
1 

 “The intellectual,” Vaclav Havel has written, “should constantly disturb, should bear 

witness to the misery of the world, should be provocative by being independent, should rebel 

against all hidden and open pressure and manipulations, should be the chief doubter of systems, 

of power and its incantations, should be a witness to their mendacity.”1  In this wonderfully 

eloquent passage, composed in 1986 when the Czechoslovakia’s Communist regime still had the 

capacity to make life hellish for those who dared to oppose it, Havel provides a particularly vivid 

expression of the perspective that has dominated most thinking and writing about intellectuals:  

that they are “disturbers of the peace” whose ultimate responsibility is to tell the truth, even (and 

perhaps especially) if it arouses the ire of the established authorities.  In so arguing, Havel joins a 

long tradition of discourse about intellectuals beginning with Zola and extending though Benda 

and Orwell to Kolakowski and many others which insists that the proper function of intellect is, 

in the memorable words of Ignazio Silone, “the humble and courageous service of truth.”2  That 

this viewpoint, which we shall call here the “moralist” tradition, retains vitality today is 

illustrated by no less a figure then Edward Said, who in delivering the prestigious Reith Lectures 

for the BBC in 1993, repeatedly emphasized that the tasks of the contemporary intellectual is “to 

speak the truth to power.”3  

 For the social theorist who wishes to understand the place of intellectuals in politics, the 

fundamental problem with the moralist tradition exemplified by Havel is that it treats 

intellectuals not as they actually are, but as they should be.  The moralist tradition provides, in 

short, an idealized normative form of reference for thinking about intellectuals rather than an 

empirically grounded analytical one. 

 Against the grand moralist tradition of discourse about intellectuals, the present article 

proposes an alternative “realist” tradition rooted in classical and contemporary sociology.  While 

this tradition by no means abandons the question of what intellectuals ought to do, its primary 

focus -- exemplified in the diverse work of Michels, Mannheim, Mills, Lipset, Gouldner, Brym, 
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Szelenyi, Bourdieu, and Bauman4 -- is on identifying the conditions and processes that shape the 

actual political consciousness and actions of different groups of intellectuals. 

 The starting point for the realist sociology of intellectuals is a forthright acknowledgment 

that the goals professed (and, in most cases sincerely held) by intellectuals may diverge from 

their concrete social practices.  Perhaps no better example of such a divergence may be found 

than the one analyzed in Robert Michels’ Political Parties, a classic 1911 study of Germany’s 

Social Democratic Party which revealed that the party of the German proletariat was in fact 

dominated by a small group of leaders, many of them intellectuals, whose interests had become 

divorced from those of the rank-and-file.  Though in principle representing the interests of the 

German working class, the SPD, like “every organ of the collectivity,” had created “interests 

peculiar to itself” -- interests involving “a necessary conflict with the interests of the 

collectivity.”5  The most fundamental of these conflicts was that between “the leaders and led” -- 

a conflict tilted heavily in favor of the latter, Michels believed, given their “more extensive 

knowledge” and their “better-instructed minds.”6  Should the socialists ever succeed in taking 

power, he warned, “Nothing could be more anti-scientific than the supposition...that the interests 

of these leaders will coincide perfectly with the interests of the led.”7  

 The sensibility infusing Michels’ realist sociology of intellectuals is deeply skeptical of 

claims that intellectuals have an inherent tendency to oppose established authorities or that their 

intrinsically critical nature impels them to “speak the truth to power.”  In his essay on 

“Intellectuals” in the 1937 edition of the Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences, Michels declared 

flatly that: 

 The theory that the intelligentsia has an immanently revolutionary 
character is then not in accord with the facts.  Differing among themselves in 
origin, character, training and theory, intellectuals are the officers and subaltern 
of all arms and of all armies.  In the polities of any period the parties of 
revolution, of continuity and of reaction have all been in their hands...8  
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A key question, then, is why some intellectuals align themselves with the forces of “revolution” 

while others take the side of “continuity” and of “reaction.”9  The answer, Michels and other 

realists believe, resides less in any ethical mission or responsibility that intellectuals may claim 

to have than in the social positions they occupy and the interests that they strive to defend.  This 

insight provides the starting point for a theory of intellectuals and politics. 

 

Intellectuals in the Social Structure 

 “Any attempt to define intellectuals,” Zygmunt Bauman has observed, “is an attempt at 

self-definition.”10  All such definitions, he notes, are at bottom based on the binary opposition 

between “intellectuals” and “non-intellectuals,” with a socially constructed boundary separating 

the two categories.11  Indeed, in Eastern Europe, the very constitution of the “intelligentsia,” he 

argues, was grounded in a fundamental opposition in which the “people” -- the unenlightened 

masses -- “were construed as the Other of the intelligentsia.”12  

 After Foucault, it is impossible to neglect the power dimensions involved in the very act 

of defining the term “intellectual,” for different definitions will support or undermine the 

discursive claims of competing groups.13  Yet any attempt at constructing a theory of intellectuals 

and politics will perforce require some specification of whom we are talking about when we refer 

to intellectuals.  For analytical purposes, it is essential that the definition employed scrupulously 

avoid pre-judging the ideological proclivities of intellectuals, for it is precisely their ideological 

orientations we wish to explain.  Thus definitions such as the one offered recently by Edward 

Said -- a definition which includes the claim that the role of the intellectual “cannot be played 

without a sense of being someone whose place it is publicly to raise embarrassing questions, to 

confront orthodoxy and dogmas”14 -- begs the very question we are trying to answer.  Nor are 

definitions stressing personal qualities -- such as Richard Hofstadter’s description of the 

intellectual as someone who “has a sense of dedication to the life of the mind which is very much 
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like a religious commitment”15 -- very helpful in construction a framework for understanding the 

relationship between “the intellectuals and the powers.”16  

 A sociologically rigorous definition of the intellectual will depend, then, neither on 

specific ideological commitments or personal qualities, but rather on a distinctive location within 

the larger social structure.  From this perspective, the definition offered by Lipset -- that 

intellectuals are “all those who create, distribute, and apply culture, that is, the symbolic world of 

man, including art, science, and religion”17 -- is close to the mark.  Within this schema, those 

who create or produce culture may be considered at the core of the intelligentsia, with 

