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There has been no revolution in modern history without intellectuals; conversely 
there has been no major counterrevolutionary movement without intellectuals. 

                                   Edward Said, Representations of the Intellectual (1996) 10-11 

Introduction  

When Edward Said died in September 2003, after a decade long battle against leukaemia, he 
was probably the best well-known public intellectual in the world. In 2000 he was voted as 
one of the most important figures of the twentieth century by the New York Times. Edward 
Said has made a greater impact on the intellectual life of a lot of scholars both within the 
academic world and outside it on the streets. Within the academic world Said has had a 
particularly distinct and path breaking influence on the various fields of humanities. His 
formidable erudition and scholarly interventions changed the face and contours of many 
academic disciplines ranging from cultural theory to literary theory, music to anthropology, 
history to philosophy. These interventions produced the great books like Orientalism (1978), 
The Question of Palestine (1980), Covering Islam (1981), The World, the Text, and the 
Critic, After the Last Sky, Culture and Imperialism (1993) and Humanism and Democratic 
Criticism (2004). Writing about Edward Said’s contribution to the field of knowledge Joseph 
Massad writes, “Few books unravelled the archaeology of Western identity the way 
Orientalism did. What was ingenious about Said’s book was precisely its exposure of the 
connections, relationships, modulations, and displacements in Orientalism’s production of an 
Orient that was a ruse for the production of the Occident” (italics in original) (Massad 9). 
Said’s scholarship showed how European institutions of coercive knowledge constructed the 
self-image of Europe as rational, civilized, scientific, and human by constructing, through 
stereotypical representations and images, a monolith called Orient: irrational, savage, 
unscientific and instinctive, and sub-human. By crossing traditional boundaries of disciplines 
he demonstrated that the  structure of knowledge called Orientalism is “a Western style for 
dominating, restructuring, and having authority over the Orient” ( Said 3 
Orientlaism).Throughout his literary and intellectual career Said had been consistently 
contrapuntal in his readings of hegemonic “truths” of the issues whether these pertain to 
Israel’s monolithic representations of the Palestinians or the Arab world’s monolithic 
representations of the western world. His readings challenged the dominant discourses 
written from the perspective of imperial forces and his writings focussed on and brought to 
center stage the voices and subterrean histories which the hegemonic discourses leave unsaid 
or try to wipe out from the dominant discourse.  

        Edward Said was not only an academic of great reputation, he was also an acclaimed 
public intellectual who debated and spoke on issues of ‘war on terror’, American imperial 
wars of invasion against Afghanistan, Iraq, and Vietnam. As a human rights defender and 
votary of universal principles of justice and freedom, Said spoke against Israeli occupation of 
Palestine, fundamentalisms of all hues and corporate plunder of natural resources of the 
poorer countries. It was not therefore a coincidence that this public intellectual of 
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unparalleled commitment was honoured by the BBC to give the 1993 Reith Lectures which 
focussed on the role of the public intellectual. The lectures were latter on published in 1994 
in book form entitled Representations of the Intellectual: The 1993 Reith Lectures. Due to 
Edward Said’s enormous intellectual efforts on a very wide spectrum, this paper will not dare 
to present an intellectual portrait of Edward Said himself. Instead, the primary aim of this 
paper is to examine Edward Said’s philosophy of public intellectual and what an intellectual 
vocation entails. An interpretative–textual method will be employed. But before I analyze 
Said’s idea of the “secular”, “individual intellectual” and intellectual vocation, I think it 
would not be out of place to take a brief survey of what other scholars have said or thought 
about this thorny concept of intellectual. 

What is an Intellectual? 

