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Abstract 
To what extent are intellectuals artisans of nationalism? In this chap-
ter we review past and present anthropological research that has 
helped to reveal the agency of intellectuals in the projects and oper-
ations of states and nations. If the intellectual has long been defined 
in the Marxian-Gramscian tradition as a social actor with a special 
praxical investment in ways and forms of knowing, then what we dis-
cuss as “intellectualism,” the social formation of knowledge, should 
be understood as a central dimension of the (re)production of na-
tions and nationalism both inside and outside of states. We suggest 
that further drawing anthropological attention to intellectuals and 
their knowledge practices (ranging from the poetic-literary to the 
technical-administrative) will help the anthropology of nations and 
nationalism to (a) locate the role of human agency in the creation, 
circulation, and contestation of national culture, (b) capture the in-
tellectual work involved in nationalism and bureaucracy in its full 
diversity, and (c) imagine a new series of ethnographic access points 
among educated professionals for the study of nationalism in action. 
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INTRODUCTION: ENGAGING 
THE INTELLECTUAL 

To paraphrase an observation of Bauman’s 
(1987b, p. 8), the thing about writing on intel-
lectuals is that every representation is bound 
to be, to some extent, a self-representation. 
Any move to produce definitive knowledge 
of intellectual works and lives must be mea-
sured against the certainty that this knowl-
edge is also a product of a situated, motivated, 
gendered intellectual whose writing reflects a 
specific time, place, and position in intellec-
tual culture. In what Bauman views as a post-
modern condition par excellence, the chief 
certainty of a social analyst of intellectuals 
becomes the relationality of his/her own in-
terpretive knowledge and of the knowledges 
produced by his/her subjects (cf. Mannheim 
1955, 1971a,b). 

There is indeed no accepted point of 
departure for the analysis of intellectuals 
as social actors. Bauman’s observation also 
captures the long and difficult journey of “the 
intellectual” as a conceptual category never 
able to separate itself entirely from its discur-
sive, indexical origins as badge of humanist 
honor and epithet of antinationalist shame 
in the European public culture of the late 
nineteenth century. The intellectual has been 
variously deployed over the course of the 
twentieth century to anchor lexically a sphere 

of social identification containing anyone 
from those who should speak truth to power 
(Zola 1998, Benda 1969, Said 1994), to “men 
of ideas” and guardians of national traditions 
and cultural knowledge (Coser 1965, Nettl 
1969, Parsons 1969, Shils 1972), to a histori-
cally emergent technocratic class (Bell 1973, 
Djilas 1957, Gella 1976, Gouldner 1979, 
Konr´ enyi 1979, Szel´ad & Szel´ enyi 1982), to 
those cultural elites inhabiting fields of knowl-
edge production and authorization (Bourdieu 
1988, Boyer 2003, Lomnitz 1992, Verdery 
1991), to a languishing breed of public person 
in an era of privatization and academic 
compartmentalization (Aronowitz 1998, 
Jacoby 1987, Posner 2002). 