“generalizing intellectuals” concerned with fundamental cultural values and the interpretation of 

experience as its “hard core.”18  Examples of the creators of culture would be scholars, authors, 

artists, and some editors and journalists.  One step removed from those who create culture would 

be those individuals who transmit or distribute it; characteristic members of this segment would 

be most teachers, clerics, and journalists.   Finally, at the edge of the intelligentsia would be 

those who apply culture as part of their jobs; most engineers, physicians, and lawyers would fall 

into this category.19  

 Within this framework, intellectuals may be conceived schematically as a social group 

with a core and a periphery; alternatively they may be viewed as stratified into those who 

produce, those who transmit, and those who apply culture.  But another representation of 

intellectuals, influenced by the fluid imagery of postmodernism, may also be useful; from this 

angle, intellectuals are those who occupy a “spot” or a “territory” within a structure of a larger 

society:  “a territory inhabited by a shifting population and open to invasions, conquests and 

legal claims as all ordinary territories are.”20  From this viewpoint, the anthropologist Katherine 

Verdery suggests, intellectuals may be seen as the “occupants of a site that is privileged in 

forming and transmitting discourses.”  To be an “intellectual,” then, “means to make 
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knowledge/value claims, to gain some degree of social recognition for them, and to participate in 

social relations on the basis of this exchange of claims and recognition.”21  

 The sphere in which intellectuals may most plausibly make authority claims is the 

cultural sphere -- the symbolic realm of knowledge, values, and meaning in which intellectuals 

may make claims to “legitimate domination.”22  Yet despite their privileged position in the 

cultural sphere, their location in the social structure does not give them a similarly privileged 

basis for making such claims in the economic and political spheres.  And it is precisely the 

economic and political spheres that have, at least since the nineteenth century, been the major 

sources of “social power” in the principle countries of the Western world.23  

 Intellectuals thus occupy a peculiar position in modern societies; they govern an 

important (and relatively autonomous) sphere of social life, but this sphere is itself ultimately a 

subordinate one.  Putting the matter another way, intellectuals are the dominant holders of 

cultural capital, but they are “dominated in relation to the holders of political and economic 

capital.”24  As the possessors of large volumes of cultural capital, they are, to be sure, the 

beneficiaries of important privileges; they are, moreover, in a vastly superior position to the large 

segment of the population that benefits from neither of the main forms of social closure in 

capitalist societies:  private property and educational credentials.25  Far more tied socially and 

culturally to dominant rather than subordinate social groups, intellectuals in the aggregate 

nevertheless lack the economic and/or political capital that would make them core members of 

the dominant class.  Perhaps no formulation has better captured the dual character of their social 

position -- at once privileged and subordinate -- than Bourdieu’s description of intellectuals as “a 

dominated fraction of the dominant class.”26  

 Presiding over the cultural domain, intellectuals have certain affinities of interest and 

outlook with other elites that preside over other key institutional domains.  Though each domain 

or “field”27 has its own logic, those who occupy dominant positions within their respective 
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spheres share an obvious interest in the status quo.  It is thus misleading to assume, as does much 

of the existing literature, that intellectuals will typically adopt an oppositional stance towards the 

existing order; most of them have, after all, attained a relatively privileged position within it, and 

their well-being often depends upon the acquisition of resources controlled by political and 

economic elites with whom they are socially and culturally linked.  From this vantage point, what 

needs to be explained is less why intellectuals reach accommodations with the status quo than 

what it is that causes some of them, at certain historical moments, to rebel. 

 Yet if there are powerful forces pushing intellectuals to cooperate with established 

authorities, there are often factors that make their relationship with the powers-that-be a complex 

and ambivalent one.  Bauman captures this ambivalence well when he observes that among 

intellectuals “suspicion and dissent constantly alternate with a powerful attraction -- nay, 

fascination -- with the power of the state.”  Attraction and repulsion, Bauman notes, may 

“succeed each other with a breath-taking speed.”  But more often “they cohabit uneasily within 

the same intellectual community; often inside the same ‘split personality’ of a single 

intellectual.”28  

 The roots of the ambivalence of intellectuals towards those who hold political and 

economic power reside in their distinctive location in the social structure.  On the one hand, they 

are far closer socially to political and economic elites than they are to members of subordinate 

social groups such as workers or peasants; on the other, the privileges they possess generally pale 

in comparison to the privileges held by those at the very top of the political and economic fields.  

As the group that exercises cultural dominance, intellectuals often feel a moral and cognitive 

superiority to those who control the levers of political and economic power.  But this sense of 

superiority, often commingled with feelings of ressentiment, does not alter the brute fact of their 

subordinate position within the elite. 
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 Whatever the underlying antagonisms, the relations among economic, political, and 

cultural elites are under ordinary circumstances cooperative.  Possessing interests in common 

against what Weber rather euphemistically called “negatively privileged groups”29 (those lacking 

any of the principle valued forms of capital), intellectuals often share with those who preside 

over the polity and the economy a predisposition to reinforce rather than undermine existing 

structures of authority.  From the perspective of those who wield political and economic power, 

intellectuals possess crucial specialized knowledge as well as the important ideological capacity 

to legitimate (or, in some cases, delegitimate) the prevailing order.  And from the viewpoint of 

intellectuals, political and economic elites for their part control resources without which it would 

be difficult, if not impossible, for them to carry out their role as producers of culture. 

