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Abstract

This review suggests that the sociology of intellectuals is being con-
verted into a sociology of interventions, i.e., instead of focusing on
a certain social type, it analyzes the movement by which knowledge
and expertise are mobilized to inform a value-laden intervention in the
public sphere. We first demonstrate that the classical sociology of in-
tellectuals was centered on a problematic of allegiance that no longer
seems productive. In addition, we show that by focusing on a particular
social type it remained limited to only one mode of intervention into the
public sphere. We then review two literatures that distance themselves
from the classical problematic and that could be integrated under the
common rubric of a sociology of interventions: The first literature an-
alyzes intellectual fields and markets. It moves away from the sociology
of intellectuals by multiplying the relevant actors and depersonalizing
the term “intellectual” so that it no longer stands for a social type but
for the capacity to make a public intervention, a capacity to which many
different actors lay claim. The second literature analyzes the public de-
ployment of expertise. It multiplies not simply the actors laying claim
to the mantle of the intellectual, but the formats and modes of inter-
vention itself, i.e., the different ways in which knowledge and expertise
can be inserted into the public sphere.
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INTRODUCTION

There are several reasons why writing a review
of the sociology of intellectuals is not a straight-
forward task. The most immediate one is that
a great deal of the most recent literature on
intellectuals seems to announce their decline
and disappearance. This is particularly true for
the specifically American debate about “public
intellectuals.” Beginning in 1987 with the pub-
lication of Jacoby’s The Last Intellectuals, the
neologism “public intellectuals” has sparked
a resurgence of debate about intellectuals, yet
most of it has been confined to the question of
whether they are a dying breed or not ( Jacoby
1987, Kellner 1997, Donatich 2001, Posner
2001, Fuller 2004, Townsley 2006, Drezner
2008, Fleck et al. 2009). This discussion res-
onates with some of the founding texts of the
sociology of intellectuals, which were typically
written in a genre characterized by Posner
(2001) as a jeremiad, a rant (mixture of lament
and accusation) about decline and betrayal
(Benda 1927 [1928], Molnar 1961, Jacoby
1987). For a reviewer, the problem is thereby
not so much whether such diagnoses are correct
or not, but how to characterize a literature of
which one main principle of multiplication has
been the claim that its object is dissolving. Is
the very project of the sociology of intellectuals
becoming more and more anachronistic and a
review, therefore, redundant?

To be sure, if one looks beyond the con-
temporary American scene, one may take heart
that the sociology of intellectuals is alive and
well, not only regarding work on classical
historical cases, such as Russia and France,
but also when it comes to the contemporary
non-Western world (Kurzman & Owens
2002). But this seems cold comfort, for it could
be taken to imply that when these countries
“catch up,” they too will shed the central role
of intellectuals and that the sociology of intel-
lectuals is thus essentially a backward-looking
twentieth-century affair. The task we set for
this review, therefore, is not merely descriptive
but also reconstructive: to extract from the
recent literature the parameters and research

directions of what may be reasonably termed a
twenty-first-century sociology of intellectuals.

This reconstructive approach may begin
with the observation that the diagnostic dispute
about the death or resurrection of the public
intellectual ultimately boils down to a matter
of definition, to boundary work (Gieryn 1999):
The “Jeremiahs” define the object of the soci-
ology of intellectuals restrictively, its prototype
being the man of letters who intervenes in
the public sphere in the name of universal
truth and morality, the classical embodiment
provided by Zola’s J’accuse. Consequently,
they bemoan its decline. The “boosters” define
it expansively to include the whole gamut of
educated types. Consequently, they dilute the
object beyond recognition. Both, in fact, have
been going at it for quite a while. Almost from
the very moment the term “intellectuals” was
invented (during the Dreyfus affair) and the
sociology of intellectuals began to take shape,
it spread outward into various sociologies of
the intelligentsia (Mannheim 1936), organic
intellectuals (Gramsci 1932 [1995]), men of
knowledge or ideas (Znaniecki 1940 [1968],
Coser 1965 [1970]), producers of culture
(Lipset & Dobson 1972), or the “new class”
(Makhaiski 1899 [1979], Djilas 1957, Bruce-
Briggs 1979, Gouldner 1979, Konrad &
Szelényi 1979). This outward movement was
met with a countermovement, asserting that
“these are not real intellectuals” and providing
its own diagnosis of decline and betrayal
(Benda 1927 [1928], Molnar 1961, Jacoby
1987). Then the cycle would begin again.

The cyclical nature of this dispute is no
doubt due to the highly reflexive nature of the
very project of the sociology of intellectuals. As
Bauman (1987, pp. 2, 8) puts it, any definition
of intellectuals is a self-definition and there-
fore “it makes little sense . . . to ask the ques-
tion ‘who are the intellectuals?’ and expect in
reply a set of objective measurements.” This is
one reason why the reconstructive task we set
for this review is not a willful choice, but is ne-
cessitated by the type of literature with which
we are grappling. Any definition of the scope
of this review would rely on boundary work
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between “intellectual” and “nonintellectual”
and would thereby be reconstructing the very
universe in which the review itself is positioned.
A review of the sociology of intellectuals is thus
meta-reflexive and has to attend to its own posi-
tioning within a history of definitions and coun-
terdefinitions (see also Townsley 2006).

This lengthy preamble is meant to justify
the analytical strategy underlying this review.
A sociology of intellectuals for the twenty-first
century cannot adopt a restrictive and obscu-
rantist definition of its scope, but neither can it
dilute its object beyond recognition. Diagnos-
tically, the work of reconstruction begins by re-
jecting, with Fleck et al. (2009, p. 1), the narra-
tive of decline in favor of transformation: “Over
the years, new groups of intellectuals have en-
tered the public arena while older ones have
disappeared. . . . [T]he twenty-first-century in-
tellectual is very different in his or her aspira-
tions and functioning role when compared to
the type that more than a hundred years ago
was emerging.” Regarding the United States,
for instance, Jacobs & Townsley (2010) demon-
strate that its “space of opinion”—i.e., the sort
of publicly oriented commentary in which intel-
lectuals specialize—has in fact grown in size and
become more heterogeneous in recent years,
rather than declined. Such changes imply that
a sociology of intellectuals for the twenty-first
century must be different from the classical so-
ciology of intellectuals. As its object changes,
so should its substantive questions and concep-
tual tools. Yet the work of reconstruction we
envision eschews expanding and diluting the
object beyond recognition in favor of a care-
ful work of conversion, seeking to identify cer-
tain constants that were foundational for the
twentieth-century sociology of intellectuals as
a research project and showing how their spe-
cific content is being modified in the contem-
porary context of emerging novel questions and
research strategies.

