, rate of foreign columns
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Figure 10.3	 Op-ed columns in Le Monde, 1995–2002: T he hierarchy of 
legitimate intellectual professions

Figure 10.4	 Op-ed columns in Le Monde, 1995–2002: T he evolution of 
legitimate intellectual professions
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Figure 10.5	 Interviews in Le Monde, 1995–2002: T he hierarchy of legitimate 
intellectual professions

Figure 10.6	R  anking of public sociologists, Le Monde, 1995–2002

S cholarly C itations  
(S ociological A bstracts)

O p-E ds A nalytical 
Interviews

E ric Fassin 18 13 B ertrand H ervieu 5

A lain T ouraine 222 11 Irène T héry 4

E dgar Morin 48 11 Monique D agnaud 4

S hmuel T rigano 11 9 Fahrad K hosrokhavar 4

H enri-Pierre Jeudy 8 6 Jean-Pierre L e Goff 4

B runo L atour 120 6 D ominique Pasquier 4

Michel Wieviorka 108 6 C hristian B audelot 3

Monique D agnaud 10 5 S téphane B eaud 3

D ominique Wolton 5 5 Philippe B reton 3

Philippe B reton 10 4 Margaret Maruani 3

D enis D uclos 20 4 D ominique Monjardet 3

D idier Fassin 26 4 A lain T ouraine 3

Yvon L e B ot 5 4 Michel Wieviorka 3

Pierre B ourdieu 446 3

Fahrad K hosrokhavar 23 3

Marie-Victoire L ouis 5 3

Michaël L öwy 183 3

Pierre Merle 17 3

L aurent Mucchielli 31 3

François de S ingly 23 3
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Figure 10.8	 Hierarchy of topics in Le Monde op-ed, 2003

Op-Eds
A lain Finkielkraut 23
R égis D ebray 11
R obert R edeker 11
A lain E tchegoyen 10
D aniel B ensaïd 8
A ndré Glucksmann 6
B runo Mattéï 6
E tienne B alibar 5
Monique C anto-S perber 5
B landine K riegel 5
E lizabeth B adinter 4
Jacques D errida 4
T ariq R amadan 4
A lain B adiou 3
Geneviève Fraisse 3
D enis K ambouchner 3
Yves Michaud 3
Yvon Quiniou 3

Figure 10.7	R  anking of public philosophers, Le Monde, 1995–2002
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C hapter 11 

You O nly S ee What You R eckon You K now: 
Max and Marianne Weber  

in the U nited S tates of A merica  
at the T urn of the T wentieth C entury

D irk K aesler

A merica, you are so much better off than Germany. O r, to be more precise: 
A merican women are so much better off than German women. T hat’s what the 
wife of a German professor reports to her female friends at home: 

U nderstanding what it means for civilised people to keep a private household of 
today without servants is only possible by seeing it for yourself. O nly when spending 
some time in a household like this, you will be able to understand that, for example, 
cleanliness is an enormous luxury. O ne can only applaud educated A merican women 
for their ability to still preserve their intellectual identity in such a household, and for 
being astute and active and not afflicted with a narrow field of vision as opposed to 
some exemplary housewives in Germany, who elevate their house work to some kind 
of religious cult and perceive the pursuing of activities beyond their domestic duties or 
even a continuing education as some kind of flagitious polytheism. It seems to me that 
A mericans consider the household as a means to an end and not – just like the Germans 
do – as an end in itself. …

O f course, the capacity of A merican engineering to compensate for the lack of servants 
is high above our own. D emands for individual habitations, however, result in increased 
aspirations for privately owned houses. 80 percent of detached houses are still made of 
wood and are available as prefabricated houses for 8 to 12.000 German Marks. T hey 
are all equipped with central heating, gas cookers and coal gas, cold and hot water pipes 
in the kitchen as well as in the bathrooms and bedrooms. T he kitchen always adjoins 
the dining room. 

B ut A merican husbands are willing to do just as much as technology does to ease 
women’s requirements. Instead of having their wives attending upon their everyday 
needs according to good old German customs – rumour has it that there are some 
German married men who still have their wives setting up every single piece of their 
dress for them and who would never remove a stain off their frock! – A merican men are 
more than willing to assist in the household: they take care of the heating service, shine 
their boots and clean their rooms. Many couples do the dishes together in the mornings 
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or evenings. A s soon as the children outgrow their swaddling clothes, they are urged to 
perform certain tasks as well, such as dusting, sweeping or making the beds. T hus, they 
are learning to help themselves and to assist in the household at a very early age. E ven 
the sons of university presidents have to sweep the sidewalk and clean the windows.

T here is of course a large number of women neither pursuing a job nor having to 
keep house on their own, who spend their time as lovely ‘ornamental plants’ in select 
company, invest time and money to spangle their appearance, fill theatre and concert 
halls and graze intellectual comfit at one of the countless popular public lectures.

I have also met childless women who live with their husbands in a boarding house 
and who are ‘busy’ the whole day long with dusting their rooms, endless conferences 
with their dress makers, afternoon teas or other important and useful things. I felt the 
ungodly desire to foist six children upon them. (Weber, 1905, 177–8)

What you just read was a short extract from Marianne Weber’s extensive Travel 
Experiences published in the Centralblatt des Bundes deutscher Frauenvereine 
(‘N ewspaper of the C oalition of German Women’s A ssociations’) in S pring 1905. 
T his short sample is entertaining enough to read, but does not tempt one to present 
a whole volume full of travel reports depicting the many impressions Max and 
Marianne Weber gained on their three-month journey through the U nited S tates of 
A merica (see Figure 11.1).

O n 20 A ugust 1904, the passenger liner Bremen hoisted anchor in B remerhaven. 
O n 19 N ovember 1904, the two voyagers from H eidelberg watched the Manhattan 
skyline slowly vanishing into mist of that winter day. T he couple had spent three 
months and 12 days in the U nited S tates, during which they had covered a hard and 
exhausting route from New York to Niagara Falls, from St Louis – their official 
destination – to C hicago.

A fter attending the C ongress of A rts and S ciences within the framework of the 
L ouisiana Purchase International E xposition, Max Weber journeyed on in a westward 
direction to O klahoma on his own. H e then met Marianne Weber in Memphis before 
they went southwards to N ew O rleans. T ogether they travelled to the north, passing 
T uskegee, A tlanta, Mount A iry, Washington, DC  , Philadelphia and B oston before 
heading back to N ew York, where they stayed another two weeks.

Instead of presenting a lot of usually amusing anecdotes, I shall focus on the 
essential experiences and ideas Max and Marianne Weber gained during their trip 
through the U nited S tates.

Most interpretations assume that it was Weber’s observations, experiences and 
impressions gained in A merica that prompted his belief in the idea of the Protestant 
work ethic and rational economic capitalism (rationaler Betriebskapitalismus) 
being effectively linked. A  careful examination of the outcome of Weber’s journey 
for his sociological research shows that this well-known assumption cannot be 
confirmed.

Weber had sent the first part of his manuscript for ‘The Protestant Ethic and 
the Spirit of Capitalism’ – which was to be published in the first issue of the 20th 
volume of the Archiv für Sozialwissenschaft und Sozialpolitik – to his publisher in 
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T übingen, Paul S iebeck, several months before boarding the Bremen. T he printed 
issue itself was published in N ovember 1904, when Weber was still in N ew York. 
It would only have been possible for Weber to include his experiences of A merica 
in the second part of his article, to be published in March 1905. A nalysing the 
text for any correlations between his thesis before and after his trip overseas, it is 
noticeable that there are no changes whatsoever, neither in detail nor in general. 
O ne could interpret this as proof of an immutable attitude in Weber’s famous text, 
which founded his reputation in the A nglo-A merican countries. O ne can conclude 
furthermore that the legendary ‘Weber thesis’ certainly didn’t need a prolonged visit 
to the U nited S tates. H e had it all worked out long before he visited A merica.

Figure 11.1	W  eber’s itinerary, 1904
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A part from the prime motive for his trip to the N ew World, which was an 
extremely profitable invitation to St Louis, the question remains what Weber was 
searching for on his trip and how exactly he applied the outcomes of his search 
within his subsequent work. In my reading, Weber was looking for three aspects 
in particular: an increasing secularisation of life, development of an unstoppable 
bureaucratization, and tendencies towards an ‘aristocratization’ of A merican 
society. A ccording to Weber’s notion, these three trends would eventually 
displace ‘genuine A mericanism’ and therefore abet a rapid development towards 
E uropeanization.

K eeping in mind the whole of Weber’s work and its development, it is noticeable 
that Weber’s American experiences had had considerable influence on his scholarly 
work. H is reasoning on religion, sciences, universities, democracy and political 
leadership was strongly influenced by his impressions of the New World.

T he following quote taken from Weber’s Munich lecture in N ovember 1917 
on ‘S cience as a Vocation’, where he elaborated on various analogies to A merica, 
points to his basic message: ‘Permit me to take you once more to A merica, because 
there one can often observe such matters in their most massive and original shape’ 
(Weber 1967b, 149). Weber believed that the ‘massive and original shape of such 
matters’ he saw in A merica was no longer apparent in E urope, and especially in 
Germany, but only appeared in elaborately distorted and advanced form. Weber’s 
vision of modernity – which his wife Marianne breathlessly reported on in C hicago 
– was a vision of a future European modernity. A nd it was this E uropean modernity 
that, according to Weber’s gradually arising vision, was bound to dominate the 
whole world, and even A merica.

Thus, it was not America that was destined to define modern reality, but 
E urope! Gazing into the womb of the future, it was not an emerging democratic 
country, hardly burdened by history and tradition, and high in potential of 
undreamed-of possibilities that Weber had seen. In fact, he had witnessed – or 
thought to have witnessed – an A merican society growing old very fast, a society 
whose unbowed energy, intensity of labour, sportive fighting, pioneering spirit 
and childlike naivety would not last for long. T he alleged departure towards 
an unknown future would finally cause social and mental states to lead back to 
their origin, to E urope, the O ld World, where the immigrants had come from. 
T he domination of bureaucratic machinery, the overall power of social control, 
tendencies towards social ‘aristocratization’ as well as the failing integration of the 
A fro-A merican community into the A merican majority society would in the end 
debunk the illusionary dreams of a free society of equal people. U nlike many of his 
contemporaries who conceived A merica to be E urope’s antithesis, Weber stated a 
peculiar synthesis which involved A merica’s reputed distinctiveness slowly fading 
away. American innocence would be replaced by European refinement, American 
pragmatism by E uropean intellectualism, A merican energy by E uropean world-
weariness, and A merican moralizing by the E uropean need for compromise.

From Weber’s point of view, all these processes – especially in the religious 
field – were highly influenced by his own fellow countrymen who had immigrated 
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to A merica, the German-A merican community, in whose circles he and his wife had 
moved almost throughout their entire stay in the US. Several observations confirmed 
Weber’s notion of the German-A mericans undermining the religious traditions of 
the Yankees: in the commitment to the L utheran vicarage in N orth T onawanda by 
the German-A merican community, in the doubtful attitude of Weber’s relatives in 
N orth C arolina, who attended a B aptist christening and expressed their disapproval 
by ‘disrespectfully spitting out’, and in the German-Jewish freethinking circles 
of B rooklyn, about which he wrote to his mother: ‘It is hard to say how great 
the indifference is at this time; that it has increased – particularly because of the 
Germans – is rather certain. B ut the power of the church communities is still 
tremendous as compared to our Protestantism’(Weber 2003, 289).

When Weber was back at his desk in H eidelberg’s S chlossstrasse 73 around 
C hristmas of 1904, he had brought with him a multitude of memories on encounters 
and experiences which were to colour his subsequent work. In what follows, I will 
try to give a brief summary of Weber’s A merican gains.

At the time Weber travelled to America, he had just finished his examining 
the ‘cultural meaning’ (Kulturbedeutung) of Protestant ethics. O ne could assume, 
therefore, that he would continue his research in this area during his three-month 
stay in A merica. B ut that was not the case at all. It seems that Weber’s emotional 
interest in the problem itself had weakened. T hen again, his fast-paced calendar of 
events and meetings cut his timing fine and left no time for further research.

R ecapitulating what had been Max and Marianne Weber’s particular interests 
in A merica, one can summarize that they were concerned with the problems of 
a society of immigrants, ethnicity and race, ranks and social stratum, questions 
of gender politics, education, religion and democracy. People engaging in 
institutions of social politics and education were in the centre of their interest. 
T he Webers were particularly keen to understand the current development of 
social reforms in A merica.

Max Weber was interested in questions of social politics, work relationships, 
the agrarian constitution, and the methods of religious groups and educational 
institutions. A mong the many people he had met and who had been of vital 
importance to him were W.E .B . D u B ois and B ooker T . Washington, who both held 
leadership positions within the black community, the Pragmatist philosopher and 
psychologist William James from H arvard U niversity, and the economist E dwin 
S eligman from C olumbia U niversity. O ne of his most important interlocutors 
in the Indian territory was R obert L atham O wen, who had been elected S enator 
for O klahoma shortly after Weber’s visit. Weber didn’t neglect one opportunity 
to visit reformatories, schools, colleges and universities of all kinds. H e listed 
libraries for material he could use for his research on the religious groups in 
A merica. H e was particularly interested in the question of the differences between 
American educational institutions and their affiliated institutions in Germany. 
A part from educational institutions, Weber also visited religious events of different 
denominations, such as the Quakers, the B aptists and the C hristian S cientists; he 
had been deeply impressed by the service of the A fro-A merican preacher Walter 
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H . B rooks in Washington, DC , not to mention the famous baptism in B rushy Fork 
Pond at Mount A iry which made history in world sociology.

Marianne Weber focused her interest on the leading women of the A merican 
feminist movement, on the S ettlement H ouses movement as well as on educational 
institutions established for women. S he met the later N obel Prize winner Jane 
A ddams and her assistants at the legendary institution of H ull H ouse in C hicago. 
S he visited the elite colleges for women in B ryn Mawr and Wellesley. In the 
society circles of N ew York, she met women of German-A merican families.

In the following, I shall focus on the main scholarly outcome of Weber’s journey 
to A merica, which might be organized in six main ranges of topics. T hese thematic 
contexts can all be provided with the same headline. It is my view that it was due to 
Weber’s journey to A merica that his idea of the universal, unstoppable and fateful 
rationalization of all areas of life obtained his most distinctive formulation.

But before Weber had been able to depict an overall picture, he identified the 
following six detailed patterns.

Americans Are N ot that R eligious After All

D uring his travels through A merica, Weber focused his interest on two issues 
closely affiliated to each other. Due to Weber’s pre-existing scepticism about 
the allegedly intense religiosity of the A merican people, he always sought out 
evidence of the secularization of A merican society. H e tried to detect a social 
development that would lead to an increasing number of contemporary people 
shaping their lives and worldviews independently from religious or ecclesiastic 
classification systems.

It was his aim – and one of the reasons for his direct and indirect preoccupation 
with A merica – to connect this development to an unstoppable E uropeanization 
of the still young A merican society. T here was no direct connection between the 
journey and his essays on the cultural meaning of Protestant ethics, which he had 
started to write before he went to A merica. Weber had only secondary interest in 
the matter, and mentioned things that he would have to check if he visited A merica 
a second time. B ut there was neither a sequel of his Protestant E thic nor a second 
trip to A merica.

A s mentioned, Weber used every opportunity during his three months in 
A merica to attend religious services as an observer. H e was less interested in 
the religious or theological contents than in the capacity of collectivization and 
socialization originating from the respective religious practice. Weber’s interest 
was not in religion as faith, not even in the coherence of theological statements, 
but in the organizational forms of churches, and especially in the social role of 
the various Protestant sects. T hat was his sociological ‘discovery’, which, as a 
consequence, expanded into his 1906 essay on ‘C hurches and S ects in N orth 
A merica’ (Weber, 2002). T his he begins with the striking sentence: 
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Only the most superficial visitor to the United States could fail to notice the strong 
growth of community life within the C hurch there. T he permeation by the C hurch of 
the whole of life, however, which was an integral part of true ‘A mericanism’, is today 
everywhere being undermined by rapid E uropeanization. (Weber, 2002, 203–4) 

Weber illustrates this strong thesis with anecdotes about the formalities of the 
U niversity of C hicago allowing the possibility of alternating charging of church 
services and seminar participation, about the allegedly standard question about 
ecclesiastical affiliation in order to check credit worthiness, and about a German 
ear, nose and throat specialist in C incinnati who receives unasked information on 
their sect memberships from his patients. Weber does not just expose the literal, 
purely utilitarian meaning of such religious mass practice, but also states its rapid 
break-up: 

In conversation with E uropeans, the ‘modern’, or would-be modern, A merican gradually 
becomes embarrassed when the subject turns to matters relating to the C hurch in his 
country. H owever, such embarrassment is a recent phenomenon for the genuine Yankee, 
and the ‘secularisation’ of life has still not gone very deep within A nglo-A merican 
circles. T he exclusiveness of these circles, and … part of their superiority in the struggle 
for existence, rests on these ‘remnants’. In fact, it is almost an understatement to talk of 
‘remnants’ when we are dealing with what remains one of the most powerful elements 
in their whole conduct of life [Lebensführung], an element which affects their life in a 
way that must seem us grotesque and frequently repellent. (Weber, 2002, 204)

It is well known that Weber not only believed in the gradual dissolution of a specific 
A merican religiosity, but also in its functional replacement by a diverse culture of 
various associations. In his contributions on ‘C hurches and S ects’ written for the 
Frankfurter Zeitung, one can find the sober phrase, that it is the ‘cool objectivity 
of sociation’ stimulating the individual ‘to find his precise place in the purposeful 
activity [Zwecktätigkeit] of the group’ (Weber, 2002, 213). S ocial placement 
of people is what sects are primarily concerned with, according to Weber, not 
religious matters.

Weber’s own worries – being the modern and religiously ‘unmusical’ person 
he was – to visit a country where he might be confronted with lived religiousness 
of Italian imprint proved to be unfounded. Whereas in the case of Italy he had 
been able to calm himself by reference to his own theory of a direct link between 
C atholicism and the magic of popular belief, he might very well have become 
quite uneasy by feeling guilty about his own religious incompetence had he 
encountered a tradition of seriously religious Protestantism. B ut now, facing a 
secularization of life and realizing that it was all really about upgrading social, 
and especially economic, opportunities, Weber was relieved and began to feel 
able to deride Germany’s merely ‘nominal C hristianity’ (Namenschristentum) 
that he himself was part of.



Intellectuals and their Publics200

D uring the three months of his A merican journey Weber was busily searching 
for hints to prove the existence of a weak religiosity in the U nited S tates. In A merica, 
Max and Marianne Weber emerge as representatives of a German anti-church 
attitude which was widespread in Protestant bourgeois circles of late Wilhelmine 
Germany. Max and Marianne Weber neither went to church regularly nor did they 
believe in the dogmas of C hristian belief. A ltogether, Weber’s increasing interest 
in sociological questions of religion went hand in hand with his growing distance 
from C hristianity.

Modern Capitalism in America is Much More Brutal than in Germany

T he art historian Johannes L eo, who attended one of Max Weber’s H eidelberg 
public lectures in January 1905, provided a summary of Weber’s overall impression 
on his journey. In this lecture, according to Leo, Weber elaborated in flowery detail 
on the ‘great development, originating in the Puritan-liberal spirit of the Pilgrims 
and considerably influencing the formation of society as well as the material 
advancement of the U nited S tates from a colony to an economic and political great 
power’ (L eo, 1963, 17). A s can be seen throughout his work, Weber often created 
theories out of things he had read, heard or experienced himself. H is notions then 
created a picture of ‘the laws of life dominating the becoming and growing of 
people and nations’ (L eo, 1963, 17). T he most important subject arising from the 
manifold experiences gained during the S ummer and A utumn months of 1904 was 
the analysis of the widespread social consequences of modern capitalism, which 
were self-evident and very impressive for Weber to witness.

C onsider his depiction of the bankruptcy of a trolley company in C hicago. 
T his company risked four hundred passengers being killed or crippled in trolley 
accidents, and took the risk of having to pay damages rather than bearing the cost 
of new trolley cars. L iving in the late Wilhelmine E mpire where social legislation 
prevented the worst excesses of the impact of capitalism on the agrarian and 
industrial sector of the German economy, the actuality of a capitalism sticking 
at nothing was striking to Weber. T aking into account several conversations 
with the women of H ull H ouse, it is likely that Weber recognized the inhuman 
character of modern rational economic capitalism in America for the first time. 
T his development does not, in Weber’s opinion, indicate the A mericanization of 
E urope, but rather the E uropeanization of A merica, as the ‘spirit’ of capitalism 
was not originally an A merican, but a E uropean product.

A ltogether, Weber conceived modern rational capitalism as characteristic of 
modern occidental rationalism. T he geographic cultural area that this ‘occident’ 
would designate had been described in contradictory terms by Weber. In many of 
his texts, he generally describes it as E urope, but sometimes also as Western and 
N orthern E urope or E urope along with N orthern A merica, which he conceived as 
E urope’s virgin soil. B eyond these ambiguous statements, the essence of Weber’s 
theory was phrased during an argument with E duard Meyer in 1906, namely the 
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‘whole “modern”, C hristian-capitalist constitutional “culture” of today deriving 
from Europe’ (Weber, 1968, 257). Weber’s conception of the history of mankind 
implied universal changes that started in E urope as some kind of glowing core of 
an active volcano that pours its lava over the rest of mankind. T he collective term 
for these changes, beyond semantic contradictions, was rationalization, which was 
initially an occidental-E uropean phenomenon before it turned into a transatlantic 
and later a universal one.