 The modus vivendi that intellectuals and the established authorities often reach with each 

other thus reflects their common elite status and their mutual dependence.  Nevertheless, there 

have been recurrent instances -- ranging from the French Revolution and the failed Revolution of 

1848 through the Russian Revolution of 1917 and the very different Revolution of 1989 -- when 

intellectuals have actively struggled against the existing order.30  This apparent paradox is better 

understood if we conceive of intellectuals as a potentially competing elite, rooted in the cultural 

sphere, which under certain historical conditions has both the inclination and the capacity to 

mount a challenge to the elites which preside over the political and economic domains.31  When 

this occurs, intellectuals attempt to undermine the legitimacy of the status quo and promulgate 

ideologies -- usually in the name of the “people” or the “nation” -- that justify their own claims to 

power. 

 

Towards a Theory of Intellectual Radicalism 

 Can the circumstances under which intellectuals are most likely to adopt a revolutionary, 

or at least an oppositional, stance towards the status quo be identified?  Though no “iron laws” 
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may be offered, a theory of intellectuals and politics must nevertheless attempt to discover 

whether certain conditions are more conducive to intellectual radicalism than others.  A broad 

reading of modern history since 1789 would seem to suggest that there are specific circumstances 

that lend themselves to political opposition rather than accommodation.  And while no single one 

of these circumstances produces political dissent, together they offer a portrait of the conditions 

under which intellectuals are most likely to adopt a position of radical opposition to the existing 

order.  Among the most important of such conditions are: 

 (1)  The presence of well-organized and politically radical subordinate 

social groups.  Such groups are capable, in Gramsci’s terms, of generating 

their own “organic intellectuals.”  Just as the bourgeoisie succeeded in 

elaborating intellectuals who “give it homogeneity and an awareness of its 

function not only in the economic but also in the social and political 

fields.”32  From a rather different perspective, Mannheim reached a similar 

conclusion; “Stable and well-entrenched political parties,” he observed, 

“create their own intelligentsia.”33  A concrete illustration of this process 

would be the cases of France and Italy, where strong Communist parties 

created institutionalized opportunities for intellectual involvement with 

revolutionary politics.  Nations with less radical working classes such as 

Britain and Canada offered fewer occupational and political opportunities 

for radically inclined intellectuals and reinforced reformist rather than 

revolutionary tendencies among them.34 With the decline of left-wing 

working-class parties and trade unions, the locus of intellectual radicalism 

has shifted in recent years to social movements such as feminism, black (and 

other subordinated racial and ethnic groups) liberation, and 
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environmentalism.35  Each of these movements, in turn, is capable of 

generating its own organic intellectuals. 

 (2)  The absence of a strong business class.  Societies with a dynamic 

entrepreneurial middle class generate higher levels of market demand for 

intellectuals, leading to greater levels of political incorporation.36  A 

concomitant of such market demand is frequently the rise of vigorous 

professions and professional ideologies.  In societies where this occurs, the 

model of professionalism affords a vehicle for satisfying the collective 

ambitions of entire occupational categories that, as Larson has suggested, 

otherwise might be inspired by the labor movement.  The ideology of 

professionalism is especially likely to flourish in societies with well-

developed civil societies and market economies.37  Classical examples of 

such societies are England and especially the United States; the archetypal 

example of a society lacking these conditions and hence possessing an 

intelligentsia that was only weakly professionalized was tsarist Russia, with 

the neighboring societies of Eastern Europe displaying broadly similar 

patterns.38  

 (3)  A high ratio of “relatively unattached” intellectuals to those 

employed by large-scale organizations.  By virtue of their lack of attachment 

to such organizations, such intellectuals are less likely to be integrated into 

the status quo; Mannheim, whose later work emphasizes the distinctive 

character of such “relatively unattached” (n.b. not “free floating”) 

intellectuals, put the matter well when he observed that:  “Large and well-

entrenched organizations are usually able to assimilate and indoctrinate the 

newcomer and paralyze his will to dissent and innovate.”39  Especially 
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conducive to the growth of political radicalism are societies in which the 

higher levels of the educational system produce far more graduates than can 

be absorbed by the marketplace, as in Italy during much of the period since 

the late nineteenth century and Germany during the 1920s and early 1930s.40  

The “blocked mobility” that occurs in such situations, as well as under 

conditions of rigid elite social closure, provides fertile ground for radical 

antagonism to the existing social order; the “intellectual proletarians” who 

result from overproduction of graduates, Michels claimed, “furnish the yeast 

for social revolutions and champion the masses in the class struggle.”41  But 

under- or unemployed revolutionaries from the intelligentsia are by no 

means necessarily on the left; indeed, in the crucial case of Weimar 

Germany, many such marginalized young intellectuals turned to the Nazis as 

a vehicle for transforming a despised social order.  

 (4)  The presence of a moderately repressive regime that lacks the 

means and/or the will to stamp out dissent.  Repression and censorship 

typically antagonize important segments of the intelligentsia and fan the 

flames of discontent, especially when they are imposed in an inconsistent 

and/or limited fashion.  Nevertheless, extreme repression, especially when 

tied to modern technologies of power and surveillance, is fully capable of 

crushing overt political opposition from the intelligentsia; the ferociously 

repressive regimes of Hitler and Stalin are cases in point.  But when 

dictatorial regimes attempt to reform and “liberalize” themselves, they are 

particularly susceptible to outbursts of radical opposition from the 

intelligentsia, as in Hungary and Poland in 1956, and China in 1989.42  If 

there is a pattern between regime repression and intellectual radicalism, it is 
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an curvilinear one, with challenges to the authorities most likely to be 

mounted by intellectuals when repression is at an intermediate rather than a 

high or a low level.43   

 (5)  Weakness and/or divisions within the ruling group.  Like other 

social groups, intellectuals sense when the ruling elite is politically 

vulnerable, and it is at such movements that they are most likely to contest 

the legitimacy its authority.  Perhaps the most common cause of elite 

vulnerability to political challenges from the intelligentsia is divisions within 