Our inspiration for this strategy comes from
Foucault’s (2000) distinction between the “uni-
versal” and “specific” intellectual. Whereas the
universal intellectual corresponded to the clas-
sic image of the engaged man of letters, the

specific intellectual was rather an expert whose
work was more narrow and local, yet served as a
basis for intervening in the public sphere. Fou-
cault thus pointed to the emergence of a new
type of intellectual, not immediately recogniz-
able as such by classical definitions. What made
these experts “specific intellectuals”? For Fou-
cault, it was not any substantive quality of the
actors involved, but a particular kind of move-
ment they embodied: “[T]he intellectual is sim-
ply the person who uses his knowledge, his com-
petence and his relation to truth in the field
of political struggles” (p. 128). Although this
movement remains a constant object of the soci-
ology of intellectuals, its specific components—
Who is moving? On the basis of what relation to
truth? What type of political agency is consti-
tuted by this movement?—were transformed,
for example by the greater centrality of scien-
tific discourse today or by changes in the public
sphere. Yet note that this does not simply im-
ply an expansive definition of intellectuals be-
cause not every expert thereby automatically
becomes an object for the sociology of intel-
lectuals, but only one who participates in this
movement. Conversion in this sense means that
one carefully identifies the enduring element—
the movement by which knowledge acquires
value as public intervention—and translates it
into a new set of conditions and corresponding
research strategies.

The strategy of conversion has been elabo-
rated further by Bourdieu (1992 [1996]), who
noted that it is the high degree of specialization
characteristic of modern science that made it
inappropriate to speak of the specific intellec-
tual in the singular and that the type of move-
ment characteristic of the classical intellectual
was more effectively undergone by a “collective
intellectual,” a group of experts working in uni-
son. Bourdieu also emphasized that conversion
is necessary not only in time, between epochs,
but also across space, between different coun-
tries and institutional contexts.

What we take from Foucault and Bourdieu
is the idea that the classical sociology of
intellectuals needs to be reconstructed, con-
verted into a twenty-first-century sociology of
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interventions. The main difference between
the sociology of intellectuals and the sociology
of interventions is that the former takes as its
unit of analysis a particular social type and
is preoccupied with showing how the social
characteristics of this type explain where its
allegiances lie, whereas the latter takes as its
unit of analysis the movement of intervention
itself and is therefore interested in how forms
of expertise can acquire value as public inter-
ventions. Yet the story we tell in this review
is also different from Foucault’s or Bourdieu’s.
Conversion from the sociology of intellectuals
to the sociology of interventions does not
yield a binary opposition in which specific or
collective intellectuals replace classical ones,
but a more dispersed and fragmented picture:
Multiple discourses, multiple sociologies, mul-
tiple objects of analysis now occupy the field of
debate and research that originally belonged
to the classical sociology of intellectuals.

These considerations explain the structure
of the review. The first section is an inten-
tionally short and stylized review of the main
common characteristics of the classical soci-
ology of intellectuals, from its inception un-
til roughly 1980. The choice of 1980 is not
meant as an exact periodization, but as a way
to construct a baseline against which to high-
light the novel developments of the past 30
years. It was selected as a watershed year be-
cause it is bordered by two significant dates.
First, 1979 marked a high tide in the “new class”
literature, i.e., in the expansive trend of the so-
ciology of intellectuals. It witnessed the pub-
lication of several major books (Bruce-Briggs
1979, Gouldner 1979, Konrad & Szelényi 1979,
Walker 1979, Debray 1979 [1981]), some of
which argued that intellectuals were poised to
become a dominant class. Yet, at the other
end of the 1980s one finds almost the exact
inverse moment, namely Jacoby’s (1987) in-
vention of the redundant neologism of “pub-
lic intellectual,” a narrowing to the restrictive
classical meaning of the term, and a narrative
of decline and lament. No doubt the end of
the Cold War has contributed to this reversal.
One needs only to recall the brief moment of

glory enjoyed by East European dissidents and
their almost immediate fall from grace as post-
communist countries settled into the gray re-
ality of neoliberal capitalism (Eyal 2000, 2003;
Tucker 2000) to appreciate how this moment
may have translated into a renewed focus on
the classical meaning of intellectuals. We would
like to parlay the sense of reversal and fragmen-
tation that lies between these two points in time
into the aforementioned distinction between
the classical sociology of intellectuals and a
twenty-first-century sociology of interventions.

Thus, the subsequent section and the one
that follows it review works that distance them-
selves from the classical sociology of intellectu-
als in two different directions. We propose that
these two could perhaps be integrated under
the common rubric of a sociology of interven-
tions. The first literature analyzes intellectual
fields and markets. It moves away from the so-
ciology of intellectuals by multiplying the rel-
evant actors and depersonalizing the term “in-
tellectual” so that it no longer stands for a social
type but for the capacity to make a public in-
tervention, a capacity to which many different
actors lay claim. Works in this direction situate
all the different claims within a common re-
lational sphere such as a field or a market and
analyze the competition between the various ac-
tors over the symbolic prestige contained in the
very title of intellectual, as well as the relations
of supply and demand governing intellectual
interventions.

In the third and final section, we review
works in the sociology of expertise that seem
to represent a different and perhaps comple-
mentary move away from the classical sociol-
ogy of intellectuals. They multiply not simply
the actors laying claim to the mantle of the in-
tellectual, but also the formats and modes of
intervention itself. Here the focus is directed at
the different ways in which knowledge and ex-
pertise can be inserted into the public sphere
and with what sorts of effects. Instead of ana-
lyzing the preconditions for the jump from one
domain to the other, works in this direction
describe how fuzzy zones of contact and over-
lap are created, wherein forms of expertise and
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discourse develop that are common to both pol-
itics and science.

THE CLASSICAL SOCIOLOGY
OF INTELLECTUALS, 1900–1980

In this section, we trace the main contours of
the classical sociology of intellectuals, describ-
ing in broad outline the questions, definitions,
and theoretical orientations that characterize it
as a relatively unified configuration. We do not
provide a detailed historical discussion of the
development of the sociology of intellectuals,
however, because this has been done elsewhere
(Martin & Szelényi 1988, Kurzman & Owens
2002). Instead, our focus is directed at selected
key contributions to the sociology of intellec-
tuals from the turn of the century to the 1980s
in order to reconstruct an ideal typical baseline
against which to highlight and evaluate trans-
formations and new trends in the past 30 years.1

One key component of this baseline was an
empirical puzzle—“under what conditions do
intellectuals become radicalized in their politi-
cal behavior?”—shared by classical sociologists
of intellectuals as a common “point of diffrac-
tion” (Foucault 1972) from which a game of
moves and countermoves unfolded. Many clas-
sical sociologists of intellectuals have sought
to explain intellectuals’ role as radical critics
of the social order and leaders of revolutionary
movements (Makhaiski 1899 [1979]; Brinton
1938 [1965]; Schumpeter 1942, pp. 145–55;
Dahrendorf 1953 [1969]; Lasch 1965; Lipset &
Dobson 1972; Bruce-Briggs 1979). This query
was countered by other sociologists of intellec-
tuals who have sought to explain why modern
intellectuals were no longer radical critics,
but profoundly absorbed into the machineries
of established powers (Mills 1944 [1963],

1We made no systematic attempt to sample representative
readings because this would be an inappropriate approach
to a highly interpretative literature consisting of moves and
countermoves. Instead, we compiled a fairly comprehensive
list of works in the sociology of intellectuals from this pe-
riod based on preexisting reviews and then chose the works
that, in our judgment, were enduring and significant for the
development of the classical problematic.