        Encarta Dictionary defines the term intellectual both as an adjective and as a noun. As 
an adjective word “intellectual” means “relating to or involving the mental processes of 
abstract thinking and reasoning rather than the emotions,” or “having a highly developed 
ability to think, reason, and understand, especially in combination with wide knowledge.” As 
a noun term ‘intellectual’ denotes “Somebody with a highly developed ability to reason and 
understand, especially if also well educated and interested in the arts or sciences or enjoying 
activities involving serious mental effort.” Cambridge Advanced Learner’s Dictionary, Third 
Edition, defines the adjective “intellectual” as “relating to your ability to think and 
understand things, especially complicated ideas” and the noun ‘intellectual’ as “a very 
educated person whose interests are studying and other activities that involve careful thinking 
and mental effort.” The words and phrases like ‘complicated ideas’, ‘careful thinking’, 
‘involving serious mental effort’, ‘ability to think’, ‘very educated person’, and ‘careful 
thinking and mental effort’ in the above definitions give a pretty good idea of some of the 
characteristics of an intellectual – a person who exerts extra mental and cognitive efforts to 
comprehend serious and complicated issues of social, political, philosophical, religious 
and/or sociological importance. The definitions seem to suggest that the intellectuals possess 
different, not in kind but in degree, mental faculties of cognition and comprehension which 
they exert to study the human problems and, if possible, to provide necessary solutions. In his 
Keywords Raymond Williams defines the noun “intellectual” and traces its history of 
development from “eC19 (sic), though there were some isolated earlier uses” (169). 
According to him intellectual as a noun is used to “indicate a particular kind of person or a 
person doing a particular kind of work.” Williams writes, “.  .  .  from eC19 (sic) there was an 
interesting use of the plural, intellectuals, to indicate a category of persons, often 
unfavourably” and “.  .  .  there was distinct formation of unfavourable implications around 
intellectuals in the new sense” (Williams 169-170). Such unfavourable connotations of the 
word intellectual still persist. The reasons for the “negative senses that gathered around 
intellectual” are many but “certainly include opposition to social and political arguments 
based on theory or on rational principle” (Williams 170). Edward Said would certainly 
concur with Raymond Williams here since Said, while discussing James Baldwin and 
Malcolm X in Representations of the Intellectual, maintains that “It is a spirit in opposition, 
rather than accommodation, that grips me because the romance, the interest, the challenge of 
intellectual life is to be found in dissent against the status quo . . .” (Said  xvii). Again, 
Williams says that the intellectuals had acquired “some independence form established 
institutions, in the church and in politics, and who were certainly seeking and asserting such 
independence through 1C18, C19 and C20 (sic)” ( Williams 170). Said would have no 
problem in accepting this also because he believed that “.  .  . critical and relatively 
independent spirit of analysis and judgment  .  .  . ought to be the intellectual’s contribution” 
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(Said  86). It is enough to just mention these similarities here as these issues will be discussed 
in the latter part of the paper. 

Types of intellectual 

       I am presupposing that the society acknowledges the importance of having intellectuals 
in her midst and that there has always been a general awareness on the need and importance 
of having intellectuals in the society.  I think this is why that at different times different 
scholars have voiced their views on the types and roles of intellectual. Here I will attempt as 
briefly as possible a discussion of what, according to other scholars, is an intellectual. 

       Jose Ortega y Gasset, a Spanish philosopher of the twentieth century, has discussed the 
question of the intellectual in his book The Revolt of the Masses. According to him, an 
intellectual is a part of “select minorities”: “In speaking of ‘select minorities,’ universal 
understanding holds sway and manages as usual to distort the meaning, and to ignore the fact 
that the select individual is not the petulant snob who thinks he is superior to others, but is, 
rather the person who demands more from himself that do others, even when these demands 
are unattainable” (Ortega 7). I think two important characteristics stand out in this definition: 
‘select minority’ and ‘demands more from himself’; that is the intellectual is to be 
distinguished from the mass-man, not because he/she is of different kind but because he/she 
distinguishes himself/herself by making extra efforts to understand the issues that beset the 
society. Julien Benda, who along with Antonio Gramsci influenced Edward Said in 
formulating his own concept of intellectual, treats the issue of intellectual in The Treason of 
the Intellectuals. For him intellectuals are a small group of extraordinary independent men 
who devote their lives to ideas and thought. According to Said, Julien Benda’s intellectuals 
are “super-gifted and morally endowed philosopher-kings who constitute the conscience of 
mankind” (Said  5). Benda’s book was an attack on intellectuals who betrayed the principle 
of truth and deserted to the service of state. He lamented that the cleric, as he called the 
intellectual, was becoming an ideologue, moved by the prospect of power and the lure of 
comforts. In proportion as the cleric surrenders himself to the service of the state or party, his 
actual influence will diminish. It is only by maintaining an independent approach that he is 
able to obtain the respect of his people. For Benda intellectuals are those whose vocation is 
“essentially not the pursuit of practical aims” but those “who seek their joy in the practice of 
an art or a science or metaphysical speculations, in short in the possession of non-material 
advantages .  .  .” (Benda  43 .). From this definition it seems that the intellectual is someone 
who is aloof and disengaged from the actual social action living in his own world of ideas 
and thoughts. But Edward Said thinks otherwise. According to him Benda’s cleric is not an 
‘ivory-towered thinker’. Said paraphrases Julien Benda’s idea thus, “Real intellectuals are 
never more themselves than when, moved by metaphysical passion and disinterested 
principles of justice and truth, they denounce corruption, defend the weak, defy imperfect or 
oppressive authority” (Said 6). This can aptly describe not only Said’s own idea of an 
intellectual but his own intellectual life also which he dedicated to the “disinterested 
principles of justice and truth.”  