the ruling group itself.  In Communist Czechoslovakia, for example, the 

1967 split behind “hardliners” and “reformers” (and the related split between 

the Slovaks and the Czechs) opened the way to the Prague Spring, a 

movement that was at bottom a revolt of the intelligentsia.44  Among the 

democratic capitalist societies of the West, an important example of how 

splits within the ruling group can encourage the growth of intellectual 

radicalism would be the divisions that developed among both political and 

economic elites during the course of the Vietnam War.  While it was 

opposition from relatively small segments of the intelligentsia that initially 

helped produce these splits, it was only when divisions within the elite 

became publicly visible (as they did when prominent politicians challenged 

President Johnson’s conduct of the war) that a radical oppositional stance 

within the intelligentsia took on an increasingly mass character, especially in 

its student segment.45  

 (6)  When the state is unable to protect the “people”  or the “nation” 

from economic, political, or military encroachments from other states that 

occupy more powerful positions within the world system.  Such external 
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challenges can undermine the authority of the prevailing ruling group.  A 

declining position in the international economy, for example, can render 

political and economic elites ideologically vulnerable, especially when 

cosmopolitan intellectuals draw attention to the “backwardness” of their 

home country.  But the external challenge most corrosive of the authority of 

the indigenous political elite occurs when the state that it presides over 

proves unequal to the military task of protecting their territory from the 

challenges of more powerful states.  Such international pressures constitute 

one of the crucial elements in the constellation of factors that produced 

revolutions in both China and Russia.46  Under conditions of military 

occupation or invasion, radical intellectuals can present themselves as 

defenders of the integrity of the “nation,” as Ho Chi Minh did in his 

struggles against both France and the United States.  When nationalist 

intellectuals -- whether of the left or the right -- are able to make plausible 

claims that they are carriers of the “national idea,”47 it may then be possible 

for them to build powerful political alliances with subordinate social groups 

such as peasants and workers from whom they are normally separated by 

differences of interest and world view. 

 (7)  The presence of sharp boundaries between social groups, 

including the boundary separating intellectuals from non-intellectuals (i.e. 

the “people”).  The classic examples of societies in which the intelligentsia 

was clearly demarcated from other social groups are Russia and Poland in 

the nineteenth century; in the former, they became propagators first of the 

ideology of populism and then of socialism,48 whereas in stateless Poland, 

they became passionate advocates of various versions of nationalist 
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ideology.49  But cases in which groups of intellectuals become well-defined 

“status groups” in the Weberian sense of the term -- associational 

communities bound together by cultural co-membership, common styles of 

life, and feelings of status equality50 -- are by no means limited to Eastern 

Europe.  France since the Dreyfus affair would probably be the best example 

of a Western nation in which intellectuals emerged as a social group with a 

strong sense of corporate identity51 and a willingness to serve as “legislators” 

(i.e. the makers of authoritative claims) on matters of aesthetic judgment, 

truth, and moral value.52  Even the United States, a society with relatively 

weak boundaries between social groups (or at least those groups that might 

be defined in terms of class) has at times generated networks of intellectuals 

with many of the attributes of a classical European intelligentsia; the best 

example of such a group would be the renowned “New York intellectuals,” 

whose influence reached its zenith from the 1930s to the 1950s.53  As a 

general proposition, it would seem that the sharper the boundaries (social, 

cultural, and geographic) between intellectuals and other social groups, the 

grater is their capacity for collective action.  Certainly French and Polish 

intellectuals -- two groups which historically have had well-defined 

identities -- have been among the most politically active, with opposition to 

the powers-that-be a recurrent phenomenon. 

 (8)  The existence of historically-grounded cultural repertories of 

resistance to authority.  Whatever their claims to universalism, intellectuals 

are rooted in cultural settings with distinctive national traditions.  Where 

these traditions include well-established cultural repertoires of identity and 

action against authorities socially defined as oppressive, intellectuals are 
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more likely to engage in radical acts of resistance.  Poland in the nineteenth 

and twentieth centuries provides a particularly vivid example of such a 

cultural repertoire; for members of the Polish intelligentsia, many of them 

with origins in the gentry, socialization into their roles as “gentleman” made 

it a matter of elementary honor and self-respect to actively resist foreign 

occupiers.54  And they did so repeatedly, first against the tsar, then against 

the young Soviet regime, later still against both Hitler and Stalin, and finally 

against the post-Stalin Soviet Union.55  At times, national cultural repertoires 

of rebellion seem to provide something like a “script” which the “actors” 

may then play out, as when French students put up barricades in the Latin 

Quarter in May 1968.56  Where no such script or repertoire is available, 

radically inclined intellectuals will have to create their own, or combine their 

own traditions of rebellion with those from elsewhere, as the student radicals 

in Tianenmen Square did with great resourcefulness in 1989.57  In general, 

however, the absence or weakness of such a national cultural repertoire of 

resistance would seem to make overt opposition to the authorities less likely. 

 

 None of the conditions enumerated above, nor even all of them together, guarantee that 

intellectuals will adopt a radical, or even an oppositional, stance towards the established 

authorities.  For the forces tying intellectuals to status quo are powerful indeed, and intellectuals, 

like other social groups, under most circumstances find accommodation to the existing order far 

more rewarding and even “natural” than active resistance.  Nevertheless, there are conditions 

under which intellectual opposition to the powers-that-be is possible and perhaps even likely.  To 

shed further light on what some of these conditions may be, we will turn to a setting that has 
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generated some of the twentieth century’s conspicuous examples of intellectual opposition to the 

established order:  that of the Communist regimes of the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. 

  

The Case of the East European Intelligentsia and Communist Regimes 

 Nowhere has the issue of the relationship between the intellectuals and the powers been 

raised with greater sharpness than in Russia and Eastern Europe.  In part, this is because the 

“intelligentsia” as a distinct social group was born in this region -- to be precise, in Russia and 

Poland in the mid-nineteenth century.58   Here the competing claims of power of the oppositional 

intelligentsia and the existing ruling elite were visible with unusual starkness.  And here, as well, 

a group of revolutionary Marxist intellectuals -- a relatively compact, but passionately 

committed, sub-group of the oppositional intelligentsia -- was able, in the years after the October 

Revolution of 1917, to play a major role in constructing the world’s first Communist regime.  

