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Enlightenment, Cultural Crisis, and Politics: The

Role of the Intellectuals from Kant to Habermas

,, PETER LASSMAN ,,

The problem of understanding the political role, responsibility, and self-under-
standing of the modern intellectual as a distinct social type is an extremely difécult one.
All generalizations put forward concerning this topic ought to be treated with extreme
caution. Even when attempting an overview of the intellectual and political traditions
of a single country one cannot and ought not to avoid paying attention to the
distinctive characteristics of particular historical periods. Thus, when contemplating the
case of the intellectuals in modern Germany, although it is possible and, indeed,
unavoidable that we work with and seek to make generalizations, it is still necessary to
recognize that, in particular, they are always constrained by signiécant political and
cultural differences between political generations.

Nevertheless, a set of themes has emerged from studies of the German intellectuals.
It has been said that wherever “there are intellectuals, there is also anti-intellectualism.”1

The complex relationship between intellectuals, intellectual anti-intellectuals, and a
general anti-intellectualism possesses its own dynamic and particular qualities in the case
of modern Germany. The relation between intellectuals and anti-intellectualism nat-
urally varies from society to society and between historical periods. One particular form
of anti-intellectualism that is of interest here is the particular form that is put forward
by intellectuals themselves. They are typically those “who warn the world of their
dangerousness and who—like Martin Heidegger in his Freiburg rectoral address of
1933—would like to organize the banal catalogue of the three Platonic estates of
teachers, soldiers, and peasants in a rank order that accepts even the precedence of
soldiers as a form of the ‘self-assertion’ of teachers.”2

In examining the self-image, authority, and reception of the German intellectuals
the speciéc égures of the mandarin and the counter-intellectual are of particular
signiécance. In the German case a certain form of “elitist anti-intellectualism” has been
identiéed. Here we énd a pattern that held sway until fairly recently (at least up to the
1960s) of an “exclusive intellectualism.” The paradigm case for this form of intellectu-
alism is to be found in the role of the scholar and most clearly in the university professor
during the érst half of the twentieth century, and especially in those who specialized in
the Geisteswissenschaften (the human or cultural sciences). In addition a strong anti-mod-
ernism was often combined with a strong anti-intellectualism. This “elitist anti-intellec-
tualism” was, therefore, strongly conservative in outlook. Anti-modernism entailed an
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opposition to what were perceived as the leveling effects of mass democracy with its
implied threat to the continuity of an exclusive cultural monopoly held by the
institutions of higher learning. Of course, one of the main modernist threats to the
status and authority of the “mandarins” was perceived to originate in the minds of the
critical literati and intellectuals who, to a large extent, operated beyond the walls of the
academic establishment.3 This anti-modernism, which could also take the form of a
seemingly paradoxical “reactionary modernism,” is itself a symptom of an enduring
sense of cultural crisis. This sense of cultural crisis reached its peak during the years of
the Weimar Republic but its roots are to be found in earlier decades and its echoes are
still to be heard. The anti-modernism and sense of cultural crisis current among the
mandarin intellectuals was given additional weight by the popular distinction that was
believed to hold between Kultur and Zivilisation. In short, this distinction refers to the
inner cultivation and spiritual depth of German culture in contrast to the superécial and
materialist civilization of “the West” (meaning principally, England, France, and the
USA). Intellectuals who operated beyond the conénes of the mandarin establishment
were always as a consequence in danger of being identiéed with an inferior, alien, and,
at times, decadent form of life.

An interesting example of these attitudes is exempliéed in Thomas Mann’s
inèuential essay “Reèections of a Nonpolitical Man.” Here Mann, writing at the end
of World War I, quotes Nietzsche with approval in an attack upon the spirit of
democratic politics and the intellectuals who support it as being “hostile to Germany.”
For Mann, it is obvious that the “political spirit that is anti-German as intellect is with
logical necessity anti-German as politics”.4 The proponent of the un-German values is
the “radical literary man “ or “civilization’s literary man.” The intellectuals described in
this manner are children of the French Revolution and cannot be so without despising
German culture. Mann argues that

being a literary man is almost the same as being a Frenchman, indeed, a classical
Frenchman, a revolutionary Frenchman; for the literary man receives his greatest
traditions from the France of the revolution. His paradise lies there, his golden age.
France is his country; the Revolution is his grand period. He was quite well off then,
when he was still called a philosophe, and when he actually mediated, spread, and
politically prepared the new philosophy of humanitarianism, freedom, and reason.5

