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Reflections on the Cuban Revolution, and Marxism and Psychoanalysis.

What is an intellectual? The most obvious answer would seem to be: a person working with his
intellect , relying for his livelihood (or if  he need not worry about such things, for the grat if icat ion of
his interests) on his brain rather than on his brawn. Yet simple and straightforward as it  is, this
def init ion would be generally considered to be quite inadequate. Fit t ing everyone who is not
engaged in physical labor, it  clearly does not jibe with the common understanding of  the term
“intellectual.” Indeed, the emergence of  expressions such as “long-haired professor” and “egghead”
suggests that somewhere in the public consciousness there exists a dif ferent not ion
encompassing a certain category of  people who const itute a narrower stratum than those
“working with their brains.”

This is not merely a terminological quibble. The existence of  these two dif ferent concepts rather
ref lects an actual social condit ion, the understanding of  which can take us a long way towards a
better appreciat ion of  the place and the funct ion of  the intellectual in society. For the f irst
def init ion, broad as it  is, applies accurately to a large group of  people forming an important part  of
society: individuals working with their minds rather than with their muscles, living of f  their wits
rather than of f  their hands. Let us call these people intellect workers. They are businessmen and
physicians, corporate execut ives and purveyors of  “culture,” stockbrokers and university
professors. There is nothing invidious in this aggregat ion, no more than there is in the not ion “all
Americans,” or “all people who smoke a pipe.” The steady proliferat ion of  that  group of  intellect
workers represents one of  the most spectacular results of  historical development thus far. It
ref lects a crucially important aspect of  the social division of  labor, beginning with the early
crystallizat ion of  a professional clergy and reaching its acme under advanced capitalism—the
separat ion of  mental f rom manual act ivity, of  white collar f rom blue collar.

Both the causes and the consequences of  this separat ion are complex and all-pervasive.
Rendered possible by, and contribut ing might ily to, the cont inual expansion of  product ivity, this
separat ion has become at the same t ime one of  the principal facets of  the progressive
disintegrat ion of  the individual, of  what Marx referred to as the “alienat ion of  man from himself .”
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This alienat ion expresses itself  not  only in the crippling and distort ing ef fect  of  this separat ion on
the harmonious development and growth of  the individual—an ef fect  which is not mit igated but
underscored by the intellect  workers’ get t ing some “exercise” and by the manual workers
occasional partaking of  “culture”—but also in the radical polarizat ion of  society into two exclusive
and all but  unrelat ing camps. This polarizat ion, cut t ing across the antagonism between social
classes, generates a thick ideological fog obscuring the genuine challenges confront ing society,
and creates issues as false and schisms as destruct ive as those result ing f rom racial prejudice or
religious superst it ion. For all intellect  workers have one obvious interest  in common: not to be
reduced to the more onerous, less remunerat ive, and— since they are the ones who set the norms
of respectability—less respected manual labor. Driven by this interest , they tend to hypostat ize
their own posit ion, to exaggerate the dif f iculty of  their work and the complexity of  the skills
required for it , to inf late the importance of  formal educat ion, of  academic degrees, etc. And in
seeking to protect  their posit ion, they pitch themselves against  manual labor, ident ify themselves
with the intellect  workers who comprise the ruling class, and side with the social order which has
given rise to their status and which has created and protected their privileges.

Thus under capitalism the intellect  worker is typically the faithful servant, the agent, the
funct ionary, and the spokesman of  the capitalist  system. Typically, he takes the exist ing order of
things for granted and quest ions the prevailing state of  af fairs solely within the limited area of  his
immediate preoccupat ion. This preoccupat ion is with the job in hand. He may not be sat isf ied with
the level of  costs in the factory which he owns, manages, or in which he is employed, and may
seek to lower them. He may be given the task of  “selling” public opinion on a new soap or a new
polit ical candidate, and he will carefully, scient if ically at tend to his assignment. He may not be
content with the current knowledge of  the structure of  the atom, and hence will devote prodigious
energies and talent to f inding ways and means of  expanding it . One might be tempted to call him a
technician, but  this could easily be misunderstood. As a president of  a corporat ion, he may make
weighty decisions af fect ing the nat ional economy as well as the jobs and lives of  thousands of
people. As an important government of f icial, he may great ly inf luence the course of  world af fairs.
And as a head of  a large foundat ion or scient if ic organizat ion, he may determine the direct ion and
the methods of  research of  a large number of  scient ists over a long period of  t ime. All this is clearly
not what is meant by the term “technician,” which usually denotes individuals whose task it  is not
to formulate policies but to carry them out, not  to set  goals but to work out the means of  their
realizat ion, not to provide the great designs but to look af ter the small details. And yet the
designat ion “technician” comes closer to encompassing the nature of  what I mean by “intellect
worker” than the customary use of  the word would suggest.