K eeping in mind Weber’s whole work, one will understand his notion of an 
E uropeanization of A merican society being part of Western E uropean-A merican 
capitalism. From this point of view, A merican society seems to be more natural, 
forming something like a ‘premature E urope’, which would inevitably reach 
E uropean conditions. R eading his depictions, especially about his experiences 
in the Indian territory, it is evident that he perceived the destruction of genuine 
‘Yankeeism’ as a loss, including the dissolution of religiousness caused by the 
‘victory’ of secularization of life.

O ne can say that Weber’s experiences gained in A merica were the key to 
his research programme as stated in his 1917 article ‘T he Meaning of ‘E thical 
N eutrality’ in Sociology and Economics: ‘E uropean and A merican social and 
economic life is “rationalized” in a specific way and in a specific sense. The 
explanation of this rationalization and the analysis of related phenomena is one of 
the chief tasks of our disciplines’ (Weber, 1949, 34).

Bureaucracy W ill Soon Be an All-dominant Force in the U S as W ell

T he third issue emerging from the outcome of Weber’s journey included his 
‘observation’ of bureaucracy’s unstoppable victory in all areas, especially within 
the domains of the state, the economy and the political parties. T hese areas 
in particular made Weber believe he had looked into ‘the womb of the future’ 
(Weber, 1993, 558), even though this was not A merica’s future in particular, but a 
general future following a E uropean direction of development. Weber’s point of 
view was that the A merican form of bureaucracy as witnessed by him was only a 
preliminary stage to an all-dominant system of regularizing life which had already 
prevailed in Germany, or more precisely, in the kingdom of Prussia. H is comments 
at a conference held by the Verein für S ozialpolitik in Vienna in 1909 illustrate this 
opinion: Weber was totally in despair because of the passion for bureaucracy that 
some of his German colleagues pursued. H e compared the bureaucratic machinery 
of Germany to those of other countries, especially that of A merica.

Weber was committed to the implication of this deplorable but inevitable trend, 
mentioning the problem again and again in a series of articles written in A pril–June 
1917 for the Frankfurter Zeitung. In particular his contribution ‘T he A uthority of 
Officials and Political Leadership’ contains the most significant formulation of the 
problem and also refers to the A merican situation. Weber contends that Germany’s 
outmatching performance on the rational organization of all realms of life – that 
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is to say the rational, manufacturing, professional and bureaucratic organization 
of factories, of the army as well as of the whole of German society – will soon 
encroach upon the U nited S tates, not least because of the First World War.

A ccording to Weber’s slogan ‘the future belongs to bureaucratization’, a kind 
of universal bureaucratization that would soon prevail as a medium for a modern 
and rational way of life, ‘A ll of the world’s bureaucracies would end up like this. 
O utlasting the war was the key for our advantage’ (Max Weber, 1984, 462–3). T hat 
is also part of Weber’s thoughts in his piece ‘T he R e-structuring of Germany’s 
Parliament and Government’ from 1917/18, where he evokes the dark image of 
bureaucracy’s victory by constantly keeping A merican developments in mind:

It is a living machine of clotted mind, portraying bureaucratic organisation with its 
specialism of professional and skilled work, its classification of competence, its 
regulations, and its hierarchical relations of obedience. U nited with the dead machine, 
it promotes the establishment of a cage forged by future dependence, waiting for the 
people to be captured without resistance just like fellahs in O ld E gypt, captured because 
of a rational administration and accommodation of officials being the last and sole 
value to decide on the direction of their affairs. (Weber, 1984, 464)

Weber’s notion of the unstoppable triumph of bureaucracy was not as definite as 
it may seem, considering the following reservation formulated in Economy and 
Society: 

it must also remain an open question whether the power of bureaucracy is increasing 
in the modern state in which it is spreading. T he fact that bureaucratic organization is 
technically the most highly developed power instrument in the hands of its controller 
does not determine the weight that bureaucracy as such is capable of procuring for its 
own opinions in a particular social structure. T he ever-increasing ‘indispensability’ of 
the officialdom, swollen to the millions, is no more decisive on this point … Whether 
the power of bureaucracy as such increases cannot be decided a priori from such 
reasons. (Weber, 1978, 991)

Bourgeois Democracy Has N o Chance in America Either

T he fourth thematic complex summarizing the outcome of Weber’s journey 
could be headed by the question of whether or not A merican society was able to 
constitute a realistic alternative to the developments in E urope. D id A merica offer 
an effective solution to overcome the processes of control spread by capitalism, 
bureaucratization, secularization, reification and depersonalization? Was it able 
to offer alternative ways to contain the absurdity of modern rational economic 
capitalism accrued from rationalization?

T hese questions can be boiled down to the question on whether A merican 
society would be capable of arousing new hope for a true ‘bourgeois society’. Was 



You Only See What You Reckon You Know 203

there any evidence suggesting that this ‘young’ nation provided more room for a 
society in which the bourgeois citizen would dominate, and not the aristocracy 
nor the proletariat? Could there be a political development of a self-confident 
bourgeoisie that would be much stronger than in O ld E urope, a bourgeoisie willing 
and able to resist the forefront of state machinery’s power with its administrations 
and political parties merely staffed by a small powerful minority? Was A merica 
a role model for the successful implementation of the ‘Puritan-liberal spirit of 
the Pilgrims’, capable of feeding Weber’s hopes for a true bourgeois and liberal 
democracy?

For these questions, A merica would have been a great disappointment for 
Weber, as it had been to several of his fellow countrymen joining him on his 
journey. B ut since Friedrich K app, a fatherly friend of Weber’s, had supplied him 
with detailed information long before he had left for A merica, Weber already had 
a keen sense of A merican democracy’s shady side on arrival. It is clear that Weber 
didn’t cherish any illusions on that matter. A merican society, still bound to ancient 
democracy, was unable either to provide a convincing perspective to overcome 
the ‘steely cage of victorious capitalism’ or to push open the gateway to political 
freedom for the bourgeois individual. In a country where the profit motive had 
been ‘inexorably unleashed’ and ‘often took on the character of sport’ (Weber, 
2002, 121), a convincing alternative perspective was not likely to evolve.

A ltogether, Weber conceived the process of E uropeanization as an increasing 
bureaucratization of state democracy and of the organization of political parties. 
H e expected an increasing tendency towards ‘corporate “aristocratisation” as 
opposed to pure plutocracy’ (Weber, 1967c, 310). A s for religion, he predicted an 
increased indifference caused by E uropeanization.

A s a consequence of Weber’s observations and talks in the US , he established 
the concept of a ‘plebiscitarian democracy of leadership’, considering not only 
ancient and pre-modern examples, but especially the bosses of the A merican 
political parties themselves as well as ‘municipal dictators’ of the big cities of 
A merica. It was mainly due to his observations in A merica that he came to establish 
the ideal type of a (plebiscitary) ‘democracy of leadership’ involving ‘machines’, 
which he elaborated on in his Munich speech in 1919 on ‘Politics as a Vocation’: 

In order to be a useful apparatus, a machine in the A merican sense – undisturbed either 
by the vanity of notables or pretensions to independent view – the following of such 
a leader must obey him blindly. L incoln’s election was possible only through this 
character of party organization … T his is simply the prize paid for guidance by leaders. 
H owever, there is only the choice between leadership democracy with a ‘machine’ and 
leaderless democracy, namely, the rule of professional politicians without a calling, 
without the inner charismatic qualities that make a leader. (Weber, 1967a, 113)
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America is Still an Equal Society

Previous passages have already pointed out a fifth complex processing of the 
outcome of Weber’s journey which could be described as the encounter with an 
egalitarian and rather republican society. T his was an issue of great importance, 
not only to Weber, but to everybody in the German E mpire dealing with A merica 
prior to the coming of the First World War.

A  25-page-long entry in the Brockhaus Encyclopaedia of 1898 starts with the 
sentence ‘U nited S tates of A merica, N orthern A merican liberal states, frequently 
just called U nited S tates or U nion, the biggest republic of history’ (Brockhaus 
Konversationslexikon, 1898). T hat sentence alone would probably have been a 
solid reason for a liberal social scientist coming from the monarchical empire 
of Germany to visit the U nited S tates. Visiting this republic, Weber witnessed a 
society with enormous powers of assimilation:

C oncerning the already mentioned condition of N orthern A merica I want to state only 
one thing. T he enormous power of assimilation embraced by the Yankees – which has 
probably come to an end regarding the high number of immigrants and a decreasing 
birth-rate – is not based on racial qualities, but their system of child education. Just 
like the whole lives of genuine A mericans, child education as well is controlled by 
the principle of autonomy and exclusive associations and clubs gaining their members 
only by means of a ballot. The specific American character is generated by enforced 
autonomy teaching even the very youngest schoolboys to hold their ground in life. 
(Verhandlungen des Zweiten Deutschen Soziologentages vom 20.–22. Oktober 1912 in 
Berlin, 1913, 190–91)

In speaking of a republican society, Weber’s interest was not just in political 
dimensions, but the question of whether A merican society featured a social 
stratification that was different to Germany’s. Weber was specifically interested 
in the reasons for the impressive self-esteem of the A merican working class – one 
that was very different when compared to the rather underdeveloped self-esteem 
of the German workforce.

N ote an amendment from Marianne Weber, who felt a good deal less doubtful 
about the corporate equation of A merican society than her husband. In her reports 
on the working girls’ clubs in C hicago and N ew York, she also draws general 
sociological comparisons between A merican and German society, especially 
by taking into account the clothes of A merican women. Max Weber, a German 
professor who usually wore knickerbockers or dinner jackets during his A merican 
sojourn, was presumably lacking this very special point of view. What he observed 
at the pool table, Marianne Weber experienced in the company of A merican 
women:

I was attending a talk in a club in N ew York and was deeply moved by the warden’s 
canny and warm-hearted manner to encourage the girls to speak their minds about 
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a rather abstract matter. B ut the essence of these types of coalitions is sticking to a 
democratic spirit: to cherish the equality of people affiliated to different professions and 
to acknowledge every respectable work as being socially equal. A n accurately graded 
hierarchy of ranks, as prevailing in Germany, bars officials, businessmen, the military 
as well as liberal professionals from dealing with each other impartially. Moreover, this 
hierarchical order narrows interactions between different kinds of dependant employees 
and manual workers: the cook feels to outrank the chambermaid, the chambermaid 
feels to outrank the nursemaid. T he saleswoman feels superior to the milliner and the 
seamstress, the cashier and the correspondent on the other hand feel superior to the 
saleswoman because of better education and higher salaries. T he same ‘corporate’ 
shading applies for differently paid workers of the industrial branch. L ooking down on 
somebody seems to be part of sustaining one’s self-esteem in Germany! 

…

T he striving of every man and woman in A merica for being able to dress according to a 
certain standard, namely those of the propertied class, as well as the fabulous talent of all 
circles to adopt the social graces of the educated is a trait of enormous democratising power. 
It is characteristic for immigrated unpropertied women from Italy, Poland, and Germany 
not to wear hats, for no A merican woman of any social class, for example a chambermaid, 
would dare to show her face on the streets without wearing a hat. B ut if, for example, 
a factory worker and a commercial clerk were able to afford the same kind of clothing, 
both women were to feel equal and ready to share their leisure-time for joint recreation. 
A nd if one were able to sit next to a lady in the theatre wearing appropriate clothes and 
demonstrating good manners, one would not at all be out of place. A n elegant hat, a nice 
blouse, gracefulness and ‘savoir vivre’ – these are the main ingredients for A merican 
women of the working and dependant classes. D ecent clothing is, nevertheless, essential 
for both sexes in the struggle of life, for example when applying for a job of any kind. 
T he outward appearance and a certain way of dressing oneself makes it easy to recognise 
a ‘gentleman’ or a ‘lady’, and it is this will for recognition one has to respect. B ut an 
all-dominant trend towards the craving of luxurious clothes yielding moral and economic 
danger and reducing the main focus of personal judgement to peripheral appraisal can, of 
course, not be denied. (Weber, 1905, 187–8)

N egroes Do N ot Smell

C losely connected to Weber’s pessimistic estimation of the future prospects for a 
republican and egalitarian society in America was his rating of a racially classified 
society as witnessed in the U nited S tates. Weber associated his own observations 
with various experimental analyses conducted in his time as well as with references 
to the similarity between A merican and ancient plantation economy and the fatal 
consequences of slave supply ‘running dry’.

Weber’s meetings with the leading figures of the then Black Movement in the 
U nited S tates show that he was very much aware of racial issues. O n the other 
hand, it becomes clear that Weber was vehemently denying and fighting every form 
of biologistic or racist justification for the social differences between Caucasians, 
A fro-A mericans and N ative A mericans.
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Weber’s examination of contemporary racial issues hits its peak in a public 
discussion he had with the ‘race scholar’ Alfred Ploetz during the first convention 
of the German S ociological A ssociation in Frankfurt in 1910, a discussion one 
could bluntly headline ‘N egroes do not smell’, in which, once again, Weber 
referred to his experiences gained in A merica:

C ontrary to common opinion, it is not true for the social situation of Whites and 
N egroes in N orthern A merica being solely ascribed to racial qualities. It is possible in 
all probability that ancestral qualities are of equal and maybe strong influence. To what 
extent and especially to what sense is not yet established. Gentlemen, it has not just 
been stated in D r. Ploetz’s magazine by notable gentlemen that the difference between 
Whites and N egroes is based on ‘racial instincts’. I would ask for any evidence on 
these instincts and their effects. T hey are, among other things, said to become manifest 
in the inability of White persons to ‘smell’ or rather stand N egroes. I am able to rely 
on my own nose; I have no experience of anything like that whatsoever. I was struck 
that N egroes exhale the same smell as the Whites and vice versa. I can further refer to 
a scene happening every day in the C onfederate S tates, displaying a lady on a carriage 
holding the reins and having a N egro sitting closely next to her, shoulder to shoulder, 
without her nose suffering from it. T he notion of N egroes exhaling a certain smell is, as 
far as I am concerned, an invention by the U nion in order to give an explanation to the 
renewed renunciation of the N egroes. If we, gentlemen, were able to paint people black, 
these people would also be in a parlous and peculiar position as soon as they were in the 
company of Whites. Any evidence on the specific relations of races there being based 
on inherent instincts has so far not yet been reliably produced … (Verhandlungen des 
E rsten D eutschen S oziologentages vom 19.–22. O ctober 1910 in Frankfurt am Main, 
1911, 154)

Conclusion

I am going to conclude this chapter by taking stock of the outcome of Weber’s 
journey to A merica for the whole of his scholarly and journalistic work. From a 
current point of view, one can state that Weber, due to his astute analytical skills, 
drew a picture of the U nited S tates which is still valid today. A dhering to the notion 
of a mammoth, polymorphic and manifold A merican society with all its ethnic, 
social and religious fractions and frictions being ideally divided into two entities 
– into a ‘democratic nation’ tending to shape up mainly as urban, secularized, 
female and coloured, and into a ‘republican nation’ tending to shape up mainly as 
rural, godly, male and white – one may conclude that Weber has not only become 
acquainted with these two A merican nations, but also recognized and understood 
their intrinsic tensions.

H is notion of A merica being ‘not a formless sand heap of individuals, but rather 
a buzzing complex of strictly exclusive, yet voluntary associations’ (Weber, 1967b, 
310) can still be used as a penetrating description of the U nited S tates, even though 
the observed exclusiveness of these groups has been under permanent attack, not 
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least because of jurisdictional support. C oncerning an unstoppable E uropeanization 
of A merica, Weber’s appraisal seems less convincing. A forementioned changes to 
justify his arguments, such as the increase of secularized religious attitudes in 
favour of an increasing indifference, can so far not be supported by empirical 
examination. In this sense, Weber’s bias proves to be particularly misleading. 
B ut concerning his claim for an increasing bureaucratization of democracy and 
party organization, an increasing trend towards corporate ‘aristocratization’, and 
the apparently unstoppable global superiority of the U nited S tates in economic, 
military and political matters, it is difficult not to admit the accuracy of Weber’s 
analyses of the society he had witnessed during the three months in A merica. O ne 
can of course disagree on paraphrasing these trends as an E uropeanization of 
A merican society, as well as perceiving modern rational economic capitalism as 
being a monopolistic and unrivalled form of organizing the economy and society 
of the U nited S tates.

S amuel H untington’s notion of A merican society running the risk of a permanent 
collapse because of the threat to its unity caused by immigrants from C entral and 
S outh A merica, especially from Mexico, sounds like the current echo of Weber’s 
ideas on the termination of the so-called genuine ‘Yankeeism’, not least under 
German-American influence. The extensive destruction of a social order based on 
an A nglo-S axon Protestant system of values completing these cataclysmic changes 
might give definite proof of Weber’s visionary capability.

Weber, like most of us, was searching for affirmations of his own knowledge 
when travelling, and in this respect, was ‘discovering’ what he already believed 
to know. B ut it was Weber’s predictive vividness that clearly distinguished his 
vision of the universal sub-processes indicating an unstoppable rationalization of 
all parts of human life from other ‘grand narratives’ of his time and our own.

In a hundred years from now, in the year 2104, people may know more about 
the lasting significance of Weber’s analyses of 1904 to his readership then. For us, 
living at the beginning of the twenty-first century, his analyses ought to initiate 
lively discussions in any case.
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T owards a S ociology of Intellectual S tyles  
of T hought: D ifferences and S imilarities in 

the T hought of T heodor W. A dorno  
and Jürgen H abermas

S tefan Müller-D oohm

The social figure of the intellectual is without doubt one of the most significant 
cultural innovations of the nineteenth century. E ver since the D reyfus A ffair in 
the France of the T hird R epublic, when Émile Zola created a sensation with the 
publication of his open letter ‘J’accuse’ in the widely read newspaper L’Aurore, 
people have classified certain thinkers as intellectuals on the basis of the nature of 
their public interventions in writing and speech.�

From this point on, intellectuals began to form themselves into a social group, 
and with their manifesto of 1898, they created an initial statement about the way 
in which they viewed themselves (see Gilcher-H oltey, 1997).� T his process of 
constituting themselves was accompanied by a (sociologically highly relevant) 
controversy which centred not least on a question that even today has not been 
satisfactorily resolved: what are the specific features of a speaking and writing 
practice that lead, for example, in the case of a literary figure like Zola not simply 
to literary recognition and fame, but mark him out over and above this as an 

� T  he provocative title ‘J’accuse’ was chosen not by Zola, but by the editor in chief 
of L’Aurore, Georges C lemenceau, who correctly foresaw the eye-catching effect it would 
have, and who, with Zola’s agreement, printed it in a banner headline above the text: ‘It was 
only through this action on the part of the press that the public became informed about the 
accusations of spying levelled at D reyfus in 1894 … T he intervention of intellectuals in the 
topical events of the day played an equally important part …’ (E ssig, 2000, 173ff.).

�  Jacob T aubes notes: ‘T he “Manifesto of the Intellectuals” of 1898 in the midst of the 
D reyfus A ffair was essentially the product of the École N ormale S upérieur and it laid the 
foundations for the “republic of professors” that represented the Third Republic in the first 
decades of the twentieth century. T he D reyfus C ase had divided public opinion in France: 
on the one side were ranged the forces of the ancien régime, the church and the army; 
opposing them were the representatives of the revolutionary tradition, the intellectuals … 
In consequence, in France the intellectuals have continued to this day to identify with the 
left more consistently than elsewhere …’ (T aubes, 1996, 327f.).
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intellectual? What are the functions of these additional, specifically intellectual, 
activities of a writer or artist in the cultural and political space of a society?

Taking the historically significant case of Zola’s ‘J’accuse’ as our starting point, 
we can assert that the intellectual may be regarded as the personified instance of 
a public critique of social ills and abuses that have been suppressed or ignored 
by the majority. If that is so, one of the tasks of a sociology of the intellectuals is 
to clarify the particular defining features of this critique. What form of critique 
can be described as the form of criticism specific to intellectuals? Is it subject 
to historically conditioned changes in styles or patterns of thought,� in the same 
way as the intellectual according to B ourdieu has always needed, and continues 
to need, to reinvent himself ever since he emerged on the historical scene (see 
H illmann, 1997, 185ff.; B ourdieu, 1992, 185ff.)?

S uch questions as these are evidently unavoidable in a sociology of intellectuals. 
A gainst that background, the intention here is to examine two different intellectual 
styles of thought that have come to form independent types of public critique: 
the intellectual practices of T heodor W. A dorno and Jürgen H abermas. Following 
the analysis of the typical features of the styles of thought of these representative 
intellectuals, who regularly intervened in public debates, the attempt will be made 
to identify the general patterns underlying divergent forms of intellectual critique. 
T his will enable us to shed light on the function of intellectual practice for the 
public sphere in a liberal democracy, so as finally to be able to discuss the crucial 
question, the one in the forefront of our attention: does the intellectual form of 
critique possess a function in public discourse that is specific to intellectuals, one 
that is determined by an intellectual style of thought? 