      Another influential intervention in this debate is that of Antonio Gramsci who shaped 
Said’s idea of intellectual in many ways. Gramsci tackled this issue in Prison Notebooks. 
Gramsci enters the debate by asking a critical question: “Are intellectuals an autonomous and 
independent social group, or does every social group have its own particular specialised 
category of intellectuals?” (Gramsci 5). He himself answers this question thus, “Every social 
group .  .  .  creates together with itself, organically, one or more strata of intellectuals which 
give it homogeneity and an awareness of its own function not only in the economic but also 
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in the social and political fields” (5). That is, all social, political, economic, and ideological 
groups have their own intellectuals whose role is to give coherence to the consciousness of 
the group they belong to. Gramsci points out that “All men are intellectuals, one could 
therefore say: but not all men have in society the function of intellectuals” (Gramsci 9). As 
can be understood from this an intellectual, to Gramsci, has a social role to play (Bahadir 
Turk 197). He is directly involved in different socio-political movements of the society. 
He/she does not remain aloof, disengaged, or disinterested. Rather, the intellectual plunges 
directly into the socio-political storms of the day and adopts a committed stance of an interest 
group. From this perspective, intellectuals for Gramsci are of two types: “organic” 
intellectuals and “traditional” intellectuals. Gramsci observes that the “organic intellectuals 
[are those] which every new class creates alongside itself and elaborates in the course of its 
development, are for the most part “specialisations” of partial aspects of  the primitive 
activity of the new social type which the new class has brought into prominence” (Gramsci 
6). Organic intellectuals are interest groups who work to “create the conditions most 
favourable to the expansion of their own class” (6). They actively participate in society and, 
as Said puts it, “they constantly struggle to change minds and expand markets” (Said 4) 
Traditional intellectuals, on the other hand, are “categories of intellectuals already in 
existence and which seemed indeed to represent an historical continuity uninterrupted even 
by the most complicated and radical changes in political and social forms” (Gramsci 7). As 
Gramsci noted clergy is a perfect example of a traditional intellectual, and according to 
Said’s gloss of Gramsci this group may also include “teachers and administrators who 
continue to do the same thing from generation to generation” (Said  4). Here an important 
point of distinction must be pointed out between Said and Gramsci. For Antonio Gramsci 
intellectuals as an ‘autonomous and independent’ social group do not exist and this notion is 
what he calls a “social utopia” (Gramsci 8). The notion of intellectuals as a distinct social 
category independent of class is a myth. On the contrary, Edward Said has a different opinion 
about this. Although Said wonders “whether the individual intellectual as an independent 
voice can exist at all” (Said  69), he believes that an intellectual can be relatively independent 
and can transcend his allegiance to any social, national or political group. For example, when 
he says that “in France shortly after the Second World War when a handful of prominent 
independent intellectuals like Sartre, Camus, Aron, de Beauvoir .  .  .” (my emphasis, Said  
72) existed, he seems to suggest that intellectuals as independent social groups can exist and 
function independently. Similarly, in Peace and its Discontents Said says, “The intellectual 
must maintain a margin of independence and must be an instrument of resurrecting “lost 
memory”’ (my emphasis) (Edward Said 183). From such pronouncements, in think, one can 
surmise that Said, contrary to Gramsci, believed that an intellectual independence is a 
realizable goal. 