The classical “intelligentsia” of the region would be effectively destroyed in the process, but a 

new “socialist” or “people’s” intelligentsia would rise in its place.59  Yet this “people’s 

intelligentsia” never fully abandoned the traditional intelligentsia’s claims to a distinctive 

identity and sense of mission, and frequently clashed with the Communist authorities.  When 

Communism in Eastern Europe finally crumbled in 1989, it was the “socialist intelligentsia” that 

was, in one of history’s great ironies, at the forefront of the opposition.60  

 Before moving on to examine the peculiar character of relations between intellectuals 

and power under Communism, we will look briefly at the nature of the “classical” East European 

intelligentsia which had reached its purest expression in Russia and Poland.  More than simply 

the category of highly educated individuals, the classical intelligentsia of Eastern Europe was a 

real social group with its own distinctive values, cultural style, networks of marriage and 

friendship, and sense of collective identity.61  Priding itself on its “cultivation,” it distinguished 

itself sharply from the prevailing political authorities -- in Russia, the tsarist autocracy, and in 
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Poland, the occupying rulers representing the Hapsburg, Prussian, and Russian empires.  While a 

revolutionary stance towards the status quo was not a precondition for membership in the 

intelligentsia, an oppositional or at least a “critical” attitude was.  A product of specific 

conditions prevailing in Eastern Europe -- among them, political autocracy, a weakly developed 

market economy, and the breakdown of an old “estate” society that left in its wake a culturally 

distinct group of well-educated individuals not fully integrated into the existing order -- the 

classical intelligentsia was the major source of political activity in the region.62  Less a class in 

the Marxist sense than a Weberian “status group,” the intelligentsia had a strong sense of itself as 

different from all other groups, including even those segments of the middle class that did not 

share its social and cultural commitments.63  This strong sense of group identity encouraged the 

intelligentsia to think of itself as the “conscience of the nation” and facilitated collective action 

against the authorities. 

 In the aftermath of the Bolshevik Revolution, the “social space”64 occupied by the 

classical Russian intelligentsia gradually disappeared.  Within five years, the Bolshevik regime 

had consolidated its power, first eliminating its most actively counter-revolutionary foes and then 

proceeding on to repress those socialists who did not share its commitment to one-party rule.  

Among those repressed were revolutionary intellectuals, many of them Mensheviks, who 

continued to believe that it would be impossible to build socialism in a country as backward as 

Russia.65  Within the confines of a Communist regime, overt political opposition -- including 

opposition from left-wing Communists with impeccable political credentials -- would simply not 

be tolerated.  And in such an atmosphere, the classical Russian intelligentsia, with its 

commitment to critical thinking and its deep-seated mistrust of the authorities, was doomed to 

extinction.66  

 In thinking about the fate of the intelligentsia under Communist regimes, it is useful to 

distinguish among three segments of the intelligentsia:  scientific, cultural, and political.67  
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Among students of Communist regimes, it is commonplace to distinguish, as do official state 

systems of classification, between the “creative” (e.g. literary and artistic) wing of the 

intelligentsia and its “technical and scientific wing” -- a distinction that in many ways parallels 

the distinction made by Weber in his remarks on “The ‘Rationalization’ of Education and 

Training” between the “cultivated man” and the “specialist.”68  But a more refined analysis of the 

East European intelligentsia both prior to and under communism reveals that this dichotomous 

distinction misses a key segment of the intelligentsia whose place in society is captured neither 

by the “creative” nor the “scientific” category:  this is the group of “political intellectuals” that 

includes both architects of communism such as Vladimir Lenin and Leon Trotsky and 

oppositional activists such as Adam Michnik and Jacek Kuron.69  Also belonging to this 

category, especially in the post-Stalin era, would be social scientists:  the economists, 

sociologists, and political scientists whose areas of primary expertise had direct political 

implications.   Reform economists such as the Czech Ota Sik, who while working within the 

Communist Party framework, favored “market socialism” over the tight central planning more 

typical of Communist regimes, would be examples of social scientists, who in general are more 

properly classified as members of the “political” rather than the “cultural” or scientific 

intelligentsia.70  

 Drawing upon this tripartite horizontal distinction between political, cultural, and 

technical segments of the intelligentsia and linking it to Lipset’s tripartate vertical distinction 

between those who create, transmit, and apply culture, one can conceptualize the intelligentsia of 

Communist societies (and perhaps of capitalist societies as well) as a relatively large social group 

broken into analytically (albeit not practically) distinct social locations; in the lexicon of social 

science, one could represent this conceptualization of the intelligentsia as a three-by-three table 

segmented and stratified into nine “cells.”  For our purposes here, it is the top three cells -- those 

who create rather than transmit or apply culture -- that are most critical.  And for the purpose of 
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understanding the political dynamics involved in the making and unmaking of Communist 

regimes, it is the first two segments -- the political and the cultural -- that are most critical. 

 The character of the relationship between Communist regimes and the three basic 

segments of the intelligentsia is in large part a function of two factors:  the regime’s degree of 

dependence on the type of knowledge possessed by a particular segment and the degree of 

political threat (actual or potential) that a particular segment poses to the regime’s power.  In 

general, the greater the regime’s dependence on a specific segment, the more intense will be its 

efforts to reach an accommodation with that segment; conversely, the greater the political threat 

posed by a specific segment, the more repressive will be the regime’s behavior.  At the extremes, 

then, a segment of the intelligentsia low on threat and high on dependence is likely to enjoy 

relatively cooperative relations with the regime and should possess considerable bargaining 

power to advance its interests; conversely, a segment high on threat and low on dependence can 

expect difficult, even antagonistic, relations with the regime and should possess substantially less 

bargaining power. 