Chomsky 1969, Debray 1979 [1981]), perhaps
even standing at their helm (Konrad & Szelényi
1979). Finally, the sequence of moves was com-
pleted by analyses that sought to demonstrate
the diversity and contingency of intellectuals’
political roles (Michels 1932, Shils 1958 [1972],
Coser 1965 [1970], Eisenstadt 1972, Brym
1980), with perhaps the final statement in that
period delivered by Brint (1985; cf. also 1994).

Other key empirical puzzles that character-
ized the classical sociology of intellectuals and
that no longer seem to hold such fascination
for contemporary sociologists were (a) the par-
tisan role of nationalist or party intellectuals,
signifying for some a betrayal of their mis-
sion as defenders of universal values (Benda
1927 [1928]), yet for others the very means
through which intellectuals’ commitment to
“the life of the mind” worked its way to a uni-
versal synthesis (Mannheim 1932 [1993], 1936,
1956); and (b) the question of the class posi-
tion of intellectuals “between labor and capital,”
which for some signified that they were a “new
class” mobilized to pursue its own collective
interests (Bakunin 1870 [1950], Nomad 1937,
Djilas 1957, Bruce-Briggs 1979, Gouldner
1979, Konrad & Szelényi 1979) yet for others
that they merely played a supporting role on
behalf of more “fundamental” classes (Gramsci
1929–1935 [1971], Walker 1979).

All three puzzles can be boiled down to a sin-
gle one. The classical problematic of the sociol-
ogy of intellectuals was dominated by the ques-
tion of allegiance. Who are the intellectuals and
to whom or to what do they owe allegiance? For
example, the debate about the class position of
intellectuals ultimately was about whether they
owed allegiance to their own class (as suggested
by new class theorists) or to another class (as
suggested by the concept of organic intellectu-
als). Similarly, accusations of partisanship and
betrayal à la Benda; diagnoses of decline due
to the rise of corporations and bureaucracies
(Coser 1965 [1970], Mills 1944 [1963]); inves-
tigations into the radical potential of intellectu-
als all were part of a debate about whether in-
tellectuals owed allegiance to truth (Mills 1944
[1963]), universal values (Benda 1927 [1928]),
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the sacred (Shils 1958 [1972]), the life of the
mind (Mannheim 1932 [1993], 1936, 1956),
ideas (Coser 1965 [1970]), or material inter-
ests (Chomsky 1969). The political and ethical
problematic of allegiance was prior to the em-
pirical puzzles of class positions or role expec-
tations. It was the foundation upon which they
were formulated. The sociology of intellectuals
was meant to deliver an answer to this prob-
lem, but, given that any definition of intellectu-
als is a self-definition (Bauman 1987), this an-
swer could be anything but straightforward. To
whom do we owe allegiance, the classical theo-
rists were asking, and nothing was more symp-
tomatic than Gouldner’s (1979) wager that the
intellectuals were “our best card in history.”
Gouldner, an otherwise careful thinker, never
clarified who were the “we” of this assertion and
how could “we” be meaningfully distinguished
from “they,” namely the intellectuals who were
supposedly our best hope.

Why was the question of allegiance so cen-
tral? One has to return to the original formu-
lation of the term “intellectuals” during the
Dreyfus affair to recall that it emerged as a mo-
bilizing device in the course of political strug-
gle. It was a rallying call designed to bring into
being the very category it was naming and a
strategy of making claims on behalf of reason
relevant in political struggles (Bauman 1987).
So from its very inception it was inscribed with
a duality or ambiguity of allegiance, simultane-
ously a claim to rise above sectarian interests
and to mobilize in a field of struggles on behalf
of one segment to which it attempted to give
shape and purpose.

The most characteristic symptom of this
duality or ambiguity of allegiance was the
tendency of the literature to swing between ro-
mantic and satirical forms of emploting the his-
tory of intellectuals (White 1973). Like all tribal
societies, intellectuals were in need of a myth of
origin or meta-history to explain to themselves
who they were and where their allegiances lay.
The classical sociology of intellectuals, there-
fore, was preoccupied with pinpointing the
precise historical conditions under which intel-
lectuals in the classical sense appear and thrive.

Yet from its very inception it was torn between
romantic meta-narratives of self-discovery
and triumph through struggle, and satirical
meta-narratives of complicity, betrayal, and
decline: Whereas one set of analyses sought
to specify the historical trends that enabled
the emergence of intellectuals as a distinct
social group or stratum in modern societies
(Mannheim 1936; Znaniecki 1940 [1968];
Schumpeter 1942, pp. 145–55; Shils 1958
[1972]; Coser 1965 [1970]; Gouldner 1979;
Konrad & Szelényi 1979), a second strand
was focused on diagnosing and explaining
their decline (Benda 1927 [1928], Gramsci
1929–1935 [1971], Mills 1944 [1963], Coser
1965 [1970], Chomsky 1969).

Classical definitions of the intellectuals also
reflected this duality of allegiance. Despite
variations, they broadly shared four core
features that constituted what can be termed
the prototype of the classical intellectual:2

First, typically definitions were of intellectuals-
qua-social substance—a social type, a group,
or a class—by opposition to nonintellectuals—
laypeople, technical experts, and politicians.
Second, intellectuals were identified as those
whose work involved the use and manipulation
of abstract knowledge or symbols, in contrast
to those whose tasks depended more on
immediate sensory experience and directed
toward immediate practical goals (Benda 1927
[1928]; Michels 1932; Mannheim 1936; Shils
1958 [1972]; Coser 1965 [1970]; Lipset &
Dobson 1972; Bell 1973 [1976], 1979;
Gouldner 1979; Konrad & Szelényi 1979).
Third and related, intellectuals were character-
ized by their commitment to universal values as
opposed to particular interests or power (e.g.,
Benda 1927 [1928], Shils 1958 [1972], Mills
1944 [1963], Coser 1965 [1970]). Finally and