       Apart from the above mentioned important voices of Julien Benda and Antonio Gramsci, 
whose formative influence Said acknowledges not only in Representation of the Intellectual 
but also in Peace and its Discontents, other scholars like Michel Foucault, Noam Chomsky, 
Howard Zinn, etc have also expressed their views on this issue. For example, Foucault makes 
a distinction between universal intellectual of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and 
specific intellectuals of today. For him universal intellectuals “par excellence used to be the 
writer as a universal consciousness, a free subject, .  .  . counterposed to those intellectuals 
who were merely competent instances in the service of the State or Capital- technicians, 
magistrates, teachers” (qtd in Bahadir Turk 198). They are the consciousness and conscience 
of the society. Universal intellectual represents the “man of justice” against power and 
despotism. Specific intellectual, on the other hand, emerged after the Second World War is 
visible “within specific sectors, at the precise points where their own conditions of life and 
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word situate them (housing, the hospital, the asylum, the laboratory, the university, family 
and sexual relations)” (qtd in Turk 198). Howard Zinn also wrote to encourage the public 
intellectuals to think critically about systems of power and the public’s ability to challenge 
existing injustice. Through his own example as an outspoken intellectual he showed that it is 
the duty of the intellectuals to speak in support of the voiceless. He rallied against the 
tendency in American media to caricature intellectuals and pointed out that “ The caricaturing 
of intellectuals as being ineffectual, not connected with reality, is a convenient way of putting 
anybody who studies, teaches, brings ideas forward . . . ” (Howard and Barsamian  139). For 
Chomsky an intellectual refers to “whoever it is who is thinking about things, trying to 
understand things, trying to work things out, or may be trying to articulate and express that 
understanding to others and so on” (qtd in Turk 97). This for Noam Chomsky is the meaning 
of intellectual “with a positive connotation”. According to Chomsky intellectuals can produce 
results that threaten the status quo: it is just that such intellectuals do not receive the same 
notice and acclaim as those whose findings do not challenge existing arrangements.  

Said’s Representations of Intellectual 

       Edward Said’s contribution to the scholarship of intellectual, like his other scholarly 
interventions, is of immense interest and importance. Representations of the Intellectual is a 
unique endeavour to develop the readers’ interest in and to redeem the concept of the 
committed intellectual – committed to the cause of justice, freedom, emancipation and 
enlightenment – at a time when it was fashionable to put these humanistic principles in, to 
use Terry Eagleton’s words,  “scare quotes” (Eagleton X). Edward Said sets the tone of his 
argument  in the ‘Introduction’ to the book by noting that the ‘thesis’ of the lectures is “the 
public role of the intellectual as outsider, “amateur”, and disturber of the status quo” (Said  
X). This ‘thesis’ outlines at the very outset the important characteristics of intellectual: 
‘public role’ suggests that the intellectual is not ‘disinterested’ but represents and is 
committed to some principles (justice, freedom, truth, enlightenment); ‘amateur’ suggests 
that he/she is not professional; ‘outsider’ suggests exile in metaphorical sense; and ‘disturber 
of the status quo’ suggests that the intellectual is an oppositional figure whose role is not to 
accommodate or submit to the center of power but to raise disturbing and embarrassing 
questions, focussing on the relationship between power and knowledge, monolithic 
stereotypes and racial assumptions of the ideologies of the powers that be. This whole 
complex of issues, according to Sean Scalmer, can be reduced to “six elements of intellectual 
practice: representation, truth-telling, opposition, affiliation, irreconcilability and 
amateurism” (Scalmer 38). These interrelated elements are the key themes which are 
developed in the rest of the book.  