Solidarity with the Intellectual at the Moment of His Fall: Contradictions 
between Adorno’s Diagnosis of the Intellectual and the T ask of Critique in 
the Public Sphere

A dorno undoubtedly regarded himself as the quintessential intellectual. H e 
attempted to give an account of the paradoxes of the situation of the intellectual on 
the level of theory, even though he was simultaneously convinced that the intellectual 
was destined to disappear. H is view of the intellectual had been sharpened by an 
experience of exile that had lasted over fifteen years, something that led him to 
speak of himself as one of the ‘professionally homeless’ (A dorno and Mann, 2002, 
49). B y this he wished to imply that the intellectual owes the intransigent nature 
of his criticism to the fact that ‘one no longer feels at home anywhere; but then, 
of course, someone whose business is ultimately demythologization should hardly 

� B  y ‘style of thought’, what is meant is the unity of the critical outlook of an 
intellectual like A dorno or H abermas, while ‘patterns of thought’ has been used to refer to 
the synthesis of distinct modes of argumentation.
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complain too much about this’ (A dorno and Mann 2002, 62).� In his most personal 
book, the dialogue intérieur of Minima Moralia, he thematizes the dilemmas of the 
role of the intellectual in late-bourgeois society. T he intellectuals who fall between 
two stools are both ‘the last enemies of the bourgeois and the last bourgeois’ 
(A dorno, 1974, 26). T hey are a part of the very thing they combat so strenuously. 
Moreover, according to A dorno, even though the practice of intellectuals thrives 
on their illusion-free exposure of dubious political trends and problematic social 
conditions, that same practice increasingly displays elements of standardization: 
‘What intellectuals subjectively fancy radical, belongs objectively so entirely to 
the compartment in the pattern reserved for their like, that radicalism is debased to 
abstract prestige, legitimization for those who know what an intellectual nowadays 
has to be for and what against’ (A dorno, 1974, 206).

O n the one hand, the intellectual allows himself the luxury of independent 
thought, and hence feels able to criticize existing circumstances from within 
the free space to which he is confined. But because he remains at the level of 
mere reflection while insisting on his independence, he ends up squandering 
the privileged situation of someone who is only able to criticize because of his 
social position and intellectual status. O n the other hand, the very fragile position 
of the intellectual who merely criticizes cannot be stabilized in the long run by 
simply deciding to intervene in practical affairs, but only by ‘inviolable isolation’. 
For the intellectual who leaves his ivory tower in full knowledge of what he is 
doing and in order to take an active part in politics runs the risk of condoning the 
inhuman aspects of politics. T his does not mean that the only sensible solution is 
to remain aloof in the ivory tower. O n the contrary, ‘the detached observer is as 
much entangled as the active participant … H is own distance from business at 
large is a luxury which only that business confers’ (A dorno, 1974, 26). In view 
of the hopelessness of this situation, nothing remains for the intellectual but the 
minimalist moral counsel ‘to deny oneself the ideological misuse of one’s own 
existence’ (A dorno, 1974, 27). With this recommendation, which amounts to an 
expression of solidarity with the intellectual at the moment of his failure, A dorno 
falls back in quite a conventional manner on the idea of intellectual integrity. T hat 
is to say, he reminds us not to regress to a position below our own theoretical 
insights into the social pressures to conform, and therefore advises us to resist co-
option by practical interests on principle, even where these might be of service to 
our own cause. T he integrity of the intellectual implies a strictly ‘ascetic attitude 
towards any unmediated expression of the positive’ (A dorno and Mann, 2002, 

� A  lthough A dorno was one of the severest critics of K arl Mannheim’s sociology of 
knowledge and his conception of ideology, the two men share a number of striking features 
in their diagnosis of the situation of the intellectual. Where A dorno situated the intellectual in 
a no man’s land, Mannheim had coined the formula of the free-floating intellectual. As early 
as the Heidelberger Briefe of 1921, he described intellectuals as ‘the scattered crowd … with 
no firm ground beneath their feet … The question of who is to be included in this caste is one 
that can only be decided on an individual basis’ (Karadi, Vezér and Lukács, 1985, 75).
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128), an attitude that A dorno has referred to as a basic motif of his philosophy. 
For this reason, he took a sceptical view of the kind of politically motivated 
commitment that was practised by philosophers like S artre or artists like B recht in 
the service of progressive or revolutionary goals. As the figureheads of a political 
movement, such intellectuals would ‘from sheer despair about violence short-
sightedly go over to a violent praxis’ (A dorno, 1992, 86). Joining in out of a sense 
of commitment is in A dorno’s eyes for the most part no more than ‘parroting 
what everybody is saying, or at least what everybody would like to hear’ (A dorno, 
1992, 93). S o he constantly reiterates that it cannot be the task of the intellectual 
to transmit a positive meaning by offering an interpretation of the world or by 
taking up the cudgels on behalf of a political programme. For ‘political reality is 
sold short for the sake of that commitment; and that decreases the political impact 
as well’ (A dorno, 1992, 84).

It follows that if the role of the intellectual cannot lie in engaging with practical 
politics because A dorno’s philosophical principle of determinate negation contains 
the view that ‘T he goal of real praxis would be its own abolition’ (A dorno, 1998b, 
267), we may legitimately enquire how he solved this dilemma in his own practice 
as an intellectual. In other words, how did he resolve the contradiction between 
his emphatic demand for an interventionist mode of thought that transcends 
mere contemplation (see S eel, 2005; H eidbrink, 2004) on the one hand, and his 
insistence upon abstention from political action on the other?

T o answer this question, it is illuminating to recall A dorno’s own intellectual 
practice, since this was of particular importance for the discourse relating to the 
past and the question of guilt in the Germany of the post-war period.

S hortly after his return to Frankfurt am Main from exile in A merica, he ventured 
to start speaking of the rope in the country of the hangman, in full awareness 
of what he was taking on (see Müller-D oohm, 2005, 380ff.); he provoked the 
literary public with the statement that first appeared in 1951 to the effect that 
‘T o write poetry after A uschwitz is barbaric.’ It was perfectly clear to him that 
in making this statement, he was venturing into the public realm. H e went one 
step further, consciously exposing himself to the full glare of publicity in the late 
1950s and early 1960s when he published such essays as The Meaning of Working 
through the Past, Combating Anti-Semitism Today or Education after Auschwitz. 
A t a time when anti-S emitic outbursts were common in Germany, A dorno, both as 
philosopher and sociologist, put his academic reputation on the line so as to alert 
German public opinion to the dangers of a resurgence of N ational S ocialism. H e 
said at the time: ‘I consider the survival of N ational S ocialism within democracy 
to be potentially more menacing than the survival of fascist tendencies against 
democracy’ (A dorno, 1998, 90).

In this way, A dorno assumed the role of intellectual in public lectures and 
countless radio talk shows, in which he tirelessly insisted that democracy would 
only have a chance of surviving in Germany if Germans were to succeed in 
working through the past. T he discourse about the past started off hesitantly in the 
first half of the 1960s, triggered by such events as the Eichmann trial in Israel and 
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the Auschwitz trials in Frankfurt, but it finally did get slowly under way. Adorno 
took on the role of the intellectual who makes an appeal to the citizens of an 
increasingly politicized public sphere. At the level of theory, he defines this function 
of intellectual enlightenment as ‘a turn towards the subject, the reinforcement of 
a person’s self-consciousness’ (A dorno, 1998c, 102). H is aim is to use theory to 
shake up public opinion with the aid of provocative statements. T he public should 
be made to face up to the reality of A uschwitz and everything the name stands for. 
T his is his imperative, and he tirelessly insists on it in order to break down the 
prevailing silence. H e positions himself, therefore, as a nay-sayer, a troublemaker, 
who consciously runs the risk of breaking taboos (see K ramer, 1996, 513ff.). With 
his criticism of the different forms of resistance to making German guilt the focus 
of explicit debate, he played a significant part in enabling genuine discussion to 
emerge about the past and about the function of democracy. H e not only helped 
to ensure that the normative values of the democratic constitution would form the 
object of public debate, but was also one of the chief actors who may be credited 
with responsibility for a second founding of the republic, an intellectual founding 
(see A lbrecht et al., 1999; B onacker, 1999, 170ff.). In this way, by means of what 
he called ‘interventions’, A dorno became an important stimulus for the processes 
involved in shaping public opinion.

T his cursory glance back at A dorno’s intellectual practice during the 1950s and 
1960s shows that the contradictions in the definition of the intellectual on which 
he reflected were then resolved in his own dogged interpretation of the role of the 
intellectual. H e intervened in particular situations without committing himself to 
a long-term, politically based involvement in public affairs. For all the empathy 
implicit in the critical spirit, he maintained his distance from the representatives of 
political power as well as from day-to-day politics. B ecause he was convinced that 
ultimate catastrophes had to be thought through, he refused to embrace particular 
political programmes based on ethical convictions. O n the contrary, he embodied 
the idea of the intellectual as a dissident as far as both practical politics and the 
public sphere are concerned. B ut even as a strict nay-sayer, his criticism of such 
matters as the defective democratic consciousness of post-war Germans was 
still addressed to a public at large, or more generally, to the community of those 
capable of understanding what he was saying. It is true that, as an intellectual, 
A dorno struck a fundamentally anti-consensual note, one that even entered the 
language he uses, and this tone was in harmony with his distance from actual 
politics and the establishment in public life. N evertheless, the dissident energy 
he generated ended up in an intellectual practice that both avoided the pitfalls 
of political commitment and was conscious of the need for the courage to stand 
by one’s convictions (see A dorno, 1997a, 132). ‘T he individual who thinks must 
take a risk’, as A dorno phrased it (A dorno, 1997a, 132), and he went beyond this, 
asserting that, as intellectual dissidents, philosophers must ‘make the moral effort 
to say what they think is wrong on behalf of the majority who cannot see for 
themselves or else will not allow themselves to see out of a desire to do justice to 
reality’ (A dorno, 1973). In this way, A dorno takes part in public discourse from 
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a vantage point outside time and space, and thus appears in the public sphere as 
someone estranged from common opinions, and hence as someone who opposes 
pressures to conform in every sphere. T his gives rise to ways of seeing that 
radically question hitherto accepted views such as the possibility of poetry after 
A uschwitz, not least because of A dorno’s consciously chosen trope of hyperbole 
in both concrete diagnosis and linguistic expression (see D uttmann, 2004a, 32ff.). 
H is non-conformism is the soil from which arise the impulses that guide A dorno’s 
intellectual practice. H e pleads vehemently for the need to come to terms with 
the past and to seize the opportunities offered by a democratic constitution, while 
in the same breath he warns that the realm of politics and the political public 
sphere is a mere façade. N evertheless, in his role as intellectual he avails himself 
of the opportunities provided by the media of this pseudo-public sphere.� T o be an 
active intellectual, the philosopher must refuse all compromises in his thinking, 
but he must necessarily live with the dilemma summed up in Minima Moralia with 
the words: ‘Whatever the intellectual does is wrong’ (A dorno, 1997a, 133). A s a 
dissident estranged from common opinions, to get things wrong or to be accused 
of doing so is a risk that A dorno willingly accepted, in accordance with his own 
maxim: ‘T he almost impossible task is to let neither the power of others, nor our 
own powerlessness, stupefy us’ (A dorno, 1997a, 57).

Jürgen Habermas as Public Intellectual

Like Adorno, Habermas represents a specific type of intellectual practice. Even 
though he was preoccupied from early on with the relations of theory to practice, 
and has continually returned to this theme, he only makes marginal comments on 
the role of the intellectual in modernity. In fact, it is only in his essay on H einrich 
Heine of 1986 that he makes the intellectual the specific object of reflection. His 
restraint with regard to the theoretical definition of the intellectual is all the more 
striking as Habermas is rightly regarded as the most influential intellectual of first 
the Bonn and then the Berlin republic. His reputation as a fighter has assumed global 
dimensions since the time of the great initiative in May 2003 when he took the 

� T  he same dilemma characterizes A dorno’s concept of the public sphere. O n the one 
hand, the public sphere is a constructive aspect of democracy: ‘It is something to be brought 
into being in accordance with the political conception of democracy, which presupposes 
mature citizens who are well informed about their own essential interests’ (A dorno, 1997a, 
533). O n the other hand, as an institution, the public sphere has detached itself from human 
subjects and made itself independent: ‘T he right of human beings to a public sphere has 
turned into supplying them with a public sphere’ (A dorno, 1997b, 534). T hus, in his practice 
as an intellectual, A dorno laid claim to the public sphere, while at the same time criticizing 
it for having sold out to market forces: ‘T he public sphere is bad not because it is too much 
but because it is too little; if it were complete, if what is said did not distract us from the 
essentials that remain unsaid, all would be in its proper place’ (A dorno, 1997b, 535).
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lead. T his initiative was published simultaneously in a variety of leading dailies; it 
consisted of a plea for an independent E urope as opposed to a hegemonic A merica, 
and for a global society on the basis of co-operating multilateral institutions. 
From its opening lines, it makes clear H abermas’s own view of his practice as 
an intellectual. H e conceives of it as a discursive contribution to the public of a 
deliberative democracy that is capable of making an appropriate response.

T he function of the intellectual who ‘marshalls rhetorically polished arguments 
in defence of injured rights and suppressed truths, in favour of overdue innovations 
and delayed reforms’ (H abermas, 1985, 51) is in H abermas’s view, historically, an 
essential component of the constitution of a politically functioning public sphere. 
‘Public sphere’ here is understood as the ‘medium and intensifier of a democratic 
will. Here the intellectual finds his rightful place’ (Habermas, 1985, 51). When 
the intellectual speaks out in the public sphere, he leaves his professional role 
behind him. N evertheless, for the practical philosopher and critical social theorist 
who is concerned with the truth of practical questions, there are affinities between 
his political valuations and his theoretical assumptions. T ake the case of the 
Theory of Communicative Action, which is concerned to demonstrate that the goal 
of mutual understanding is built into the everyday communication situation. It 
is self-evident that one consequence of this consists in providing practical proof 
that this communication is a productive force. T he task is to show in concrete 
terms that the power of communication is able to determine the political culture, 
and that it can be an influential factor alongside money and administrative power. 
Despite this affinity between intellectual practice and the paradigmatic importance 
of reaching an understanding, H abermas regards the intellectual as no more 
than an active citizen who, together with other citizens, engages in politics as a 
sideline, admittedly without being invited to do so and without political mandate. 
H is commitment is driven by a sense of ‘responsibility for society as a whole’ 
(H abermas, 1985, 52) rather than the ambition of obtaining political power for 
himself. The intellectual has no wish to acquire a strategic influence on the political 
power struggle as such. Inspired by the wish to communicate, that is, to reach an 
understanding, he desires to influence the autonomous and pluralist public sphere. 
T he citizen gains the status of an intellectual not as a professional expert, but as the 
participant in a discourse who is especially good at what others might do equally 
well, namely advance compelling arguments. It follows that the recognition of 
an intellectual as an intellectual results from the quality of his arguments, which 
have to prove their worth as impulses for public debate through the cut and thrust 
of discussion. In this process, intellectuals do not seek to impose interpretations. 
O n the contrary, ‘addressees must have the unambiguous opportunity to accept or 
reject interpretations that they are offered in appropriate circumstances, i.e. without 
coercion. E nlightenment that does not terminate in insight, i.e. in uncoercively 
accepted interpretation, is not enlightenment at all’ (H abermas, 1981, 327). 

C onnected with the task of practical enlightenment is the idea that the 
intellectual is the guardian of those universalist principles that constitute the 
normative substance of modernity, that is to say, the substance of democratic 



Intellectuals and their Publics216

societies. T hese principles owe their existence to the fact that the ‘project in which 
a community of free and equal human beings has been able to empower itself’ 
(H abermas, 1992) has succeeded in proving itself historically and establishing 
itself. This theoretical definition of the intellectual is entirely in harmony with 
H abermas’s own intellectual practice, which has put its stamp on the history 
of mind in recent decades through a whole series of interventions in the shape 
of articles, journalistic statements, open letters and discussions with leading 
politicians. T hese include:

his insistence on a radical reform of the universities and his controversy 
with the actionism of the student movement in the mid-1960s;
the so-called historians’ debate in the mid-1980s when a number of 
historians attempted to question the uniqueness of N azi crimes;
the debate about civil disobedience as a calculated violation of the 
rules, and about the notion of a loyalty towards the constitution 
(Verfassungspatriotismus) as an attitude that should replace nationalism 
and ‘communities of fate’;
his criticism of the Gulf War and the way it was presented in the media;
his intervention on the question of whether the GDR  should freely join up 
with the Federal R epublic after the fall of the B erlin Wall, or be annexed;
his statements on the K osovo crisis and on the propriety of military 
intervention in order to prevent a genocide;
his vigorous contributions to the debate on the ethical questions arising 
from reproductive medicine and cloning;
his recent utterances on A merican violations of international law in the 
second Iraq War. 

What do all these exemplary forms of intellectual practice have in common? 
Four characteristics can be identified: normativity, discursivity, changeability and 
fallibility.

First, intellectual practice extends its activity to everything concerning 
questions of the just life (not the good one) that belong within the decision-making 
capabilities of all human beings. A s an intellectual, H abermas expresses a moral, 
and hence an implicitly political, attitude that is based on a highly developed sense 
of justice: existing practices in politics, art and society are made the objects of 
debate in the light of normatively established and grounded judgements. H is point 
of reference is always the universalist principles of a constitutional democracy, its 
republican self-understanding of constitutional loyalty.

S econd, his interrogation is based on the assumption that it is possible to 
differentiate between true and false arguments, to advance good reasons discursively, 
reasons that are addressed to hearers who are of sound mind and that make an 
appeal to the sensibilities of people involved in the formation of public opinion and 
policy. T he meaning and purpose of the public debates initiated by H abermas is to 
generate discursivity, to provide a model for the public use of reason.

•

•
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T hird, the interpretations that constantly enquire after the common interest 
of all contain an implicit drive towards at least long-term practical change, the 
expectation that where existing power structures can be shown to be illegitimate, 
they can also be broken.

Fourth, H abermas nowhere implies that his intellectual intervention owes 
anything to privileged insights into the secrets of what makes society tick. O n the 
contrary, as he himself has noted, his approach is unusually exposed to the risk 
of error. H is conception is incompatible with the idea of the intellectual as the 
mediator of meaning and interpreter of the universe: ‘T he thinker as a form of life, 
as vision, as expressive self-presentation – that is no longer viable’ (H abermas, 
1985, 207).

Thus, intellectual practice survives as a translating function; it is confined to 
the translation of complex problems in the specific value spheres of science, law, 
art and so on into the language of daily life. Intellectual competence culminates in 
this mediating function that consists in what might be called speaking numerous 
languages, in appropriating the knowledge of various expert cultures while making 
no claim to expertise oneself; it consists, in H abermas’s own words, ‘in advancing, 
in an enlightening way, the processes in which a life-world seeks to understand 
itself by relating its experience to a totality’ (H abermas, 1988, 26).

T wo Different Intellectual Styles of T hought

For both A dorno and H abermas, the provocative background to their philosophy 
and social theory is provided by the catastrophes of our century of extremes. T his 
shared background should not blind us to the obvious fact that they belong to two 
different generations. In the case of the older man, what was constitutive for his 
way of thinking was the persecution at the hands of the totalitarian state, exile, the 
loss of his own culture and language in a foreign land. In the case of H abermas, 
the crucial experience was the replacement of a criminal social system by a 
democratic constitution.� T heir different historical positioning on either side of 
the great rupture in civilization is not the least important factor in determining the 
distinct modes of practical critique in A dorno and H abermas which then emerge 
in their differing practice as intellectuals. In A dorno’s case, critique is the whole 
of his thought: the determinate negation of existing reality through the medium 
of language. C ritique operates by way of the conscious use of hyperbole. For all 
his distrust of the imperative of solidarity and the frenetic activity of the action 
men who are committed on all fronts, A dorno rarely let an opportunity pass to 
criticize defective conditions – whether through talks, public debates or radio and 
television talk shows (see B oll, 2005, 163ff.) on topics as far apart as musical 
culture, the theatre, education or the mass media. H e articulated his criticism in 

�  We can perhaps differentiate the two thinkers by saying that A dorno was the philosopher 
of the H olocaust, while H abermas’s philosophy is that of the post-H olocaust era.
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an unusually provocative way; it drew its force from his paradoxical attempt to 
change the falseness of the false by means of unconventional and hence effective 
interpretations. T his form of critique is sustained by his conviction that changes 
for the better are possible, and are therefore not entirely futile, even in the negative 
totality of the administered world. O nly from this vantage point does intellectual 
critique makes sense as a possible mode of behaviour: as resistance to ‘everything 
that is merely posited, that justifies itself by the fact that it exists’ (Adorno, 1998a, 
282). In this way, A dorno’s critical negativity expresses on the one hand a general 
philosophical contradiction to society as it exists, and on the other hand a concrete 
form of intervention as a public intellectual. T his practical critique is designed to 
enable him to demonstrate that ‘the possibility of what is better’ (A dorno, 1974; see 
also H eidkamp, 2000) arises from this dissident behaviour. T he changes envisaged 
by this critique are concerned both with the destructive nature of the civilization 
process, the threatened destruction of the human species, and with the utopian 
substance of a ‘right life’, for which A dorno uses the concept of ‘non-identity’.

For H abermas, critique relates to social practices that are judged in the light of 
moral principles and norms whose own rationality is, of course, open to critical 
scrutiny. C ritique begins concretely with social institutions, and sheds light on 
the degree of structural violence that has accumulated in them. A dorno had 
operated extraterritorially, as it were, from where he issued warnings about the 
dangerous potential of flawed historical and cultural trends and sought to preserve 
his equilibrium through a negative and ostentatiously evaluative critique. For his 
part, H abermas’s starting point is that of a participant who focuses on illegitimate 
forms of political power in society; he opposes decisionism in all its forms. In his 
transcendent social critique, A dorno’s starting point is the position-less position of 
a no man’s land (see Müller-D oohm, 2005, 91ff.). H abermas, in contrast, criticizes 
society from within society itself.