In Mann’s account, the German “radical literary man” is, because of the foreignness of
his ideas, socially isolated and, at times, a tragic égure. The intellectuals think “in
French concepts” and they see the war as a struggle between “power and spirit.” The
German intellectual stands accused of seeing the war as a “repetition of the Dreyfus
affair on a colossally magniéed scale” and of wishing for “the democratic invasion.”6

In an address delivered in 1986 Jurgen Habermas, himself a leading contemporary
example of a public intellectual, turned his attention towards the question of the history
of the reception of the intellectual in Germany. In line with the political and social
theory for which he has become well known, Habermas argued that in modern society

the observation that the intellectual takes on a different role with the development
of a parliamentary system is correct. In fact, the intellectual acquires a speciéc role only
when he [sic] is able to address a public opinion formed by the press and the struggle
between political parties. Only in the constitutional state does the political public
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sphere become the medium of, and serve to reinforce, the process of democratic
will-formation. Here the intellectual énds his place.7

This historical sketch is important for Habermas because it serves as a mirror for
the observation of those features that mark the speciéc character of German political
development. As a, if not the, prominent intellectual representing left-of-center opinion
in Germany today Habermas’ views are indicative of much current political thought
concerning the identity and future of the new united state. Throughout Habermas’
work, in social theory, philosophy and political journalism, there is a constant concern
to diagnose what he sees as the failure of Germany to come to terms with “the project
of modernity” that was érst proclaimed in the Enlightenment.

Habermas points to, and seeks to instantiate, some enduring themes in the history
of those debates that are concerned with the nature and political role of the intellectual
in Germany. For Habermas the example of the establishment of the role of the
“universal intellectual” in France as he sees it, “from Zola to Sartre,” following the
Dreyfus case is a development to be admired. The égure of the “universal intellectual”
is a new social type who sees his or her role as that of intervening “on behalf of rights
that have been violated and truths that have been suppressed, reforms that are overdue
and progress that has been delayed.” The modern “universal intellectual” addresses a
public sphere that is “capable of response, alert and informed.” A world in which there
is an informed public for intellectuals to both respond to and to address presupposes the
existence of a political culture in which political life is not perceived to be the
monopoly of the state. A political culture of opposition must exist which serves as a
complement or as an alternative to the activities of the state.

The key égure that provides the basis for Habermas’ reèections here is Heinrich
Heine. Clearly, the conditions in Heine’s age were quite different from those of the
Dreyfusards. Habermas observes that during Heine’s time “the intellectual already
existed-but only in the anticipatory perception of the censorship ofécials.”8 However,
in contrast with the situation in France, a tradition did not develop in Germany in
which the intellectual was recognized as a valued contributor to the political culture.
Habermas argues that Heine would have been able to recognize himself in the role of
an intellectual during the Dreyfus Affair. Heine represents here, for Habermas, the ideal
to which a public or political intellectual ought to aspire. He mocked authoritarianism
and attacked those forces of populism that fought against the universalism and
individualism of the Enlightenment.

Habermas takes it for granted that France is the country that gave birth to the
modern concept of the intellectual. In contrast, Germany is the country in which the
idea of the intellectual is one that has continually aroused suspicion. Intellectuals have,
more often than not, been generally despised. Habermas makes much of this stark
distinction between the image of the intellectual in France and Germany. He bases his
analysis, to a large extent, upon to Dietz Bering’s linguistic investigation of the concept
of the intellectual in modern Germany.9 Bering’s study itself begins with a discussion of
the case of Helmut Schelsky’s controversial attack upon the post-1945 intellectuals Die

Arbeit tun die anderen. Klassenkampf und Priesterherrschaft der Intellektuellen (“The Others do
the Work. Class Struggle and the Priestly Rule of the Intellectuals.”)10 Bering
demonstrates how the concept of the intellectual has come to possess a set of negative
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connotations throughout the history of modern German thought. Such terms as
“agitator,” “arrogant,” “cynical,” “decadent,” “opportunistic,” “revolutionary,”
“mechanistic,” “rootless,” “soulless,” “ Jewish,” and “racially foreign” have been
recorded as being typically used to describe intellectuals as a social grouping. Concen-
trating upon developments from the foundation of the Weimar Republic onwards
Bering describes how this attitude is to be found among the all of the three major
political and cultural tendencies that he identiées: the “national-fascists,” the Marxists,
and the “bourgeois-democratic humanists.” Schelsky’s attack upon the post-1945
intellectuals is taken as damning evidence of the continuity of such themes.