      Representation seems at the heart of the issue of the role of intellectual. According to 
Said, “The central fact for me is, I think, that the intellectual is an individual endowed with a 
faculty for representing, embodying, articulating a message, a view, an attitude, philosophy 
or opinion to, as well as for, a public” ( Said 11). Intellectuals are committed to a particular 
world view or an ideology which they critically analyze in order to represent that for the 
general public in the interests of justice and freedom. They do not, according to Said, 
represent perspectives that legitimize imperial domination. Rather, their contrapuntal 
representation questions, undermines, makes suspect, and delegitimizes totalitarian and 
‘imperial perspective(s)’ which, in addition to military power and violence, have held the 
modern empires together (Edward Said “Rule by the blind”). At the time when Said was 
writing the concept of representation was a much contested one. The debates involved are 
complex and, though they do have implications for Said’s concept of representation, they are 
beyond the purview of this paper. Here, I think, it suffices to quote Bill Ashcroft who, in his 
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essay ‘Exile and representation: Edward Said as public intellectual,’ discusses the issue of 
representation in the context of Said’s idea of intellectual and says 

But as Spivak points out, in her greatly amended essay ‘Can the subaltern speak?’ 
(2005), the death and rebirth of representation in this conversation slides over the 
dual meaning of the term, a distinction better captured in the German, where 
‘representation’ separates into two words: darstellung: statement, depiction, 
representation, and vertreten: representative of, appointed to act for. The problem 
of speaking for others is well-trodden ground, but it remains true that acts of 
representing, critiquing, acts of speaking and writing are acts that need have 
nothing to do with vertreten. In Edward Said’s corpus, these are the acts of the 
public intellectual. (Ashcroft 86) 

Ashcroft makes it clear that for Edward Said representation as an act of critiquing and 
speaking and writing against unjust social, political, economic, and imperial relations is in 
itself an act of resistance and liberation. I think it would make sense if we consider 
representation not as speaking for, as an unelected representative of oppressed, but as 
speaking against the oppressive and coercive systems. In this way the conundrum of 
representation may be solved. The definitive statement, I think, would be that of Edward Said 
himself: “I have no patience with the position that “we” should only or mainly be concerned 
with what is “ours”’ (Edward Said XXV). 

       What, according to Said, is the constituency of intellectual representations? For whom an 
intellectual makes his representations? Since “there is no such thing as a private intellectual, 
since the moment you set down words and then publish them you have entered the public 
world” ( Said 12), it is the general public for and to whom an intellectual addresses his 
representations. An intellectual writes to make the general public aware about the forces of 
history that make, shape and give meaning to their life. He/she performs and intervenes in the 
debates concerning the social, political, economic and environmental issues affecting the 
various aspects of human and nonhuman life. According to Said, an intellectual is constantly 
lifted, even in darkest times, by an always emergent sense of potential in human effort to 
correct the errors of past and present. This is done by critically analyzing the movements, 
ideas and ideologies in order to change the consciousness of people in the interest, not of any 
particular power base, but of justice and truth. Said maintains that “the intellectual appeals to 
(rather than excoriates) as wide as possible a public, who is his or her natural constituency” 
(Said 10) . It is the common masses who are the addressee of the intellectual representations. 
He/she appeals to the public to raise their consciousness and to make them critically aware of 
the forces and institutions that work to hold them down. His representations are not only to 
but also for a public. He speaks, writes, debates and delivers lectures for the oppressed and 
exploited sections of the society whose narratives are otherwise left unrecorded and untold. 
He unearths and makes public the stories of injustice and falsehood so as to ask embarrassing 
questions of the authorities and agencies in power. His/her “. . . raison d’etre is to represent 
all those people and issues that are routinely forgotten or swept under the rug” (Said 27), this 
is done according to the universal principles of freedom and justice. The violation of these 
standards needs to be fought against relentlessly. In this context, the core of Said’s argument 
is that   

I think the major choice faced by the intellectual is whether to be allied with the 
stability of the victors and rulers or – the more difficult path – to consider that 
stability as a state of emergency threatening the less fortunate with the danger of 
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complete extinction, and take into account the experience of subordination itself, 
as well as the memory of forgotten voices and persons. (Said 50).  