2A prototype is a “best example” of a certain category that
is grouped together by family resemblance rather than a
strict definition of necessary and sufficient conditions. Thus,
“robin” is a prototypical bird, and the engaged man of letters
was a prototypical intellectual of the earlier twentieth cen-
tury. Other members of the category are arranged in order
of proximity or distance from the prototype (Rosch 1978,
pp. 27–48; Hacking 1995, pp. 23–24).
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most specifically, intellectuals intervened in
political life on the basis of these two defining
features, that is, abstract knowledge and the
commitment to universal values. In essence, the
classical prototype of the intellectual referred
to a specific formatting of political agency: the
capacity to use abstract knowledge for a critical-
universalistic mode of public engagement and
intervention. At the same time, however, def-
initions of intellectuals also tended to include
a secondary clause that relaxed the opposition
and permitted the extension of the category
away from the prototype either on a temporal
axis, as in Gramsci’s (1929–1935 [1971])
distinction between traditional and organic
intellectuals; or along a continuum of occupa-
tional differentiation, as in Lipset’s & Dobson’s
(1972, p. 137) distinction between jobs that
“involve the creation, distribution and appli-
cation of culture”; or by means of a totalizing
concept such as the “new class” (Bruce-Briggs
1979, Gouldner 1979); or dialectically, when
the capacity for transcendence emerged out
of the immanent play of particular interests
(Mannheim 1936, Bourdieu 1975, Konrad &
Szelényi 1979). In this way, they injected a du-
ality into the very definition of the intellectual.

The conceptual tools deployed by the classi-
cal sociology of intellectuals were borrowed in
the hope that they could give an answer to this
question of allegiance. They were “allegiance
captures” in the sense that they were meant
to represent a stable cause or basis for the
enduring allegiance of intellectuals. The two
usual suspects were interests and norms (or role
expectations). Borrowed from Marxism, class
analysis reformulated the question of allegiance
as about interests (Gramsci 1929–1935 [1971],
Bell 1979, Bruce-Briggs 1979, Gouldner 1979,
Konrad & Szelényi 1979), whereas the analysis
of traditions, social roles, and values, influenced
by functionalism and symbolic interactionism,
reformulated it as about normative expectations
and commitments (Znaniecki 1940 [1968],
Shils 1958 [1972], Coser 1965 [1970]). This
meant that despite their differences, all the main
currents within the classical sociology of intel-
lectuals were trying to deduce the worldviews

or political attitudes of intellectuals directly
from larger societal trends or position in social
structure. The more interesting and complex
thinkers—Michels, Mannheim, Gouldner,
Konrad, and Szelenyi—however, recognized
the need for mediating concepts and were
thereby led to introduce a certain looseness
into their respective “allegiance captures.” The
reflexive endeavor of the sociology of intellec-
tuals gradually forced the classical literature
toward a more probabilistic, relational, and
eventual mode of explanation characteristic,
we argue, of a twenty-first-century sociology
of intellectuals. This transformation was most
evident in Bourdieu’s (1985a,b) replacing of
the concept of class with field and in Foucault’s
(1972) replacing of truth/ideas with discourse.

We construe the task of our review,
therefore, as partly diagnostic and partly
reconstructive. To fathom the dimensions and
potentialities of a twenty-first-century sociol-
ogy of intellectuals, one would need to perform
a structural conversion of the classical sociology
of intellectuals. The problematic of allegiance
referred to a particular formatting of political
agency, the claim to intervene in the public
sphere in the name of abstract knowledge and
universal values. The enduring element here,
what needs to be converted, is better expressed
not in substantive terms, but in dynamic ones.
It is the movement, the maneuver by which a
historically specific truth-producing practice
becomes an effective tool of intervention in the
public sphere. This question, we suggest, is at
the heart of a twenty-first-century sociology of
intellectuals.

THE SOCIOLOGY OF
INTELLECTUAL FIELDS
AND MARKETS

The growing body of work on intellectual fields
and markets involves a significant modification
and reorientation away from the classical
problematic. It expands the relevant domain
of research beyond the predominant focus on
the allegiances and political behavior of intel-
lectuals and, due to its relational methodology,
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reconstructs the very object of investigation as
intellectual fields or markets.

In fact, despite internal differences, the
sociology of intellectual fields and markets typ-
ically rejects the attempt to define intellectuals
in an a priori fashion as a social group with a set
of objective attributes. Substantivist definitions
are rejected not only because the attributes
associated with intellectuals may vary sys-
tematically across different groups of cultural
producers (Rahkonen & Roos 1993, Camic &
Gross 2001), historical periods (Ringer 1990,
p. 282), or countries (Bourdieu 1990, p. 145,
Bourdieu 1992 [1996], pp. 343–44), but more
importantly because they are also themselves
stakes in struggles among specialized producers
of knowledge over the claim to truly embody
the mantle of the intellectual (Bourdieu 1990,
p. 143). Thus, rather than predefining intel-
lectuals through a set of substantive qualities,
studies that draw upon the field framework
approach their object by reconstructing the
space within which intellectual attributions
and related values are created and contested.
It could be a “space of opinion” constructed
around the practice of providing commentary
( Jacobs & Townsley 2010) or more generally a
space of modes of public engagements (Sapiro
2009a). Either way, these studies depersonalize
the object of analysis, redirecting the focus
from particular social types or groups to the
study of intellectual spaces, their sociocultural
properties, and the multiple positions and
claims that they encompass.

Relative Autonomy

Research building on the intellectual
fields/markets approach has evolved around
three main strands: The first analyzes the
making, structure, and transformation of
particular intellectual fields, with the most
attention paid thus far to the French academic
field (e.g., Bourdieu 1984 [1988], Ringer 1992,
Kauppi 1996). This line of research is perhaps
most in continuity with the classical sociology
of intellectuals. The problematic of allegiance
is overcome yet preserved in the pride of

place that this line of research accords to the
question of autonomy. Bourdieu explains that
he developed the concept of field precisely
to break with the illusion of intellectuals as
disinterested and free-floating—i.e., owing al-
legiance only to ideas. Yet he also sought to go
beyond the symmetrical claim that intellectuals
have betrayed their calling and owe allegiance
to material interests, either their own or
those of others (Bourdieu 1980 [1993], p. 43;
Bourdieu 1989, p. 20). Field analysis rejects
such either-or attributions of allegiance,
drawing attention to how fields as relatively
autonomous arenas of struggle give rise to field-
specific, yet internally (differing) affiliations,
alliances, and oppositions. It thereby demon-
strates that even those intellectual activities that
would seem the most autonomous and detached
are preconditioned by the structure of the field
in which they are embedded. Universality—
a key aspiration associated with classical
autonomous intellectual position-takings—
depends on precise—and rare—structural
conditions involving initial accumulation of
resources, high barriers to entry, and a dynamic
of competition for recognition among peers
(Bourdieu 1989, p. 17; cf. also Bourdieu 1975;
Bourdieu 1992 [1996], pp. 340–48).