Habermas summarizes the negative image of the intellectual that emerges all too
clearly from Bering’s study: “In the intellectual, who thinks abstractly and in general
terms, lack of instincts and roots is linked to a lack of patriotic sentiment and loyalty,
to unbounded decadence and instability of character, to the destructive addiction to
criticism characteristic of the ‘person of foreign descent’, the Jew, to whom nothing is
sacred.”11 Habermas draws the conclusion that although the development of the
Dreyfus Affair was followed at the time with great attention in Germany no stratum of
intellectuals who could be called worthy successors to Heine developed during the
period prior to 1914 or, even, prior to 1945. Habermas argues that even those
“radical-democratic humanist” literary égures and scholars such as Heinrich Mann,
Ernst Troeltsch, and Alfred Döblin did not use the word “intellectual” in a positive
sense. In fact, even those who were favorably inclined towards the idea of the
intellectual, with few exceptions, used words derived from the term Geist. The
implication here being that the idea of the intellectual is given a speciécally German
cultural connotation. Thus there is reference to geistige Menschen (spiritual men), the
Geistigen (the spiritual ones), the Geistesmenschen (men of spirit), and the Geistesadel

(aristocracy of spirit). Of course, this use of the concept of Geist provides a link to the
world of high culture and the Geisteswissenschaften (the human sciences). It is also notable
that the preferred term on the left was the geistigen Arbeiter (the mental or spiritual
worker).

For Habermas the general situation in Wilhelmine and Weimar Germany was such
that the dominant intellectual groupings were to a large extent composed of
“intellectuals who did not want to be intellectuals.” This general tendency in German
cultural life was founded upon two, and for Habermas, mistaken, interpretations of the
relationship between politics and the world of the mind or spirit (Geist). In effect, it was
generally held that the spheres of culture and politics were distinct and ought to remain
so. Involvement by intellectuals in practical party politics was not to be encouraged
because, it was held, it would threaten the autonomy of both the political and the
cultural realms. It was a general view held by the “orthodox” and “anti-modernist”
academic establishment, the “mandarins,” that any political involvement by the intellec-
tuals must, by its nature, be corrupting to their true vocation. As Habermas puts it,
“inèuence on the political public sphere was confused with incorporation into the
operations of the political power struggle.”12

Habermas’ use of Heine as an inspirational model is at one with his insistence upon
the importance of the intellectual. This stance is especially signiécant in that Habermas
in his own interventions in public debates is countering what he sees as the harmful and
dangerous tendencies in German political and intellectual history.
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The dominant tradition, at least up to 1945, deéned the political sphere in such
a manner that interventions by nonspecialists were usually regarded as suspect. At the
same time the “mandarin” tradition of the academic intellectual establishment tended
towards an apolitical attitude. Such factors make it especially difécult to deéne and
defend the public role of intellectuals. For Habermas the main tradition in German
intellectual and political life can be characterized as “a fetishization of mind” and
“functionalization of power.”13 These two conceptions come together to negate the
idea of a political public sphere in which intellectuals could operate in a legitimate
manner. According to Habermas, the highpoint of this characteristically German
tendency was to be found during the years of the Weimar Republic. Here,

for the literary masters and the mandarins of Weimar, culture presented itself as a
continent accessible only to the elites, sufécient unto itself and maintaining no
ongoing connections to politics or society. Their opposite numbers, conversely,
thought of politics as a functionally speciéed realm of action that needs its own
experts who are qualiéed to participate in a power struggle organized as an ongoing
activity. Between the culture of the one group and the politics of the other, there is
no room for the political public sphere and the intellectual in it; for the intellectual
commits himself on behalf of public interests as a sideline, so to speak (something that
distinguishes him from both journalists and dilettantes), without giving up his
professional involvements in contexts of meaning that have an autonomous logic of
their own, but also without being swallowed up by the organizational forms of
political activity.14

It is only in the post-1945 Federal Republic that Habermas sees hope for the emergence
of a stratum of intellectuals who accept themselves as such. Nevertheless, this has not
been a straightforward development. Referring to the criticisms made by Schelsky, for
example, Habermas points to the continuation of attitudes towards the intellectuals
typical of the Weimar Republic. It is especially important to note that Habermas’
account of the proper role for the intellectual is bound up with a particular conception
of democracy. Although a modern democracy, in Habermas’ view, requires a form of
critical intellectual engagement this does not mean that intellectuals can claim, as they
might once have done, that they are in possession of a “higher truth” or “special
powers.”15 There can be no return, in Habermas’ view, to a form of “Platonism” in
which the intellectual can act as an oracle dispensing wisdom in times of crisis.16