This quotation makes it aptly clear that for Said an intellectual must side with the ‘less 
fortunate’ and speak against ‘the victors and rulers’. His/her vocation is to highlight the 
‘experience of subordination’ and bring to foreground the ‘forgotten voices and persons’. 
This calls for a radical rewriting and reinterpretation of received and hegemonic versions of 
history from the point of view of the victims. It means to question the stereotypical and 
reductive images of ‘the other’, to make untenable the binary oppositions central to the 
imperial and coercive worldview, and to move beyond the black-and-white narratives of the 
world provided by the dominant groups. It means to “ . . . confront orthodoxies and dogma, to 
become someone who cannot be easily co-opted by governments or corporations . . .” (Said 
27). Nothing is to be taken uncritically. Rather, the main intellectual activity is to critically 
question the authority not only of the dogmas and orthodoxies but also of illegal activities of 
the governments and corporations. This is a very important aspect of Said’s idea of an 
intellectual. An intellectual should not get ‘co-opted by governments or corporations’. Instead 
of working with the governments and multinational corporations, an intellectual should be an 
oppositional figure. Far from writing for or justifying the policies of coercive institutions, an 
intellectual writes, speaks, and debates in favour of the downtrodden sections of society. 
They should be autonomous and independent of any institutions. In Peace and Its Discontents 
Said presents us with the inspirational life of Hanna Mikhail, who lived “as an intellectual 
should . . . according to his ideas and never tailor[ing] his democratic, secular values to suit 
new masters and new occasions” (84).  

      An intellectual acts independently and autonomously according to the universal 
humanistic principles of justice and truth rather than the whims and wishes of political 
masters. The role of the intellectual is not to consolidate authority, but to independently 
comprehend, interpret and question it, and to raise unsettling questions that would unhinge 
the authority of unjust systems. In Reflections on Exile and other Essays Said states that  “ . . 
. the intellectual vocation essentially is somehow to alleviate human suffering and not to 
celebrate what in effect does not need celebrating, whether that is the state or patria or any of 
these basically triumphalist agents in our society” (502-3). Intellectual vocation calls for an 
independent critique of the agents and institutions of power without being associated with the 
centres of power. It is political godlessness that Said insisted upon throughout his intellectual 
career. What Said wants an intellectual to be is, I think, best expressed by Joseph Massad  in 
relation to Said himself in “The Intellectual Life of Edward Said” 

He insisted on being politically godless in an age dominated by the worship of 
political deities – the “west”, soviet communism, U. S imperialism, nationalisms 
of all varieties, to name the most prominent. His political atheism, however, did 
not mean neutrality, but rather an insistent critical stance an all political religions. 
He mocked the rites and rituals that worshippers of such gods staged, and insisted 
that these were proof of moral bankruptcy. (Joseph Massad 7) 

This stance, according to Said, demands amateurism rather than professionalism. Since an 
intellectual’s fundamental role is not to work for institutions of power and hegemonic 
structures, but to uphold the principles of “enlightenment and emancipation or freedom” ( 
Said 73) to represent the subaltern sections of the society, it is necessary for him/her to shun 
professionalism, which, Said says, is a threat to the intellectual today. Whether an intellectual 
works in a university or in any other area of knowledge production will not hamper his/her 
commitment to justice and freedom, but what will is an attitude of professionalism: “ . . . 
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thinking of your work as an intellectual as something you do for a living, .  .  . not rocking the 
boat, not straying outside the accepted paradigms or limits, making yourself marketable and 
above all presentable, hence uncontroversial and unpolitical and “objective”’ (Said 74).  The 
conformity to the ‘accepted truths’ of official histories and not challenging their versions is 
not the domain of an intellectual. Rather, they oppose, not simply for the sake of opposition, 
the government policies because it is a way of “maintaining a state of constant alertness, of a 
perpetual willingness not to let half-truths or received ideas steer on along” (Said 39). It 
means asking serious questions, making rational and moral judgments and restoring “to 
memory all those things that tend to be overlooked” and forgotten to serve the interests of 
coercive and imperial ideologies and institutions. Critical and independent spirit of analysis 
and judgment is a very important aspect of the kind of job Said envisages for a secular 
intellectual.  