Rather than extending this list with an-
other definition of the intellectual’s function 
or essence, we have the more modest objec-
tives of (a) exploring past and present an-
thropological research on intellectuals and 
their practices and (b) asking how these en-
gagements could inform our understanding 
of the communitarian relations and horizons 
of nationalism. In the following sections of 
this review, we offer first a brief overview of 
anthropological work on intellectuals since 
the Boasians, moving from Radin’s discus-
sion (1927) of “primitive philosophers” to 
contemporary research on the politics of in-
tellectuals “articulating the nation” (Suny & 
Kennedy 1999) and participating in the oper-
ation of states. Then, we explore how these 
research directions contribute to an inter-
disciplinary reconsideration of the relations 
between states, nations, and cultural elites 
through their greater attention to elite agency 
in large-scale political and social formations. 
We close with a brief discussion of how re-
search on intellectuals helps to expose the so-
cial relations that produce the apparent in-
commensurabilities of modern nationalism, 
and we suggest that further research on in-
tellectual practices and nationalism will clar-
ify further the contribution of knowledge 
specialists to the production and reproduc-
tion of the communitarian horizons of the 
nation. 
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Our objectives, of course, by no means re-
lease us from offering a working definition of 
the intellectual. We recognize, for example, 
that the aforementioned tension between the 
intellectual as category of analysis and as cat-
egory of social distinction is a constant com-
panion of this project. Indeed, we regard the 
overall advantage of an ethnographic and an-
thropological engagement with intellectuals 
as forefronting such tensions through anthro-
pology’s dual commitment to historical and 
analytical knowledge forms, to balancing emic 
and etic modes of interpretation. Our own 
strategy is to concentrate on intellectualism 
(rather than on “the intellectual” per se). By 
“intellectualism” we mean intense praxical in-
vestment in modes and forms of mental ac-
tivity, an investment that is structured by a 
broader social division of labor and that re-
ciprocally encourages some actors to pursue 
and to valorize those dimensions and applica-
tions of human knowledge that are apparently 
more formal, objective, and transcontextual 
(see also Boyer 2005a,b). But, of course, what 
we might call the social-phenomenological 
disposition of intellectualism is further medi-
ated by a wide range of sociohistorical forces 
and circumstances. The politics and poetics of 
legitimacy in intellectual life (Bourdieu 1988, 
1991, Lyotard 1984), for example, always map 
particular logics and relations of inclusion 
and exclusion over the modes of attention 
and specialization that define intellectualism. 
Moreover, in mundane life, every fully accred-
ited intellectual has her or his nonintellectual 
moments, whereas the vast abundance of in-
tellectual attention and work undertaken in 
society never receives a seal of intellectual val-
idation. This is also the essential insight of 
Gramsci’s well-known phrase that all human 
beings are intellectuals, even if all are not le-
gitimated to operate that way in society (1971) 
and of Marx & Engels’s link of the origin of 
“ideology” as a relational mode of conscious-
ness to the division and specialization of men-
tal labor in society (1970). 

We consider the intellectual then less as 
the executor of a particular set of functions or 

as the possessor of a certain set of attributes, 
credentials, or capital and more as a social 
actor who has, by local, historical standards, 
a differentially specialized engagement with 
forms of knowledge and their social exten-
sions. This is not a radical break with the def-
initions outlined above because a strong com-
mon thread between them is the argument 
that in any social environment there are actors 
who have a special relationship to some mode 
of knowing (whether the mode is philosoph-
ical, ideological, or technical) and therefore 
to particular forms of knowledge. But ours is 
an approach that seeks to appreciate intellec-
tualism in its full idiosyncrasy of social and 
historical forms while remaining cognizant of 
the particular social and phenomenological 
dispositions that do distinguish intellectuals 
more broadly as social actors. 

Given the thematic concerns of this re-
view, we engage primarily those intellectuals 
who contribute to defining the social knowl-
edges at play in nationalist discourse and the 
technical types of knowledge at work in state 
administration. We propose that enhancing 
anthropological attention to intellectuals and 
their knowledge practices will be helpful in at 
least three ways for understanding nations and 
nationalism: (a) locating the place of human 
agency in the creation, circulation, and con-
testation of national culture, (b) capturing the 
intellectual work involved in nationalism in its 
full diversity (from literary labors of national 
evocation to mediating labors of national-
cultural production, such as pedagogy and 
journalism, to administrative labors of state 
bureaucracy), and (c) imagining a new series 
of ethnographic access points among edu-
cated professionals, e.g., teachers, journalists, 
scientists, lawyers, architects, advertisers, de-
signers, consultants, academics, researchers, 
literati, and pundits, that give praxical 
substance to conceptually abstract yet ana-
lytically important formations like national-
ism, the state, and public culture. In sum, 
we argue that an anthropology of intellectu-
als concerned with those social actors special-
izing in the production and management of 
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social knowledge should occupy a key place in 
contemporary anthropological conversations 
about nations and nationalism. 