Nevertheless, despite the arguments of Bering and Habermas, one has to agree
with the comment that the history of a term of abuse cannot and ought not to be a
substitute for an investigation of the actual position and activity of intellectuals.17

Although the interpretation put forward by Habermas is forceful and compelling we
ought not to disregard the fact that the critical role of intellectuals, drawn both from
within and without the “mandarin” stratum constituted by the German academic
community, was characterized by a more complex reality. Recent historical research has
pointed out that during the Wilhelmine era, for example, there was no shortage of
political reèection by German intellectuals. What can count as political reèection is
often expressed in an indirect way. Often cultural criticism and universal history
function as implicit or implied political commentary. It has been observed that, for
example, in close proximity to the Dreyfus Affair several important works that are
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illustrative of this tendency were published. An intervention by Karl Kautsky in 1901,
in the revisionism debate in the Social Democratic party, was concerned with the
problem of the relationship between intellectuals and workers. Another important
example of intellectual self-reèection that is implicitly political is to be found in the
essay, published in 1903, by Georg Simmel on the cultural implications of the modern
urban life. At the same time Max Weber was concerned in both his cultural criticism
and in his essays in universal history to lay the foundations for a systematic diagnosis of
the role of intellectuals as the creators of political and religious innovation.18 In
particular, much of Weber’s work on the comparative history of the world religions can
be seen as an exercise in the conceptual clariécation necessary for an understanding of
the transformation of the position of the intellectuals in a secularized Europe.19

Nevertheless, in contrast with France, the situation in Germany during the
Wilhelmine era was not favorable for the emergence of a type of intellectual who is
conscious of him or herself as being both autonomous and, at the same time, working
within a functioning civil society. It can be argued that, in Wilhelmine Germany, in
contrast to the situation in the French Third Republic, intellectuals were unable to
occupy a national public space in which the diversity of lines of social and political
division and conèict could be contained. This is a possible explanation for the fact that
the intellectuals in Germany during the pre-1914 period, unable to become an
autonomous stratum, tended to polarize between extremes, taking either an avant-garde
and oppositional stance or a rigid defense of the established social order.20 The
complexity of the situation of the intellectuals in Germany during the Wilhelmine and
Weimar periods can only be understood if it is related to the contemporary political and
cultural environment. One has to distinguish between those intellectuals who, although
by no means a politically homogenous stratum, belonged to the “mandarin” academic
community21 and the diverse cultural and political movements of the time. For
example, the existence of four distinct cultural milieus, each with its own intellectual
representatives, has been distinguished in pre-1914 Germany. Conservative Protes-
tantism, Catholicism, socialism, and cultural Protestantism have all been identiéed as
distinct and autonomous cultural and political pillars in this society. It can be argued that
this distinct form of social and cultural fragmentation is one important contributory
factor that prevented the emergence of a type of public intellectual on the French
model.22

In 1784 Kant published his essay “An Answer to the Question: ‘What is
Enlightenment?”’23 Here Kant argued for the public use of man’s reason as the way in
which progress towards human enlightenment could be made possible. The process of
rational discussion is the only way in which the restraining bonds of tradition could be
overcome. Despite this early appeal by Kant for the “public use of reason” the course
of German history did not encourage such a development. This tendency was
heightened by the deep sense of cultural pessimism and of crisis that took hold from the
late nineteenth century. At best, most German intellectuals found themselves to be
living in an ambiguous and ambivalent position. They lacked the legitimacy of their
French counterparts and suffered from the slow and limited development of a political
public sphere within which they could operate.

Habermas has pointed out most clearly the two elements, previously mentioned,
which must be distinguished in order to analyze the conception of the relationship of
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the intellectual to political activity. First, there is the idea that the intervention of the
intellectual in public life presupposes the existence of a developed and sophisticated
public sphere. This was either absent or highly fragmented during the Wilhelmine and
Weimar periods as Habermas and others have pointed out at great length. This is related
to a second point. The problem of the relationship of the intellectuals to politics
depends to a large degree upon the prevailing concept of politics and of “the political.”
In pre-1933 Germany the two were to become fatefully linked.