 This may seem a rather abstract formulation, but it can illuminate one of the most 

consistent patterns found in Communist societies:  a reasonably cooperative, if frequently tense, 

relationship between the authorities and the non-Communist technical intelligentsia and a 

conflict-filled relationship between the authorities and the non-Communist political 

intelligentsia.  Underpinning this pattern is a brute reality of power politics:  for reasons of 

fundamental military and economic self-interest, Communist states need the knowledge 

possessed by non-Communist scientists, engineers, and military specialists, whereas the 

knowledge possessed by the non-Communist political intelligentsia is worse than useless to the 

authorities, for it constitutes a potentially serious threat to their grip on power.  It is for this 

reason that Lenin and other Communist leaders have gone to great lengths to establish good 

working relationships with the technical intelligentsia; indeed, in a merciless world system 
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consisting of ferociously competing states, Communist regimes could not long survive without 

such a relationship.71  

 In sharp contrast to the non-Communist technical intelligentsia, the non-Communist 

political intelligentsia has little to offer Communist regimes and much to frighten them.  

Members of the political intelligentsia typically do not possess militarily or economically 

relevant expertise, but do possess knowledge of how to make political and ideological appeals 

that could mobilize segments of the population hostile to Communist power.  The non-

Communist political intelligentsia (except for those of its members who also possess technical 

expertise) is, in short, high on threat and low on dependence.  Communist regimes thus 

characteristically move quickly to forcibly repress, or at least silence, all segments of the 

political intelligentsia not willing to follow the Party line.   

 Regime behavior towards the non-Communist cultural intelligentsia will in general be 

less harsh than their behavior towards the political intelligentsia, especially that portion of it 

involved in activities such as music and dance that have relatively few direct political 

implications.  But Communist regimes will generally be less solicitous towards the cultural 

intelligentsia than towards the technical intelligentsia because they are less dependent on them; 

exceptions may be made for members of the cultural or “creative” intelligentsia such as 

renowned ballerinas or musicians, or chess masters whose performances are linked both 

domestically and internationally to the prestige of the state.  In those segments of the cultural 

intelligentsia, however, whose normal activity can easily take on broader political implications 

(as in the case of writers and, in Russia and Eastern Europe, poets), the degree of surveillance 

and control will begin to approach that applied to the political intelligentsia.72  And, as in the 

case of the political intelligentsia, those members of the cultural intelligentsia who are willing to 

propagate the ideological line of the regime can reap large material and symbolic rewards.73  



20 

 As in the capitalist world, the ruling elite of Communist societies controls many 

incentives -- both positive and negative -- to encourage the intelligentsia to cooperate with the 

reigning authorities rather than to rebel against them.  But in Leninist regimes, the mechanisms 

of social control are far more blunt-edged than the more impersonal, market-mediated 

mechanisms that prevail in capitalist societies.  Simultaneously controlling both the economy and 

the state, the Party is at once the intelligentsia’s principal patron and its primary oppressor.  

Unable to dispense with the intelligentsia yet never really trusting it, the Party/state 

systematically deploys both carrots and sticks in its efforts to keep the intelligentsia from 

becoming a locus of political opposition.  While the regime’s ultimate objective is to create a 

loyal and enthusiastic “people’s intelligentsia,” it will, if necessary, settle for the intelligentsia’s 

political acquiescence. 

 In attempting to enlist the cooperation of the intelligentsia, the Party/state has at its 

disposal considerable resources.  To those intellectuals who serve its purposes, Communist 

regimes can allocate high-status and relatively well-paid jobs; indeed, over time many of the 

highest position in the cultural, political, and scientific spheres, especially those with 

administrative responsibilities, became effectively closed to members of the intelligentsia not in 

the Party.  Moreover, special privileges -- better housing, health care, and consumer goods -- 

await those intellectuals who actively cooperate with the authorities.74  Yet while recognizing the 

importance of material rewards, it is crucial not to neglect, especially in the early, idealistic years 

after the seizure of power, the powerful appeal that participation in a great revolutionary 

movement dedicated to noble ideals held for segments of the intelligentsia.  To these 

“progressive” members of the intelligentsia, working with the regime can confer a sense of being 

members of a selfless “vanguard” engaged in a grand historical project.75  

 Though the symbolic and material rewards controlled by the Party/state are substantial, 

they are not always sufficient to eliminate active political opposition within the intelligentsia.  
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When carrots fail, as is especially common in the period of contestation prior to the regime’s 

consolidation of power, the stick is then applied -- sometimes with fatal results.  To be sure, the 

Party/state controls many sanctions that it can apply to troublesome intellectuals that fall far 

short of death.  Among these control mechanisms are devices ranging from censorship and loss 

of job, on the soft end of the spectrum, to forced emigration and imprisonment, on the harsher 

end.  At the extreme, of course, reside torture and execution.  Though Communist regimes differ 

in the extent to which they have relied on the more drastic forms of coercion, all of them have at 

times used force in their struggles with oppositional segments of the intelligentsia. 

 When the more extreme instruments of coercion (e.g. concentration camps, torture, and 

execution) become widely used and when they are deployed against not only “enemies of the 

revolution,” but also genuine and alleged dissidents within the Party itself, then a full-fledged 

terror regime has emerged.  The classical example of such a regime is the Soviet Union under 

Stalin,76 but most Communist regimes have, at least for a time, utilized terror.  For the 

intelligentsia, extensive regime reliance on terror means that the costs of dissent, never small 

under Communism, rapidly escalate to almost certain confinement in concentration camps and 

possible death, either from draconian prison conditions or from execution.  One of the purposes 

of such terror is the total intimidation of anyone -- whether worker, peasant, student, or 

intellectual -- who dares to act against the regime.  And though overt individual opposition to the 

Party/state may nonetheless take place under a terror regime, effective collective action is 

rendered impossible. 

 Put simply, terror works.  Applied massively and systematically, it suffices to forestall 

any major manifestations of dissent from the intelligentsia.  But in no Communist society has the 

period of mass terror been a permanent one, and in some -- perhaps Cuba is an example -- mass 

terror has never been the primary mechanism of social control.  Instead, a wide array of rewards 

and sanctions are applied to promote loyalty, or at least conformity, within the intelligentsia.  
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Given the considerable benefits of compliance and the high costs of opposition, it is hardly 

surprising that most intellectuals -- including even those elite segments of the cultural and 

political intelligentsia most prone to dissent -- will reach an accommodation with the powers-

that-be. 

