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The following excerpts are from Edward Said’s 1993 Reith Lectures, Representations of the

Intellectual, in which he reflects on the role of an intellectual in the society. Please read the paragraphs

and answer the questions.

But what does the intellectual represent today? One of the best and most honest statements of the
answer to this question was given I think by the American sociologist C Wright Mills, a ﬁercely.
independent intellectual with an impassioned socialvision and a remarkable capacity for
communicating his ideas in a straightforward and compelling prose. He wrote in 1944 that
independent intellectuals were faced either with a kind of despgndgnt sense of powerlessness at their
marginality, or with a choice of joining the ranks of institutions, corporations or governments as
members of a relatively small group of insiders who made important decisions on their own and
irresponsibly. To become the “hired” agent of an information industry is no solution either, since to
achieve a relétionship with audiences like Tom Paine’s with his, would therefore be impossible. In
sum, “the means of effective communication™, which is the intellectuals’ currency, is thus being

expropriated, leaving the independent thinker with one major task. Here is how Mills puts it:

“The independent artist and intellectual are among the few remaining personalities
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equipped to resist and to fight the stereotyping and consequent death of genuinely living
things. Fresh perception now involves the capacity to continually unmask and to smash the
stereotypes of vision and intellect with which modern communication - that is, modern
systems of representation - swamp us. These worlds of mass-art and mass-thought are
increasingly geared to the demands of politics. That is why it is in politics that intellectual
solidarity and effort must be centred. If the thinker does not relate himself o the value of

truth in political struggle, he cannot responsibly cope with the whole oflive experience.”

This passage deserves emphasis, so full of-important signposts is it Pelitics is everywhere; there can
be no escape into the realms of pure art and thought or, for that matter, into the realm of disinterested

objectivity or transcendental theory.

Intellectuals are of their time, herded along by the mass politics of representation'é, embodied by the
information or media industry, capable of resisting those only by disputing the images, official
narratives, jusﬁﬁcaﬁom of power circulated by an increasingly powerful media - and not only media,
but whole trends of thought that maintain the status quo, keep things within an acceptable and

sanctioned perspective on actuality - by providing what Mills calls unmaskings or alternative versions
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in which, to the best of one’s ability, the intellectual tries to tell the truth. This is far from an easy task:

the intellectual always stands between loneliness and alignment.

C Wright Mills’s main point is the opposition between the mass and the individual. There is an
inherent discrepancy between the powers of l;clrge organisations, from governments to corporations,
and the relative weak-ness, not just of individuals, but of human beings considered to have subaltern
status, minorities, small peoples and states, inferior or lesser cultures and races. There? is no question in
my mind that the intellectual belongs on the same side with the weak and unrepresented - Robin Hood,
some are likely to say. Yet it’s not that simple a role, and therefore cannot be easily dismissed as just so
much romantic idealism. At bottom, the intellectual in my sense of the word is neither a pacifier nor a
consensus-builder, but someone whose Whole being is staked on a eritical sense, a sense of being
unwilling to accept easy formulas, or ready-made cliches, or the smooth, ever-so-accommodating
confirmations of what the powerful or conventional have to say, and what they do. Not just passively

unwilling, but actively willing to say so in public.

This is not always a matter of being a critic of government policy, but rather of thinking of the

intellectual vocation as maintaining a state of constant alertness, of a perpetual willingness not to let
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of publishing and speaking out in the public sphere is what makes it an everlasting

at least, the richer for it, even though it doesn’t make one particularly popular.

example of an intellectual performing this role. (30%, under 350 words)

half-truths or received ideas steer one along. This involves a steady realism and almost athletic rational

energy; and a complicated struggle to balance the problem of one’s own selfthood against the demands

constitutively unfinished and necessarily imperfect. Yet its invigorations and complexities are, for me

1. According to Edward Said and C. Wright Mills, what is the relationship between intellectuals and
politics? Why is it important for the intellecutals to engage in politics? (20 %, under 250 words)
2. Drawing from the text, describe the core qualities and behaviors of an intellectual, focusing on

their stance toward power and eonvention. If you ean, provide a contemporary or historical

effort -
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