Kant’s idea of the public use of reason lies at the heart of Habermas’ understanding
of the political role and responsibility of the intellectual. This, in turn, is clearly
connected to a defense of the ideals of the Enlightenment that he sees as existing under
a permanent threat in German society. In his discussion of the idea of the public use
of reason Habermas points to restricted nature of Kant’s original account. The public
use of reason was initially to be a matter for scholars alone and especially for
philosophers, whose task it was more than anyone else to be concerned with the
operation of reason. At the same time there is a clear separation between those academic
disciplines that are connected to authority, such as jurisprudence and theology, and
those that are concerned with the dictates of reason unconstrained by the demands of
the state. Although Kant discusses his idea of the public use of reason primarily in the
context of the institutions of higher learning he also, as Habermas indicates, argues that
the discussions of philosophers are noticed by the general public as well as by the
government. In this way, according to Kant’s interpretation, the people are also
encouraged to use their own reason. The signiécance for Habermas of this reading of
Kant is that according to this account the

position of this public was ambiguous. Being, on the one hand, under tutelage and
still in need of enlightenment, it yet constituted itself, on the other hand, as a public
already claiming the maturity of people capable of enlightenment. For in the end
anyone who understood how to use his reason in public qualiéed for it, and by no
means only philosophers … The public sphere was realized not in the republic of
scholars alone but in the public use of reason by all who were adept at it.24

Nevertheless, these Kantian ideas did not fall on fertile ground. It is clear that
among the educated a strong suspicion of any kind of autonomous public sphere within
which intellectuals conceived on the model of the “universal intellectuals” could
operate was a dominant feeling. Furthermore, this suspicion was itself founded upon a
notion of the “spiritual aristocracy” of the truly educated. The combination within this
stratum of the ideals of Bildung (culture and cultivation) and of Geist worked against the
notion of the desirability of any kind of creative and constructive intervention in
political life. Frequently, prominent members of the “educated class” (Gebildeten), such
as Werner Sombart, urged a “turning away” from or abandonment of conventional
party politics.25 At the same time the German conception of the political sphere was,
for the most part, one that emphasized its state and power-centered nature. It is not
surprising, therefore, that Kulturkritik in many cases functioned as a legitimate alternative
to direct political criticism. Although this characterization is, of course, a simpliécation
it is true to say that the idea of the world of the mind (Geist) existing in separation from
the world of power was an enduring one. A dominant motif in the thinking of the
academic establishment was anti-political or apolitical. This anti-political stance must be
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understood not to mean an absence of interest in political questions as such. It ought
to be understood, instead, as a conviction that questions of practical politics, of
organization and policy, were far too trivial for the attention of those whose true
vocation was to defend the idea of the state as a Kulturstaat. It is with these
considerations in mind that the thought of Max Weber can be understood as operating
uneasily within an intellectual éeld existing between Kulturkritik (cultural criticism) and
Staatsrechtlehre (theory of the state).26

The case of Max Weber is instructive here. Weber is an interesting example of a
member of the academic establishment, albeit dissatiséed and alienated from much of
its culture and practice, of both Wilhelmine Germany and of the early years of the
Weimar Republic. At the same time, Weber can be fairly characterized as a political
intellectual. Within his work we can see examples of many of the central themes and
tensions that are indicative of the problems of the intellectual in Germany. Weber’s two
famous lectures Politik als Beruf and Wissenschaft als Beruf address the question of
contemporary reality and the speciéc demands of the two seemingly separate worlds of
the mind and of politics.27 In these lectures Weber deliberately heightened the
distinction between these two domains in a way that was a challenge to most of his
audience. Weber stressed the autonomy of the different spheres of culture. Each was to
be understood as possessing its own immanent “laws” of development (Eigengeset-

zlichkeit).
Under the conditions of rationalization and disenchantment that he saw as the

deéning feature of European development the political sphere was deéned by Weber
in terms of its autonomy. Politics is essentially a realm of power, struggle, and the
inevitable and unavoidable “rule of man over man.” Here, too, he describes this is as
an arena in which the “rational homo politicus” manages the affairs of state according
to its own rules. He increasingly does this in a “matter-of-fact” (Sachlich) manner which
is less open to ethical concerns than were the patriarchal political orders of the past. The
point here is that Weber’s identiécation of the modern political sphere with the
specialist activity of functionaries and statesmen has the effect of delegitimating the
criticisms of intellectuals. The “disenchantment of the world” that Weber describes as
our collective “fate” is resistant to any redemptive utopia proposed by the “literati.”
There is a seeming contradiction here. Weber was himself a political intellectual whose
political journalism and academic writing cannot be understood in isolation from his
political intentions and concerns.

