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Intellectuals are one of the most important elements is the po-
litics of developing nations. Recently, an appreciable quantity of lit-
erature has appeared on this subject. A quick survey of this litera-
ture will demonstrate that, although there are a host of propositions, 
there is not a theoretically integrated body of knowledge on the roie 
of intellectuals in the politics of developing societies. In this paper, 
an attempt will be made to reintegrate and reevaluate the existing 
information in the framework of some new conceptual propositions. 
Thus, it is hoped to achieve a theoretical unity and explain the roie 
of intellectuals in the process of development. 

Definition of intellectuals are taken as an important starting 
point. After discussing several definitons, a definiton of writer's own, 
the one which supposedly has more merits, is introduced. Then, a 
central proposition is introduced which forms the backbone of the 
whole study. Throughout the paper, an attempt is made to find out 
social and psychological basis of the conflicts of intellectuals. Spe-
cial care is given to show by what means these individual' conflicts 
become social phenomenon. 

This study aims to cover transitional societies in general. Refer-
ences are frequently made to several transitional societies. Con-
cepts are developed and analyses are made in the context of these 
societies. Despite all his efforts towards impartiality and objectivity, 
the author feels that the model of the transitional society, its cha-
racteristics and problems may disproportionatly bear the imprints 
of the Turkish society. Only consolation is that, this is an unavoidable 
risk in most social science studies. Especially in the theoretical ones. 

* Assistant Professor, Department of Public Administration, Middle East Technical 
University. 
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I — WHAT IS AN INTELLECTUAL? 

In an article on intellectuals, to open the subject with a long 
discussion of the definiton of intellectuals should not be consider-
ed as pedantry. Because, there is not an agreed upon definiton of 
intellectuals, and definitions have influence on the treatment of the 
subject matter (Nettle, 1969 : 53-54). 

The problem in the definiton of intellectuals may be rising from 
the following sources : 

— The term "intellectual" has entered into daily life with strong 
emotional connotations. Depending on the culture of a certain coun-
try, people have quite different pictures of intellectuals in their 
minds. This arttitude may have an influence on the orientation of 
the scholar. 

— General conceptualization of the intellectual makes the writ-
er feel that he is an intellectual. Thus, he has to study himself and 
his own kind. This goes against the traditional understanding of ob-
jectivity in science. He may start seeing himself in the controversy 
over intellectuals. Since his audience is intellectuals in general, this 
puts another pressure on the writer. 

— Intellectuals can originate from any stratum or class in the 
society and may be functioning in very diversified parts of the so-
cio-political structure. The fluidity of intellectuals through social 
structure makes their definition quite hard. 

— Intellectuals play a predominant role in the politics of devel-
oping nations. Since the phenomenon and study of development is 
in itself very controversial, intellectuals receive a similar treatment. 

1 — Different Pictures of Intellectuals 

Different national cultures, experiences and political move-
ments seem to create different pictures of intellectuals. To get an 
idea about these different pictures can be useful, both to recognize 
the problem of definiton and to have a feeling about the controversy 
in this area. 

A — The Negative Picture : 

Anti-intellectualism is a common phenomenon both in conser-
vative and socialistic ends of the political extremes. One difference 
is that, while conservatives hold their anti-intellectual approach 
consistently, in the socialistic wing we can see changes or differ-
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ent views. Usually, at the beginnig of the socialistic struggle intel-
lectuals are favorably accepted because they play a very important 
role in the development of the class consciousness of the people 
In most of the cases, intellectuals themselves are the originators 
and the leaders of the struggle, but their class origin keeps them 
continually suspect. For example, Lenin supported the movement 
of the student intellectuals in his "The Task of Revolutionary Youth" 
(1903). He called them "the most responsive section of the intelli-
gentsia." But after a while he became disillusioned with the stu-
dent youth and in articles such as "Lecture on the 1905 Revolution" 
(1907) and the "The Student Movement and the Present Political Si-
tuation" (1908) criticized students because of their class origin. 

On the other hand, for conservatives, the intellectual signifies 
revolutionary change, socialism, far-out ideas, atheism, etc. Con-
sequently, the conservative holds on to his anti-intellectual ground 
to the end. Thus, the intellectual is not at home in either camp. This 
creates one of his frustrations which we shall study later.!1) 

B — Thle Positive Picture 

The positive picture of intellectuals has two sources: on the 
one hand socialists paint a positive picture, on the other hand some 
sociologists offer a rather constructive concept of the intellectuals. 