        To Said, the pressures of professionalism stem from specialization, expertise and the 
drift toward power and authority. Said thinks that the specialization limits man’s knowledge: 

“The higher one goes in the education system today, the more one is limited to a relatively 
narrow area of knowledge” (Said 76).  The limitation of knowledge on the part of masses is 
an ideal state for the vested interests who would want people to remain in darkness and 
oblivion. To be competent in one’s field is good enough but to lose sight of issues and 
concerns beyond one’s own field is to risk being left out of history. As Said contends 

Now no one can have anything against competence as such, but when it involves 
losing sight of anything outside one’s immediate field- say, early Victorian love 
poetry- and the sacrifice of one’s general culture to a set of authorities and 
canonical ideas, then competence of that sort is not worth the price paid for it. 
(Said 76) 

Other pressures on intellectual vocation, besides professionalism, are expertise and “drift 
towards power and authority in its adherents, towards the requirements and prerogatives of 
power, and towards being directly employed by it” (Said 80). For Said expertise is just a kind 
of a cult that has little to do with knowledge, but whether or not you are certified by the 
proper authority. This kind of cult and practice excludes the majority of people from voicing 
their ideas and understanding of the issues of social, political, and economic importance. 
They are barred from expressing their views on the matters that ultimately shape their own 
destinies. This cult not only alienates the ‘non-experts’ but also limits the so-called experts 
themselves to a particular area and constraints their understanding of the larger complexity of 
the society. To quote Said himself, “To be an expert you have to be certified by the proper 
authorities; they instruct you in speaking the right language, citing the right authorities. . . 
This is especially true when sensitive and/or profitable areas of knowledge are at stake” (Said 
77). They just become instruments of the hegemonic institutions without thinking for 
themselves the pros and cons of the sensitive issues at hand. In regard to the drift towards 
power and authority, Said maintains that the “requirements and prerogatives of power” 
determine not only who is to be employed by the authorities in power, but also the “priorities 
and the mentality of academic research . . . ” (Said 80). This practice decides what is to be 
thought, read, said or researched. Academic experts simply become employees who carry out 
academic studies and research programs that help promote financial interests of multinational 
corporations and political agendas of dominant powers. In sum “The cult of expertise and 
professionalism, for example, has so restricted our scope of vision that a positive (as opposed 
to an implicit or passive) doctrine of non-interference among fields has set in” (Edward Said 
2 “Opponents, Audiences”). 
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        The antidote to professionalism and expertise, according to Said, is amateurism. The 
intellectuals ought to be amateur. By being an amateur an intellectual can avoid submitting to 
the pressures of professionalism and institutionalized expertise. By amateurism, Said means “ 
an activity that is fuelled by care and affection rather than by profit and selfish, narrow 
specialization” ( Said 82). The values of moral judgment and justice would be the principles 
guiding the activity of an amateur intellectual. The intellectual interventions in various fields 
of knowledge should not be motivated by financial and academic entitlements. Rather they 
should consider themselves as  “thinking and concerned member(s) of a society” and, 
therefore, “entitled to raise moral issues at the heart of even the most technical and 
professionalized activity as it involves one’s country, its power, its mode of interacting with 
its citizens as well as with other societies” ( Said 83).    Instead of doing what one is asked to 
do routinely, an amateur intellectual would go beyond the professional boundaries and 
constraints to “ask why one does it, who benefits from it, how it reconnect with a personal 
project and original thoughts” (Said 83). Though Said grants that “no one is totally self-
supporting”, the better course for maintaining a “relative intellectual independence” and a 
spirit of critical analysis can be achieved by fostering amateurism.  