This contradiction is not peculiar to Weber. It is indicative of the general structural
ambiguity of the German intellectuals. The general denigration of those intellectuals
who interfere in political affairs is a constant theme throughout Weber’s work. The
distinctiveness of the two worlds of scholarship (Wissenschaft) and of politics is constantly
emphasized. For Weber the authentic political association of the modern world is the
state. Following both Jellinek and Nietzsche the state, for Weber, is nothing other than
a “relationship of rule (Herrschaft) by human beings over other human beings and one
that rests upon the legitimate use of violence.”28

A central theme of Weber’s unénished masterwork Economy and Society is the
inescapable fact of “the rule of man over man.”29 Given this uncompromising position
in Weber’s view any ideas of the construction of a world free from this inescapable fact
of the “rule of man over man” must be considered to be utopian. The unavoidable fate
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of man is to be a political animal. But politics does not and cannot offer a road to
happiness, justice, perpetual peace, or redemption. Weber insists that anyone “who goes
in for worldly politics must, above all, be free of illusions and acknowledge one
fundamental fact: to be resigned to the inevitable and eternal struggle of man with man
on this earth.”30

Given this particular sense of the meaning of politics it is not surprising that for
Weber, and here his opinion is representative of the views of the majority of the
German “mandarins,” intellectuals who “dabbled” in politics and denied this basic truth
were guilty of, at best, wishful thinking or self-delusion. Weber’s dismissal of the
intellectuals as misguided “litterateurs” was not conéned to those of the political left.
Those who opposed parliamentary democratization on the grounds that it would
destroy traditional forms of community were equally the objects of his derision. In all
cases the “latest breed of litterateurs with their need to prattle about their ‘experiences’
in word or print, be they erotic, ‘religious’, or whatever, are the enemies of all dignity.”
These people are no more than “layabouts” and “coffee-house intellectuals.”31

For whom and to whom is Weber speaking? What is his own standpoint, his
“ultimate value,” as he would describe it, for his political diagnoses? In an early but,
nevertheless, important lecture Weber states quite emphatically that although he is a
member of the “bourgeois class” and a member of the academic “mandarinate” it is his
duty as a scholar and as an intellectual to speak unpleasant truths. In so doing a political
intellectual must refer to “higher values.” In appealing to such “higher values” as
intellectual honesty and responsibility Weber saw his task as that of an educator of the
nation. His appeal was ultimately to the nation understood as a distinct cultural entity.
It is at this point that another important aspect of the interpretation of the role of the
intellectual becomes apparent. This is the relationship between the intellectuals, the
Bildungsburgertum , and the nation. The Bildungsburgertum and intellectuals were the
creators and carriers of conceptions of national identity throughout the nineteenth and,
at the least, the érst half of the twentieth century.

Nevertheless, it is important to see that what Weber meant was that if intellectuals
were to become involved in politics then they must recognize that there are two
“deadly sins in the area of politics: a lack of objectivity and—often, although not always,
identical with it—a lack of responsibility.” However, the case of Weber shows very
clearly how this particular conception of politics and the suspicion concerning the role
of intellectuals contributes to a view in which democracy itself does not come to possess
a particularly high value. For Weber, for example, democracy was seen primarily in
terms of its function as a mechanism for the selection of political leaders. Similarly,
Alfred Weber, the brother of Max, exempliéed in the contrast that he made between
Western democracy and Fuhrerdemokratie the tension that was taken to exist between the
worlds of Geist and of politics.32

Carl Schmitt presents an extreme case of an intellectual who, in an extreme form,
exempliées many of these themes. His rejection of both liberalism and democracy and
his highly controversial conception of “the political” straightforwardly deny, by
implication, the need for or even the possibility of the public use of reason. Schmitt is
an important representative of those Weimar intellectuals who became proponents of
the “Conservative Revolution.” Much contemporary criticism of liberal concepts of
public reason is based upon the rediscovery of Schmitt’s work by American and
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European political thinkers. From the standpoint of a defender of the “Enlightenment
project” such as Habermas this revival of interest in Schmitt’s political thought in
Europe and North America and, indeed the continuity of his inèuence in Germany, is
to be deplored.