 Compared to intellectuals with oppositional inclinations in democratic capitalist 

societies, intellectuals with similar tendencies under Communist regimes face a far more 

daunting task, for the Party/state controls both the economy and the means of cultural production, 

and its use of the repressive machinery of the state is less encumbered by legal restraints.  

Nevertheless, when mass terror recedes, as it did in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union in the 

years after Stalin’s death, intellectuals did sometimes manage to overcome the formidable 

obstacles in their path and find ways to express public opposition to the existing order.  Though 

often isolated from  the general population, as they were under Brezhnev,77 dissident intellectuals 

can at times articulate wider social and political grievances and help catalyze mass opposition to 

the established authorities.  When they do so, they become a powerful force indeed -- one that 

threatens the very foundations of Communist rule. 

 Given the tremendous resources in the hands of the Party/state and the relative paucity of 

resources held by the intelligentsia, it would seem, at the very least, a steep uphill struggle for 

intellectuals in Communist societies to ever mount effective collective action.  Yet instances of 

such collective action -- in Czechoslovakia in 1968, in Poland in 1980, in China and Eastern 

Europe in 1989 -- have undeniably taken place.  And they have taken place despite the fact that 

three of the principal sources of “social power” identified by Michael Mann78 -- military, 

economic, and political -- remained largely under control of the Party/state.   

 Faced with this apparently overwhelming concentration of military, economic, and 

political resources, what countervailing resources, if any, do intellectuals under Communist 

regimes hold?  Reduced to essentials, there are basically two:  knowledge resources and 
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interpretive resources.  By “knowledge resources” are meant those areas of technical expertise 

possessed by intellectuals which enable them to speak authoritatively about the means which will 

permit the attainment of specific goals, especially economic, military, and technological ones; 

this is largely the province of the scientific and technical intelligentsia and, to a lesser extent, the 

social scientific portion of the the political intelligentsia.  By “interpretive resources” are meant 

those areas of discursive competence which enable intellectuals to address questions of meaning, 

values, and historical possibilities; these resources speak less to matters of means than ends (e.g. 

ethically and morally appropriate goals of human action), and are largely the province of the 

cultural intelligentsia and the more overtly value-oriented portion of the political intelligentsia. 

 Because Communist regimes are dependent on the intelligentsia for essential economic 

and military expertise, that segment of it that possesses what might be called technical capital is 

able to carve out for itself relatively autonomous work conditions and a degree of space that can, 

under some conditions, be conducive to political dissent.  Especially in those Communist 

societies whose geopolitical position makes the work of natural scientists of exceptional strategic 

importance, the scientific and technical intelligentsia may become a significant locus of political 

opposition; the prominence of Andrei Sakharov and Fang Lizhi79 among dissidents in the Soviet 

Union and China, respectively, attests to this importance.  Yet despite the potential leverage that 

the holders of technical capital possess vis-à-vis the authorities, most of them use this leverage 

for no purpose broader than a few material privileges and the capacity to pursue their scientific 

interests with minimal interference. 

 Because their expertise makes them useful to the regime and their tendency to focus on 

technical problems makes them relatively unthreatening, those members of the intelligentsia with 

applied knowledge, especially as it pertains to economic and military affairs, sometimes are 

incorporated into the ruling elite of the party.  So, too, are some of the more technocratically 

oriented social scientists whose areas of expertise are particularly relevant to he tasks of the 
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intelligentsia in Communist societies as entirely distinct from, much less inherently antagonistic 

to, the bureaucrats who run the Party apparatus.80  In reality, the two groups, however persistent 

the tension between them, become increasingly interpenetrated, with the “reds” accumulating 

more expertise and the “experts” joining the Party in growing numbers. 

 Yet it is doubtful whether the intelligentsia was ever on “the road to class power” in 

Communist societies, as Konrad and Szelenyi suggested in their classic 1974 work.81  Instead, 

what seems to have happened in some Communist countries is that the ruling bureaucracy 

incorporated into its ranks a small segment of the intelligentsia, mostly from its scientific and 

technical wing, that possessed relevant expertise and showed evidence of loyalty to the Party and 

its “leading role” in society.  At times -- most notably, in Czechoslovakia during the Prague 

Spring and in Hungary during the 1970s -- that portion of the ruling elite that based its claims to 

power more on “expertise” than “redness” made attempts to reform the Communist system in the 

direction of a knowledge-based system of “market socialism.”  But these efforts, which may 

largely be identified with “intellectuals” rather than “bureaucrats” within the Party, were always 

ultimately repulsed, with the bureaucracy showing, as Szelenyi put it in the mid-1980s, an 

“almost suicidal stubbornness...about sharing their power in any meaningful way with anybody, 

even the technocracy.”82  

 The critiques of the existing order mounted by members of the cultural and non-

technocratic political intelligentsia were generally different in both content and consequence 

from the critiques offered by their counterparts in the technical and scientific intelligentsia.  

Based less on claims to superior knowledge and more on claims to being the bearers of 

fundamental values (or, to use the distinction made earlier, more reliant on “interpretive” than 

“knowledge” resources), dissidents from the cultural intelligentsia questioned not only the 

efficiency of Communist regimes, but their goals and their morality.  At its most powerful, as in 

the works of such figures as Solzhenitsyn and Havel,83 the dissent voiced by the more radical 
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members of the cultural intelligentsia brought sharply into question every key aspect of the 

official ideology:  its version of history, its portrait of contemporary reality, and its vision of the 

future.  Whether in the form of fiction or essays, this was a critique that went far beyond 

technical matters to address basic issues of morality and meaning.  Though distributed only in 

samizdat form and hence restricted in circulation, such critiques had the capacity to shake the 

ideological foundations of the entire Communist system. 