For the socialists, the intellectual has the role of developing the 
political consciousness of the proletariat. He has a sense of histo-
rical development, ability to empathize with the masses, and the 
will to pursue his ideological interests in the practical world af-
fairs. An intellectual is a social critic who should be "the moral cons-
cience of his society" (Mills, 1963 : 611; Baran, 1965 : 10). 

Often, sociologists give a rather positive picture of intellectuals, 
because they see a function for them in the social structure. They are 
important, according to Lewis A. Coser (1965 : x), because they cre-
ate and maintain the modern culture. Sociologists see the intellec-
tual as a social role category. Intellectuals create and maintain the 
symbols for the society. They criticize the existing order and pic-
ture the possibilities of more desirable tomorrows.(2) 

(1) Writers like Huszar (1960 : 308-309), Michels (1962 : 293) Wolf (1963 • 57) 
Aron (1957 : 230), Hoffer (1963 : 42), Kristol (1967 : 594), can give a clear idea 
about the negative picture of intellectuals. 

(2) On this account the following sources can be illustrative; Parsons (1969 : 3-25), 
Shils (1969 : 25-49), Lerner et al. (1965 : 203), Hamshire (1969 : 231). 
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2 _ Efforts to Define Intellectuals 

A — Constitutive Definitions 

(a) Definitions by the Social· Structure 

Kari Mannheim (1936 : 155) gives the most important of the 
structural definitions. Referring to Alfred Weber's terminology, "the 
socially unattached intelligentsia", he uses the term "relatively 
classless stratum." Besides this stuructural definition of intellectu-
als, Mannheim uses the role and personality variables. He assigns 
to intellectuals the important role of synthesis in an age of social 
disintegration. His concept of synthesis involves the synthesis of 
theory with practice as well as the synthesis of different view-
points. As far as the personality variables are concerned, Mannheim 
(1958 : 118) points out the "empathy" or "social sensibility" (1936 : 
157) as very important characteristics of the intellectual. 

(b) Definitions by Role 

Talcott Parsons (1969 : 4) sees the intellectual as serving a 
"cultural specialist role". For this, he accepts an analytical inde-
pendence between social and cultural systems. According to Ro-
bert Merton (1968 : 263), " ' t h e term intellectual' refers to a social 
role and not to a total person." D. Lerner, I. D. Pool, and G. K. 
Schuller (1965 : 203) tend to define intellectuals as symbol! manipu-
lators. 

(c) Definitions by Personality Factors 

Paul Baran makes a distinction between the specialists and in-
tellectuals. He calls the specialists "intellect workers". The basic 
characteristic of the intellectual! is seen as his inclination to inter-
connect things in the totality of the historical process and the so-
cial system in which he lives. Besides this characteristic, Paul Ba-
ran (1965 : 238) assigns him the characteristic of being an open so-
cial critic, telling the truth, and "carrying on rational inquiry to 
wherever it may lead." 

(d) A Phenomenalistic Definiton 

J. P. Nett I (1969 : 53-125) is critical of all previous definitions. 
According to him, institutions, roles, social structures, even men as 
such cannot be ground for definition. "It must be defined from in-
side out, from certain types of ideas toward certain categories of 
idea-articutators..." (1969 : 55). He divides the relevant types of 
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ideas into two .· quality and scope. By relating the idea of quality 
and scope to social structure, Nettl (1969 : 63) attempts to define 
the intellectual. 

B — Operational Definitions 

One important difference between the several operational de-
finitions center around the distinction between the intellectual in 
the developing society and the intellectual in the developed society. 
When the Western World is under discussion, scientists and artists 
ate taken as intellectuals. In the case of developing societies, intel-
lectuals can be university graduates, teachers, or even students.(3) 

3 — A Contextual Definition -

A — The Question of Context · 

Most of the definitions have a problem on the cotextual plane. 
Especially in constitutive definitions, writers do not bother to state 
in what context they perceive the intellectuals. 

A constitutive-contextual definition will be developed here. It 
seems that there are two aspects of the context in which the in-
tellectuals function : (a) political v.s. non-political context, (b) socio-
political context. 

(a) The political context is the one in which intellectuals are 
directly involved in politics. Their primary aim is political in this 
context. In non-political context, the primary aim of the intellectu-
als is cultural activities. Art and science can be the ways to achieve 
this aim. Symbol manipulation is not (as several authors claim) the 
primary aim of the intellectual's functioning. It is only an incidental 
result of their cultural activities. 