INTELLECTUALS IN 
ANTHROPOLOGY: A BRIEF 
HISTORY 

It may surprise some to discover that intellec-
tuals have accompanied anthropological re-
search since the first decades of the twenti-
eth century. Given the centrality of problems 
of knowledge (especially rationality, logic, 
and cognition) to early tensions between the 
modes of anthropology associated with Victo-
rian universalism, Boasian particularism, and 
post-Boasian pluralism, it is perhaps not sur-
prising that an interest in social actors holding 
a special relationship to knowledge emerged 
early in anthropological inquiry. Perhaps the 
most extensive of earlier anthropological en-
gagements with intellectuals was Paul Radin’s 
Primitive Man as Philosopher (Radin 1927), 
which reacted strongly against what he saw 
as the unquestioned assumptions of primi-
tive mental difference and inequality of an-
thropology in the universalist mode (Frazer 
1890, Lévy-Bruhl 1996, Tylor 1970). Radin 
offered instead an analysis of the division of 
labor between “men of thought” and “prac-
tical men” in any society largely as a matter 
of individual psychological inclination. De-
spite a greater degree of investment in nat-
ural sensuousness than western intellectuals, 
Radin argued forcefully that there were gen-
uine philosophers within any primitive soci-
ety, philosophers who wrestled with the same 
epistemological problems as did university-
trained and -accredited scholars. Radin de-
voted great sections of his text to the ex-
position of myths and other oral texts that 
demonstrated the diversity and rigor of in-
tellectual engagement among primitive peo-
ples. He further explained that the conceit of 
primitive mental and philosophical inequality 
was largely a matter of ethnologists evaluating 
primitive philosophy using the clumsy inter-
pretations of nonintellectuals. 

Beyond Radin’s work, which has received 
subsequent recognition for its significance to 
the sociology of knowledge (Bauman 1987b, 
Radin 1938), intellectuals occasionally ap-
peared as cultural producers elsewhere in the 
writings of the Boasians (Benedict 1934, Boas 
1929, Powdermaker 1950) usually as a foil for 
the sensuousness of the nonwestern intellect 
and for the intelligence of the nonintellec-
tual. Edward Sapir’s description of the ecology 
of “genuine culture,” in terms of networks of 
creative activity, exchange, and virtuosity, sug-
gests a prominent if never explicitly formu-
lated place for intellectuals in his culture the-
ory (1924). In British anthropology, detailed 
ethnographic descriptions of specialists in tra-
ditional or ritual knowledge emerged, such as 
those of the leopard skin chiefs among the 
Nuer (Evans-Pritchard 1940, pp. 172–77) or 
of Ndembu doctors (Turner 1967), as well as 
narratives of intellectual engagement and col-
laboration (Turner’s description of “Muchona 
the Hornet” is exemplary). The recognition of 
the anthropological significance of ethnogra-
phers’ dialogical relations with key informants 
(Crapanzano 1980, Dwyer 1982, Herzfeld 
1997b, Tedlock & Mannheim 1995) as well 
as more recent reflections on how analytical 
frameworks and ethnographic knowledge de-
velop in field situations and in academic pro-
fessionalism (Appadurai 1997, Boyer 2003, 
Brenneis 1994, Holmes & Marcus 2005, 
Jackson 1998, Maurer 2002, Munasinghe 
2005) equivalently confirm Radin’s impres-
sion that all anthropology is, to some ex-
tent, an anthropology of intellectuals because 
ethnographers often coordinate their analy-
ses of social and cultural totalities with the 
assistance of other, local intellectuals, whose 
interpretations in turn are colored by their 
own social positions and interests. There is, 
in other words, always culture at work in aca-
demic knowledge (Sahlins 1996). 

Yet, despite a variety of ethnographic 
sightings and soundings, in none of these 
works does the intellectual and his/her so-
cial role emerge explicitly as a research prob-
lem, certainly not to the extent that it did in 
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parallel sociological investigations of knowl-
edge and intellectuals (Elias 1994, Gramsci 
1971, Mannheim 1955, 1971a, Marx & 
Engels 1970, Parsons 1969, Shils 1972). The 
first wave of critical and reflexive work pro-
duced within anthropology about the disci-
pline’s political and ideological entanglements 
(Asad 1973, Hymes 1974) helped to broaden 
and intensify awareness of the politics and 
poetics of anthropological knowledge mak-
ing. In turn, the much-publicized second wave 
of critical reflections upon anthropological 
knowledge focused around the “crisis of rep-
resentation” debates of the mid- to late 1980s 
(Boon 1982, Clifford 1988, Clifford & Marcus 
1986, Fardon 1995, Grimshaw & Hart 1993, 
Marcus & Fischer 1986, Mascia-Lees et al. 
1989, Polier & Roseberry 1989) further raised 
the politics of knowledge production back to 
a central research problem for anthropology. 