For, to repeat, the purpose of  the intellect  workers work and thought is the part icular job in hand. It
is the rat ionalizat ion, mastery, and manipulat ion of  whatever branch of  reality he is immediately
concerned with. In this regard he dif fers lit t le, if  at  all, f rom the manual worker who molds metal
sheets, assembles parts of  an engine, or lays bricks in construct ing a wall. Putt ing it  in negat ive



terms, the intellect  worker as such is not addressing himself  to the meaning of  his work, its
signif icance, its place within the ent ire f ramework of  social act ivity. In st ill other words, he is not
concerned with the relat ion of  the segment of  human endeavor within which he happens to
operate to other segments and to the totality of  the historical process. His “natural” motto is to
mind his own business, and, if  he is conscient ious and ambit ious, to be as ef f icient  and as
successful at  it  as possible. For the rest , let  others, too, at tend to their business, whatever it  may
be. Accustomed to think in terms of  t raining, experience, and competence, the intellect  worker
regards dealing with problems of  that  totality as one specialty among many. This is to him the
“f ield” of  philosophers, religious funct ionaries, or polit icians, even as “culture” or “values” are the
business of  poets, art ists, and sages.

Not that  every intellect  worker explicit ly formulates and consciously holds this view. Yet he has,
one might almost say, an inst inct ive af f inity to theories incorporat ing and rat ionalizing it . One of
them is Adam Smiths t ime-honored and well known concept of  the world in which everyone by
cult ivat ing his own garden contributes most to the f lourishing of  the gardens of  all. In the light  of
this philosophy, the concern with the whole moves out of  the center of  the individuals
preoccupat ion, and af fects him, if  at  all, merely marginally, that  is to say in his capacity as a cit izen.
And the strength and inf luence of  this philosophy derive f rom the very important t ruth that it
conveys: that  under capitalism the whole confronts the individual as an overpowering object if ied
process irrat ionally propelled by obscure forces which he is incapable of  comprehending, let  alone
of inf luencing.

The other theory which ref lects the condit ion and sat isf ies the requirements of  the intellect  worker
is the not ion of  the separat ion of  means from ends, of  the divorce between science and
technology on the one side and the formulat ion of  goals and values on the other. This posit ion,
the ancestry of  which is at  least  as dist inguished as that of  Adam Smith, has been apt ly referred to
by C.P. Snow as a “way to contract  out.” In Snows words, those “who want to contract  out say we
produce the tools. we stop there. It  is for you, the rest  of  the world, the polit icians, to say how the
tools are used. The tools may be used for purposes which most of  us would regard as bad. If  so,
we are sorry. But as scient ists, this is no concern of  ours.”1 And what applies to scient ists applies
with equal force to all other intellect  workers.

Needless to say, “contract ing out” leads in pract ice to the same att itude as the Smithian “minding
ones own business” it  is indeed nothing but another name for it . And this at t itude remains
essent ially unaffected by the now generally felt  disposit ion to put ones faith in the government
rather than in the principles of  laissez faire, to subst itute for Gods invisible hand the more obvious
if  by no means necessarily more benef icent hand of  the capitalist  state. The result  is the same: the
concern with the whole becomes irrelevant to the individual, and by leaving this concern to others
he eo ipso accepts the exist ing structure of  the whole as a datum and subscribes to the prevailing
criteria of  rat ionality, to the dominant values, and to the socially enforced yardst icks of  ef f iciency,
achievement, and success.
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Now I submit  that  it  is in the relat ion to the issues presented by the entire historical process that
we must seek the decisive watershed separat ing intellect  workers f rom intellectuals.2 For what
marks the intellectual and dist inguishes him from the intellect  workers and indeed from all others is
that his concern with the ent ire historical process is not a tangent ial interest  but permeates his
thought and signif icant ly af fects his work. To be sure, this does not imply that the intellectual in his
daily act ivity is engaged in the study of  all of  historical development. This would be a manifest
impossibility. But what it  does mean is that  the intellectual is systemat ically seeking to relate
whatever specif ic area he may be working in to other aspects of  human existence. Indeed, it  is
precisely this ef fort  to interconnect things which, to intellect  workers operat ing within the
framework of  capitalist  inst itut ions and steeped in bourgeois ideology and culture, necessarily
appear to lie in strict ly separate compartments of  society’s knowledge and society’s labor—it  is
this ef fort  to interconnect which const itutes one of  the intellectuals outstanding characterist ics.
And it  is likewise this ef fort  which ident if ies one of  the intellectuals principal funct ions in society: to
serve as a symbol and as a reminder of  the fundamental fact  that  the seemingly autonomous,
disparate, and disjointed morsels of  social existence under capitalism—literature, art , polit ics, the
economic order, science, the cultural and psychic condit ion of  people—can all be understood (and
inf luenced) only if  they are clearly visualized as parts of  the comprehensive totality of  the historical
process.