To be sure, cultural activities have political results, and politi-
cal activities are bound to have cultural results. Our distinction does 
not aim toward exclusiveness, but it is a matter of degree and 
emphasis. This distinction aims to demonstrate which activity has 
the primary importance in the life of the individual. 

The second point which should be brought about this distinc-
tion is that, intellectualism in itseif demands that cultural activities 

(3) Shils (1960 : 340). For a similar definition, see : Kautsky ¡1964 · 44 -45) 
Examples of several other operational definitions can be found in the follow-
ing sources : Friedmann (1960 : 520), Brinton (1965 : 42), Mao (1965 · 303) 
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be given importance. But especially in the developing nations, we 
can see that political activities gain the primary importance. There 
are several reasons for this. 

The first reason is that the pressure of political problems is 
too great to be ignored by anyboldy, especially by the intellectuals, 
This phenomenon leads to the extreme politicization of the public 
in developing nations. Intellectuals cannot be immune to these poli-
tical pressures and actually they are the ones who are most af-
fected. 

The second reason is that the nature of developing societies 
tends to create important psychological confiicts for the intellectu-
als. These conflicts in themselves push the intellectuals toward ex-
treme politicization, and political activities become a primary func-
tion for them. 

The third reason is that there is not a highly developed func-
tional! specificity in the developing nations. Contrarily, there is a 
functional diffusion. This functional diffusion facilitates the change 
of primary function from culture to politics for intellectuals. But, in-
tellectuals are not the only ones who change their socially assigned 
function and adopt politics as the primary functional goal. The mil-
itary and bureaucracy have similar transformations. Both of them 
are able to adopt politics as their primary aim and to take their for-
mally assigned function as secondary. 

This functional diffusion and the resultant political activity of 
the intellectuals can lead us to two conclusions. The firt one is that 
a role conflict develops for the intellectuals between their cultural 
and political roles. This role conflict results in high frustrations, and 
they start blaming the socio-political system for their frustrations. 
This frustration leads them toward higher political involvement, and 
higher political! involvement leads them toward more severe role 
conflict. This is only one of the dilemmas which will be studied later 
in this paper. 

The second conclusion is that the political involvement of the 
intellectuals may lessen when an underdeveloped nation advances 
on the road toward development, because development (in politi-
cal-sociali-economic senses) brings functional specificity by itself. 
A developed economy, and a political system based on it, cannot 
function without a precise division of labor and functional specific-
ity. This tends to drive Intellectuals out of active politics, and they 
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adopt cultural roles as their primary function. Their political functi-
on then becomes secondary. Thus, in a sense, the intellectuals are 
working themselves out of their political role. When their aim of de-
velopment succeeds, their influence in politics will be lessened. 
Their success in politics will result in their failure in politics. 

(b) The above discussion leads us to the importance of the so-
cio-political context. Each analyst, according to his goals, may treat 
a different socio-political context, but the most important socio-po-
litical context, and the most useful one for the analysis of this study, 
is the distinction between the developing and developed nations. 

For the intellectuals which will be studied in this article, the 
context is set as follows: political intelligentsia in developing socie-
ties are our subject. The following definiton will tend to cover this 
phenomenon -under these restrictions. 

B — Definition 

One common feature of the definition of intellectuals in the 
literature is that the question is taken as a dichotomy. Whatever the 
context may be, some people are taken as Intellectuals, others are 
taken as non-intellectuals. 

In the firs place, this type of a dichotomy does not correspond 
to reality. It is the opinion of this writer that there are degrees of 
intellectualisim. A continuum of intellectualism will be presented 
here for definition rather than a dichotomy. The conceptualization 
of intellectualism as a quality which we can find in different persons 
in different degrees is a more refined analytical tool than taking 
some persons as intellectuals and contrasting them with non-intel-
lectuals. Those whom we may call non-intellectuals still may tena 
to have some degree of intellectualism. Comparisons of persons who 
have different degrees of intellectualism can produce better results 
in empirical research and theoretical analysis than the comparison 
of intellectuals with non-intellectuals. 

This definition of intellectuals will depend on four variables. 
Each variable should be considered as being on a scale from min-
imum to maximum. The higher the cumulative score of the varia-
bles on the scales, the higher the intellectualism for the case at hand. 
The degree of intellectualism of a person can be determined accord-
ing to the combination of the scores he achieves on each scale 
of the variables. This naturally will tend to produce an ordinal scaie 
in the analysis of the subject. 
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The four variables of intellectualism are these: (a) System Cons-
ciousness, (b) Empathy, (c) Political Perfectionism, (d) Critical Ori-
entation. The proposed definition can be shown schematically as 
follows : 

Scores Variables Scores 
(Minimum) (Maximum) 

System Consciousness 

Empathy 

Political Perfectionism 

Critical Orientation 

Total Minimum degree Intermediate Maximum degree 
Scores: of intellectualism Levels of intellectualism 

Now let us attempt to see the importance of these variables for 
the definition of political intelligentsia in developing societies. 