One could fairly say, however, that the de-
tail of Radin’s anthropology of intellectuals 
was not again matched and exceeded until 
the early 1990s when anthropologists began 
to analyze intellectuals as key social actors in 
the formation and circulation of public knowl-
edge. Drawing inspiration from the works 
of Weber (1947), Gramsci (1971), Bourdieu 
(1977, 1991), and Foucault (1980), among 
others, ethnographers have focused increas-
ingly on the place of intellectuals within the 
production of culture, especially of public 
knowledge of social identity and belonging. 
Several studies appeared in the 1990s that ana-
lyzed the role of intellectuals in the shaping of 
nationalist (or variously culturalist) ideologies 
associated with particular ethnic, national, or 
regional polities (Feierman 1990, Herzfeld 
1997b, Lomnitz-Adler 1992, Verdery 1991, 
Warren 1998). Intellectuals appear in these 
studies as social actors who are relatively priv-
ileged in their capacity to articulate schemes 
and settlements of cultural knowledge and 
difference, although, as Verdery shows, they 
are highly factionalized and politically con-
tentious even though, as Lomnitz’s study of 
local intellectuals in Huasteca testifies (1992, 
pp. 221–41), not all intellectuals are elite 

or privileged in their access to informa-
tion, resources, and social legitimacy. Be-
yond the Weberian notion of a status group, 
intellectuals are also defined by their pos-
session of a certain epistemic “virtuosity” 
(Friedrich 1986, pp. 46–47) that resonates 
well with our portrait of the phenomenology 
of intellectualism. 

These authors have also made a case for the 
anthropological importance of studying intel-
lectuals more broadly. Herzfeld explains his 
decision to produce an ethnographic portrait 
of the Greek writer Andreas Nenedakis as a 
challenge to “the anthropological imagination 
to go beyond a concern with social institutions 
and structures and especially to let individual 
and collective agency subvert the conflation 
implied by the ever-present definite article: 
‘the values of the Greeks’” (1997b, p. 11; on 
the intersection of literature, intellectuals and 
anthropology, see also Daniel & Peck 1996, 
Fernandez & Huber 2001, Handler & Segal 
1990, Rapport 1994, Reed-Danahay 1997, 
Taylor 1997). Herzfeld’s call to anthropolo-
gists to address the human agency behind the 
seemingly sui generis quality of both nation-
alist imaginings and everyday national idioms 
has echoed elsewhere as well. Verdery sums 
up her Bourdieuian approach to studying in-
tellectuals as a means to analyze the “cul-
tural politics” of nationalist discourse more 
broadly, “intellectuals engage in contests over 
different definitions of cultural value, com-
petence and authority; they strive to impose 
their definitions of value and to gain recogni-
tion for their version of social reality” (1991, 
p. 18). Warren’s analysis of the Pan-Mayan 
movement of Guatemala in its complex poli-
tics of linguistic and cultural revitalization and 
unification seeks to surface the agency of ed-
ucated Mayans in spearheading the organi-
zation of the movement, the institutionaliza-
tion of its agenda, and the articulation of its 
ideology as well as the agency of other edu-
cated elites in contesting the legitimacy of the 
movement (1998, pp. 33–51). 