This principle “the t ruth is the whole”—to use an expression of  Hegel—carries with it , in turn, the
inescapable necessity of  refusing to accept as a datum or to t reat as immune from analysis, any
single part  of  the whole. Whether the invest igat ion relates to unemployment in one country, to
backwardness and squalor in another, to the state of  educat ion now, or to the development of
science at  some other t ime, no set of  condit ions prevailing in society can be taken for granted,
none can be considered to be “extraterritorial.” And it  is wholly inadmissible to refrain f rom laying
bare the complex relat ions between whatever phenomenon happens to be at  issue and what is
unquest ionably the central core of  the historical process: the dynamics and evolut ion of  the social
order itself .

Even more important is to realize the implicat ions of  the pract ice, studiously cult ivated by
bourgeois ideologists, of  regarding the so-called “values” held by people as lying outside the
purview of  scient if ic scrut iny. For these “values” and “ethical judgments” which to the intellect
workers are untouchable data, do not drop from heaven. They themselves const itute important
aspects and results of  the historical process and need not merely be taken cognizance of  but
must be examined with regard to their origin and to the part  which they play in historical
development. In fact , the defet ishizat ion of  “values,” “ethical judgments,” and the like, the
ident if icat ion of  the social, economic, psychic causes of  their emergence, change, and
disappearance, as well as the uncovering of  the specif ic interests which they serve at  any
part icular t ime, represent the greatest  single contribut ion that an intellectual can make to the
cause of  human advancement.
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And this raises a further issue. Interpret ing their funct ion as the applicat ion of  the most ef f icient
means to the at tainment of  some st ipulated ends, the intellect  workers take an agnost ic view of
the ends themselves. In their capacit ies as specialists, managers, and technicians, they believe
they have nothing to do with the formulat ion of  goals; nor do they feel qualif ied to express a
preference for one goal over another. As ment ioned above, they admit  that  they may have some
predilect ions as cit izens with their predilect ions count ing for no more and no less than those of
other cit izens. But as scient ists, experts, scholars, they wish to refrain f rom endorsing one or
another of  these “value judgments.” It  should be perfect ly clear that  such abdicat ion amounts in
pract ice to the endorsement of  the status quo, to lending a helping hand to those who are seeking
to obstruct  any change of  the exist ing order of  things in favor of  a better one. It  is this “ethical
neutrality” which has led many an economist , sociologist , and anthropologist  to declare that qua
Scient ist  he cannot express any opinion on whether it  would be better or worse for the people of
underdeveloped countries to enter the road to economic growth; and it  is in the name of the same
“ethical neutrality” that  eminent scient ists have been devot ing their energies and talents to the
invent ion and perfect ion of  means of  bacteriological warfare.