In order to clarify the differences between these two forms of critique, I should 
like to recall a distinction introduced by H abermas in an essay on Walter B enjamin 
– albeit with a certain shift of meaning. In that essay, he draws a distinction 
between a consciousness-raising and a rescuing critique (H abermas, 1998, 336). 
T he notion of a ‘rescuing critique’ not only encapsulates important aspects of 
B enjamin’s intentions, but also tells us something about the particular nature 
of A dorno’s conception of the intellectual. N eedless to say, A dorno’s critique 
amounts to more than the expression of a moral idiosyncrasy. A nd in the context 
of historical experience, he was undoubtedly justified in formulating his maxim 
that the whole is untrue. H is critique as determinate negation in fact arises from his 
sense of despair about the course of history of which he felt himself to have been 
a victim (see Müller-D oohm, 2003, 169ff.). For this reason, the critique he carried 
out as a public intellectual who did not seek political commitment in the sense of 
joining in, can be described as being driven by the idea of rescuing or redemption. 
T his gesture of ‘all or nothing’ was an attitude A dorno illustrated with a quotation 
from C hristoph D ietrich Grabbe which he frequently referred to: ‘For nothing but 
despair can save us now.’



Towards a Sociology of Intellectual Styles of Thought 219

C onsciousness-raising criticism, in H abermas’s hands, may indeed be born 
of despair, but it springs from a confidence in the emancipatory potential of 
democratic institutions; it banks on the good sense of active agents who desire to 
reach an understanding. C onsciousness-raising critique is in fact addressed to such 
agents. It is the product not of the subjective impulse of despair, but of indignation. 
T he point at which indignation about the violence done to solidarity and justice 
is resolved is the understanding that has been reached discursively. T hus a 
consciousness-raising critique is not an objectively superior form of knowledge, it 
is not formulated from an external vantage point, but arises from an internal view 
of one’s own culture. It starts from the internal symptoms of communication that 
has been systematically distorted. For a consciousness-raising form of criticism 
there are no ultimate answers, because this type of intellectual practice is an open-
ended, fallible process of argumentation that has to be constantly renewed.

Prospect: Continuity Amid the Changes in Intellectual Styles of T hinking

The comparison between Adorno and Habermas shows sufficiently clearly that 
the older representative of C ritical S ocial T heory embodies an anti-consensual 
style, makes use of hyperbole� and looks to the productive force of negation for 
salvation. In contrast, the protagonist of the linguistic turn in C ritical T heory puts 
his trust in the illuminating force of non-coercive argument, in the productive force 
of communication. H e appeals to the norms of a participatory and deliberative 
democracy. A dorno’s style of thought as an intellectual culminates in a form of 
critique that is not primarily or exclusively based on argument. Instead, it can 
properly be described as gestural in the sense of the gesture ‘O h, I see.’ T he 
gesture that signals ‘“O h, I see” makes possible a seeing and a comprehension 
in the actual process of recognition’ (D uttmann, 2004a, 52). It aims to open our 
eyes to injustice, suffering and delusion by exaggerating the case. It is connected 
to A dorno’s ‘evaluative negativism’, which represents the foundation of his 
philosophy, social theory and intellectual practice (H eidbrink, 2004, 110).

In contrast, we can speak of a ‘normative negativism’ (H eidbrink, 2004, 
101) in connection with H abermas. T his points to an intellectual practice whose 
significant characteristic is the use of argument, the public attempt to reach an 
understanding on controversial issues. T he antithetical unconditionality of A dorno’s 
form of critique as dissent corresponds to H abermas’s insistence upon discursive 
justification, intersubjective argumentation, as practised by intellectuals who may 
be regarded as a specific category of free and equal citizens. The mobilization 
of good or even better reasons, which is what characterizes H abermas’s form of 
criticism, culminates in a consensus, in other words, in an agreement not to accept 

�  ‘A dorno has a highly positive view of exaggeration, of hyperbolic radicalization, 
without however going so far as to hypostatize hyperbole’ (D uttmann, 2004b, 50; see also 
D uttmann, 2004a, 39ff.).
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what may be deemed false, or alternatively, to concur with whatever appears to 
deserve recognition after scrupulous inspection. 

While the normative social critic appeals to principles capable of being universalized, 
the evaluative social critic relies on authentic value judgements. H is diagnosis of the 
present is rooted not in objective reasoning but in personal reasons which for their part 
are embedded in his own life history and the particular features of his age. (H eidbrink 
2004, 101)

D espite these differences between H abermas and A dorno as far as their intellectual 
styles of thought and their approaches to criticism are concerned, it seems possible 
to discern a common pattern in their practice as intellectuals.

First, neither man seems to have been predestined to become an intellectual, 
either by birth and origins or even by their profession as academic philosophers 
and sociologists. We can say of neither man that his intellectual style of thought 
is the product of his chief or secondary professional activity. T hus, intellectual 
criticism is not a part of his professional equipment. We may say instead that the 
willingness to draw attention to oneself in public by appearing as a critic seems 
rather to arise from a moral stance and a sense of responsibility towards one’s own 
conscience that is anything but common, and that is therefore culturally striking. 
E ven if A dorno and H abermas are rightly included among the intellectual elite, 
such an ascription is not of decisive importance for their practice as intellectuals, 
and even less so for their critical method. T hey did not speak out simply because 
as academics they felt qualified to do so.

S econd, one quality they share is that their critical activity as intellectuals is 
different from their scholarly criticism. T he language they use as intellectuals 
is different from the highly characteristic language used by philosophers and 
sociologists. T his can be seen very clearly in the different modes of expression 
cultivated by both A dorno and H abermas when speaking to fellow academics on 
the one hand, and in the world of journalism and the media on the other. When 
they spoke as intellectuals, both men used different versions of a nuanced educated 
language that, for all its dissonance and polemicizing, was concerned with effective 
communication.

T hird, critique as a form is triggered by external causes: in other words, it is 
situational and restricted in time; it is a controversial statement on urgent problems 
of social existence that is capable of opening up new ways of seeing or of drawing 
attention to matters that have been previously overlooked. A s regards linguistic 
presentation, it makes use of rhetorical tropes, dramatization, polemics, irony and 
generalization.

Fourth, the intellectual style of thinking employed by both A dorno and H abermas 
represents a kind of balancing act between autonomy and partisanship. O n the one 
hand, both men leave no doubt about the fact that their critical interventions are 
not tied to any platform, and this explains why they find a public willing to listen. 
O n the other hand, intellectual critique is an activity that is located in the bear pit 
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of conflicting political interests.� It always contains value judgements, since the 
historically changing forms of contempt for humane forms of mutual recognition 
(of being able to be different without fear, unimpaired intersubjectivity) constitute 
a constantly changing stumbling block. A s far as the contents of the intellectual 
critique of A dorno and H abermas are concerned, what they have in common is 
that they both spell out the repressive consequences of structural violence and 
political domination. Where A dorno places his hopes in the sensibilities of his 
addressees, in their capacity for empathy, H abermas appeals to politically anchored 
and culturally acknowledged fundamental values, and at the same time reminds 
society of its disregard of these normative guidelines.

If we inquire into the function of an intellectual style of thought for the public 
sphere, we uncover a further, somewhat surprising feature that is common to the 
two men. It is true that for A dorno, what is crucial is the process of negation that 
has dissent as its goal, while H abermas’s form of critique is inspired by the idea 
of communication which – in the best case – can culminate in agreement. B ut in 
both men, the appellative function of intellectual critique, whether it addresses 
morally sensitive subjects, as in A dorno’s case, or a politically functioning public 
sphere, as with H abermas, points to the agonal positionality of the intellectual 
style of thought. Agonality, the battle for meaning, is the defining feature of the 
intellectual style of thought which finds expression wherever commonly accepted 
views, convictions, institutional preconceptions and tendencies become the objects 
of contestation. A s an agonal form, intellectual critique is an ‘incompetent but 
legitimate form of criticism’ (L epsius, 1964, 88). It follows that agonality is an 
interpersonal characteristic of the intellectual style of thought.� It may make its 
appearance in finely graded and highly divergent versions: in Adorno’s case, as 
agonality with the goal of dissent, in that of H abermas, as agonality with the goal 
of deliberation.

�T  ranslated by R odney L ivingstone

�  In this way, ‘intellectual autonomy and political commitment form the two 
complementary structural elements that constitute the role of the intellectual’ (H illmann, 
1997, 80).

�  It may be suggested at this point that a precise hermeneutic analysis of intellectual 
styles of thought from the standpoint of different forms of agonality would be desirable. 
This would require a clarification of the concept of agonality as well as the development 
of a theoretical underpinning of the differences between its different forms. A t this point, 
the concept of ‘agonal pluralism’ contains considerable potential that needs to be explored 
further (see Mouffe, 1997).
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C hapter 13 

Women as Public Intellectuals:  
K erstin H esselgren and A lva Myrdal

Per Wisselgren

‘Public intellectual’ is a term that is en vogue. O ver the last few years, often in 
relation to the debates on the roles and functions of academics in the changing 
relationship between higher education, media and the public, the conceptual figure 
of the ‘public intellectual’ has appeared more and more frequently. When the 
E nglish magazine Prospect published a special issue on the theme in July 2004, it 
was immediately followed up by polyphonic comments in the daily newspapers. 
A  series of new books on the theme has appeared (for example, Posner, 2001; 
S mall, 2002; Melzer, Weinberger and Zinman, 2003). N ew academic courses with 
the term in their titles are being arranged. S pecial professorships and centres for 
advanced studies have been established to enhance the role of the public intellectual. 
Meanwhile, in a quite different sphere of thought, in one of the bulletins of the 
Federal R eserve B ank of D allas, the economist Milton Friedman is described as 
a prominent ‘public intellectual’ (Formaini, 2005). A pparently, almost everyone 
seems to agree that public intellectual is a good thing to be, and a resource of 
common importance which society at large benefits greatly from.

H aving reached this level of popular usage and the status of a positive 
catchword, it comes as no surprise, in what has been described as our list-making 
culture, that there now also exist several rankings for the most important public 
intellectuals of our time. In one of these lists, Michel Foucault is ranked as number 
one, followed by Pierre B ourdieu, Jürgen H abermas and Jacques D errida (Posner, 
2001, 212); in another, the linguist and political activist N oam C homsky is placed at 
the top (Prospect, 2005). As always when qualities are being quantified and ranked 
numerically, this draws our attention to the criteria used or tacitly presupposed. 
B ut they do also raise questions about the glaring absence of women. A pparently, 
in these lists as well as in more general discussions, the ‘public intellectual’ tends 
to be a man. Why is that so? Is it because women tend to be ignored as public 
intellectuals? O r is it because there actually are fewer of them? A nd in that case, 
what is meant with being a ‘public intellectual’ in the first place?

B y taking these questions under consideration, the aim of this chapter is to 
argue for the need for a more gender-sensitive understanding of public intellectuals. 
The first section problematizes the concept ‘public intellectuals’ in itself by 
pointing at its inherent ambiguity, historical situatedness and gendered bias. In the 
second section, this discussion will be substantiated empirically by analysing and 
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contextually comparing two of S weden’s most prominent intellectual women of the 
early twentieth century, K erstin H esselgren and A lva Myrdal. In that context, their 
relations to the historically changing spheres of higher education, social reform 
and the public will be especially focused upon. T he main argument developed in 
the final discussion is that at least a part of the answer to the question about the 
lack of women among public intellectuals is to be found in these very spheres with 
their traditionally gendered barriers.

W hat is a ‘Public Intellectual’?

In one sense, the public intellectual is a new phenomenon. A s a term, ‘public 
intellectual’ is a neologism – some would even say a pleonasm, arguing that an 
intellectual per se is a public person – which originated in the predominantly 
A merican discussion on the declining role of intellectuals – and which has entered 
common usage in E uropean E nglish only recently, but still not in most other 
languages, including French, German and S wedish (S mall, 2002, 1–2). B ut, as 
often is the case with these sorts of popular terms, the suggested definitions vary 
considerably. D epending on the positions and the perspectives of the authors, as 
well as the main arguments made, the public intellectual is sometimes described as 
somebody ‘who ceremoniously disdains and turns his back on society – the better 
to serve it’ (Melzer, 2003, 11), on other occasions as ‘intellectuals who opine 
to an educated public on questions of or inflected by a political or ideological 
concern’ (Posner, 2001, 2). However, in none of these definitions is it obvious 
what distinguishes the ‘public intellectual’ of our time from the more well-known 
classical ‘intellectual’. Instead, it is significant that the terms are often used 
interchangeably (Melzer, 2003, xi). In that sense, what is new in the discussion is 
not so much its subject or the definitions, but the addition of the prefix ‘public’. 
B ut, who is then ‘the intellectual’?

B y and large, the same observation – on the diversity and disagreement on 
the definition of the concept – can be made on the already vast and likewise 
rapidly expanding literature on ‘intellectuals’ (for example, S aid, 1993; Fuller, 
2005; C ollini, 2006). T here is far from being any consensus about the proper and 
more precise meaning of the term. ‘T he intellectual’ is, however, and in contrast 
to ‘public intellectual’, not a new term, as commented in the introduction, but a 
concept with a well-documented history, originating in the context of the French 
D reyfus A ffair in the 1890s. A n additional point in this context is that the term 
was not coined by Émile Zola, but by the anti-D reyfusards as a pejorative signifier 
for what they regarded as the rootless (déracine) and anti-nationalist aspects of 
Zola’s and the other Dreyfusards’ free-floating, cosmopolitan and dissident style 
of thought (L iedman, 2003, 271).

E ver since then, discussions on intellectuals have mirrored the ambiguity of the 
term as an empirical category, its positive and negative connotations, its contextual 
dependencies on national and cultural traditions, and its inherent tensions 
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between its different central components. H ence, some authors have emphasized 
the professional identity among academics, writers, journalists, teachers and so 
on, others the public mission and the political engagement in the issues of the 
time. S ome point at the independent and cosmopolitan style of thought of the 
restricted few, others at the intellectual’s representational function in relation to 
contemporary social movements. 

The approach taken in this chapter is not to stick to one definition of the 
‘true nature of the intellectual’ and disqualify the others, but on the contrary, to 
emphasize the historically and contextually changing preconditions for people to 
act and identify themselves as intellectuals (cf. C onnell, 2007, 3). A nalytically, 
I will do this by distinguishing between two opposing ideal typical definitions 
of the intellectual. On the one hand, we have the ‘free-floating intellectual’, the 
disinterested outsider who has the courage and integrity to criticize any authority, 
at whatever personal costs and consequences. O n the other hand, we have the 
pragmatic and constructive intellectual, who emphasizes that it is necessary to 
‘reach out’ and actively contribute to the change of order of things.

The two definitions are opposite, in the sense that a positive valuation of one 
standpoint is usually combined with a negative one of the other. H ence, while 
intellectuals in the first camp regard themselves as independent and autonomous, 
they are often critical of others for isolating themselves in the Ivory T ower. O n the 
other hand, while the intellectuals in the second camp want to identify themselves 
as socially engaged, pragmatic realists, they are sometimes being portrayed as 
market-oriented ‘jetsetters’ flying from one political leader to another all over the 
world to discuss subjects of worldly concern.

What both these ideal typical extremes have in common, however, is that they 
are deeply concerned with questions about the roles, functions and uses of social 
knowledge, and related issues in the overlapping field between the spheres of 
learning, policy and the public. A nother thing that they have in common is that 
these topics are usually discussed from within, from the insider’s perspective, since 
most intellectuals themselves usually have a formal higher education, participate in 
the public debate and exert some kind of influence on the political sphere. For that 
reason, I suggest, it is plausible to analytically situate the different types of public 
intellectuals within a framework of a tripartite, historically changing, relationship 
between the academic sphere, the political sphere and the public sphere.

With such a framework, it will also be possible to develop a more gender-
sensitive understanding of the institutional preconditions that circumscribe the 
spheres of action of ‘public intellectuals’. E mpirically, this will be done by focusing 
on women with explicit intellectual ambitions and considering in what sense they 
may qualify as public intellectuals, but also by analysing their actions and their 
experiences in their historically situated contexts in general, and in relation to the 
educational, the political and the public spheres in particular.
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Kerstin Hesselgren, Alva Myrdal and their Historical Contexts

T he two intellectuals chosen for this purpose are the S wedish women K erstin 
H esselgren and A lva Myrdal. T he most important reasons for choosing them are 
fourfold. First, both of them had explicit intellectual ambitions, showed distinction 
in their own fields, were well versed and good at communicating their ideas, and 
opined on questions of political concerns – and in that sense would qualify as 
‘public intellectuals’ according to the most commonly expressed criteria (cf. 
Prospect, 2004, 22). S econd, they had a similar basic agenda – to propagate social 
reforms based on social research in the name of modernization and social welfare, 
especially on issues related to women’s experiences – where both of them actively 
and explicitly mediated between the spheres of education/research, reform/politics 
and the media/public, and hence make a good case for a contextual comparison. 
B oth of them were also regarded as outstanding women in public life in their 
own lifetime (Wetterstrom, 1936, 7–10). O f similar importance, however, is the 
third reason, that they belonged to two different generations and were partly 
active during different phases of the first half of the twentieth century, and hence 
make it possible to discuss the changing conditions for women intellectuals over 
time. Fourth, both Myrdal and Hesselgren are well-known figures in the Swedish 
context, which means that they offer not only good empirical sources, but also a 
growing body of literature to draw on in this context. S till, however, there does not 
exist any comparative study of their achievements as public intellectuals.

Methodologically, it is worth clarifying at the outset that I am not primarily 
interested in whether H esselgren and Myrdal were typical of women of their time 
more generally. O n the contrary, there are a good many reasons for arguing for their 
unique and exceptional qualities. T he purpose is instead to use their cases as heuristic 
tools for discussing the conditions for women to act as public intellectuals. In that 
respect, the biographical studies will be chronologically limited. In H esselgren’s 
case, her achievements in the first two decades of the twentieth century will be 
emphasized, while in Myrdal’s case, her activities in the 1930s and 1940s will be 
especially focused upon (although their trajectories were chronologically parallel 
during six decades, and actually crossed each other a few times).

T he following questions structure the presentations: (1) What do today’s images 
of H esselgren and Myrdal look like, and what does earlier research say about 
them? (2) What were their social and educational backgrounds? (3) H ow can one 
portray them as social researchers and social reformers? (4) In what sense, more 
exactly, can they be described as ‘public intellectuals’? (5) D id their positions as 
‘public intellectuals’ change over time?

Kerstin Hesselgren and the Early Twentieth Century

In the S wedish context, K erstin H esselgren (1872–1962) is primarily known as one 
of the very first women to enter the Swedish Parliament (Riksdag) directly after 
universal suffrage had been introduced in 1921. A s a symbol for that historical 



Women as Public Intellectuals: Kerstin Hesselgren and Alva Myrdal 229

moment, the image of her has almost reached the status of an icon, whose positive 
heritage most people want to share. For example, when the S wedish R esearch 
C ouncil established the so-called K erstin H esselgren C hair in 1987, a prestigious 
guest professorship which since then has been awarded annually to an excellent 
woman scholar from abroad, the name was chosen to commemorate H esselgren’s 
‘outstanding public service [and] her expertise in social policy and work on 
women’s rights, as a pioneer of the women’s movement, and for her commitment 
to the cause of international peace’ (S wedish R esearch C ouncil, 2004). H owever, 
strangely enough, there has been no proper biography written about H esselgren. 
Instead, the standard account being at hand is a book written by her former 
colleagues and close friends (H amrin-T horell et al., 1968). A nd her reputation is 
still more or less one-sidedly focused on her political achievements, where she 
is usually described as a liberal pioneer – despite the fact that she did not join 
the liberal party until in 1934 (L indblad, 2002). Meanwhile, her role as a social 
researcher has attracted remarkably little attention. H owever, an important point 
in this context is that H esselgren herself – in a way typical of the time – regarded 
social research and social reform as intimately and inseparably interwoven (cf. 
H edin, 2002, 209–11).

S he was also typical of her generation of social researchers, in the sense that 
what originally drew her attention to the rapidly expanding field of social knowledge 
was her deep concern for the widely debated social issues of her time, and the 
conviction that social reform ought to be based on systematic social investigations. 
But unlike her male equals – among which we find the first generation of Swedish 
academic social scientists such as Gustaf S teffen in sociology and K nut Wicksell 
and Gustav C assel in economics (Wisselgren, 2000, 210–34) – H esselgren never 
attained any established position in the higher education system.

Instead, it is instructive from the point of gender to follow H esselgren’s broad, 
not to say winding, educational background. B rought up in a well-to-do upper-
middle-class home – as the daughter of a conservative district medical officer and 
a liberal-minded housewife – she was initially educated at home by governesses. 
A fter that, she followed different courses in nursing and household economics and 
was certificated as both a barber-surgeon and school kitchen teacher before she 
went abroad to B edford C ollege in L ondon, from which she received a degree as 
a sanitary inspector in 1905 (H amrin-T horell et al., 1968, 46–60). T he trajectory 
leading to this diploma may give the impression that H esselgren was hesitant and 
irresolute about her own future. My point is, however, that the winding nature of 
her educational training rather bears witness to H esselgren’s thirst for learning, as 
well as to the many locked doors that met those women who looked for appropriate 
opportunities to channel their commitment to social issues in the contemporary 
system of higher education. In that sense, it is significant that Hesselgren went 
abroad, to E ngland, where the system – unlike in S weden – included specially 
designed women’s colleges, but also that the B edford department which educated 
sanitary inspectors later developed into the D epartment of S ocial S tudies (D rewry 
and B rock, 2001, 313–16).
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D irectly after her return to S weden – with her unique diploma as sanitary 
inspector in her portfolio of merits – H esselgren began her career as a social 
researcher. D uring the decade to come, she passed through several of the most 
important institutions in the rapidly expanding field of social knowledge-
production. First, she joined the newly created C entralförbundet för socialt arbete 
(CSA , ‘C entral A ssociation for S ocial Work’), a kind of S wedish equivalent to the 
E nglish C harity O rganization S ociety, where she belonged to the inner circle of the 
organization, and as such was heavily involved in most of its many social research 
initiatives (Wisselgren, 2006). In 1906, H esselgren was recruited to carry out a 
minor study on the female emigrants in the context of the huge, state-supported 
so-called ‘E migration S urvey’ (Emigrationsutredningen) which was set up that 
year and during the next seven years produced a 900-page final report and no less 
than 20 volumes of supplementary reports (H esselgren, 1908).