Beyond anthropological research with 
public intellectuals and literati, other fields 
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of anthropological inquiry, particularly the 
anthropology of media and the anthropol-
ogy of science, have likewise come to fore-
front the agency of educated professionals 
in the scoping and sculpting of persuasive 
semiotics and narratives of national iden-
tity and belonging (Abu-Lughod 1991, 2005, 
Boyer 2000, 2001, Dornfeld 1999, Ginsburg 
et al. 2002, Gusterson 2004, Hannerz 2003, 
Hess 1991, Latour 1988, Martin 1994, 
Rabinow 1999, Winegar 2003). Because much 
of this ethnographic work occurs within in-
stitutional contexts, this research contributes 
a better appreciation for the refraction of 
intellectual practices and agency through pro-
fessional expectations and institutional exi-
gencies. It augments research on the pol-
itics of social knowledge formation with a 
richer sense of the technical practices and in-
stitutional relations that coelaborate and hi-
erarchize languages and knowledge of social 
belonging. Similarly, recent anthropologi-
cal research on intellectuals and nationalism 
(Boyer 2005a, Lomnitz 2001) has also come 
into dialogue with the sociologies of nation-
alism (Brubaker 1996, Chatterjee 1986, 1993) 
and knowledge (Bauman 1987a,b, Collins 
1998, Fabiani 1988, Giesen 1998) via a shared 
interest in how social knowledge, or, bet-
ter yet, “knowledge of the social,” is pro-
duced, contested, circulated, and accredited. 
This convergence of interests invites, in the 
terms of Suny & Kennedy, “a theory of na-
tional intellectual practice” (1999, p. 383) fo-
cusing on the role of human agents in the 
making of nations and nationalism both inside 
and outside of states through practices rang-
ing from the poetic/literary to the technical/ 
administrative. 

INTELLECTUALS, STATES, 
AND NATIONS 

Theories of state formation have indeed of-
ten appreciated the role of intellectualism in 
governance and have pointed toward a kind 
of codependency between states and intellec-
tuals. In his analysis of Chinese literati, for 

example, Weber (1958) noted the connection 
between the formation of an erudite class, 
an elaborate written culture, and a working 
imperial bureaucracy that spanned vast terri-
tories, peopled by speakers of multiple lan-
guages (also Elman 2000, Fei 1953). The arts 
of domination and of administration in states 
require attention to rhetoric, ideological in-
vention, and communication across different 
stations as well as rational calculation. This 
holds true even for empires without writing 
systems, such as the Incan, that nonetheless 
occupied specialists to shape a highly com-
plex and integrative ritual system and to ad-
minister trade and storage (Zuidema 1990, 
Boone & Mignolo 1996). Even theorists who 
have emphasized the role of expropriation and 
crime in the origins of the state (Engels 1972, 
Nietzsche 1956, Tilly 1985) recognize that 
the routinization of domination involves 
a kind of cultural revolution (Elias 1994, 
Foucault 1980, Corrigan & Sayer 1985), even 
if the agency shaping these inventions rarely 
receives the attention that Weber proffered on 
the cultural underpinnings of state formation 
in China. 

The rise of modern nationalism involved 
new roles for intellectuals, although these 
have been recognized in different ways de-
pending on varying theories of nationalism 
and on differing cases of nationalism. If we 
trace the origins of nationalism back to the 
early modern period, for example, we wit-
ness the emergence of imperial law, political 
philosophy, cartography, history, and gram-
mar, each of which had its intellectual prac-
titioners. A new cohort of historians, writing 
a kind of universal history, emerged in early 
modern Portugal and Spain (Subrahmanyam 
1998). The political philosophies of Thomas 
Hobbes, Jean Baudin, Nicholo Machiavelli, 
and Francisco Vitoria are all part and parcel 
of the consolidation of the early modern em-
pires that eventually framed national identifi-
cation and national sentiment. Although there 
are a growing number of historians who locate 
the origins of nationalism in these early mod-
ern empires, the phenomenon is generally 
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understood as properly modern, originating 
in the eighteenth century. 

Gellner (1983) argued that nationalism 
is directly connected to the rise of indus-
try and that industrial society positively re-
quires shared systems of communication in a 
way that sets it apart from all predecessors. 
For Gellner, modern states require “a mobile, 
literate, culturally standardized, interchange-
able population” (Gellner 1983); the nation-
state, with its schools and its national lan-
guage, is the mold for this process of cultural 
standardization. Thus, industrialism would 
rely simultaneously on scientific inquiry, new 
forms of pedagogy, and new methods of 
publicity. 

