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Are intellectuals a very large or an extremely small and highly selective group of people?
Two of the most famous twentieth-century descriptions of intellectuals are fundamentally
opposed on that point. Antonio Gramsci, the Italian Marxist, activist, journalist and brilliant
political philosopher who was imprisoned by Mussolini between 1926 and 1937, wrote in his
Prison Notebooks that “all men are intellectuals, one could therefore say: but not all men have
in society the function of intellectuals.” Gramsci’s own career shows the role he ascribed to
the intellectual: a trained *'philologist, he was both an organizer of the Italian working-class
movement and, in his own journalism, one of the most consciously reflective of social analysts,
whose purpose was to build not just a social movement but an entire cultural formation
associated with the movement.

Those who do perform the intellectual function in society, Gramsci tries to show, can be

divided into two types: first, traditional intellectuals such as teachers, priests, and
7

administrators, who continue to do the same thing from generation to generation; and second,

organic intellectuals, whom Gramsci saw as directly connected to classes or enterprises that

used intellectuals to gain more power and get more control. Thus, Gramsci says about the

organic intellectual, “the capitalist entrepreneur creates alongside himself the industrial
technician, the specialist in political economy, the organizers of a new culture, of a new legal
system, etc.” Gramsci believed that organic intellectuals are actively involved in
society, that is, they constantly struggle to change minds and expand markets; unlike teachers
and priests, who seem more or less to remain in place, doing the same kind of work year in
year out, organic intellectuals are always on the move, on the make.

At the other extreme there is Julien Benda’s celebrated definition of intellectuals as a tiny
band of supergifted and morally talented philosopher-kings who constitute the conscience of
mankind. While it is true that Benda’s essay, The Betrayal of the Intellectuals, has been
accepted more as a blistering attack on intellectuals who abandon their calling and
compromise their principles than as a systematic analysis of intellectual life, he does in fact
cite a small number of names and major characteristics of those whom he considered to be
real intellectuals. Socrates and Jesus are frequently mentioned, as are more recent exemplars
like Spinoza, Voltaire and Ernest Renan. Real intellectuals constitute an elite, very rare
creatures indeed, since what they uphold are eternal standards of truth and justice that are

precisely not of this world.
(Adapted from Representations of the Intellectuals, by Edward W. Said, Vintage Books, 1994)
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