A fter her social research projects for the CSA  and the E migration S urvey, 
H esselgren turned into a S anitary Inspector (in 1906) and S chool K itchen Inspector 
(in 1909), before she was employed in 1912 by the newly created S ocialstyrelsen 
(‘National Board of Health and Social Welfare’), where she became the first 
female Factory Inspector in S weden, a post which she stayed in for two decades. 
T his did not, however, mean that she changed track; she continued to work as 
social researcher and reformer in her professional role as inspector. A s the head 
of the Female Factory Inspectorate with its staff of assistants, H esselgren during 
the following decades initiated no less than fifty investigations and thousands of 
minor inspections in different factories all over S weden (Åkerblom, 1998). A nd 
when the Institutet för socialpolitisk och kommunal utbildning och forskning 
(‘S ocial Institute’) in S tockholm was set up in 1921 – which pioneered the 
academic training of social workers and in the following decades developed into 
an institutional stronghold for academic social research in S weden – H esselgren 
became one of its most loyal lecturers and examiners, besides her activities as a 
member of the S wedish Parliament (T hörn, 1997, 256).

S o in what sense was H esselgren a ‘public intellectual’? In the context of the 
development of an early social policy intelligentsia in S weden, H esselgren has been 
grouped together with a number of contemporary male and female philanthropists, 
municipal officeholders, civil servants, social teachers and writers under the 
heading of a so-called ‘liberal humanitarian welfare intelligentsia’, characterized 
by its blend of secular liberalism and social-C hristian humanitarianism (O lsson, 
1993, 86–7). B ut she was also steadily anchored in the contemporary women’s 
movement (Frangeur, 2003, 92). 

In addition to this, I would like to underline the practical orientation of 
H esselgren’s social thought. S he was from early on aware of the need for social 
investigations, but also of the importance of disseminating the social knowledge 
produced to a larger audience and turning this knowledge into practical action, 
where research and reform were always intricately interwoven. In that sense, 
Kerstin Hesselgren’s rather unnoticed achievements as a social researcher fit well 
into a specific type of public intellectuals, which in the Swedish context can be 
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characterized as ‘practical movement intellectuals’ – individuals deeply engaged 
in public issues, whose practically oriented deeds have left historical tracks not so 
much in the form of elaborated theoretical thoughts documented in thick books, 
but rather as practical contributions in the building of anonymous institutions – 
and partly for that reason have tended to be disregarded by traditional intellectual 
historians (A mbjörnsson and S örlin, 1995, 7–12). H ence, it is no coincidence – but 
another important part of the argument – that many of these practically oriented 
public intellectuals were women.

Quite naturally, however, H esselgren’s political duties expanded rapidly, and 
consequently took up more and more of her time. In spite of that, the research-
reform nexus remained an important component in her social thought. A n important 
forum in that context, where research and reform efforts could be combined, was 
offered by the state-governed investigations, where H esselgren was repeatedly 
commissioned as a social expert. B ut she also continued to keep close contact with 
the steadily growing women’s movement, where she often acted as a network-
builder who united women from different classes and political parties (Frangeur, 
2003, 97). She was also one of the prime movers behind both the first union for 
social workers (Östlund, 2001; C arlson, 2006) and the so-called Fogelstad group, 
a small but influential group of women arranging courses and seminars for other 
women to fulfil their new citizenship (Eskilsson, 1991).

When in the late 1930s a special C ommittee on Women’s Work was set 
up by the government to investigate the role of women in the job market, it is 
significant that Hesselgren, who had actively agitated for social reforms based 
on careful social investigations, often with a focus on women’s issues and with 
an open mind to compromises over the political party lines, was appointed to 
the chairmanship (SOU, 1938). But it is also significant that the secretary by her 
side on that committee was A lva Myrdal, a social democratic woman thirty years 
younger, who shared H esselgren’s commitment to research-based reform in the 
area of women’s rights.

Alva Myrdal and the Inter-war Period

A lthough they belonged to two different generations, A lva Myrdal and K erstin 
H esselgren have much in common. L ike H esselgren, A lva Myrdal (1902–1986) 
is extremely well known in the S wedish context. U nlike H esselgren, however, 
Myrdal’s reputation stretches far beyond the national borders. O ne reason for this 
is certainly that she received the N obel Prize in 1982 for her diplomatic work 
on nuclear disarmament, another that her husband also received a N obel Prize, 
in economics in 1974. A s the only spouses to have won N obel Prizes for their 
achievements in separate fields, they have also been recognized as an extraordinary 
creative couple (A bir-A m, 1995, 272). In S weden, however, A lva and Gunnar had 
already become known as ‘the Myrdal couple’ after having published their co-
authored and extremely influential book Kris i befolkningsfrågan (‘C risis in the 
Population Question’) in 1934, which is usually regarded as one of the ideological 
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pillars of the S wedish welfare state project. E ver since then, A lva Myrdal has been 
a public figure whose private life has attracted common interest.

In the last two decades, however, the historical conceptualization of the 
modern S wedish welfare project has been the object of a critical re-evaluation 
process, where not least the legacy of A lva Myrdal has been contested (H irdman, 
1989; R uncis, 1998). T o this process, her own children have contributed by giving 
their own – partly contradictory – biographical accounts of their mother, and 
more recently, these issues have attracted renewed interest after the rich private 
correspondence between A lva and Gunnar was opened to the public in 2000 (see, 
for example, H ederberg, 2004; H irdman, 2006). S till, however, A lva Myrdal is 
primarily known as a politician – like H esselgren. B ut Myrdal was also a social 
researcher, who authored a number of books and large numbers of pamphlets, 
articles and reviews. H er bibliography, which only covers the period up until 1961, 
includes 491 entries (Terling, 1987). However, unlike Hesselgren, her significance 
as a social researcher has more recently begun to attract increasing interest (see, 
for example, N ilsson, 1994; E kerwald, 2000; H olmwood, 2000; L yon, 2004).

A s a woman committed to social research, there were several gender barriers 
to overcome. B rought up in a well-to-do lower-middle-class home, as the oldest 
daughter to a father with socialist sympathies and a bourgeois mother with 
traditional ideas about what a girl should and should not do, A lva had to struggle for 
her education. A lthough she ached to continue her studies after elementary school, 
all traditional avenues were blocked. T he public gymnasium in her hometown, 
E skilstuna, was only for boys. A fter two years of near-constant arguing, A lva did, 
however, manage to convince her father to persuade the local town school board to 
arrange private courses at gymnasium level for A lva and a few other girls – not for 
free, however, and separated from the existing gymnasium building. A fter having 
compressed the last two years of studies into one and attained her matriculation 
with the highest honours, she aimed for university studies (B ok, 1991, 35–48).

H er dream was to become a doctor, but she soon realized the lack of realism in 
that project and decided to aim for a more conventional woman’s job as a librarian 
instead. A fter all, Myrdal commented in retrospect, ‘the main thing for me was to 
come to the university’ (quoted in Buttimer, 1987, 15). There, first at Stockholm 
U niversity C ollege and later at U ppsala U niversity, she took courses in L iterature 
and N ordic S tudies, but after a while her focus changed to psychology and 
pedagogy. E ncouraged by the Professor of Pedagogy, B ertil H ammer, she started 
to work on a thesis aimed at a positive critique of Freud’s dream theory (Myrdal, 
1929c). B ut when H ammer suddenly died and was replaced by R udolf A nderberg, 
who was not only critical of Freud but regarded his theories as unworthy of any 
academic attention, Myrdal was once again barred from continued studies (B ok, 
1991, 95–6).

A t that moment, A lva had already met Gunnar and accompanied him on his 
stipend trips to E ngland and Germany. D uring these trips, A lva not only helped 
Gunnar to translate his dissertation, but was also offered a possibility to deepen 
her interest in child education. E ven more important as a formative experience 
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was their joint trip to A merica in 1929–30 as R ockefeller Foundation research 
fellows (Jackson, 1990, 59). While Gunnar was working on his critical study of 
the foundations of neoclassical economics (Myrdal, 1930), A lva’s aim with the trip 
was, according to her own formulation in the application, ‘to specialize my studies 
in the direction of social psychology, a branch which is until now almost exclusively 
an A merican science’, in order to ‘prove competent for holding an academic 
lecturership in psychology and theoretical pedagogics’ (Myrdal, 1929a). 

B ut A lva’s research interests were not restricted to the social psychological area. 
T ogether, Gunnar’s economic network contacts and A lva’s social psychological 
ones overlapped and were extended in each direction. In a letter to a friend, A lva 
explained the dialectical result of their collaboration: ‘A n economist + a social 
psychologist, united in marriage and authorship, makes naturally and easily a 
sociologist’ (Myrdal 1929b). O f special importance for this collaborative approach 
and their new sociological research interests were D orothy S waine and W.I. 
T homas, who lived, worked and performed as an intellectual couple, and were 
engaged in research and policy issues closely related to the interests of A lva and 
Gunnar, and with whom they developed a close and long-lasting relationship (L yon, 
2001, 231). Filled with new impressions, they saw a future role for themselves as 
social scientists and public intellectuals when they returned to S weden (C arlson, 
1990, 42).

B ack in S weden, the Myrdals were drawn into politics, and from that moment 
on began to perform as public intellectuals. T hey joined the S ocial D emocratic 
Worker’s Party, and soon became practically and ideologically involved in the 
social reform movement. A lva Myrdal became vice-chairman of the newly 
established S wedish branch of the Y rkeskvinnors K lubb (‘Working Women’s 
A ssociation’), a member of the editorial board of the S ocial D emocratic women’s 
journal Morgonbris, and was soon regarded as one of the central authorities in the 
women’s movement. Meanwhile, Gunnar became one of the leading figures in 
avant-garde social policy circles, revolving around the so-called acceptera group 
and the journal Spektrum (H irdman, 2006, 166).

However, their definite breakthrough as public intellectuals came, as mentioned, 
with their co-authored book Crisis in the Population Question (1934), where 
they formulated the steadily declining population as a crucial issue of national 
importance, and proposed a family-centred social policy where the state was the 
instrument to put things on a new course, and hence managed to open up common 
ground for both radical reformers and conservatives (Myrdal and Myrdal, 1934). 
T he book was received in a way that probably no other book has been in S weden in 
modern time: the first edition quickly sold out, and was soon followed by several 
new editions, including a special ‘people’s edition’, as well as special study circles 
and radio debates based on the book, and no less than 30 volumes of press cuttings 
(A ndersson, 1998, 15). From that focal point of the contemporary public debate, 
the step was not very far into the centre of S wedish political life. Gunnar was 
recruited to the large Population C ommission set up by the parliament, and A lva 
was soon enlisted in the same commission as an expert (Wisselgren, 2008).
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In retrospect, A lva Myrdal characterized the decade and a half following 
Crisis as ‘a period filled by preaching the social gospel’ (quoted in Buttimer, 1987, 
15). A t the beginning of that period, she was primarily concerned with issues of 
children’s welfare and women’s rights, but gradually her scope of tasks widened 
to the areas of education, international issues, peace and disarmament (A ndersson, 
2003, 14–15). In 1949, she was recruited to N ew York to head the UN  D epartment 
of S ocial A ffairs. A fter that, her international career took off, and was followed 
first by another top job in Paris, where she directed the UNESCO Department of 
S ocial S ciences, and then a six-year period in India, C eylon, B urma and N epal as 
Sweden’s first woman ambassador, several other commissions of trust, a period 
as a member of the C abinet, intense work on disarmament, crowned by the N obel 
Prize in 1982, and followed by several periods as a visiting research fellow abroad 
(T hullberg, 1989, 161).

Was A lva Myrdal a public intellectual? A nd if so, in what sense, more precisely? 
According to the general criteria mentioned earlier – distinction in her own field 
of knowledge coupled with an ability to communicate well to generalist audiences 
on issues of political concern – the answer is definitely yes. As an opinion-maker, 
she was probably one of the most important voices of twentieth-century S weden 
(Mral, 1994). She was also one of the leading figures of the inter-war generation 
of social democratic social policy intellectuals (T ilton, 1991, 145). H er more 
fundamental Leitmotiv was not restricted to the party political agenda, however, 
but based on an inner conviction to always fight for social justice (Bok, 1991, 
43). T he practical aspects were accordingly, in a way that bears resemblance to 
H esselgren’s case, emphasized. K nowledge was for Myrdal a means for doing, 
not contemplating (Hirdman, 1992, 117). This credo, transferred to the field of 
social knowledge, meant that social research and social reform were and should 
be intimately interwoven.

B ut did she identify herself as an intellectual? A lthough A lva Myrdal often 
expressed her sympathy for social justice, participated in the public debate, praised 
the importance of learning and higher education, and emphasized the symbiotic 
relationship between social research and reform, she very seldom spoke explicitly 
about intellectuals. O ne such rare occasion was when, after their homecoming to 
S weden, she wrote a letter to their A merican friends and told them about her and 
Gunnar’s new circle of friends, which she enthusiastically described as:

young radical people who want to be free to criticise anything – they don’t care about 
their careers – but who are not going to be just intellectuals making a show, but keeping 
together as a group because they want to be constructive. T hey are all experts in different 
fields and probably the most outspoken group in this country, being at the same time 
absolutely free from all petty considerations of what is done and what is not said and so 
on. (Myrdal, 1932; my italics)

What is remarkable in this context, however, is that the term ‘intellectuals’ – when 
taken into closer consideration – is actually not used in a positive way, as a position 
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or style of thought that Alva Myrdal identified herself with. Instead, what Myrdal 
pointed out was that her friends were not only ‘intellectuals making a show’, but 
a group of knowledgeable experts who wanted to be constructive. T his use and 
connotation of the term was in no way unique for Myrdal. For example, one of her 
contemporary colleagues, the modernist author and journalist L udvig N ordström, 
who from today’s perspective would also qualify as a public intellectual, explicitly 
described ‘the intellectuals’ as a backward-looking and introspective group of 
people who had long since lost contact with modern reality (N ordström, 1937, 32). 
T he historical point to be made in this context is, of course, not that N ordström 
was thinking about social reformers such as A lva Myrdal, but that he wanted to 
emphasize the importance of constructive and future-oriented action, symbolized 
by the pragmatic engineer rather than the detached intellectual, a standpoint which 
A lva Myrdal – named after T homas A lva E dison – sympathized with, and exactly 
for that reason, did not identify herself as an ‘intellectual’ in that sense.

In a similar way, Gunnar Myrdal used the term pejoratively. For instance, 
when, as the new editor of the social democratic journal Tiden (in March 1945), 
he defended the government’s neutrality policy against the critique delivered 
by a group of academics, journalists and authors, Myrdal described them as 
‘intellectuals’: 

T he group is small and fragmented. What it is all about is a group of isolated intellectuals 
who experienced the neutrality during the War as a mental trauma. S ome of them are 
writing in the newspapers, which may give the impression that they are more important 
than they actually are. What they miss however are sound contacts with common 
people’s organizations, and they are of course in lack of any political significance. 
(Myrdal, 1945, 133; my translation and italics)

B ut it is also important to keep A lva’s and Gunnar’s individual opinions apart. 
A s intellectuals, they were not identical. Gunnar was in several ways more like 
the classical male intellectual who identified himself as a detached researcher 
observing the world from above. While A lva emphasized the importance of 
practical political action on the democratic grass-root level, Gunnar during his 
period as a member of the parliament was ‘longing back to disinterested work 
again, where I am neutral and skeptical’ (quoted in L yon, 2001, 230). H ence, when 
they went on their second journey to the US  in 1938, there were two different 
minds observing the country. While Gunnar expressed with relief, ‘N ow we are 
free researchers again, independent of the masses and mass-people in the shapes 
of political representatives’ (quoted in H atje, 1974, 45; my translation), A lva was 
more fascinated by R oosevelt’s pragmatism – ‘almost the opposite to what we 
usually have in mind when we speak about an intellectual’ – and the way R oosevelt 
had succeeded in enrolling young academics as experts and transforming their 
‘negative intellectual radicalism’ into a ‘practical idealism’ (Myrdal and Myrdal, 
1941, 144, 243; my translation and italics; cf. Jackson, 2003, 68).
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W omen as Public Intellectuals: Concluding Discussion

What do these accounts of K erstin H esselgren and A lva Myrdal say about women 
as public intellectuals? Is it possible to generalize from their experiences? In some 
ways, apparently not. H esselgren and Myrdal were – like all individuals – unique. 
A s women, they were in many respects exceptional for their time rather than 
typical, and in that sense it is not possible to regard them as representatives for 
women more generally. N evertheless, it is possible to draw a few more far-reaching 
conclusions. A s two intellectual women with similar agendas – to improve the 
conditions for other women as well as for the population at large by initiating 
social policy reforms based on social research – their biographical experiences 
can be used heuristically to unveil some of the gendered conditions circumscribing 
those women who attempted a public intellectual endeavour. In that sense, their 
trajectories bear witness to more general patterns, which supersede the individual 
and the exceptional, in the historically changing relationship between the three 
spheres of social research, political reform and the public.

A s stated in the introduction, most discussions on the role of intellectuals are 
also discussions about the social functions and uses of knowledge, and in that 
respect the systems of education and higher education constitute two fundamental 
institutions in the sphere of learning and research. In that context, it is worth 
noting that both H esselgren and Myrdal – despite the fact that they belonged to 
the growing middle class, where learning and education were encouraged – had 
problems quenching their thirst for knowledge. B ecause of their gender, their 
parents had to arrange private education outside the public gymnasium system 
– which remained closed for girls until in 1928 – to make it possible for them 
to take their exams. H aving managed to sidestep that barrier, however, another 
obstacle marked the entrance to the higher education system. A lthough women 
had been formally eligible to enter S wedish universities since 1871, the academic 
world remained highly segregated for a long time afterwards, implying that the 
intellectual sphere as such was regarded as masculine territory (R önnholm, 1999). 
U nlike H esselgren, Myrdal did, however – one generation later – enter the S wedish 
academic sphere, although in the end she had to abandon her dissertation plans. 

More important for both were their international educational experiences 
– H esselgren’s from B edford C ollege and Myrdal’s from the US . D uring their 
years abroad, both of them developed a deep commitment to empirical research 
and social investigations. T o channel these interests, however, both had to go 
outside the academic sphere, to the private sphere and organizations such as the 
CSA , and the public sphere with its governmental investigations. In that way, 
H esselgren managed to make an indeed remarkable career crowned by the job 
as a kind of ‘research director’ for the Female Factory Inspectorate – in a period 
when most positions in the public sphere, including the state universities, were 
still closed for women. U nlike H esselgren, Myrdal for a long time worked in a 
full-time permanent post and had to pursue her social research on a ‘freelance’ 
basis – although, of course, economically, her position as a professor’s wife was 
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safe. In that context, and compared to her male equals among social researchers, of 
whom most had a professorship behind them, including Gunnar, it is remarkable 
that it was not until in 1951, when A lva Myrdal was appointed the directorship 
of the UNESCO  D epartment of S ocial S cience, that her recognition as a social 
researcher was accompanied by an appropriate position.

H owever, neither H esselgren nor Myrdal are especially well known today as 
social researchers. Instead, both of them are primarily recognized as politicians – 
H esselgren as one of the pioneering women in the S wedish parliament, and Myrdal 
as one of the ideological founders of the S wedish welfare state. B oth of them were 
also offered wider scope for action within the political sphere than within the 
academic social scientific one. Although they had their ideological bases in the 
most influential political parties of their time – Hesselgren in the Liberal Party 
and A lva in the S ocial D emocratic Party – their party political allegiances were in 
several respects of minor importance. Instead, both of them acted relatively free 
of party ties. H esselgren did not become a formal member of the L iberal Party 
until 1934, and was re-elected in 1926 on a combination of S ocial D emocratic 
and L iberal votes, while in Myrdal’s case it is well documented how she actively 
worked across party lines to reach constructive solutions. T heir reform efforts 
were also directed towards social issues in general, and those concerning women 
in particular, primarily such as they appeared in public life, but also within the 
domestic sphere. Significant in this respect is Hesselgren’s and Myrdal’s close and 
successful collaboration in the important Women’s Work C ommittee during 1935–
38, which in the end resulted in a new law in the area of gender equality, unique of 
its kind, which for the first time restricted employers’ ability to discriminate and 
dismiss women because of marriage or pregnancy (Frangeur, 1998, 246).