By the same token, however, field analysis
in this version preserves the problematic of al-
legiance at the level of an overall assessment
of the degree of autonomy of the field. Ringer
(1992), for example, compares the French and
German debates on academic reform at the fin
de siècle (1890–1920) to explain the emergence,
in France, of an autonomous “academic cul-
ture” that favored intellectual specialization and
a modernist research ethos, while in Germany
by contrast the same struggles ended with the
continuation of the more holistic and less au-
tonomous notion of Bildung. The field concept
thus serves Ringer to trace and contrast the di-
vergent formations of intellectual allegiances
and attitudes in a relational perspective (Ringer
1992, pp. 13–14).

Bourdieu’s (1984 [1988]) Homo Academicus,
although limited to France and more structural
in data and approach than Ringer, also uses the
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field concept to characterize the overall degree
of autonomy of the intellectual endeavor. He
shows that the French university field is char-
acterized by an internal structure that corre-
sponds largely to the structure of privilege and
domination in the larger social space. Although
indices of heteronomy, of political or temporal
power, increase in weight as one moves from the
faculties of science and arts to law and medicine,
indices of autonomy, that is, of specific scientific
authority and intellectual recognition, decrease
(Bourdieu 1984 [1988], p. 48).

Kauppi’s (1996) analysis of the transforma-
tion of the French intellectual field in the period
from 1960 to 1980 similarly seeks to diagnose a
global transformation in the structure and au-
tonomy of the intellectual field. The main ar-
gument is that the original bipolar structure of
the field—structured by the opposition between
the figure of the men of letters at the literary
pole and the scholar at the university pole—
has been transformed into a tripolar structure
by the growing relevance of media publicity
as a resource for intellectual recognition, and
the overall effect is a decrease in autonomy. By
comparison, Jacobs & Townsley (2010) provide
a more nuanced assessment of the transforma-
tion in modes, authors, and sites that provide
media commentary. They show that although
indices of heteronomy increase over time in TV
talk shows, they do not do so in the op-ed sec-
tions of major U.S. newspapers, thus provid-
ing a more complex assessment of the effect of
media publicity on the intellectual field, which
they conceptualize as polarization rather than
an overall decrease of autonomy.

Genesis and Circulation of Models
of Intellectuals

The second strand within the intellectual
field/market approach pulls further away from
the classical problematic of allegiance as it
eschews global characterizations. These studies
typically use the concept of the intellectual field
to explain the emergence, success, or failure of
certain models or figures of intellectuals and
related modes of public intervention. Three

works in this line set out to provide genetic
accounts of aspects of the universalistic-critical
prototype of the intellectual, the central focus
of the classical tradition. Charle’s (1990)
study reconstructs the conditions under which
intellectuals emerged as a social category in
France. He argues that this neologism consti-
tuted a response to a crisis of the literary and
artistic professions at the end of the nineteenth
century (Charle 1990, p. 64), a crisis caused
by mismatch between the growing numbers of
candidate members and the dearth of profes-
sional artistic outlets (Charle 1990, pp. 38–63).
This situation led to heightened competition,
the multiplication of declassed aspirants, and
ultimately a crisis of established representations
of the intellectual métier itself (e.g., “l’homme
de lettres,” “l’artiste,” “le savant”). Against this
background, the concept “intellectuals,” Charle
(1990, p. 55) suggests, permitted the formula-
tion of a new professional ideal of intellectual
work and collective identity for social protest.

The second work, by Sapiro (2003), aims to
explain the emergence of a specific mode of
politicization among writers—which she calls
“prophesying.” Like Charle, Sapiro combines
Bourdieu’s field analysis with theoretical ele-
ments from the sociology of professions. Yet
her argument centers not so much on height-
ened rivalry within artistic professions, but on
the increasing competition that writers faced
with other, newly emerging professional groups
of experts. In this situation, she holds, proph-
esying became a preferred mode of political in-
tervention because it allowed writers to com-
pensate for their lack of specific expertise and
redefine “their social function in face of the
growing influence of new professional experts
and their values of scientific accuracy and tech-
nical competence” (Sapiro 2003, p. 640).

The third work, by Boschetti (1985 [1988]),
deploys field analysis to explain the rise to
prominence of perhaps the prototypical classi-
cal intellectual, Sartre. She shows how Sartre’s
rise was predicated on the recognition granted
by established authorities of consecration, and
how his claim to embody the “total intellec-
tual” unified and reconciled two previously
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antagonistic poles of the French intellectual
field—professors and artistic creators.

More recent studies have extended this line
of research beyond the French case and the fig-
ure of the classical intellectual. Medvetz (2009,
2010), for instance, documents the institution-
alization of an interstitial field of think tanks in
the United States, situated between the fields of
politics, academia, the economy, and the media.
This hybrid space, he argues, has made possible
a new figure of public intellectual whose author-
ity is not so much based on a particular type of
intellectual or scientific expertise, “nor on the
command of economic capital, political power
or media access, but rather on the capacity to
mediate an encounter among these forms of au-
thority” (Medvetz 2010). Ultimately, he holds,
this new hybrid intellectual field marginalizes
earlier more autonomous modes of intellectual
intervention (Medvetz 2010).

Another recent trend in this strand of field
research has been to expand the analytical ap-
proach from national to transnational perspec-
tives (cf. Sapiro 2009c). Charle’s (2009) com-
parison of models of intellectual engagement
in different European countries at the end of
the nineteenth century, for instance, goes be-
yond contrasting the internal structure of intel-
lectual fields to take into account also phenom-
ena of transnational intellectual exchange and
transfer. As he argues, variations in traditions
of intellectual commitment—e.g., the French
Dreyfusard intellectual, the British public
moralist, or the Russian intelligentsia—not
only reflect developments within national
fields, but also are shaped by the circulation of
models of intellectual engagement across na-
tional borders, albeit reinterpreted and modi-
fied. Boschetti (2009) analyzes the European in-
tellectual space from 1945 to 1960 to argue that
the unequal influence of certain figures or mod-
els of intellectuals across countries was affected
by hierarchies not just within, but also between
intellectual fields. One cannot make sense of
Sartre’s far-reaching success beyond France,
for instance, without considering the domi-
nant position of Paris in the European intel-
lectual space and even across the Atlantic. Her

argument thereby resonates with pioneer-
ing work on transnational cultural spaces in
the context of literary translation (Casanova
1999 [2004], Heilbron & Sapiro 2007), which
has highlighted the importance of analyzing
transnational asymmetries between national
fields and the way in which they structure the
dynamics of cultural exchanges between na-
tional fields. This is an exciting new direc-
tion for field analysis that promises to move
beyond the still prevailing methodological na-
tionalism in comparative research on intellec-
tuals. It could be developed further through
combining it with the novel method of “en-
tangled history” (histoire croisée) (cf. Werner &
Zimmermann 2003, pp. 7–36; Sapiro 2009b).