For Schmitt, in effect, all political reason is private reason. The public realm is
neither free, rational nor reasonable. In an extremely one-sided adaptation of Weber’s
ideas as well as of the tradition of Realpolitik Schmitt argued that the sphere of “the
political” was to be understood essentially in terms of the distinction between “friend”
and “enemy.” If the fundamental political relationship is that of friend and enemy then
it follows that dialogue, argument and conversation, the favorite activities of the
intellectuals, can have very little point.

In Schmitt we have an example of a thinker whose opinions express in a radical
and extreme manner the ideas of the thinkers of the “Conservative Revolution” of the
Weimar Republic: a paradigm case of “intellectuals who did not want to be intellectu-
als.” For Schmitt the intellectual’s belief in the power of rational argument and any
appeal made to a public sphere was a myth. According to Schmitt “argumentative
public discussion is an empty formality.” The belief in the value of discussion has
nothing to do with democracy. It is no more than an illusion of liberalism. The attack
on the value of discussion is also an attack on the intellectuals. The national self-denying
intellectuals of the right sought, ultimately, to énd true intellectual value not necessarily
by playing a direct role in politics but rather in the endorsement of the ideology of a
uniéed homogenous nation in which all criticism could only be regarded as the activity
of “the enemy within.”33

Much of this form of the German understanding of the nature and political role
of the intellectual can be seen in the work of Joseph Schumpeter. In “The Sociology
of the Intellectual,” an excursus in his famous Capitalism, Socialism, and Democracy, are
to be found many of the themes of an earlier understanding. These themes are now
linked to an anxiety that was to have a profound effect upon post-1945 Anglo-Amer-
ican as well as European political ideas: the probable self-destruction of capitalism in
part brought about and encouraged by the oppositional and “anti-capitalist mentality”
of the intellectuals.34 For Schumpeter the intellectuals are to be seen in terms, which
Wolf Lepenies has referred to, as “the complaining class”; they complain about the state
of society and complain again that the public does not take sufécient notice of their
initial complaint.35 Schumpeter argues that “the mass of people never develops deénite
opinions on its own initiative. Still less is it able to articulate them and to turn them
into consistent attitudes and actions.” What it requires and conveniently énds is the
existence of a “group whose interest it is to work up and organise resentment, to nurse
it, to voice and to lead it.” In Schumpeter’s account, capitalism suffers from an
overproduction crisis. As a direct consequence of its own economic success it inevitably
produces more intellectuals than it needs. They, in turn, are a source of discontent and
resentment. The intellectuals are, therefore, a class created by capitalism that, through
their constant criticism, contributes to its decomposition.

An inèuential attempt to analyze the role of the intellectuals in the post-1918
context was that of Karl Mannheim. Drawing upon Alfred Weber’s idea of the
“free-èoating intellectuals,” Mannheim proposed a theory of ideology that although
never entirely able to break free from its roots in the tradition of the Geisteswissenschaften
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managed to be recognized as a threat to the mandarin tradition. Mannheim argued that
in the modern world “in place of a closed and thoroughly organised stratum of
intellectuals a free intelligentsia has arisen.”36 The origin of Mannheim’s analysis is to
be found in his discussion of the social formation of the German Romantic movement
in the early nineteenth century.37 The socially unattached intellectuals in early nine-
teenth-century Germany were, in Mannheim’s eyes, the typical “advocate-philoso-
phers, ideologues who can énd arguments in favour of any political cause they may
happen to serve.”38 In effect, Mannheim’s account of the intellectuals was an attempt
to transcend the cultural and political crisis by claiming that it was the very fact of their
social rootlessness that created the possibility for the construction of a synthesis of the
competing world views.

The criticism of Mannheim’s thesis put forward by the humanist scholar Ernst
Robert Curtius is indicative of the strong division that existed between the defenders
of the traditional idea of the apolitical vocation of the academic and the reformers or
modernists within the academic establishment.39 Curtius feared that the classic deals of
Bildung (“culture” and “cultivation”) were threatened by the arrival of a new form of
democratic and industrial society. Ironically, using his own version of Mannheim’s
method of “the sociology of knowledge,” Curtius argued that such a theory could itself
be interpreted as being a typical reèection of this new form of democratic and industrial
society. The newer forms of irrationalism and the false claims of Mannheim’s
“sociologism” could only be countered by the cultivation of learning and a respect for
both reason and tradition. In other words, in place of Mannheim’s “free-èoating
intellectuals,” it was argued that only an elite that provided cultural leadership could
successfully carry out the necessary task of cultural renewal. The proper place for the
creation of a community based upon the cultivation of Geist was still to be found in the
universities and not among the “rootless” intellectuals.