In Hobsbawm’s account (1990), national-
ism emerged along with popular politics and 
revolution, a situation that in some respects 
implies the emergence of what Gramsci called 
“organic intellectuals,” that is, intellectuals 
whose role is to formalize and enunciate a class 
position within a totalizing language of com-
munity (or nation) (1971). Both the English 
revolution of the late seventeenth century and 
the French Revolution of 1789 involved deep 
cultural transformations (Chartier 1991): the 
circulation of books and leaflets, as well as the 
rise of what Habermas (1991) has called the 
bourgeois public sphere, with its coffee houses 
and salons, increasing secularism in the case 
of France, and intensifying religious polariza-
tion in the case of England. 

The most influential work on the origins 
of modern nationalism, Anderson’s Imagined 
Communities (1983), does not directly dis-
cuss intellectuals but implicitly provides them 
with pivotal roles in the invention of na-
tionalism; journalists, novelists, architects, cu-
rators, grammarians, philologists, folklorists, 
and artists are the agents that actually “image” 
the national community. The labor of some of 
these writers in narrating the nation has been 
explored by Sommer (1991), Bhabha (1990, 
1994), Shumway (1991), and others. 

In addition to these broad cultural pro-
cesses, both the English and the French revo-
lutions were also shaped by disgruntled and 

unemployed intellectuals (clerics, lawyers, 
literati), whose ranks had been swollen in the 
decades preceding revolution (Stone 1972, 
Chartier 1991). Similiarly, Giesen (1998) has 
demonstrated that romantic nationalism in 
Germany was the product of a generation 
of underpaid and underemployed intellectu-
als who eventually turned to the task of in-
venting traditions. These are processes that 
have been studied with ethnographic care by 
Handler (1988), Guss (2000), Breckenridge 
(1989), Cole (1985), and Hobsbawm & 
Ranger (1992), all of whom have explored 
the role and history of the heritage indus-
try in the formation of national and imperial 
imaginings. 

In the colonial world, the role of intellectu-
als in the formation of nationalism has taken 
a related but distinct course. Doing anthro-
pological and historical work in India, Cohn 
(1996) demonstrated that census takers and 
colonial administrators played a key role in 
crystallizing or in inventing the social cate-
gories that became basic units in the struc-
ture of colonial domination. In a related vein, 
Said (1978) argued that orientalist intellectu-
als had a central role in constructing images 
of alterity that underwrote modern imperi-
alism, obscuring the connections between the 
metropole and its colonies. Rich historical and 
ethnographic studies have followed in this tra-
dition in many parts of the world (Mitchell 
1988, Tenorio-Trillo 1996). Following a Fou-
cauldian method, Escobar (1995) explored the 
ways in which development economists and 
other professionals shaped a “development 
discourse” that, in some ways, was the post-
WWII heir of early orientalist representations 
of the economic periphery. 

Extending these issues in a different direc-
tion, Taussig (1987) has argued that the vio-
lence of the colonial encounter was a negative 
projection of bureaucratic rationality onto the 
fringes of civilization. Thus, barbarism, which 
has been a key figure and image in post-
colonial nationalism, is itself a kind of in-
verted image of Enlightenment, and the vio-
lent dialectic between rational production and 
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barbarism is channeled and elaborated both by 
local intellectuals, such as spirit healers, as well 
as by national intellectuals (Bartra 1997). The 
role of intellectuals in state cultural produc-
tion in current conditions of postmodernity 
and globalization has been a prominent theme 
in the past decade. Appadurai (1998) has ex-
plored the connection between ethnic nation-
alism and the cultural production of high 
modern states. Boyer (2000, 2001) has ex-
plored the work of journalists in constituting 
and circulating social knowledge of eastern-
ness and Germanness, whereas Malkki (1995) 
has touched upon the role of journalists and 
humanitarian aid organizations in represent-
ing ethnic violence within Africa to the out-
side world. Hannerz (2003) has described the 
work of journalists in shaping a postnational 
world and in the narration of globalization. 
Kang critiques the work of the neocolo-
nial Korean intellectual “clearing up the ves-
tiges of colonialism and imperialism” (2000, 
p. 139). 