But it  could be objected at  this point  that  I am begging the quest ion, that  the issue arises precisely
because of  the impossibility of  deducing by means of  evidence and logic alone any statements
concerning what is good or what is bad or what contributes to, rather than militates against ,
human welfare. Whatever force there may be in this argument, it  is actually beside the point . It  can
be readily granted that there is no possibility of  arriving at  a judgment on what is good or bad for
human advancement which would be absolutely valid regardless of  t ime and space. But such an
absolute, universally applicable judgment is what might be called a false target, and the insistence
on its indispensability is an aspect of  a react ionary ideology. The truth is that  what const itutes an
opportunity for human progress, for improvement in the lot  of  men and also what is conducive of
inimical to its realizat ion, dif fers in the course of  history f rom one period to the next, and from one
part  of  the world to another. The quest ions with regard to which judgments are required have
never been abstract, speculat ive quest ions concerning “good” or “bad” in general; they have always
been concrete problems placed on the agenda of  society by the tensions, contradict ions, and
changing constellat ions of  the historical process. And at  no t ime has there been a possibility or, for
that matter, a necessity to arrive at  absolutely valid solut ions; at  all t imes there is a challenge to
use mankinds accumulated wisdom, knowledge and experience to at tain as close as possible an
approximation to what const itutes the best solut ion under the prevailing condit ions.

But if  we are to follow the “contractors out,” the “ethically neutral” minders of  their own business,
then we would bar precisely that stratum in society which has (or ought to have) the largest
knowledge, the most comprehensive educat ion, and the greatest  possibility for exploring and
assimilat ing historical experience, f rom providing society with such humane orientat ion and such
intelligent guidance as may be obtainable at  every concrete junct ion on its historical journey. If , as
an eminent economist  recent ly remarked, “all possible opinions count, no more and no less than



my own,” then what is, indeed, the contribut ion which scient ists and intellect  workers of  all kinds
are willing and able to make to society’s welfare? The answer, that  it  is the “know-how” for the
realizat ion of  whatever object ives society may elect , is completely unsat isfactory. For it  should be
obvious that society’s “elect ions” do not come about by miracles, that  society is guided into some
“elect ions” by the ideology generated by the social order exist ing at  any given t ime, and is cajoled,
frightened, and forced into other “elect ions” by the interests which are in a posit ion to do the
cajoling, the f rightening, and the forcing. The intellect  workers withdrawal f rom seeking to
inf luence the outcome of those “elect ions” is far f rom leaving a vacuum in the area of  “value”
format ion. It  merely abandons this vital f ield to charlatans, crooks, and others whose intent ions
and designs are everything but humanitarian.

It  may be well to ment ion one further argument which is advanced by some of the most consistent
“ethical neutralists.” They observe, somet imes halt ingly and blushingly, that  af ter all it  is by no
means establishable on grounds of  evidence and logic that there is any virtue in being
humanitarian. Why shouldn’t  some people starve if  their suf fering enables others to enjoy
aff luence, f reedom, and happiness? Why should one seek a better life for the masses instead of
taking good care of  ones own interests? Why should one worry about the proverbial “milk for the
Hottentots,” if  such worry causes discomfort  or inconvenience to oneself? Isn’t  the humanitarian
posit ion in itself  a “value judgment” for which there is no logical base? Some thirty years ago I was
asked these quest ions in a public meet ing by a Nazi student leader (who eventually became a
prominent SS man and funct ionary of  the Gestapo), and the best answer that I could think of  then
is st ill the best answer I can think of  now: a meaningful discussion of  human af fairs can only be
conducted with humans; one wastes ones t ime talking to beasts about matters related to people.

This is the issue on which the intellectual cannot compromise. Disagreements, arguments, and
bit ter struggles are unavoidable and, indeed, indispensable to ascertain the nature, and the means
to the realizat ion, of  condit ions necessary for the health, development, and happiness of  men. But
the adherence to humanism, the insistence on the principle that the quest for human
advancement requires no scient if ic or logical just if icat ion, const itutes what might be called the
axiomat ic foundat ion of  all meaningful intellectual ef fort , an axiomat ic foundat ion without the
acceptance of  which an individual can neither consider himself  nor be thought of  as an intellectual.

Although the writ ings of  C. P. Snow leave no doubt that  he would unreservedly accept this point  of
departure, it  would seem that he believes the commitment of  the intellectual to be essent ially
reducible to the obligat ion to speak the truth. (It  is worth not ing here that there is also no basis in
evidence or logic for the proposit ion that t ruth should be preferred to lies!) In fact , the principal
reason for his admirat ion for scient ists is their devot ion to t ruth. Scient ists—he says in the
previously referred to address—“want to f ind what is there. Without that  desire, there is no
science. It  is the driving force of  the whole act ivity. It  compels the scient ist  to have an overriding
respect for t ruth, every stretch of  the way. That is, if  you’re going to f ind what is there, you