Modes of Intervention

The third and last strand within the intellec-
tual field/market literature distances itself the
furthest from the classical problematic by doc-
umenting and explaining extensive variation in
modes of public intellectual engagement both
within and between national cases. In a sense,
it moves away from a focus on the allegiance
of intellectuals or the autonomy of the intellec-
tual field and toward an analysis of modes of
intervention themselves.

Sapiro (2003, 2009a) develops a useful
analysis and typology of public intellectual
interventions. Drawing on Bourdieu’s field
concept, she seeks to relate variations in the
mode of public intellectual engagement to
different positions that intellectuals occupy. In
an earlier contribution (Sapiro 2003, pp. 641–
47), she suggested, for instance, that forms of
political engagement (e.g., genres of protest,
such as manifestos, petitions, patronage, or
the lampoon) vary according to the positions
that writers occupy in the French literary field,
encompassing, ideal typically, the avant-garde,
aesthetes, notabilities, and journalists. A more
recent work (Sapiro 2009a) extends this ap-
proach to the wider French intellectual field as a
space in which various cultural producers com-
pete for the imposition of the legitimate vision
of the social world in the public arena. As she
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suggests, the different modes of public inter-
vention thereby practiced by different cultural
producers—e.g., in regard to their chosen genre
(ranging from prophesy or expertise), discur-
sive forms (e.g., the pamphlet or the diagnosis),
or modalities (individual or collective)—differ
systematically according to their position in
the intellectual field, which is structured along
three axes (Sapiro 2009a, pp. 10–15): first,
the overall amount of symbolic capital, which
correlates with the likelihood that the mode of
intervention will be individualistic rather than
collective; second, the degree of independence
from external political demand, which affects
the likelihood that an intervention will take an
autonomous discursive form; third, the degree
of specialization insofar as the more specialized
actors are more likely to intervene in the con-
text of professional, organized bodies rather
than as individuals and to justify intervention
by reference to specialized expert knowledge
rather than to universal values. Based on
these three structuring factors, Sapiro (2009a,
pp. 14–31) constructs a model of the French in-
tellectual field that distinguishes ideal typically
between seven modes of intellectual interven-
tion: the critical, universalistic intellectual; the
custodian of the moral order; intellectual con-
tentious groups and avant-gardes; intellectuals
from institutions or political organizations; the
expert; the specific intellectual; and the col-
lective intellectual. This model multiplies the
likely intellectual actors and their typical modes
of intervention and thereby moves the furthest
from the classical sociology of intellectuals.

A related though different typology of
modes of political engagement by intellectu-
als has been developed by Eyal (2000, 2003).
Drawing on Bourdieu’s field approach to ex-
plain the dynamics of elite formation in late
communist Czechoslovakia, he identifies four
discursive strategies—dissidence, internal exile,
reform communism, and co-optation—each in-
volving a different conception of the role of in-
tellectuals and a different mode of intervening
in public affairs. These modes or strategies are
then probabilistically related to different social
positions in the late communist field of power

and serve to explain likely political affinities and
alliances among intellectual fractions within it
(Eyal 2000, p. 54; Eyal 2003, pp. 11–13, 26–34,
59–92).

An unlikely further example of this strand is
Posner’s (2001) study of the market for public
intellectual work in the United States. Although
Posner is no Bourdieusian, his market analysis
of public intellectual work bears affinities to the
field approach. Public intellectual work, says
Posner, constitutes a relatively coherent arena
of activity that is governed by the laws of de-
mand and supply (Posner 2001, p. 2). Yet it also
differs significantly from other cultural markets
because of the nature of the specific commodity
purveyed by public intellectuals. This focus
on the commodity rather than on the actors
means that Posner no longer aims to elucidate
the allegiances of intellectuals, but to analyze
the dynamics of how intellectual knowledge
or opinion is made to circulate in the public
sphere. He argues that “market failure” is
responsible for the fact that the public sphere
is flooded with public intellectual goods of
dubious and poor quality: The barriers to entry
are too low (it does not take much to write an
op-ed piece, for example), and there is hardly
any quality control mechanism that would
encourage market exit because comments or
predictions by public intellectuals are rarely
scrutinized for their accuracy or effectiveness
(e.g., there are no real consequences to writing
a silly opinion or false prediction) (Posner
2001, p. 72). Additionally, his analysis is
similar to Sapiro’s in that he identifies multiple
genres of public intellectual engagement:
self-popularizing, own-field policy proposing,
real-time commentary, prophetic commentary,
jeremiad, general social criticism, specific social
criticism, social reform, politically inflected
literary criticism, political satire, and expert
testimony (Posner 2001, pp. 2, 36–40).

To summarize, the literature on intellectual
fields and markets offers several modifications
of the classical sociology of intellectuals: (a) a
shift in the construction of the object from par-
ticular types of intellectuals toward the spaces
in which intellectual practices are embedded
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and interrelated; (b) the introduction of fields
as intermediate structured spaces between
macrostructural factors and modes of intellec-
tual public intervention; and (c) an analytical
approach that accounts for multiple modes of
public intervention and that shifts attention
from the allegiances of actors to the mode
of their intervention. Nevertheless, existing
research on intellectual fields and markets still
suffers from too narrow a focus on the French
case and a dearth of comparative frames that
would assist in generalizing the results of
research on specific national fields. The recent
interest in transnational phenomena could
contribute to overcoming these limitations and
to articulating comparative and transnational
methodologies in fruitful, novel ways.

SOCIOLOGIES OF EXPERTISE

In this final section, we review works from
mainly three research traditions—social studies
of science and technology (SSST), governmen-
tality, and the international relations literature
on “epistemic communities”—in order to re-
construct the broad outlines of a sociology that
takes as its unit of analysis the movement of
public intervention itself. We begin with the
caveat that such a project is not the explicit goal
of any of the works surveyed, but it involves a
certain reconstructive reading on our part. Yet
we think there is good basis for it. Indeed, what
has been called the “third wave” of SSST has
now moved from an earlier concern with the so-
cial construction of scientific knowledge to the
problem of expertise, i.e., how and what kind of
knowledge could serve as a legitimate basis for
intervention in public affairs (Collins & Evans
2002). The focus on intervention itself rather
than on a particular social type is evident in the
choice of terms to designate the new direction
taken by SSST: “studies of expertise and expe-
rience” (Collins & Evans 2002), “making things
public” (Latour & Weibel 2005), or “public sci-
ence” (Wynne 2005). Governmentality stud-
ies, for their part, analyze how the exercise of
power in contemporary societies is infused with
knowledge about the nature of what is gov-

erned and what it means to govern. In this sense,
they are the mirror image of studies of exper-
tise. They begin not with knowledge seeking to
enter the public sphere, but with public author-
ities seeking to equip themselves with a truth-
producing practice. In recent years, links be-
tween SSST and the governmentality literature
have been forged on the basis of their common
interest in the role that knowledge plays in pub-
lic affairs (Rose et al. 2006). Finally, the litera-
ture on epistemic communities essentially deals
with how ideas and their carriers penetrate and
influence international relations (Haas 1992,
pp. 3–4, 26–27; Keck & Sikkink 1998, p. 213).