(a) System Consciousness(4) 

What is meant here is awareness of social reality and the pos-
session of a sense of history. Baran expresses this phenomenon as 
an important concern with "the entire historical process" and "ef-
fort to interconnect things". And in the terms of Mannheim, the in-
tellectual position "calls for a peculiar alertness towards the his-
torical reality of the present." 

System consciousness, for an intellectual, -calls for two levels 
of consciousness. On one level, he should be able to relate the so-
cio-political-cultural phenomena to each other. When he sees real-
ity in pigeonholes, he achieves the level of a specialist. He should 
be able to perceive the social phenomena as a system with all its 
subparts, interdependence, and complexity. This would tend to be 
the case in the relationship of the international system to the na-
tional subsystem; as well as in the social, cultural, economic, and 
political subsystems' relationships to the national system. 

(4) In the social science literature, the "hol ist ic" or "general systems" approach 
are used to describe the similar behavior. A different name is used here, be-
cause the holistic or general systems approach connote an intentional scien-
t i f ic method. What is meant here by system consciousness is a state of mind 
which leads toward a particular political behavior. 
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The second level of consciousnesse is related to the historical 
process. The intellectual would be able to make sense out of the 
historical process. This helps him to develop a vision for the history 
of the future. A historical consciousness can give the intellectual a 
chance to assess his society's situation in the world and can give a 
feeling that socio-political change is possible and exciting. Histori-
cal consciousness is necessary for cultural relativism. A conscious 
socio-political development cannot be achieved without a feeling of 
cultural realtivism. 

Intellectuals receive this system consciousness by their study 
and reflections. They are prone to be exposed to different cultures 
and subjects. Besides mere studying, certain personality types can 
help to create the mentality of system consciousness. Some peopie 
simply hate to deal with details. They want to treat questions in 
global terms and try to see their interrelationships to other prob-
lems. Probably this type of personality would be best suited to the 
development of system consciousness. 

Besides these reasons, the "relatively classless stratum'4 posi-
tion of intellectuals can help them to develop a wider view of so-
cial reality (if we accept that the perception of reality is influenced 
by the position in the social space) than the persons perceive them-
selves to have definite class positions. Another explanation for sys-
tem consciousness would be the tradition of intellectualism (which 
is very strong in most of the developing societies) which emphasizes 
the explanation of reality in the widest possible terms instead of 
piecemeal explanations. Also, there is the situation of the intellec-
tual between developed and underdeveloped worlds. He may be 
raised in one, and trained according to the standards of the other. 
These conflicting influences broaden his perspective and help him 
to gain system consciousness. 

His system consciousness both motivates him toward political 
leadership of developing nations and makes him indispensable for 
development itself. 

(b) Empathy 

Empathy is the ability to see the world with somebody else's 
eyes. This is one of the important components of intellectualism. 

Several reasons can be stated for the development of empathy 
in the intellectuals. There is a correlation between socio-psycholog-
ical mobility and empathy. A person who moves in different socio-
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psychological levels of society gets to know each level, and could 
empathize with the people in each level more than a person who 
lacks this type of mobility. Intellectuals are the people who have 
this kind of mobility. 

Another important reason for empathy is the system conscious-
ness of the intellectuals. Since they are able to see the whole, they 
can understand the relationship of components better. This under-
standing leads them toward empathy. A reason for empathy which is 
associated with system consciousness is the understanding of cau-
sality in social reality. An ittellectual, because of his system con-
sciousness, tends to analyze the situation of an individual or a group 
in terms of system. If there are problems in the society, for him the 
fault lies in the system. Disappointment of the intellectual in the 
face of concrete events is directed toward the systems, leaving a 
free hand and heart for him to empathize with the victim as he sees 
it. 

A further reason for empathy of the intellectual is his education. 
It seems that education in itself produces empathy. When we read, 
we are exploring in somebody else's mind; we are trying to under-
stand the writer's feelings and motivations. Reading is an excellent 
exercise in empathy. Moreover, the objective information that is 
provided by reading helps the development of empathy. The reader 
comes to know different cultures, languages, religions, and socie-
ties. This takes him out of his narrow etnocentrism. For example, 
Daniali Lerner (1958 - 96 -98) found in the Middle East that educa-
tion and empathy have important correlations. 