mustn’t  deceive yourself  or anyone else. You mustn’t  lie to yourself . At  the crudest level, you
mustn’t  fake your experiments.” (Italics in the original.) And yet, while this injunct ion goes a long
way towards formulat ing the basic commitment of  the intellectual, it  falls short  of  taking care of
the ent ire problem. For the problem is not merely whether t ruth is being told but also what
constitutes t ruth in any given case as well as about what it  is being told and about what it  is being
withheld Even in the area of  the natural sciences these are important issues, and there are
powerful forces at  work shunt ing the energies and abilit ies of  scient ists in certain direct ions and
impeding or sterilizing the results of  their work in others. When it  comes to matters related to the
structure and dynamics of  society, the problem assumes central signif icance. For a t rue statement
about a social fact  can (and most likely will) turn into a lie if  the fact  referred to is torn out of  the
social whole of  which it  forms an integral part , if  the fact  is isolated from the historical process in
which it  is imbedded. Thus in this domain what const itutes t ruth is f requent ly (and can be safely)
sought and said about things that do not matter, with the insistence on the pursuit  and
pronouncement of  that  kind of  t ruth becoming a powerful ideological weapon of  the defenders of
the status quo. On the other hand, telling the truth about what does matter, seeking the truth
about the whole, and uncovering the social and historical causes and interconnect ions of  the
dif ferent parts of  the whole is decried as unscient if ic and speculat ive and is punished by
professional discriminat ion, social ostracism, and outright  int imidat ion.

The desire to tell the t ruth is therefore only one condit ion for being an intellectual. The other is
courage, readiness to carry on rat ional inquiry to wherever it  may lead, to undertake “ruthless
crit icism of everything that exists, ruthless in the sense that the crit icism will not  shrink either f rom
its own conclusions or f rom conf lict  with the powers that be.” (Marx) An intellectual is thus in
essence a social critic, a person whose concern is to ident ify, to analyze, and in this way to help
overcome the obstacles barring the way to the at tainment of  a better, more humane, and more
rat ional social order. As such he becomes the conscience of  society and the spokesman of  such
progressive forces as it  contains in any given period of  history. And as such he is inevitably
considered a “t roublemaker” and a “nuisance” by the ruling class seeking to preserve the status
quo, as well as by the intellect  workers in its service who accuse the intellectual of  being utopian or
metaphysical at  best, subversive or sedit ious at  worst .

The more react ionary a ruling class, the more obvious it  becomes that the social order over which
it  presides has turned into an impediment to human liberat ion, the more is its ideology taken over
by ant i-intellectualism, irrat ionalism, and superst it ion. And by the same token, the more dif f icult  it
becomes for the intellectual to withstand the social pressures brought upon him, to avoid
surrendering to the ruling ideology and succumbing to the intellect  workers comfortable and
lucrat ive conformity. Under such condit ions it  becomes a matter of  supreme importance and
urgency to insist  on the funct ion and to stress the commitment of  the intellectual. For it  is under
such condit ions that it  falls to his lot , both as a responsibility and as a privilege, to save from
ext inct ion the tradit ion of  humanism, reason, and progress that const itutes our most valuable



inheritance from the ent ire history of  mankind.

It  may be said that I am ident ifying being an intellectual with being a hero, that  it  is unreasonable to
demand from people that they should withstand all the pressures of  vested interests and brave all
the dangers to their individual well-being for the sake of  human advancement. I agree that it  would
be unreasonable to demand it . Nor do I. From history we know of many individuals who have been
able even in its darkest ages and under the most t rying condit ions to t ranscend their private,
self ish interests and to subordinate them to the interests of  society as a whole. It  always took
much courage, much integrity, and much ability. All that  can be hoped for now is that  our country
too will produce its “quota” of  men and women who will defend the honor of  the intellectual
against  all the fury of  dominant interests and against  all the assaults of  agnost icism,
obscurant ism, and inhumanity.

Notes

1. ↩ Address delivered to the American Associat ion for the Advancement of  Science in New
York on December 27, 1960, as published in Monthly Review, February, 1961, p. 507. Italics in
the original.

2. ↩ To avoid a possible misunderstanding: intellect  workers can be (and sometimes are)
intellectuals, and intellectuals are f requent ly intellect  workers. I say f requent ly, because many
an industrial worker, art isan, or farmer can be (and in some historical situat ions of ten has
been) an intellectual without being an intellect  worker.
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