       This emphasis on avoiding professionalism and cult of expertise and on fostering the 
principle of amateurism is linked to Said’s idea of intellectual as exile and outsider figure. He 
characterizes the intellectual as exile and marginal because this gives him/her an 
independence form powerful networks of authorities like government, media, corporations 
which, according to Said, “crowd out the possibilities for achieving any change” ( Said  xvii). 
Said’s own sensibility is itself exilic, “out of place”, as he titles his memoir, and this has 
shaped his idea of an intellectual. Though the exilic consciousness helps to foster a critical 
perspective of an outsider, Said warns of the dangers of this position, “You could be an 
outsider and become more of an outsider, and cultivate your own garden, feel paranoia, all 
the rest of it” (qtd in Edward Said’s conception of the intellectual as an outsider by Ramin 
Jahanbegloo).  Exile for Said is not necessarily a physical condition, though it is true in his 
case. It is a metaphysical condition, a consciousness of being outside groups and identities 
which demand an uncritical loyalty. He/she needs to be an exile in order to develop his 
critical perspectives and capacities free from the poisonous effects of dogmatic partisanship. 
Said himself exemplified this critical perspective gained from the location of exile, both 
physical and metaphysical, at the time of Oslo Accords in 1993, which he described as “a 
sellout, a shabby and abortive thing” (Christopher Hitchens, “Preface”  XV). At a time when 
politicians and some academicians  in both Palestine and Israel lauded what was hailed as 
“historic handshake” between Rabin and Arafat, Said critically distanced himself from “the 
deeply flawed Oslo Accords” (Edward Said xxiv). He published many critical and insightful 
articles in many media outlets like London’s Guardian, al-Hayat, al-Ahram Weekly, and The 
Nation etc.  to show that the Accords were opportunistic on the part of Israel and America 
and had nothing to offer to Palestinians. The subsequent policies of Israel in Gaza and the 
West Bank show that Edward Said’s misgivings were not misplaced since the abuse against 
Palestinians continues. 

 Speaking Truth to Power 

The representations of a secular, amateur, and committed intellectual, based on the principles 
of “emancipation and enlightenment”, Said maintains, ought to remain “an organic part of an 
ongoing experience in society: of the poor, the disadvantaged, the voiceless, the 
unrepresented, the powerless” (Said 126). The intellectual vocation is tied closely with the 
fate and struggles of the subaltern sections of society against the institutions of illegitimate 
power and authority. It is the “spirit of opposition” of an intellectual that Edward Said is 

www.galaxyimrj.com Galaxy: International Multidisciplinary Research Journal ISSN: 2278-9529

Vol. 4, Issue I January 2015039



interested in (Said 14).  This whole enterprise is carried out by “speaking truth to power” 
(Said 110), by applying the same standards of behaviour to all and sundry, and by “induc(ing) 
a change in the moral climate” where aggression is seen as such, rights and freedoms are 
recognized for everyone and not just for select few (Said 113). The unjust social, political, 
economic, national, and international structures of power are questioned and exposed for 
what they are. An intellectual, though an outsider or marginalized, yet remains committed to 
the cause of underrepresented and silenced. According to Said 

The role of the intellectual is that of testifying: he/she testifies against the misuses 
of history or against the injustices that befall the oppressed. I should add that 
he/she must be a rebel against power and against prevailing ideas. The intellectual 
must raise doubts about the illusions of the status quo, all that is tyrannical in 
society, especially for the sake of the deprived and the oppressed. (Edward Said 
184) 

Speaking against the power and the status quo, and for the oppressed and silenced are the 
imperatives integral to the very definition and role of an intellectual that Edward Said 
envisages. Instead of serving the corridors of power, an intellectual, moved by a strong 
conviction in the concepts of justice and fairness, delves deep into the prevailing ideas, 
thereby showing how they are designed to further the interests of the status quo and silence 
the voices of the disadvantaged groups of the society. Since an intellectual “belongs on the 
same side with the weak and unrepresented” (Said 22) in opposition to powerful, he/she has 
to make strong moral choices and face grave risks; like Edward Said himself who was 
threatened by Zionist and pro-Zionist forces for speaking truth to power. His own public and 
academic life is a perfect exemplar of the idea of an intellectual envisioned by him. In his 
academic career he brought the world of politics back into the classroom, thus positively 
disrupting the self-centred nature of the literary studies in the universities. He showed how 
power structures of colonialism and imperialism are integral to the understanding of the 
metropolitan culture at large. In his public life as an intellectual Edward Said highlighted and 
made public the atrocities, racism, and discrimination faced by the Palestinians in their own 
historical homeland. He spoke against the occupation of historical Palestine in USA at a time 
when the power of pro-Zionist lobbies hold absolute sway not only in the White House, but 
also in the universities (this has not changed yet). He was an unflinching critic of American 
imperial policies and military occupation of Afghanistan, Iraq, and other poorer countries of 
the world. Though Said himself felt “out of place”, he created a world of resistance that will 
continue to bring together all those who share his belief in the principles of justice, freedom, 
emancipation, and enlightenment.  
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