A s intellectual women active in the traditionally male-dominated public sphere, 
H esselgren and Myrdal were forerunners who widened the sphere of action for 
other women, both as role models and by articulating problems from women’s 
point of view and improving the actual conditions. A nd there was certainly much 
to be done. Although Hesselgren personified the successful result of the decade-
long struggle for women’s political rights, several other formal obstacles remained 
to be challenged. It would, for example, take another half-decade before women 
were eligible to take up posts within the state-governed sphere, including the 
academic one – but still with some restrictions which were not abolished until 
1949 (Markusson Winkvist, 2003, 47, 208). B ut there were also cultural barriers to 
overcome. A ny woman attempting to be an intellectual had to cross the traditionally 
gendered boundary between the private and the public spheres (L andes, 1998, 
9–10).

C onsidering these legal and cultural restrictions, it is no coincidence that both 
H esselgren and Myrdal were focusing especially on issues related to women’s 
emancipation in their strivings for general social welfare. A s women with intellectual 
ambitions, both had personally experienced several of these injustices because 
of their gender, and as Myrdal explained, it was basically these experiences that 
made her identify not only with other women, but also with the underprivileged 
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and the downtrodden in general (B uttimer, 1987, 14–15). From such a perspective, 
it was important for both H esselgren and Myrdal that a deepened theoretical 
understanding of society, based on research, should be followed up by practical 
reforms, but also that both of them tended to emphasize the reform side in the 
research–reform nexus.

R econnecting this comparison between H esselgren and Myrdal to the two ideal 
types of intellectuals outlined in the introduction to this chapter, it can be concluded 
that neither of them identified themselves as classical free-floating intellectuals. 
For both of them, ‘intellectual’ was still a pejorative term, with connotations of 
isolation, elitism, and idealistic and theoretical introspection. O n the contrary, they 
emphasized the importance of political engagement and pragmatic democratic 
solutions, public mission and political engagement in the social issues of their 
time. A nchored in the women’s movement as they were, it is more plausible to 
describe them as movement intellectuals who articulated a female point of view 
and who, by way of their expert function, strived for social reforms from within.

In so far as the public intellectual is defined – explicitly or implicitly – as 
an academic going public and permeating the political sphere, it is important to 
remind oneself that it has for historical institutional reasons been unlikely that 
those intellectuals should be women, since there have been formal and cultural 
barriers to overcome in every single respect: in the spheres of education and higher 
education, in the political sphere in S weden up until 1921, and in the culturally 
gendered public sphere. In all these respects, H esselgren and Myrdal were 
exceptional rather than typical, in the sense that they managed to make careers as 
public intellectuals anyway, although they – also for historical reasons – did not 
identify themselves as such.
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H ow H ayek Managed to B eat L azarsfeld: 
The Different Perception of Two Sub-fields 

of S ocial S cience�

Werner R eichmann and Markus S chweiger

Introduction 

O n 17 S eptember 2005 the A ustrian newspaper Die Presse reported on a strange 
event in Germany. In front of a B erlin theatre, a three-metre-high ‘depression 
barometer’ had been installed that informed the German people about its current 
emotional state. A  red liquid in a cylinder made of plastic provided an indicator 
to show the emotional state of Germans. T he average the value indicated for July 
2005 was 33.1 points out of a possible 100. If Germans had been in the best possible 
mood, the depression barometer would have recorded zero. T he ‘depression index’ 
is re-computed every day and based on a standing Internet survey. T he aim of 
those who created this depression barometer is ambitious. T hey would like to 
see their barometer gain equal worth to current business cycle indicators and the 
Geschäftsklimaindex.� H owever, we do not believe that this aim can be reached in 
the foreseeable future. T he explanation for our scepticism about the likely success 
of opinion research like the depression barometer, psephology, social survey 
research – or, in short, applied social research – in comparison with business cycle 
research is the topic of the argument which follows. 

T he two important questions that inform our thesis are: (a) Which factors make 
a field of scientific work popularly successful and publicly respected? (b) Why is 
there a gap in public perceptions between applied economics and applied social 
research, and why especially in A ustria? We argue that this is for four reasons:

There are differences in the perception of two respective scientific 
communities. 

�  Research underlying this chapter was financed by the FWF (Nr. P16999). We 
are grateful to C hristian Fleck, Johanna Muckenhuber, and K eith D oubt for constructive 
comments, and to the participants of the ‘Public Intellectuals in E urope – E uropean Public 
Intellectuals: S ociological Perspectives’ international symposium at the Geary Institute, 
UCD  D ublin in O ctober 2005.

�  For more information, see <http://www.depressionsbarometer.de>.

1.
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A lthough taking place almost at the same time, the process of 
institutionalization of both applied sub-fields differs considerably. 
T he different political engagement of the founding fathers of those two 
fields in Austria led to a paradoxical situation: those thinkers who tried 
to influence political decisions in the 1920s by establishing research 
departments are not now taken seriously by policymakers, but those who 
proclaimed political detachment at the time of founding their departments 
now have an important influence over economic policymaking.
Public reception of the two academic fields was influenced by discipline 
knowledge and engagement, and by the textual continuity/discontinuity 
with the respective disciplines. 

T o investigate these four dimensions we will use a comparative approach.
We will first describe the biographical connections of Hayek with business 

cycle research and of Lazarsfeld’s activities in the field of applied social research. 
S econdly, we refer to some case study research on the development and reception 
of these two academic fields in Austria. We will compare two institutions: the 
Österreichisches Institut für K onjunkturforschung (ÖIfK , ‘A ustrian Institute of 
B usiness C ycle R esearch’) and the Österreichische Wirtschaftspsychologische 
Forschungsstelle (WPFS , ‘A ustrian R esearch U nit for E conomic Psychology’). 
Both were the first institutions which dealt with applied research in their disciplines. 
We will try to explain the gap between business cycle research and social research 
by comparing the reception of both scientific fields in different public spheres. 
Finally, we will analyse this comparative case along dimensions which have been 
shown to influence the position of a scientific field in society.

Hayek versus Lazarsfeld: Biographical Comparison 

Most of our readers will not be familiar with the link between business cycle 
research and Friedrich A . H ayek. H ayek was born in 1899 in Vienna into a 
bourgeois Viennese family. A bout his origins, he writes: 

If my father’s parents, however proud of their gentility and ancestry, lived in modest 
circumstances, my mother’s parents, the von Jurascheks – although from a ‘younger’ 
family and ennobled over a generation later – were definitely upper-class bourgeois and 
wealthier by far. (H ayek, 1994, 39)

T hus, H ayek grew up in a liberal environment without any substantial material 
worries. After finishing school and joining a field artillery regiment in March 
1917, H ayek returned to Vienna in 1918 and started to study at the U niversity of 
Vienna. A fter having received his PhD  in law, he worked as a research fellow of 

2.

3.

4.
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L udwig Mises in the so-called A brechnungsamt� in 1921 (see H ayek, 1994, 6). A  
few years later, H ayek travelled to the U nited S tates, mainly to further his studies. 
After his return, he soon became the first director of the ÖIfK, newly founded in 
1926. A s we will see later, the visit to A merica played an important role in the 
foundation of the B usiness C ycle R esearch Institute. H owever, in 1931, H ayek 
again left A ustria in order to give a series of invited guest lectures at the L ondon 
S chool of E conomics. H e remained in B ritain until 1950.

D uring the 1930s in B ritain, John Maynard K eynes was the most renowned 
economist. T his explains why H ayek seemed to have been somewhat marginalized 
during this period. T he most important output during this time was The Road to 
Serfdom (1944), which was widely recognized by a broader public, but largely 
ignored by the profession of economists. H ayek notes about this time: 

A fter The Road to Serfdom, I felt that I had so discredit myself professionally, I didn’t 
want to give offense again. I wanted to be accepted in the scientific community. To do 
something purely scientific and independent of my economic view. I thought I could do 
it in a summer term and turn it into a decent E nglish exposition, but of course it took 
well over three years. (H ayek, 1994, 152f.)�

T he book was a big popular success. H ayek was invited to the U nited S tates in the 
S pring of 1945 for a lecture tour which resulted in the offer to become the C hair of 
S ocial and Moral S ciences at the C ommittee on S ocial T hought at the U niversity 
of C hicago. H ayek remained in C hicago for a little over ten years, and left the 
city in 1962 after having been offered a position at the U niversity of Freiburg in 
Germany, where he remained for the rest of his life.� In 1974, H ayek received the 
N obel Prize in E conomics, jointly with the S wedish economist Gunnar Myrdal. 
H ayek died in 1992.

T he particular point that we would like to focus on more closely concerns 
H ayek’s relationship to business cycle research. A s one of the founding fathers 
of the Austrian Institute of Business Cycle Research, he was the first to import 
this from the United States to Austria. His colleague Mises notes that as the first 
director of the institute, H ayek performed well:

S ome time after his return to Vienna, he was entrusted with the management of a newly 
founded scientific institution, the Austrian Institute of Business Cycle Research. He 
did a brilliant job in this field, not only as an economist but also as a statistician and an 
administrator. (Mises, 1962b)

�  ‘Office of Accounting’. This office was responsible for accounting for Austria’s war 
debts from the First World War.

� H  ayek is referring to his work on The Sensory Order (1952).
� T  here was a short interlude at S alzburg, but this seems not to have been a happy 

experience (see H ayek, 1994).
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Mises here hints at the increasing significance of statistics for the social sciences, 
and he describes H ayek as both a good economist and a brilliant statistician. 
For Hayek, economics and statistics were significantly connected and of equal 
importance. In his autobiographical dialogue, the author tells the reader about 
the things which impressed him most during his first stay in the United States 
and about how his interests were caught by ‘newly developed techniques for the 
statistical analysis of economic time series’ (H ayek, 1994, 7). H ayek notes:

Still, he [Ludwig Mises] gave me the job, and so for the next five years – interrupted by 
a visit to A merica – I was working under him, and then I brought back from A merica a 
new idea of great predictions, the sort of thing which the H arvard economic barometer 
had developed in the 1920s. Mises helped me to create in the same building an institute 
for pursuing this type of research. (H ayek, 1994, 67)

A  few weeks before the founding of the new institute, H ayek published an article 
in the weekly economic newspaper Der Österreichische Volkswirt (‘T he A ustrian 
E conomist’). In this article, he argued for the necessity and advantages of such an 
institute for dealing with empirical economics. He affirmed the need to develop 
and use new empirical and statistical methods – which he had learned in the U nites 
States – and argued that these were important not only for scientific reasons, but 
also because a better knowledge of the economic situation in A ustria would soon 
lead to a better international rating of the A ustrian economy and thus to an increase 
in foreign investments (H ayek, 1926, 49).

A s we have pointed out, business cycle research was from its very beginning 
connected to the use and improvement of statistical – or quantitative – methods 
and to its perceived utility for the broader public through an improvement in the 
national economy. T his view was emphasized by T he R oyal S wedish A cademy in 
a press release justifying its awarding H ayek the N obel Prize:

Particularly, his theory of business cycles and his conception of the effects of monetary 
and credit policies attracted attention and evoked animated discussion. H e tried to 
penetrate more deeply into the business cycle mechanism than was usual at that time. 
Perhaps, partly due to this more profound analysis, he was one of the few economists 
who gave warning of the possibility of a major economic crisis before the great crash 
came in the autumn of 1929. (T he R oyal S wedish A cademy of S cience, 1974)

We thus conclude that while H ayek today is well known for his contribution to 
a broader theory of economics and for his arguments in favour of liberalism in 
economic and social affairs, he also did important work in the economic empirical 
sub-field of business cycle research. 

Paul F. L azarsfeld was born in 1901 in Vienna, a member of the same generation 
as H ayek. A fter completing his PhD  in mathematics in 1924, he studied a post-
doctoral course in France and later worked as a teacher in Vienna. In 1933, he 
emigrated from A ustria to the US , taking up a R ockefeller Fellowship. D ue to 
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the difficult political circumstances at home, he managed to get the fellowship 
extended, and finally decided not to return to Austria. From 1939 to 1971, 
L azarsfeld worked at C olumbia U niversity in N ew York, where he led the B ureau 
of A pplied S ocial R esearch. U ntil the end of his life, he worked as a sociologist, 
during his lasts years at the U niversity of Pittsburgh. L azarsfeld died in N ew York 
in 1976.�

Lazarsfeld’s scientific approach to sociology developed under the influence of 
at least four factors. The first was his own socialist political orientation, which, 
in opposition to Hayek, was an important influence on the development of his 
scientific approach. He grew up in an assimilated Jewish family which ‘was well 
known in Viennese radical socialist circles. A  frequent visitor to the L azarsfeld 
household was for example Friedrich A dler (K ern, 1982, 162).� A s a member of 
the socialist students’ movement, he wanted to disseminate the ‘spirit of socialism’ 
to the social public at large (K ern, 1982, 162). L azarsfeld was actively engaged in 
social and educational work with working-class youngsters, and with the training 
of unemployed people. For him, social empirical research should be founded 
on socialist philosophy. T he spheres of science and politics were not sharply 
delineated. L azarsfeld always stressed the normative component of research 
activities. In 1960, L azarsfeld wrote in the Foreword to the second edition of 
Die Arbeitslosen von Marienthal that his motivation to conduct social research 
derived from changes and reforms in Viennese social and educational policy in the 
1920s. L azarsfeld saw his social research activities as integral to the onset of a new 
socialist age (Jahoda, L azarsfeld and Zeisel, 1960, xiiif.). 

S econd, during L azarsfeld’s time in Vienna, and later during his early years in 
the US , his socialist background and interest in public education were often seen as 
inconsistent with his commercial research projects. A t a time when ‘social research 
had no established institution, not in Germany, nor in A ustria.’ (K ern, 1982, 166), 
L azarsfeld successfully gained commercial funding for his social research. O ne 
of the main tenets of his approach was to create a bridge between pure scholastic 
research and the social application of scientific methods and knowledge. 

T he third factor which contributed to L azarsfeld’s intellectual development 
was his close contact with the D epartment of Psychology at the U niversity of 
Vienna, for which he worked as temporary Assistent. C harlotte and K arl B ühler, 
who were at the time joint heads of this department, provided L azarsfeld with the 
opportunity to develop his own ideas regarding empirical and quantitative work. 
T he department was empirically oriented, and tried to oppose the ‘speculative and 

� B  iographical accounts are not unanimous in giving the location of L azarsfeld at 
his death. O ne author, Morrison (1976), writes that he died in Paris. A ll other biographical 
commentaries agree that he died in N ew York.

�  Friedrich A dler was the son of Victor A dler, who was the founder of the A ustrian 
S ocial D emocratic Party. Friedrich A dler was also a leading activist in this movement and 
in the L abour and S ocialist International.
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romanticizing’ ideas of O thmar S pann,� Professor of E conomics and S ociology 
at the U niversity of Vienna (K ern, 1982, 163). Furthermore, the B ühlers shared 
Lazarsfeld’s political perspective. The scientific and political symbiosis between 
L azarsfeld and the B ühlers helped to establish a platform for applied social 
research, and led to the foundation of the A ustrian R esearch U nit for E conomic 
Psychology. However, the difficult employment situation at the University of 
Vienna made an academic career in A ustria unlikely.

Finally, the fact that L azarsfeld was well trained in mathematics had an 
important influence on his social scientific work. Teaching statistics courses came 
easily to him. H is combined interests in social psychology and mathematics proved 
ideal for developing an applied quantitative approach to social science, and led to 
the publication in 1929 of a textbook, Statistisches Praktikum für Psychologen 
und Lehrer (‘S tatistical T raining for Psychologists and T eachers’) (see L azarsfeld, 
1929). 

A lthough H ayek and L azarsfeld had different political and intellectual interests 
and aims, both developed empirically and quantitatively oriented research 
programmes. A lso, they both believed that the outcomes of their work should have 
an influence in the public sphere, and should ideally be understood by and inform 
the public at large.

T he political circumstances of the time also contributed to the development 
of the applied social sciences. A ustria was sharply politically divided between 
different ideologies, and between the federal states and the capital, Vienna. T hese 
divisions were interlinked. In ‘red’ Vienna, the S ocial D emocratic Party with 
support from the industrial working class had developed its own political ‘culture’ 
affecting almost every aspect of life in the city.� In contrast, the rural federal states 
were dominated by the Conservative Party and Catholicism. The conflict between 
these irreconcilable political forces10 led to civil war in 1934. T he defeat of the left 
paved the way for what has been termed A ustro-fascism. U nlike L azarsfeld, the 
young H ayek was not involved in either side of the major political movements. 
N ot a socialist, neither did he have a political relationship with the conservative 
C atholic movement. H ayek writes: 

By the age of fifteen, I had convinced myself that nobody could give a reasonable 
explanation of what he meant by the word ‘God’ and that it was therefore as meaningless 
to assert a belief as to assert a disbelief in God. (H ayek, 1994, 41)

� O  thmar S pann (1878–1950) was at the time Professor at the U niversity of Vienna 
and one of the proponents of a so-called Ständestaat.

� T  he S ocial D emocratic administration of Vienna was popularly described as 
affecting life ‘from the cradle to the grave’.

10 T  he German term describing this sense of ‘political force’ is Lager, which means 
more than just political party affiliation. Each ‘camp’ tried to provide all vital services for 
its supporters, but also to define culture in more general terms, leaving two profoundly 
antagonistic ideologies.
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T he only political engagement – which was not as extensive as that of L azarsfeld 
– was during his student years: 

In fact, even I, although I’ve never since belonged to a political party, was along with 
my friends organizing a German D emocratic party when I was a student in 1918–21, in 
order to have a middle group between the C atholics on one side and the socialists and 
communists on the other side. (H ayek, 1994, 53) 

T he main support for business cycle research during this turbulent period came 
from the more liberal side of the Viennese bourgeoisie, a non-aligned middle 
group between the conservatives and the socialists. H owever, it was Mises and 
L azarsfeld who maintained the connections with politics and policymakers, not 
H ayek. 

T he Austrian Case 

Institutionalization Compared 

T he institutionalization of business cycle research began in the early 1920s in the 
U nited S tates. A s we have pointed out, H ayek learned a lot about this economic 
sub-field during his stay in New York, particularly through his contact with Wesley 
C lair Mitchell. A t the time, Mitchell was one of the most important contributors to 
the development of quantitative economics. H e has been called, perhaps somewhat 
exaggeratedly, ‘the greatest A merican economic scholar of the twentieth century. 
B ecause of Mitchell’s work, economics can now fairly claim to be called a 
“science”’ (Berle, 1953, 169). In 1913, Mitchell wrote the first book that used the 
term ‘business cycle research’ in the sense that it is still referred to in economics 
today (cf. Mitchell, 1913). Mitchell became the first Director of the US National 
B ureau of E conomic R esearch, founded in 1920 (Fabricant, 1984, 1; R utherford, 
2005, 110). Thus, the institutionalization of business cycle research first took place 
in the US , from where it spread to E urope, where several similar institutes were 
founded, such as the D eutsches Institut für K onjunkturforschung in B erlin (1925) 
and the Institut für Weltwirtschaft in K iel (1926).11 

In 1926, the era of business cycle research also began in A ustria. In the beginning, 
such research was undertaken by a very small institute, the Österreichisches Institut 
für K onjunkturforschung. T he board of the institute12 was considerably larger than 
its working office. At its start in January 1927, only Hayek and a secretary were 

11 T  he Institut für Weltwirtschaft was originally founded as the K önigliches Institut 
für S eeverkehr und Weltwirtschaft in 1914, and was renamed in 1926. A ll the institutes 
mentioned still exist (see K ulla, 1996; C oenen, 1964; B eckmann, 2000)

12  Further information will be provided in the section on the political reception of 
business cycle research.
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employed by the new institute. T his somewhat paradoxical situation was the result 
of its being constituted as a Verein, a typical A ustrian form of institution in which 
almost all activities take place under the umbrella of one institutional setting 
working within limited legal rules. T here are thus varied types of Vereine, each 
with a different focus, ranging from football, environmental protection and politics 
to more academic activities such as business cycle research. In contrast to other 
non-university scientific institutions in Austria at the time, the institute had a small 
but secure financial basis and also a fixed office, and permanent, albeit few, staff. 
Much of the resources were provided by the Viennese C hamber of C ommerce, 
which became the main supporter during the institute’s first years. 

Beyond the creation of a formal organization with a permanent financial 
base, the establishment of a new scientific sub-field is also seen to depend on 
the creation of a specialist journal (Shils, 1975, 72). Six months after the official 
start of the institute, the first issue of the so-called Monatsberichte (‘Monthly 
B ulletin’) was published. T his journal provided the most important opportunity for 
publishing the institute’s scientific work. From the start, the journal has contained 
articles addressing the same topic areas.13 T his continuity has helped enable 
researchers to undertake focused work within a defined area of business cycle 
research. A longside its monthly journal, the institute also edited a series of books, 
B eiträge zur K onjunkturforschung (‘C ontributions to B usiness C ycle R esearch’). 
T he theoretical work of the institute, such as later famous works by H ayek and 
Morgenstern,14 was first published in this series. However, the institutionalization 
of a new field of research also depends on network opportunities and wider research 
discussions. Research fellows of the institute held their own scientific seminars, to 
which interested outsiders were invited. T he Privatseminar, arranged by L udwig 
Mises,15 became a bi-weekly event at the Vienna C hamber of C ommerce.

B usiness cycle research in Vienna reached a high degree of institutionalization. 
T he factors mentioned above were responsible for the success of the institute, its 
continuity and its broad acceptance in the public sphere. O ver time it grew rapidly, 
and many famous A ustrian economists worked under its auspices, including O skar 
Morgenstern, Fritz Machlup, A braham Wald and Gottfried H aberler.