A final reason for the development of empathy can be the in-
volvement of the intellectuals in artistic work. Art in itself requires 
the sensitization of the individual toward the environment he is liv-
ing in. 

In the context of the developing societies, empathy is an extreme-
ly valuable leadership tool. It can work in two levels. On the na-
tional level, intellectuals can empathize with different social strata 
or groups. Because of this ability, intellectuals can analyze the sit-
uation of the social groups quite well and can make use of them 
in the struggle for social change. Intellectuals can develop strong 
feelings toward underprivileged groups and this can lead toward 
populism and socialism in these societies. 

On the international level, empathy is useful for the political 
intelligentsia. The intellectual is familiar with both developed and 



A SOCIOLOGICAL ANALYSIS OF INTELLECTUALS AND THEIR ROLE IN THE 
PROCESS OF DEVELOPMENT 

1 1 

developing societies. He can feel the world culture and its direc-
tion. When he wants to borrow something from the world culture 
and incorporate it into his own culture, he does not feel as if he is 
borrowing something alien. He does not have the apprehension of a 
conservative toward foreign cultures. This flexibility, which is the 
product of empathy, makes him a suitable leader for development. 

(c) Political Perfectionism 

The intellectual's basic preoccupation with abstractions leads 
him to emphasize the importance of principles in politics and de-
emphasize the practical limitations of political life. This attitude is 
reinforced by the "reference model" concept which will be develop-
ed later in this paper. 

They want to see society as "perfect" as the one they build in 
their mind. All the daily compromises of political life are steps tak-
en away from this future perfection. 

This attitude prepares the ground for the doctrinaire politics of 
intellectuals (Michels, 1960 : 317 -318). 

(d) Critical Orientation 

One of the most distinguished qualities of intellectuals is their 
critical orientation. Existing social, political and cultural orders are 
under the constant fire of criticism coming from intellectuals. Their 
political perfectionism is one of the reasons for critical attitude. 
The gap between the ideal and reality produces this critical attitude. 

System consciousness is another reason for their critical atti-
tude. They are able to see, understand and compare their society 
with more developed societies. Moreover, in their own society they 
are able to comprehend and analyze the interrelatedness of socio 
-political phenomena. More importantly, they are able to relate 
themselves and their work to this whole social system. When one of 
the important subparts of the socio-political subsystem fails, they 
tend to criticize the other parts of the system as well. Their system 
consciousness prevents them from seeing the failure of one subpart 
as an isolated phenomenon. This tendency makes criticism a per-
vasive and largely inclusive weapon in the hands of intellectuals. 

4 — Discussion of the Proposed Definition 

As it may be seen, above definition (like most other definitions) 
is a union of rather arbitrarily chosen elements. Reliability and de-
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pendability of the above proposition are yet to be seen. Moreover, 
the internal consistancy of the proposed definition should be affirm-
ed by empirical testing as well. 

It can be argued that, this definition has some advantages over 
the ones which are studied previously in this article. These are : 

— Assumptions and limitations of the definition are made quite 
clear. 

— The simplistic assumption of dichotomy is replaced by an 
idea of continuum. 

— In nature, this is a constitutive definition. But, it readily lends 
itself to operationalization and empirical research. 

II — SOME CONCEPTUAL PROPOSITIONS 

1. The Central Proposition 

An attempt will be made to develop an integrated conceptual 
structure to explain the politics of intellectuals in developing socie-
ties. This conceptual structure will develop around the following 
central proposition : Intellectuals feel conflicts in the context of the 
transitional societies. To resolve these conflicts, they orient them-
selves toward extremist politics. 

Before going any further, we should clarify some of the key 
concepts in this proposition. 

What is meant by conflict is the psychological state of the in-
dividual under the influence of forces which pull him toward mutu 
ally incompatible alternatives of behavior. 

The conflict situation leads individuals toward frustration. This 
is an unhappy state to be in. There are several avenues through 
which the individual may resolve the conflict and return to a rela-
tively balanced state. 

This can happen in two levels. In the first level there are task-
oriented reactions. These are aimed at realistically meeting the de-
mands of the situation. Attack, withdrawal, and compromise are the 
elements of this situation. 

The second level involves the ego defensive mechanisms. De-
nial of reality (escapism), fantasy, rationalization, projection, rep-
ression, reaction formation, undoing (atonement), regression, iden-