Colonial conditions generate their own ef-
fects on consciousness and on cultural elabo-
ration (Stoler 1995, 2002), effects that gener-
ate a tension between cosmopolitan and lo-
calist identification (Bhabha 1994, Herzfeld 
1997b, Duara 1995). At the same time, the 
unification of the postcolonial nation has re-
quired particular efforts on the part of the 
intelligentsia because colonial administration 
involved severely limiting the emergence of a 
unified public sphere (Scott 1999). As a result, 
the role of intellectuals in articulating a frag-
mented national space has been a prominent 
theme for anthropologists of postcolonial na-
tions (Chatterjee 1986, Lomnitz 2001). 

The pivotal role that intellectuals have 
played in the development of nationalism has 
its dialectical counterpart in their reliance 
on nationalism as a rhetorical device that is 
required to further their specific interests. 
Latour (1988) showed that this held true for 
scientists as much as for intellectuals whose 
livelihood is more directly connected to shap-
ing public opinion. Indeed, the justification of 
science itself has often been nationalized, in-

sofar as it is subordinated to a public interest 
that is easily collapsed into national interest 
(Shapin 1994, Jackson 2000). 

The image of the intellectual itself has 
been pegged to national fantasy, either as the 
incarnation of the nation’s spirit (Boyer 2005a, 
Giesen 1998, Herzfeld 1997a, Siu 1990) or as 
the architect of national planning (Scott 1999, 
Escobar 1995, Eyerman 1994). In the case of 
colonial or postcolonial administrative cities, 
intellectuals represented civilization itself and 
the domination of the city over its rural hin-
terlands (Rama 1994, Schweizer 1988). 

At the same time, the turbulent process of 
national transformation has confounded the 
august image of the intellectual as a (male) em-
bodiment of the spirit and rationality of the 
nation. Indeed, much anthropological work 
on intellectuals has concentrated on emergent 
intellectuals who are connected to a variety of 
social movements and whose bodies and activ-
ities are marked precisely because they depart 
from the ideal modal citizen. Thus, Warren 
(1998) and Guti´ (1999) have studiederrez 
the challenge that indigenous intellectuals in 
Latin America raise to the national intelli-
gentsia and to national schooling. At the same 
time, these studies also reveal the key role of 
emerging forms of “ethnonationalism” for In-
dian intellectuals. Feierman (1990) discusses 
the thought and social engagement of Tanza-
nian peasants in social movements. 

The exploration of the margins of national 
imaginings has not yet been pursued in sys-
tematic fashion. The relevance of the nation 
as a way of framing communitarian relations 
for various subaltern groups has been an open 
question since the days in which peasantries 
were conceptualized as “part societies” be-
cause of their tenuous inclusion in the nation. 
In urban settings, the deployment of national-
ism among the organic intellectuals of youth 
subcultures or street culture is yet to be ex-
plored in a systematic fashion. Fragmentary 
evidence suggests that nationalism is an im-
portant framing device in these movements. 
For example, Bourgois (1995) describes a 
street culture in Spanish Harlem (New York 
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City) that is suffused with formulations of the 
American Dream; Holston (1989) shows that 
new religious movements in Brazilia’s prole-
tarian peripheries develop their own versions 
of Brazil’s modernist utopia; whereas studies 
of British subculture have explored the cir-
culation (subversion, appropriation, transfor-
mation) of national and ethnonational iden-
tity in the dynamics of rupture and distinction 
(Hebdige 1979, Willis 1977). 

In sum, the nation is a kind of communi-
tarian relation that has framed, justified, or 
been directly performed in the work of scien-
tists, planners, and organic intellectuals who 
are attached to emerging social movements. 
Classically, the limits of these communitar-
ian formulations were expressed as a tension 
between universalism and nationalism. How-
ever, ethnography has also shown that there 
are other competing communitarian formu-
lations that are equally relevant, including re-
ligious, local, linguistic, ethnic, and class iden-
tification. Regardless of the communitarian 
imagination at play, intellectuals participate as 
key social actors in their specification, articu-
lation, and dissemination. 