13 T  he topics which have been mentioned since 1927 are economic data for foreign 
countries, economic values for A ustria, foreign trade, interest rates, labour market, industrial 
production, values for agriculture, food, traffic, national budget, prizes, and wages. Over 
the years, social security and environmental problems, two ‘younger’ but politically up-to-
date topics, were added. In exchange, problems of food are not considered in later volumes 
of the journal; in A ustria, they have been solved for many decades.

14 O  skar Morgenstern (1902–1977), A ustrian economist, D irector of the 
Österreichisches Institut für K onjunkturforschung from 1931 to 1938, when he emigrated 
to the US . T here he contributed, together with John von N eumann, mainly to the application 
of game theory in economics.

15  For an interesting description of the seminar, see a short paper written by Gottfried 
H aberler, <http://www.mises.org/misestributes/haberler.asp>, accessed 28 S eptember 
2005.
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In contrast, the story of the founding of the WPFS  is different. Its foundation 
and research work were less institutionalized and less systematically managed. 
For those wishing to establish a new applied sub-field of sociology, then called 
social psychology, the circumstances were more chaotic. In the Foreword to the 
first edition of the famous Marienthal study, Lazarsfeld and Jahoda did not even 
mention the WPFS . H owever, in the second edition, published in 1960, L azarsfeld 
wrote that the Marienthal study was published by the institute (Jahoda, L azarsfeld 
and Zeisel, 1960, xiv). T his is interesting for two reasons. 

First, some research and work on social psychology, opinion polls and small 
surveys – in every case quantitatively oriented work on social psychology – had 
already being done before the establishment of the institute. T he source of research 
funding at that time is hard to track down, and neither is there a clear date for 
the founding of the institute. K ern (1982) states that the Forschungsstelle was 
founded ‘around 1927’ (K ern, 1982, 165), while Morrison thinks that L azarsfeld 
founded it ‘in 1925’ (Morrison, 1976, 8). L azarsfeld himself wrote that the WPFS  
opened ‘around 1927’ (L azarsfeld, 1960, 274). L azarsfeld’s own version of events 
must be doubted. Fleck (1990) argues that a young researcher in the position of 
L azarsfeld could never have founded such an organization within the framework 
of an A ustrian university. Fleck further points out that the connections between the 
D epartment of Psychology at Vienna U niversity and L azarsfeld were less close 
than L azarsfeld presented them. T he bureaucratic records of the U niversity of 
Vienna contain no evidence that L azarsfeld worked or taught there at the time. 
Fleck states that the Forschungsstelle was opened in 1931 (Fleck, 1990, 159ff.) 
because this is the year of official registration for the institute as a Verein. For our 
purposes, the exact date of the establishment of the institute is not essential, but 
the confusion surrounding this event and the differing information given about 
the founding year are indicative of the lack of historical clarity of the specific 
organizational status of the Forschungsstelle. 

S econd, the names given to the two compared institutes are indicative as 
to their public orientation. L azarsfeld intended – as H ayek did (see above) – to 
offer his own work for broader public use. T he names of both institutes suggest a 
programme that was intended to give shape to economic and policy debates.

In an interview, Marie Jahoda, another founding member of the WPFS , 
remembered the work environment there. A ccording to her, it was never possible 
to manage the Forschungsstelle as a commercial company. R egular book-keeping, 
the use of criteria relevant to the running of profit-oriented organizations, and an 
effective management structure were not adhered to (Jahoda in K ern, 1982, 166f.). 
Furthermore, even though the WPFS  was founded with a strong connection to the 
Department of Psychology, it obviously had no permanent office or rooms. This 
suggests a very low degree of institutionalization, and shows clearly its contrast 
with the organizational structure of the A ustrian Institute of B usiness C ycle 
R esearch. L azarsfeld wrote in 1968 about the low level of institutionalization of 
the WPFS :
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T he Vienna C enter was a sequence of improvisation and the basic elements of a research 
organization developed only slowly. In spite of a number of external formalities it never 
fused into a stable organization. It was only when I came to the U niversity of N ewark 
that the different components … could be integrated into some kind of an institutional 
plan. (L azarsfeld, 1960, 287)

The financial base of the institute was precarious, and its rules for financial 
accounting fell short of what might have been expected, as L azarsfeld himself has 
pointed out:

For instance, after I left Vienna for my American fellowship, many financial difficulties 
seem to have become apparent. I received numerous letters, especially from the B ühlers, 
cursing me for the financial embarrassments I had created for them. … [T]here can be 
little doubt that I left behind a rather chaotic situation, even if the sums involved seem 
rather small by today’s standards. (L azarsfeld, 1960, 310)

Fleck (1990, 167) lists four different scientific works which were published by the 
WPFS : T he famous Marienthal study, a study of scholars at the Volkshochschule,16 
a report on the needs of radio listeners, and a report on the relationship between 
authority and education. T wo of them are dated after 1933, the year L azarsfeld left 
A ustria for the US . D espite their different content, they share the methodology of 
an empirical approach. Jahoda also hints at other early attempts at the WPFS  to 
conduct empirical social research, such as her own attempt to research the social 
life of vagrants. 

T he fact that the WPFS  had no permanent journal or book series is another 
indication of the low level of institutionalization of the institute. U ntil now, there 
exists no A ustrian journal that deals seriously with applied social science17 that can 
compare, for example, with the A merican Public Opinion Quarterly. 

In contrast to the Institut für K onjunkturforschung, three facts stand out 
that distinguish the Wirtschaftspsychologische Forschungstelle: its late official 
formation, its unorganized management structure, and the absence of a periodical 
journal or book series. It was these institutional differences that explain the further 
development of the new sub-disciplines. 

Intra-scientific Reception 

A s we mentioned above, L azarsfeld was only a part-time lecturer at the U niversity 
of Vienna. B ut his engagement with the WPFS , which could be seen as being part 
of the D epartment of Psychology, gave him access to academic life. In contrast, 

16 T  he Volkshochschule is a form of adult education based on social democratic 
principles still in existence in A ustria.

17 T  he name of the journal, Angewandte Sozialforschung, suggests that it is a journal for 
applied social research. In effect, it deals more with epistemology, methodology and logic.
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however, the Institute of B usiness C ycle R esearch was never formally connected 
to the U niversity of Vienna, but only very loosely in practice. T he only relationship 
was in the training of so-called Privatdozenturen, non-tenured lectureship posts 
held at the university by select members of the institute18. 

Business cycle research was a very new field of research within economics, 
and as such it provided a good opportunity for young researchers to work in a new 
field and to earn a reputation. Conducting business cycle research gave them the 
chance to pursue an academic career, in A ustria as well as abroad. H owever, in 
A ustria there was only one organization where fellows of the institute were linked 
together with academics from the university, the so-called N ationalökonomische 
Gesellschaft. T he head of this society was H ans Mayer, Professor at the U niversity 
of Vienna. L udwig Mises, Friedrich H ayek and – later – O skar Morgenstern held 
other leading positions within the society.

In contrast, the fellows of the Forschungsstelle were not very deeply integrated 
into the A ustrian academic system, though they had some contacts – or today 
we would say weak ties – to other business cycle researchers outside A ustria. 
S tarting with H ayek’s visit to the U nited S tates, these young researchers continued 
to establish connections and networks. T hey travelled a lot, especially in E urope, 
and the whole community was international in outlook. A  few conferences about 
business cycle research were held before the beginning of the S econd World War, 
some of them in Vienna. A s one of our interviewees pointed out, it was unusual at 
that time for Austrian scientists to have intensive international scientific contacts.

A lthough it was not possible to carry out any regular study or gain a degree 
at the Viennese B usiness C ycle R esearch Institute, there were quite a number 
of students and foreign fellows working there. T hey formed another part of the 
network, most of them attending the Privatseminar run by Mises.

From its beginning, business cycle research was widely accepted in the 
international scientific community of economists, although it was not an 
established university subject in most countries at this time. A cceptance by the 
scientific community can be seen as fundamental to acceptance by policymakers 
and the broader public. In this instance, it led to a strong and influential position 
in society beyond the academy. For both public spheres – policymakers and the 
broader public – business cycle research seemed to offer answers to prevalent 
questions and to offer hope of insights of value for the future. T heir work and 
results were respected as enriching the development of economic reasoning.

18 A  s explained by Mises: ‘Privatdozent is an institution unknown to the universities 
of the A nglo-S axon countries. A  Privatdozent is … admitted as a private teacher at the 
university. H e does not receive any payment from the government; actually he has only the 
very unimportant right to receive the fees paid by his students. Most Privatdozents made 
the equivalent from their fees of about $5.00 or $10.00 a year. Therefore they had to find 
some other means of making a living in whatever way they wanted. A s for me I served as 
economic adviser to the A ustrian government’s C hamber of C ommerce’ (Mises, 1962a).
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The intra-scientific reception was completely different for Lazarsfeld and the 
WPFS . L azarsfeld notes: 

Quite possibly the emergence of empirical social science will one day be considered 
an outstanding feature of the twentieth century. B ut its birth has not been without 
travail. H ardest have been its struggles with what we shall call the classical tradition. 
(L azarsfeld, 1957, 39) 

In 1957, L azarsfeld explained the problems of having his empirical quantitative 
approach accepted in the social science community. H e used the example of 
empirical ways of analysing the concept of ‘public opinion’. H aving introduced 
the concept, he found himself confronted with ‘violent attacks’ and ‘complaints’ 
by representatives of what he labelled ‘the classical tradition’ (L azarsfeld, 1957, 
40). First, traditionalists complained about a lack of definition of the research 
subject. S ome traditionalists argued that ‘when the pollsters use the term public 
opinion they do not know and cannot say what they mean’ (L azarsfeld, 1957, 41). 
S econd, the pollsters were also seen as only having a microscopic view on the 
social world and as simply analysing opinions regarding particular current events, 
not the ‘quasi-permanent sentiments’ which underlie them (L azarsfeld, 1957, 
45). T hird, the pollsters were seen as adopting a pseudo-objective and simplistic 
position with respect to the complex relationship between changing climates of 
opinion and political action. Modern opinion polls misleadingly purported to 
provide ‘objective facts’ as guidelines for action.

L azarsfeld challenged such criticisms with counter-arguments and illustrative 
empirical case analysis. H owever, the criticisms raised against L azarsfeld’s 
approach are in contrast with the lack of similar serious attacks against business 
cycle research. T he measure at the centre of business cycle forecasts is the Gross 
D omestic Product (GD P). T his also presents a microscopic view of the economy 
at a particular time. B usiness cycle researchers have always emphasized that they 
provide the facts as measured, and claim no responsibility for how the outcomes of 
such measures are to be used by politicians and policymakers.19 B ut H ayek’s early 
work was not criticized by the classical community of economists with the same 
vehemence as that of Lazarsfeld. This new applied field of sociology as developed 
at the Forschungsstelle had to struggle against resistance from its own larger 
scientific community. In contrast, business cycle research was largely spared from 
such critical discipline arguments.

E conomics and sociology are the ‘mother-disciplines’ of the disciplinary sub-
fields discussed here. As disciplines, they differ in many respects, but one important 
difference stands out in this context. For economists, it seems to be completely 

19  We could find many more problems with the GDP, and the business cycle researchers 
we spoke to are all aware of all those problems. T hey agreed with us in criticizing the 
excessive use of GD P, but argued that it is a very media-friendly value: short, concise, and 
easy to understand – maybe too easy.
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clear what economics is about. In contrast, sociologists continue to quarrel about 
the ‘substance’ of what ‘the social’ could be. T here is no consensus about the main 
object of investigation or over epistemological concerns. T he different positions 
taken by the ‘mother-disciplines’ with respect to the development of these new 
applied sub-fields could be seen as one additional factor that influenced their 
contrasting developments, especially in the German-speaking countries. 

Political R eception 

The Early Years

The political reception of the two scientific sub-fields deliberated in this analysis 
has two different dimensions. O ne dimension could be called ‘acceptance’ – the 
results of the scientific process are accepted and applied by policymakers. They 
are accepted if taken for granted, and not accepted if systematically doubted. 
T he A ustrian Institute of B usiness C ycle R esearch was widely accepted by the 
whole political spectrum, despite being founded at the periphery of the Viennese 
C hamber of C ommerce. O ne indicator of this acceptance is the constitution of 
the Ausschuss, the management board of the institute. Its task was the financial 
management of the institute and the appointment of a scientific executive of 
the institute. A lso, the president of the A usschuss represented the institute to 
the wider public. T aking a closer look at the constitution, we can observe a few 
interesting patterns. Members of the A usschuss were not nominated because of 
their individual skills, but because of their roles as chairmen or employees of other 
institutions. T hese institutions – like the C hamber of C ommerce or the C hamber 
of E mployees – were thus in effect members of the institute, which allowed them 
to nominate the members of the A usschuss. T he second pattern to note is that the 
membership of the A usschuss was comprised of employers’ as well as employees’ 
institutions. H owever, the majority of the board was made up of representatives of 
employers’ organizations or of finance capital. There were ten institutions in the 
A usschuss, and nine of them came from organizations representing capital. T he 
employees’ institution membership came from the Viennese C hamber of workers 
and employees.20 S econdly, several ministers of the government commissioned 
studies on particular topics or asked the staff for consultancy assistance. O ne of 
the reasons why ministers consulted the staff at the institute was that there were 
not many economists working as part of the civil service. Most of the ministry 
staff members were lawyers without any deeper knowledge of economics. T he 

20 T  he other nine members were: the Viennese C hamber of C ommerce, the S tyrian 
C hamber of C ommerce, the A ustrian Federal R eserve, the A ssociation of the A ustrian 
Industry, the A ssociation of A ustrian B anks and B ankers, the C onference of agriculture 
A ssociations, the A ssociation of the Mercantile C ommunity, the Viennese stock exchange 
and the A ustrian R ailways.
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continuing political involvement of the WIFO 21 is reflected in the fact that its 
fourth director, H ans S eidel, became Staatssekretär22 in the Ministry of Finance 
after he left his position at the WIFO .

B oth potentially supporting dimensions, acceptance and political involvement, 
were not realized by the WPFS  nor other institutions which undertook applied 
social research. T o be sure, there could have been political reasons for this lack of 
contact. Lazarsfeld’s lack of influence could be seen to be due to his connection 
with social democracy. In the political constellation of the late 1920s and early 
1930s, this may have limited his chances of obtaining research grants from the 
state. B ut although his social democratic convictions were strong, his political 
engagement did not extend to involvement in the social democratic movement 
as part of the political regime. T he non-acceptance of the research results of the 
Forschungstelle calls for other explanations.

The Present 

If we look to the political reception of the A ustrian Institute of E conomic R esearch 
today, we see that things have not changed. Quite the contrary, this institute’s 
involvement in political processes grew, and is now fully institutionalized. T he 
institute became an ‘official’ institution of business cycle research and economic 
consultancy in A ustria. Fellows of the institute are represented on many different 
political decision-making organs. A t the zenith of the A ustrian Sozialpartnerschaft23 
in the 1970s and 1980s, the A ustrian B usiness C ycle Institute became a substantial 
player in Austrian policymaking. The institute produced official economic forecasts 
for the country which were used to support the planning of the federal budget or 
for negotiations between employees and employers. N either the labour unions nor 
employer organizations doubt the forecasts of the institute, and they accept them 
as the basis for negotiations. H owever, this consensus was somewhat weakened 
over recent decades, paralleling the decline of the Sozialpartnerschaft. B ut on the 
whole, it is still alive and the political role of the institute remains important.

Business cycle research became highly influential in other countries too, such 
as through the S achverständigenrat zur B egutachtung der gesamtwirtschaftlichen 

21 T  he A ustrian Institute of E conomic R esearch (WIFO ) is the direct successor of the 
A ustrian Institute for B usiness C ycle R esearch founded in 1926.

22  Staatssekretär is the second-highest political position in an A ustrian ministry.
23 T  he Sozialpartnerschaft is an A ustrian institution whose main task is to link policy 

and the economy together. O n various boards of the Sozialpartnerschaft, members of unions 
and employers’ organizations meet regularly and negotiate about various topics. T ogether 
with long periods of major coalitions between the C onservative and S ocialist Party, the 
country was divided between these two sides. This institution has lost influence over the last 
fifteen years as a consequence of Austrian membership in the EU and the rightward swing 
of A ustrian policy since 2000.
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E ntwicklung24 in Germany. T he main task of this institute is to provide an analysis 
of the current economic situation and to advise the German government and other 
bureaucratic institutions on economic questions. O ther examples can be found 
in the U nited S tates, where the N ational B ureau of E conomic R esearch and the 
C ouncil of E conomic A dvisers play important roles in the political consultation 
process. B usiness cycle research can be shown to have become a very important 
player in the political and economic policymaking process in many Western 
countries. Much of the economic evidence and expertise is provided by institutes 
such as the ones described above.

L azarsfeld’s WPFS  had no equivalent success in A ustria. H owever, there exist 
some institutions and organizations in A ustria that undertake polls and surveys on 
a wide range of social and political topics. T heir clients include political parties 
which need forecasts or opinion polls, companies which want to know about 
trends in consumer behaviour, and bureaucratic institutions in need of census 
surveys. We can sum up all those activities as instances of applied social research. 
In some ways, they are in the tradition first founded by Lazarsfeld’s approach 
to quantitative empirical social research. H owever, in contrast to the results of 
business cycle research, there is a distinctive ‘never trust polls’ mentality about 
the outcomes of this kind of social research in A ustria. For example, politicians 
only use opinion polls that support their own position. When the results of such 
polls are in opposition to their own political point of view, they normally use 
protective strategies. The first is to explain that the study or the opinion poll is 
financed by their political opponent, and thus suspect. Occasionally, politicians 
present their own poll which shows different results. S econdly, they look only at 
those parts of the results which support their argument. T he third strategy used by 
policymakers is that of doubting survey and opinion polls in general. S ometimes 
business cycle forecasts fail. B ut politicians and policymakers still believe in them, 
and there seems to be a social agreement among them to treat the results of applied 
economists seriously, but to doubt the work of applied sociologists.

Conclusion 

B oth H ayek and L azarsfeld were path-breaking scholars who contributed greatly 
to the development of their respective disciplines, yet the disciplinary sub-fields 
they founded faced contrasting receptions at their point of origin in A ustria. O ur 
argument here has been that new ideas need structural, political and individual 
support to gain ground and leave a mark. 

What are the most important conclusions to be drawn from the comparison 
between the applied sub-fields of economics, as exemplified by the work of 
H ayek, and that of sociology as developed by L azarsfeld? A s we have seen, H ayek 

24  For further information, see <http://www.sachverstaendigenrat-wirtschaft.de/
index.php>, accessed 28 S eptember 2005. 
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started his scientific career in Vienna under the eyes of Ludwig Mises. Lazarsfeld 
started his with the B ühlers. A t the beginning of both of their careers, neither 
had a strong connection with the established universities, although L azarsfeld 
had a slight advantage here over H ayek. B oth created and administered research 
institutes in Vienna which aimed to conduct empirical research, and both also 
tried to earn money by doing so. B oth their institutes tried to be open to the non-
academic world, and both of them also tried to reach out with their work to the 
public. L azarsfeld and H ayek both emigrated at an early stage in their career. 
Hayek’s scientific career got under way with his entry to the UK, after which he 
also held various academic positions in other countries. L azarsfeld’s work also 
became highly respected from the moment he started working in the US . It can be 
said that both their intellectual perspectives were made in A ustria, but that their 
intellectual careers took off elsewhere. With so many similarities in terms of the 
starting position of these two young scholars, why is the perception of both of the 
sub-disciplines they created so different?

T o answer this question, we tried to look at the differences between these two 
emerging sub-disciplines. First, L azarsfeld did not manage to establish a journal to 
deal with applied empirical social research in E urope. In the US  , The Public Opinion 
Quarterly was founded in 1937. It was the first scientific journal to deal with issues 
of applied social science, opinion polls and psephology. N othing comparable was 
established in E urope at the time. T he A ustrian Institute of B usiness C ycle R esearch 
managed to publish a monthly journal that continues with somewhat similar contents 
up to the present day. A s a result, everyone knows what business cycle research is 
about. In comparison, the textual discontinuity of empirical applied social research 
left a confused image of what this sub-field is all about.

T he conditions for sub-disciplinary continuity can also be found in the process 
of institutionalization of research institutes. Whereas the A ustrian Institute of 
Business Cycle Research had a clear structure, a permanent financial base and 
permanent staff from the beginning, it is not even historically clear when the more 
loosely organized Wirtschaftspsychologische Forschungstelle was founded. T he 
latter occupied no office space, and those who worked there were without permanent 
connections to a university or other established research organizations.

A  further reason for the difference in public perception, we have argued, related 
to different modes of political engagement of the two institutes, presenting us with 
a paradox: Lazarsfeld, who created an institute to provide a scientific basis for a 
social democratic policymaking, is today of lesser policy significance, whereas 
Hayek, who was not politically engaged, is today a source of major influence on 
economic policymaking across the world.