 In launching their assault on the Party/state, dissident members of the intelligentsia in 

Russia and Eastern Europe were able to draw on national cultural repertoires that allocated to 

intellectuals the role of “conscience of the nation.”84  Though decades of Communist power had 

succeeded in producing a “new socialist intelligentsia” quite different from the classical 

intelligentsia, some members of this new intelligentsia (as well as a few surviving individuals of 

the old intelligentsia) assigned to themselves an expansive social and political role that resonated 

with older images of the intelligentsia’s “true mission.”  Such images still retained considerable 

popular currency, as evidenced by the immense moral authority accumulated by such figures as 

Havel and Sakharov.  Particularly in the years after the terror associated with Stalin had receded, 

a social space occupied by dissident intellectuals, some of them reformist and others more 

radical, opened up in many Communist regimes. 

 Occupying this dissenting space was not without serious costs, especially for the bolder 

and more radical oppositional intellectuals.  In a common pattern, prominent dissidents such as 

Havel, Michnik, and Sakharov would publicly test the regime’s limits of tolerance.  At some 

point, these limits would be transgressed and imprisionment would result.  Incarceration, in turn, 

would enhance the dissidents’ public stature, for it demonstrated a willingness to sacrifice for 

one’s beliefs that stood in stark contrast to the increasingly cynical and corrupt authorities who 

had long since abandoned any vestiges of revolutionary idealism.  For the regime, the unintended 

consequence of this process was that it enabled leading dissidents to accumulate vast amounts of 
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what might be called moral capital -- a resource that permits one to speak forcefully and 

convincingly to a wider public on fundamental issues of morality and truth.  This was an 

invaluable asset for intellectuals locked in struggle with the authorities, and they were to deploy 

it with considerable effectiveness. 

 Though the Party/state continued to monopolize economic and political resources 

(including the means of coercion), the oppositional intelligentsia now controlled a wealth of 

normative resources.  Richer than ever before in moral capital, their task was less to undermine 

the moral standing of the authorities -- which was in any case already low -- than to convince 

their fellow citizens that open opposition was at once feasible and fruitful. 

 The outlines of such a strategy were laid out in Havel’s brilliant 1978 essay, “The Power 

of the Powerless.”85  But the decisive practical step forward had been taken two years earlier in 

Poland, with the founding in September 1976 of KOR (the Committee for Workers’ Self-

Defense), by leading members of the oppositional intelligentsia.86  Whereas in previous years 

dissidents would issue passionate, and sometimes abstract, denunciations of the established 

authorities, KOR would now offer victims of the Party/state concrete, practical assistance; 

moreover, whereas the specific demands of dissident intellectuals had previously centered around 

issues such as censorship that are of special interest to the intelligentsia, now KOR would take 

up as its principal activity the cause of workers and their right to self-organization without 

repression.  This was a strategy, then, of deploying the moral capital laboriously accumulated by 

such long-time dissidents as Jacek Kuron and Adam Michnik in the service of the construction of 

a cross-class alliance -- an alliance that would have the power to challenge the Party/state that 

oppositional intellectuals, acting on their own, could never attain.  The historic birth in August 

1980 of Solidarity, the first independent trade union in a Communist country, was the ultimate 

product of this effort, but the process of getting there was a long and circuitous one, with the 
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exceptional militancy and resourcefulness of the Polish working class (which had risen on its 

own against the authorities in 1956, 1970, and 1976) its indispensable precondition.87  

 Yet in the final analysis the greatest impact of the moral and political critique mounted 

by the oppositional intelligentsia may, paradoxically, have resided less in its effect on the masses 

than on the elite of the Party/state itself.  For by the time Communism collapsed in 1989, the 

moral and ideological foundations of Communist rule had eroded so badly that even members of 

the apparatus itself were suffering a profound crisis of self-confidence.  As Weber pointed out in 

another context, “he who is more favored feels the never ceasing need to look upon his position 

as in some way ‘legitimate,’ upon his advantages as ‘deserved’”88; for the apparatchiki of 

Communist regimes in Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, the ideology of Marxism-Leninism had 

long provided the philosophical and political legitimation that justified both their rule and the 

privileges that emanated therefrom.  By the late 1980s, that ideology was effectively dead, killed 

not only by the relentless assaults of the oppositional intelligentsia, but also by the decline of 

Marxism among the official regime intelligentsia and the self-doubt that had come to afflict even 

leading members of the apparatus.  Bereft of plausible justification of their rule and faced with 

increasingly assertive populations, the elites of Communist Eastern Europe faced a stark choice:  

either the massive deployment of force or the peaceful surrender of power.  When push came to 

shove, most of them no longer had the faith that would permit them to order the guns to fire.  

And those -- most notably, Ceausescu and Milosevic -- did so less in the name of Commanism 

than of nationalism. 

 However important the contribution of some segments of the East European 

intelligentsia was to the undermining of the political and ideological foundations of Communist 

rule, it must not be forgotten that the bulk of its members managed to reach an accommodation 

with the Party/state.  In this regard, the East European intelligentsia was not, to be sure, behaving 

aberrantly, for most intellectuals under most circumstances will -- as the “realist” perspective 
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outlined as the beginning of this paper argued -- adopt a stance of accommodation rather than 

resistance to established authorities.  In Eastern Europe, the oppositional intelligentsia 

undeniably played a major role in the demise of Communist regimes.  Yet as Zygmunt Bauman 

has noted, if the “omniscient cultural pretensions of political powers” constitute the Scilla of the 

contemporary intellectual, then the “all-devouring ignorance of the cultural merchants translating 

as ‘market demand’” constitutes its Charybdis.89  Having lived for so long with Scilla, perhaps 

Charybdis, with all its dangers, seems like a welcome change to many Eastern European 

intellectuals.  In any event, under the crushing pressure of international economic and political 

forces, the dream once dear to the dissidents of Eastern Europe of steering a middle course 

between them -- a “third way” that would be neither capitalist nor socialist -- now seems like 

little more than a distant memory. 
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