CONCLUSION: TOWARD AN 
ANTHROPOLOGY OF 
INTELLECTUALS IN 
NATIONALISM 

One of the advantages of thinking about na-
tions and nationalism through the lens of the 
intellectual is how intellectuals appear to em-
body certain dialectical contradictions and in-
commensurabilities normally associated with 
modern nationalism and its social and political 
formations. We have noted above, for exam-
ple, the spirit of nations that is routinely con-
trasted in nationalist imagination to the exte-
rior forms and institutions of civil societies 
and states. Looking at intellectuals in their 
full diversity of practices, we find that this 
distinction is oddly aligned with intellectu-
als’ own division and specialization of labors. 
As we have seen, intellectuals mediate at once 
the poetics and publics of communitarian sen-

timent (Abu-Lughod 2005, Herzfeld 1997a) 
and the forms of technical knowledge char-
acteristic of administration, science, policy, 
law, and so on. What is so vexing and other-
wise spectral about the intellectual—that its 
analytic is always strung across ratios such 
as those of vocationalism/professionalism, 
technicism/poesis, tradition/modernity, func-
tionality/radical critique—actually becomes a 
surprisingly helpful site of research for bridg-
ing the apparent impasses between external-
ities and intimacies of modern nationalism 
(Shryock 2004). 

In this respect, as in others, the study of 
intellectuals is also very suggestive for under-
standing why nationalist imaginations culti-
vate the particular knowledge of the social 
that they do. By addressing the formative pro-
cesses of social knowledge, the anthropology 
of intellectuals challenges the more formal-
ist or epistemological readings of national-
ism that dog, for example, Anderson’s (1983) 
model of the “imagined community.” Instead, 
the research we have reviewed points toward 
a social and phenomenological basis for na-
tionalist epistemology, toward the processes 
by which schemes and settlements of national 
knowledge come to be aligned with the so-
cial experience and social imagination of in-
tellectuals themselves. This phenomenon is a 
fascinating and important one and deserves 
much further research. But we would sug-
gest provisionally that the particular intimacy 
of intellectuals’ mediating labors within na-
tionalism offers many opportunities for in-
tellectuals’ self-knowledge to be generalized, 
codified, and publicized as social knowledge 
(Boyer 2000, Giesen 1998). If, as Marx & 
Engels wrote, all social actors are disposed 
to project their relational knowledge of the 
world as absolute knowledge (1970), then the 
elite cultural status and mediational oppor-
tunities afforded certain intellectuals guaran-
tees that their visions of social belonging and 
identity will influence and even channel social 
imaginations more broadly. 

To our minds, recognizing the agency 
of intellectuals in nationalism (and the 
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significance of nationalism as one kind of ex- because, following Bauman 1987b, ac-
pression of the social knowledge of intellec- knowledging the intimate relationship of 
tuals) should assure the comparative study of intellectualism and nationalism is also, invari-
the intellectual practices a vital place in fu- ably, acknowledging something about our-
ture anthropologies of nationalism. The an- selves and about the stakes of our own labors 
thropology of intellectuals within national- of interpretation and representation in aca-
ism promises to dip below the cloud cover demic, political, and public culture. In this 
of public culture and social movements and respect, by confronting us with the opportu-
into the rich social complexity of intellectual nities and dilemmas of our own intellectual-
culture that contributes so much of the epis- ism, we feel that the anthropology of intel-
temic and semiotic work associated with the lectuals will also be well placed to contribute 
cultural forms and processes of nationalism. to the growing call for new modes of “pub-
It also promises to strengthen the reflexive lic anthropology” (see Besteman & Gusterson 
horizon of the anthropology of nationalism 2005). 
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Szelényi I. 1982. The intelligentsia in the class structure of state-socialist societies. In Marxist 

Inquiries, ed. M Burawoy, T Skocpol, pp. 287–326. Chicago: Univ. Chicago Press 
Taussig M. 1987. Shamanism, Colonialism and the Wild Man: A Study in Terror and Healing. 

Chicago: Univ. Chicago Press 
Taylor L. 1997. Mediating Martinique: the “paradoxical trajectory” of Raphaël Confiant. In 
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