T he process of institutionalization of academic disciplines does not only 
depend on individual actions. Individual scientists can create and take control, 
for instance by initiating a journal or ensuring a formal institutional basis for the 
sub-field, but there are structures which are beyond the influence of individuals, 
such as political circumstances or the prevalent general scientific trends in the 
scientific community.
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In both sociology and economics, an applied empirical sub-field developed at 
nearly the same time. The comparison of the development of those two sub-fields 
brings to light similarities and differences, continuities and discontinuities. E ach 
sub-field over time faced a very different reception by the scientific community, in the 
political sphere and with the public. B ecause of the nature of its institutionalization 
processes, it was business cycle research that became more widely successful 
and politically entrenched in A ustria than applied empirical research. B usiness 
cycle research also gained earlier international scientific recognition, as well as 
international policymaking relevance and application. In summary: when it comes 
to the creation of influential disciplinary sub-fields, Friedrich A. Hayek can be said 
to have ‘beaten’ Paul F. L azarsfeld, and applied economics can be shown to have 
‘beaten’ applied quantitative empirical social research.
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C onclusion 

R evisiting the C oncept  
of the Public Intellectual

H oward D avis

T he social scientists writing in this collection have responded to the recent 
reawakening of interest in intellectuals with a defence of the concept and a range 
of provocative and practical insights into their public role. T he search for an 
understanding of the place of intellectuals is one of the distinctive features of the 
early twenty-first century social sciences after a period of relative neglect of the 
subject. It is a response to the growth of higher education, the research funders’ 
challenge to be ‘relevant’, the marketization of arts and literature, uncertainty 
about the public or publics being addressed, as well as scepticism towards the 
media as disseminators of serious ideas. T he burgeoning literature is pervaded by 
a sense of growing complexity and uncertainty. B ut more fundamentally, there is 
a sense of deterioration, deficiency, even crisis, and the feeling that the ‘class’ of 
intellectuals has lost something, be it a certain distinctiveness, the ability to speak 
with authority, or the right to have a hearing. T he contributions to this volume 
have offered an exceptional range of material for thinking this through, including 
the cases which show the differences between the current and previous generations 
of intellectuals. T heir diagnosis of the changing status of intellectuals generally 
resists the broad narrative of decline or the impoverishment of the public sphere, 
and provides a counterpoint to a number of other contributions to the debate (for 
example, Furedi, 2004; Goldfarb, 1998; S mall, 2002). T he perspective is from the 
social sciences, but it does not advocate a role for the public engagement from 
the point of view a particular discipline (a prime example of which is B urawoy’s 
influential plea for a public sociology). Helpfully, the contributions draw attention 
to the positioning of particular intellectuals in the post-C old War, post-secular, 
postmodern world. T hese are themes that any contemporary discussion of the 
public intellectual needs to address. 

T his chapter does not aim to be a review, let alone provide a summary or 
conclusion to all the contributions. A s a sociological response to the ideas of 
international social theorists and fellow sociologists, the chapter revisits the 
concept of the public intellectual with a small selection of theoretical and empirical 
questions in mind. T hey are a continuation of the debate in the spirit of the volume 
as a whole. T he relative disuse of the term ‘intellectual’ (and the relative lack of 
research and debate in the social sciences between the height of the C old War and 
now) is explained in the distinction made in the Introduction between ‘old’ and 
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‘new’ and the discontinuities between them in the second half of the twentieth 
century. It is clear that there is discontinuity, that today’s intellectuals survive, if at 
all, in a social context that is more differentiated and global, in a communications 
setting that is almost completely media-saturated, and in a field of knowledge and 
ideas that is increasingly de-aligned from established political and philosophical 
traditions. Put simply, the three themes of sociology, communications and culture 
help to explain the strengths and weaknesses of intellectuals in their public role 
today. A t the same time, they also represent the pressure points of individual 
experiences. T hey highlight where intellectuals can stand, how they can speak, 
and what they can say.

T he expression ‘public intellectual’ is an important clue to the problem. T he 
prefix ‘public’ suggests, not that intellectuals could communicate without some 
form of public to address, but that their relationship to a general public has 
changed. T he role of academics and writers, once a small minority which could be 
perceived as having elite status and likely to be accorded the authority associated 
with elite institutions, has for long been eroded by the waves of expansion of the 
new class (Gouldner, 1979), the service class (Goldthorpe, 1982) or the knowledge 
class, depending on the definition, which developed through the relative and 
absolute growth of the professional and managerial occupations and the large-scale 
expansion of higher education in particular. Higher education is far more significant 
than private employment or the state service, because it was traditionally associated 
with more egalitarian, libertarian and (sometimes) radical ideas (R ootes, 1995). A t 
least it provided a relatively protected environment for these features to exist. T o 
enter higher education was to enter a space protected economically and politically 
from the direct influence of the state (a precondition for autonomy and freedom 
of ideas) and generally free from political domination, albeit the institutions were 
culturally conformist until the temporary turbulence of the 1960s.

T he prominent examples of ‘old’ intellectuals cited in this volume, from 
S ocrates to T ocqueville to Weber, were politically minded philosophers and 
humanist scholars who transcended their particular social origins and intellectual 
traditions. T hey forged new disciplines, movements and key concepts. T hey have 
remained influential in their different ways because they articulated for their 
time and in a universal language the opportunities and limitations of democratic 
discourse around the general condition of society. T he examples in this volume 
show how their successors face demanding new conditions where no aspect of 
the relationships between intellectuals and their publics can be taken for granted. 
T he authors are not tempted to minimize or treat the intellectual as another kind 
of specialist. In fact, there is a consensus that the public intellectual has no less 
important a role than in the past. 

In very different ways, the first three contributions or ‘provocations’ address 
a common theme: the condition which allows intellectuals to make public 
pronouncements that do not simply replicate the prevailing discourse or add to it 
through incremental changes to policy and practice, which is the overwhelming 
contribution of most professionals in higher education, the professions and what 
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have recently come to be known as the ‘creative industries’. What makes their 
presentations provocative from the perspectives of civil society (A lexander), 
gender (E vans) and moral discourse (Zulaika), respectively, is the implication that 
even when the authority of ideas has been undermined by the narrowing of frames 
of reference for expertise, the legitimization of public (lay) opinion, and the rise of 
mediatized celebrity, the public intellectual has a distinct and necessary place in the 
public sphere. B ut what evidence is there of a credible place for pronouncements 
that challenge expert opinion from a non-expert position or criticize society 
without any claim to be representative? A fter all, intellectuals are known to be 
more susceptible to ideology and fashion than most. 

In locating the issue in the context of a theory of civil society, A lexander aims 
to reconcile the commitment of the intellectual to universalism (truth) with their 
particular attachments to society, politics and culture. H e dismisses the image of 
the free-floating intellectual, but advocates a role for one who performs ‘as if’ the 
role exemplified freedom, independence and universality. The basic frame offered 
here suggests that public intellectuals can and should continue to be important, 
prophetic carriers of the discourse of civil society, mediating between its twin 
tendencies to promote emancipation and repression. T hey perform repairs on civil 
society through their advocacy of reform, revolutionary change or restoration. 
Alongside the familiar iconic figures of the Western democratic and revolutionary 
traditions, A lexander strikingly includes O sama B in L aden as a new incarnation 
of the public intellectual, in this case one committed to repairing the solidarity of 
a traditional form of Islam. 

In this way, A lexander shifts the familiar emphasis on intellectuals as ‘central 
democratic actors’ (Goldfarb, 1998, 1) or ‘democracy’s helpers’ (K enny, 2004, 89) 
to intellectuals giving a variety of performances which highlight the complexity of 
the civil society, where, alongside the cultivation of civility, there is the possibility 
of the public intellectual who opposes or seeks to destroy the very narratives of 
(Western) civil society. T he case of A l Qaeda is distinct from the revolutionary 
Marxist intellectuals who condoned violence but proclaimed their revolutionary 
doctrines (whether in Western or non-Western societies) as the true successors to 
Enlightenment and the fulfilment of capitalism’s destiny. When the intellectual 
is not simply an iconoclast but performs as a potential destroyer of the kind of 
world which made the role of intellectual possible in the first place, there is a 
contradiction even more disturbing than the one between revolutionary ideology 
and the society it proposes to transform through violent means. A re we to consider 
the pronouncements of terrorists using the rhetoric of Islam as an expression of 
global civil society? A uer notes that it was E ast E uropean intellectuals who showed 
more reliable political judgement of state socialist power and violence than those 
who did not experience it from inside. T he public intellectual who takes a stance 
on international terrorism should consider the implications of this. R ather than 
abstract models of international security or ethical principles, the starting point 
can be to understand the experience of innocent minorities (for example, E uropean 
Muslims) who are seen as guilty by association. 
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The theme of terror is taken up by Zulaika, who poses some difficult 
questions for any public intellectual whose attempt to articulate a rational critical 
understanding of terrorism is conditioned by their own social embeddedness in a 
society divided by terrorism. H is focus is on the B asque and S panish intellectuals 
for whom the stance on terrorism is a defining issue or test. The case is a 
particular one, but the so-called ‘global war on terror’ confronts any intellectual 
with a similar, though usually less personal, question. It can, of course, become 
unexpectedly personal to anyone, as the media academic John T ulloch describes 
in his survivor’s account of the 7 July attack in L ondon (T ulloch, 2006). T he 
similarity between Zulaika’s question and the question for any public intellectual 
is the need to find a subject position which can express through rational language 
and universal concepts experiences that are beyond everyday contemplation. B y 
taboo, silence or demonization, they are ruled out of normal discourse. Zulaika’s 
answer as an anthropologist and ethnographer is instructive: he concentrates less 
on the structural preconditions or personal motivations of those who organize and 
carry out acts of terror than on the possibility of these experiences being written. 
H is suspicion of interpretation is based on the view that ‘discourse makes reality’, 
and that the discourses of experts, politicians and the media obscure more than 
they reveal. His inspiration, significantly, comes from the fiction of Albert Camus, 
and the sense that to witness (in both senses of the word) is the proper response of 
the public intellectual to what cannot naturally be said or is impossible to fit into 
an established frame of reference.

O f course, terror has been a regular feature of nationalist and extreme L eft 
and R ight politics for generations. ‘O ld’ public intellectuals have engaged 
with the phenomenon from a range of expertise: historical, sociological, legal, 
philosophical and ethical. But they have difficulty, as Zulaika shows, especially 
in their own society, in overcoming the distance which society itself creates as a 
form of self-protection. T he quest for understanding is made more complicated 
by the extension of terrorism to the world stage, where it comes to be seen as 
a ‘seamless’ threat in the absence of a clear political narrative. S ome depict it 
as a new form of totalitarianism, but as R abinbach cautions in his chapter, the 
complexities of Islam and the effects of international policies and interventions 
should prevent us from resorting to old concepts that were applied to E uropean 
conflicts. Twentieth-century public intellectuals had the defining issues of fascism 
and communism, the H olocaust, the C old War and genocide to challenge their 
concepts of reason, common humanity and progress. B ut they were sustained by 
coherent ideological frameworks, audiences who implicitly understood them, 
and institutions that underpinned their public role. Western ‘S ovietologists’, for 
example, could accept positions and funding in higher education and yet maintain 
their critical distance from C old War ideology. R ecent experience in the UK  
about the scientific contribution to the government’s counter-terrorism strategy 
shows that researchers are expected to have a more explicit commitment to the 
top strategic priority of making ‘a world safe from global terrorism and mass 
destruction’ (FCO , 2003). A ccording to professional bodies, some calls have been 
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made for research linked to possible UK  government interventions in the internal 
affairs of foreign countries. T he theme of terrorism, while only explicit in one 
of the contributions to this volume, usefully highlights one of the relatively new 
defining issues for contemporary public intellectuals. Certainly, there are other 
pressing themes, for instance the consequences of globalization or climate change, 
but they do not challenge civil society in such a fundamental way. S uicidal terror 
on 11 S eptember 2001, as Gray puts it, ‘destroyed the West’s ruling myth’ – the 
belief in modernity as the single progressive expression of E nlightenment values 
(Gray, 2003, 1). E xaggerated this may be, but the damage done and the repair 
needed has to be acknowledged.

T his volume opens up and contributes helpfully to other areas of contemporary 
concern, notably the issue of gender and the legacy of feminism over the modern 
period. In her ‘provocation’, E vans chooses writers rather than academics to 
examine the gendered dynamic of intellectual life. N o longer primarily an issue 
about women’s right to speak or their access to the platforms where they can be 
heard, the discussion nevertheless reminds us that access to the public sphere 
involves a key dilemma, because presence there continues to be gendered. If a 
woman intellectual (there can be no doubt of their existence) accepts the abstract 
universal criteria of public discourse, it means abandoning what is distinct in her 
experience of gender. O n the other hand, to speak from a feminine standpoint 
and claim a specific kind of authority is to risk marginalization. For men in a 
patriarchal society, as S imone de B eauvoir so powerfully argued, no choice is 
necessary, because the universal and the particular coincide. A  similar structure of 
argument can be applied to public intellectuals speaking from subordinate ethnic, 
class, religious or minority national positions. 

A  great strength of this volume is that it allows the general statements in 
the ‘provocations’ to be compared with specific cases. To support his argument 
for a more gender-sensitive understanding of public intellectuals, Wisselgren 
presents a case study of two prominent S wedish intellectuals (who he says 
would have seen themselves as practical researchers, reformers and politicians 
rather than intellectuals). T he examples of H esselgren and Myrdal both show that 
opportunities for education, institutional recognition and advancement of women 
in Sweden in the first half of the twentieth century were beset with obstacles. 
Gender inequality and exclusion were the norm in higher education, research and 
politics. T hat these barriers were successfully overcome by both women is, of 
course, a tribute to their exceptional qualities. H owever, they were helping to forge 
a more democratic society, and their success is linked to the growing strength of 
civil society in S weden and the relative openness of the social democratic regime 
after 1932 to applied research and expert contributions to policy. T heir standing 
nationally and internationally represents another solution to the dilemmas faced 
by women intellectuals. They identified with women’s emancipation, but not at the 
expense of general social reform. T hey were politically engaged, but not purely 
on male terms. T heir ‘performance’ as public intellectuals was shaped less by the 
classical idea of the intellectual than by the convergence of the academic, political 
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and public spheres in S weden, which allowed them to claim recognition as insiders 
and experts in their fields. This case study surely has continuing relevance as a 
pointer to the conditions of civil society which may help to promote the equality 
of women and men as public intellectuals without denying gender. 

A ll of the perspectives in this volume, whether they relate to classical, ‘old’ 
or ‘new’ public intellectuals touch on the issue of the relationship between 
intellectuals and their publics, and the enlarged scope of communication from 
national to the international and the global level. While the boundaries of 
history, geography, politics and language still allow us to speak meaningfully 
of ‘A merican’, ‘E uropean’ or ‘E ast E uropean’ intellectuals, for example, these 
boundaries have been weakening, and will weaken further. T here is the potential 
for new communicative spaces to emerge. O uthwaite examines the case in favour 
of the category of ‘E uropean public intellectuals’. H is lists, offered in a spirit of 
scepticism because many of the names could equally well be presented in lists 
of national or world figures, are used to support the notion found in Eder (2005) 
that there is an emergent E uropeanization of public life. In another phrase, he 
describes his selection as ‘transnationally recognized E uropean intellectuals’, 
echoing the idea that E uropean institutions and processes generate complex 
spaces for interaction and communication that are additional to the nations and 
relations between nations. T he present state of the E uropean polity, economy and 
culture begs the question: are E uropean developments linked with an emergent 
public sphere in which public intellectuals play a distinctively ‘E uropean’ part? 
The loss of public confidence in the European project, reflected in anxieties about 
the constitution, enlargement and migration, make this a very topical question. 
O uthwaite chooses to answer it with empirical evidence from media structures, 
drawing on media ownership and the diffusion of media content across E urope. 
T he relative lack of E urope-wide media is notable if it is taken to mean content 
produced by transnational E uropean organizations, consumed in common formats, 
and designed to communicate on matters affecting the E uropean public as a whole. 
T he data on this is taken by a good number of media theorists to indicate the 
weak development of a E uropean communications space. H owever, the removal 
of barriers in media markets through the 1989 E uropean D irective was designed 
to open up competition, not to create integrated E uropean media. S peculation at 
the time was misdirected at the possible implications for content, underestimating 
the resistances from language, culture on the one hand and the immense power 
of global A merican media on the other. T he greatest impact was felt in the 
freer movement of media production facilities, finance and formats. It is hardly 
surprising, therefore, that O uthwaite concludes that there is very slow progress 
towards E urope as a ‘communicative community’.

H is conclusion is premature because it starts with media institutions and 
products rather than communication per se. A ll of the public intellectuals he lists 
undoubtedly communicate through a wide variety of different media: books, 
journals, periodicals and newspapers, lectures, speeches, television debates 
and radio interviews, and increasingly through the Internet. T hey are generally 
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competent in at least two E uropean languages, travel frequently, and have their 
work translated. T heir regular contacts and communication with other countries 
inform their ideas. It is therefore unhelpful to depict the E uropean public sphere 
in terms of communications through newspapers and periodicals with a E uropean 
reach. E mpirical evidence for the existence of a pan-E uropean communicative 
space linking intellectuals and their publics would include the dissemination and 
patterns of readership of key works (in the original or in translation), participation 
in forums designed for specific publics (movements and communities of interest), 
as well as material spread through Websites and citizen networks. N ews reporting, 
as O uthwaite acknowledges, does not have to be transnational in production 
or format to contribute to E uropean public debate. In short, the health of the 
E uropean public sphere does not depend on, and should not be judged on, the 
extent of convergence in media regulation or the trans-frontier integration of 
markets. D eploying concepts from H abermas, the evidence will neither be found 
in the media system increasingly dominated by the commercial imperative 
nor in the life-world dominated by the imperative to entertain, but in the space 
between where opportunities arise for intellectuals and their publics to act: ‘T he 
way [intellectuals] interact with and react against the media, indeed act through 
the media, makes it possible for them to both promote civility … and to subvert 
consensus’ (Goldfarb, 1998, 211).

In her chapter, L yon ranges widely to explore the types of ‘connectivity’ 
between intellectuals, their publics, civil society and the state. Public intellectuals 
have most often depended on sponsorship from the state, which uses their services 
for ideological legitimization or technical support. S he cites the Myrdals in this 
context, and other cases described in this volume can be understood in a similar 
way. For E uropean scientists and academics, if not for writers, this sponsorship 
through public funding is the norm. L yon notes the tendency for the power of 
the state to direct the forms of knowledge that intellectuals create, particularly 
when the rhythms of policymaking do not allow the luxury of waiting for 
full information. S imilarly, in education, where knowledge is delivered as a 
modularized product, it is often detached from its social and cultural origins. T he 
connection to the state is mainly responsible for the much-lamented decline and 
ambivalence in public intellectual life, but it is not the whole story. In contrast to 
this connection, there is civil society, which L yon describes in terms of greater 
autonomy and choice for the intellectual (who may, of course, serve the state as 
well). B ut she also sees the play of ambiguity in intellectuals’ participation in civil 
society: when involvement is linked to specific or local interests or a particularistic 
movement, the partisan commitment diminishes the scope of the public platform. 
T he application of universalistic principles to particular causes may cloud or 
distort the universal vision. L yon’s comments on the connections to the public 
counter the cynical view of media power with a positive assessment of the advance 
of communications technologies. T hey sometimes allow public intellectuals to 
control their own platforms through owning publishing outlets, or to generate 
programme and publishing ideas which attract technical support and sponsorship. 
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L yon is optimistic that public intellectuals can take advantage of the connections 
which bring legitimacy from the state, democratic support from civil society and a 
hearing from the general (media) public. 

O thers might consider the individual trajectories of well-known public 
intellectuals, including some that L yon mentions herself, and conclude that 
these conditions are rarely met. If a public intellectual is someone who applies 
intellectual activities for a whole community in a way that is accessible to members 
of the community and open to challenge, it is the writer or creative worker rather 
than the academic who is more likely to fit the type. Indeed, there is a neglected 
area of connectivity which corresponds closely to the so-called creative industries 
– not in their entirety, but in the form of key cultural intermediaries such as 
editors or directors. Usually affiliated to profit-making organizations, though 
sometimes freelance, they nevertheless have a commitment to communicate their 
creative intellectual work to the general public, and may be the first to describe 
what is currently happening in society and culture. A  new generation of public 
intellectuals may be emerging which is less conditioned by ideological and 
political configurations.

T his volume is a sturdy defence of the public intellectual, both as a theoretical 
concept to explain the processes of the civil-public sphere and as a practical 
demonstration of the value to society of intellectuals who transcend their 
specialisms with creativity and civil courage (Misztal, 2007) in order to ‘speak the 
truth to power’. A s a sociological analysis of the position, status and activities of 
the public intellectual, the series of cases suggests some interesting conclusions. 
T he ‘old’ public intellectuals have an intimate relationship to politics, but their 
styles do not, on the whole, belong to deliberative democracy. T he ‘new’, modern 
intellectuals are more embedded in the practice of research in an institutional setting. 
T heir contributions to politics are mainly indirect, through the policy process, but 
their reception is quite discipline-specific (as the contrasts between the economist 
H ayek, the sociologist L azarsfeld and the policy research of the Myrdals show). 
T he reasons for this may still be relevant today, as the reputation of economics 
remains far higher in government circles and the media than the reputation of 
sociology, for example. A n analysis of this phenomenon across a wider range of 
disciplines would show how reception is shaped by the institutional structure of 
the field, by the characteristics of the theory, and by the patterns of engagement 
with politics. T he issue can be extended to areas well beyond the focus of this 
volume. A  fuller picture would include the impact of public intellectuals who 
are scientists, writers, cultural intermediaries and certain religious figures. The 
postmodern public intellectual exemplified by Bauman or Žižek is a ‘new’ type 
with characteristics that are more free-floating and where connectivity is stronger 
in relation to the media and the public than to the state and civil society. T he 
pull of celebrity combined with lower levels of public trust in academic authority 
contributes to the ambiguity of this position. U ltimately, however, sociological 
analysis of public intellectuals in any period must be about what they say as well 
as what they do, the ideas, the truth as told, as well as the role. 
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