Here, we highlight three common tenden-
cies of these literatures that we think together
compose an analytical grid for empirical re-
search focused on interventions themselves.

Distributed Agency

Compared with the field literature surveyed in
the previous section, the response to the ques-
tion of who intervenes is not necessarily to mul-
tiply the actors and array them all within a
space of competition, but to highlight multi-
plicity within the intervening actor itself, which
is conceptualized as an agency constituted, con-
structed, and assembled in and through the very
movement of intervention.

Epistemic community is “a network of pro-
fessionals with recognized expertise and com-
petence in a particular domain and an authorita-
tive claim to policy-relevant knowledge within
that domain or issue area” (Haas 1992, p. 3;
Adler & Haas 1992; Keck & Sikkink 1998; King
2005). It is distinct, however, from disciplines
and professions because it is relatively small
and because its members share principled be-
liefs and values (Haas 1992, pp. 3, 18; Keck &
Sikkink 1998, p. 30). Substantively, this litera-
ture can be seen as a successor to the classical
sociology of intellectuals because, like classi-
cal intellectuals, epistemic communities are de-
fined by the combination of truth claims with a
public moral stance and because the concept is
meant to show how the movement from ideas to
public intervention may be accomplished, even

128 Eyal · Buchholz

A
nn

u.
 R

ev
. S

oc
io

l. 
20

10
.3

6:
11

7-
13

7.
 D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
fr

om
 w

w
w

.a
nn

ua
lr

ev
ie

w
s.

or
g

 A
cc

es
s 

pr
ov

id
ed

 b
y 

H
ar

va
rd

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

n 
04

/1
2/

23
. F

or
 p

er
so

na
l u

se
 o

nl
y.

 



SO36CH06-Eyal ARI 2 June 2010 23:20

in such a hostile environment as interstate re-
lations and Realpolitik.3

At the same time, however, epistemic com-
munities are conceived not simply as groups of
intellectuals or experts, but as networks. The
emphasis is not on the sociological character
of their members, but on their formatting as
vehicles of effective intervention. This format-
ting involves a cross-disciplinary combination
of forms of expertise as well as transnational
network ties, both crucial for influencing public
discourse and diffusing policy innovations glob-
ally (Adler & Haas 1992, pp. 378–79, 390; Keck
& Sikkink 1998, pp. 6–9). Epistemic commu-
nities “are channels through which new ideas
circulate from societies to governments as well
as from country to country” (Keck & Sikkink
1998, p. 27; see also King 2005). The focus of
the concept, therefore, is not on characterizing
a social type and asking where its allegiances lie,
but on the conditions for effective intervention,
for bringing expertise to bear on public affairs.
Among these conditions, Adler & Haas (1992)
identify the reach of the network, its capacity
to build transgovernmental and transnational
coalitions, and its positioning as an ideas bro-
ker within these coalitions.

One of the most prominent tendencies in
SSST in the last decade has been the atten-
tion paid to the phenomenon of “lay expertise”
(Epstein 1995, 1996; Wynne 1996; Rabeharisoa
& Callon 2004; Collins & Evans 2002, 2007;
Silverman & Brosco 2007; Eyal et al. 2010),
namely the capacity of ordinary people, often

3The connection between intellectuals and Realpolitik is inti-
mate and constitutive. Intellectuals have formed themselves
as a group, during the Dreyfus affair, in opposition to the
secrecy justified by Raison d’état, and by emphasizing cos-
mopolitan ideals against narrow state interests. “Speaking
truth to power” has been a distinctive intellectual genre
(Tucker 2000), yet neoconservative intellectuals have cre-
ated their identity partly by championing Realpolitik against
what they perceived as naive moralism of liberal intellectuals,
and nationalist intellectuals thrive on the critique of “root-
less” cosmopolitan intellectuals. It is significant, therefore,
that the concept of epistemic communities was launched as
a meta-commentary on this dispute and that Latour’s (2005)
foray into the public intellectual role was titled “From Re-
alpolitik to Dingpolitik” and includes a sophisticated critique
of Realpolitik.

organized in networks, to develop specific ex-
pertise in matters of concern to them and to
press recognition of their point of view. This at-
tention to lay expertise served to highlight the
heterogeneity of the actors intervening in the
public sphere and led SSST to explicitly pose
the question of expertise, i.e., how far could
be extended the right to participate in public
decision making about technical matters with-
out degenerating into a free-for-all (Collins &
Evans 2002, 2007). Once SSST began to ask
what is expertise, however, rather than who are
the experts, the possibility opened up for an-
alyzing expertise as a distributed property, a
property not of individuals or even of groups
(Collins 1990, Dreyfus & Dreyfus 2005), but
of a whole network that needs to be put in
motion for a statement to hold up, circulate,
and produce effects. The origins of this ap-
proach can be found in Foucault’s (1963 [1994],
1972) dissection of the “clinical gaze” as a com-
plex enunciative modality composed not only of
individuals and their training, but also of spa-
tial and institutional arrangements, instrumen-
tation, concepts, and even the authority dele-
gated to doctors by the state.