There is continuity in the criticisms of the claims put forward, in different ways,
in Mannheim’s conception of the role of the intellectuals as cultural and political
“synthesisers” in his earlier work or as social planners in his later post-1945 work. It is
this tendency to assume the role of a “new class” that has been adapted and attacked,
in post-1945 criticisms of the intellectuals who continue the concerns of the earlier
period. The sociological critique by the “anti-sociologists” Schelsky and Gehlen are
particularly interesting here in that they explicitly attack a discipline which they
associate with the Enlightenment for, among other reasons, its self-fulélling ability to
legitimate the rule of a new class of “mediators of meaning.”40

In focusing on some representative public intellectuals this essay has attempted to
stress the signiécance of a set of enduring themes. Competing conceptions of the nature
and role of the intellectual in public life are bound up with perceptions of the historical
past and of the future of the nation. The recent writings of Jurgen Habermas illustrate
the continuity and centrality of these themes. It can be argued that Habermas’ own
understanding of the role of the public intellectual must be placed within the context
of the continuing inèuence of the tension between the mainly conservative academic
mandarin tradition and those intellectuals who existed beyond its bounds. Clearly,
Habermas’ political and theoretical writings are both conceived as interventions within
a public domain. Furthermore, the discourse of a public intellectual understood in the
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way that Habermas does is more than an intervention within a particular context-
speciéc debate. These interventions reveal a deeper intention. For Habermas

has a far more substantial, indeed deeply normative, historical and politically partisan
understanding of the role and purpose of the public intellectual as well, in which the
intellectual is seen not just as a participant in ethical discourse, but as a discourse agent
whose activity appeals to the moral or context-transcendent normative dimension of
public discourse; as a tradition-smashing agent of Enlightenment modernity, a
supporter of principles of universal justice and right, of critical debate and democratic
rule, with a deep suspicion concerning conventional identities and traditions of all
kinds.41

Habermas clearly sees himself as contributing to profound shift that has occurred
in the post-1945 world. In his view, it is only now with the development of a stratum
of intellectuals who “accept themselves as such” that Germany can enter a world in
which the entry of intellectuals into the political public sphere can be considered as
being normal. However, there is, in Habermas’ writing, a continual unease concerning
the subterranean inèuence of the anti-democratic thinkers of the Weimar
“Conservative Revolution.” The continuing inèuence of Carl Schmitt and Heidegger
in the post-1945 world has been a constant target for Habermas’ criticism. The danger
here, according to Habermas, is that their continuing inèuence represents the survival
of a cultural tradition that prevents a genuine coming to terms with the Nazi past. Here
it is evident that the old debates about the unique path of German development and
its national fate reappear. For Habermas the task for intellectuals is one of rescuing the
lost or submerged traditions from the German past so that the past can be a resource
for the future.

The main theme of this essay has been to sketch very brieèy how an understanding
of the image and self-understanding of the public intellectual Germany is inseparable
from a history of debates concerning the ideals of the Enlightenment and their
reception. The idea of public reason is particularly important here. Where there is either
distrust of or an inadequate development of such ideas then it seems that intellectuals
will have no clear éeld in which to operate and no clear form of legitimation for their
involvement in public affairs. This does not mean that there cannot be intellectuals nor
politically involved intellectuals where a concept of the public sphere is weak or absent.
What it does mean, however, is that where the idea of a public sphere remains fragile
the right of intellectuals to speak on questions outside of the area of their professional
competence is easily questioned. The result will be that intellectuals will often tend to
be either suspicious of the claims of liberal democracy or will, as the case of Habermas
can be argued to show, overcompensate by privileging the value of participatory
democracy at the expense of liberal rights.42 Clearly the case of Jurgen Habermas, in
claiming the right to speak as a public intellectual, is highly instructive. The appeal that
he makes is to a revived idea of the public sphere as well as to an alternative tradition
of politically engaged philosophers, such as Karl Jaspers and Theodor Adorno. This is
to be understood as a conceptual weapon in a struggle against entrenched and polemical
notions of the alienated and anti-national character of the modern intellectual.43
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