These initial insights were further devel-
oped by Actor-Network Theory, especially in
the literature on performativity, which argues
that economic models perform, i.e., shape or
even bring into being, markets (Latour 1987,
1999; Callon 1998, 2005; MacKenzie et al.
2007). This literature, too, is a successor to
the classical sociology of intellectuals because
in the past three decades economists have
probably been the most influential and visible
policy experts and intellectuals-in-politics
(Montecinos 1988, Markoff & Montecinos
1993, Eyal 2000, Montecinos & Markoff 2001,
Babb & Fourcade 2002, Dezalay & Garth 2002,
Fourcade 2006) and more importantly because
it deals with a key question for the sociology
of intellectuals: How is knowledge inserted
into the public sphere and with what effects
(Fourcade-Gourinchas 2003)? If it is hard to
recognize the affinity between performativity
and the sociology of intellectuals, this is because
performativity is an effect not of economists
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per se, but of a whole network of material
devices, accounting tools, institutional ar-
rangements, and economic formulas. In short,
the agency of intervention is analyzed as an
assemblage wherein the expert, the economist,
is only one component (Callon 1998, 2007).
Or put differently, performativity begins from
the assumption that we all are—even if we
are experts, let alone old-style amateurish
intellectuals—disabled or more precisely
incompetent. “Imagine a society consisting
primarily of disabled persons,” writes Callon
(2005, p. 313), by which he means lacking
specific technical competence; “how can it be
transformed into a democracy, when markets
are constantly spawning new controversies,
the technical content of which is becoming
increasingly esoteric?” Effective intervention
in public controversies is only possible by as-
sembling the necessary material and cognitive
and social equipment, as so many prostheses,
into a coherent form of agency. Hence Callon’s
tongue-in-cheek slogan—“disabled persons of
all countries unite”—is meant to refocus the
attention of sociologists away from the persons
intervening and onto the organizational,
material, and cognitive equipment that enables
effective intervention. His examples include
consumer unions, patient groups, and issue
groups formed by those affected by envi-
ronmental pollution. All began from relative
weakness and acquired the capacity to inter-
vene in the public sphere by collecting data,
setting up experiments, redirecting the flow of
information, and striking coalitions across the
science-state-society and lay-expert divides.

A similar move toward decentering the
intervening agent is evident in studies of
governmentality (Foucault 1977–1978 [2007],
Burchell et al. 1991, Rose 1992, Barry et al.
1996, Valverde 1998, Rose et al. 2006). Govern-
mentality is an approach to the study of political
power as involving multiple and competing arts
of governing human conduct. Arts of govern-
ment are ensembles of discourses, practices, and
institutions, i.e., of both knowledge and power.
Like performativity, therefore, governmental-
ity deals with the problem of how knowledge is

inserted into the public sphere, although per-
haps from the other side. Performativity asks
how theoretical statements can produce real ef-
fects, whereas governmentality asks how the act
of ruling is infused with a political rationality.
For our purposes here, the crucial point is that
these political rationalities or arts of govern-
ment involve not only a specific conception of
the human material upon which government
acts—whether it is a flock, a territory, legal sub-
jects, or a population—but also of the subject of
this activity, who and what kind of an actor is
the governor, and of what does the activity of
governing consist. The subject of government,
therefore, does not preexist the activity of gov-
erning, but is constituted in and through this
activity. Similarly, when intellectuals are dis-
cussed within the governmentality paradigm,
as in Osborne’s (2004) analysis of “mediators,”
care is taken to emphasize that the discussion
is not of intellectual types, but of “epistemic
forms” or “ethical technologies” upon which
individuals draw to legitimate or make sense
of particular kinds of intellectual conduct. Like
arts of government, such forms involve a spe-
cific conception of the “substance,” the raw ma-
terial of intellectual work, as well as a specific
form of “stylization” of this work, the ethos
the intellectual will embody. In the case that
Osborne (2004, p. 434) discusses, a university
research center that seeks to influence policy by
“brokering alignments of interest and concern
among differing constituencies,” the substance
is facilitating “vehicular ideas,” and stylization
involves an aesthetic attitude toward ideas, a will
to create something new in the realm of ideas.
The focus, however, is on the analysis of epis-
temic forms that constitute their own agentic
modalities.

Truth Effects

These three literatures signal a transition
from the sociology of intellectuals to the
sociology of interventions not only because
they decenter the intervening agent, but also
because they draw attention to the multiplicity
of truth-producing practices and modes of
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intervention. Arguably, the classical concept
of the intellectual, while ostensibly describing
social types, was in fact describing one genre
of interventions characteristic of “public
intellectuals,” namely the manifesto, the signed
petition, the polemical op-ed piece (and now
the blog), the gesture of “revelation,” proph-
esying, “speaking truth to power,” as well as
“transformative ideas” (Bell 1960, Gouldner
1975–1976, Bauman 1987, Haas 1992).
Bauman (1987) characterized this genre
as “legislation,” speaking in the name of
universal truth and morality. The literature
on epistemic communities seems to reject
precisely this mode of intervention when it
declares that “epistemic communities are nei-
ther philosophers, nor kings, nor philosopher-
kings” (Adler & Haas 1992, p. 371). Instead,
scholars in this research tradition emphasize
the capacity of epistemic communities to
link opposing sides and—in conformity with
Bauman’s (1987) construal of postmodern
intellectuals as “interpreters”—translate their
interests in a way that facilitates commu-
nication and compromises among different
involved parties (Adler & Haas 1992, p. 382).
This is true also for the transnational networks
of activists that most closely approximate
a twenty-first-century version of critical
intellectuals (Keck & Sikkink 1998).

Recent developments in SSST generalize
this move away from the mode of interven-
tion identified with classical intellectuals and
support it with a historical argument about a
changing public sphere. The edited volume and
exhibition titled Making Things Public (Latour
& Weibel 2005) demonstrate how to make use
of the rich conceptual resources provided by
SSST in order to document multiple modes
of intervention in public affairs, “the frail con-
duits through which truths and proofs are al-
lowed to enter the sphere of politics” (Latour
2005, p. 19). They begin from the observation,
central to the Lippmann-Dewey debate of the
interwar years (Lippmann 1922, 1927; Dewey
1927; Marres 2005), that modern-day politics
are thoroughly suffused with complex techni-
cal issues about which the public is ignorant.

This does not mean, however, that democracy
founded on public opinion is an empty shell
masking the rule of experts. The experts as well
are fairly ignorant about newly emerging “mat-
ters of concern” that typically involve complex
and unforeseen technical details. It means, how-
ever, that democratic politics no longer takes
place in a singular and rarefied public sphere
where ideas are debated, but in multiple set-
tings, wherever matters of concern bring forth
and assemble new types of publics who edu-
cate themselves and equip themselves with the
prosthetic devices necessary to address techni-
cal matters (Callon 2005). A good example is
what Rabeharisoa & Callon (2004) call “copro-
duction.” They study the mode of action and
intervention innovated by the French Muscu-
lar Dystrophy Association and show that, be-
cause both experts and patients were relatively
ignorant about this complex and understudied
condition, public decision making in this case
was neither authoritative medical prescription
nor technical response to politically articulated
interests, but had to be infused with a hybrid
discourse, partly technical and partly strate-
gic, that facilitated cooperation and mutual
learning.

Some conduits, however, are not as frail as
others, nor as collaborative. The performativ-
ity literature, for its part, argues that economics
“performs, shapes and formats the econ-
omy, rather than observing how it functions”
(Callon 1998). This means also that economists
intervene in the public sphere not—or not
primarily—by opining about the economy, but
when they invent new methods and devices
that frame transactions in a way that permits
new types of calculation and brings new mar-
kets into being. Put differently, performativity
means that the Paul Krugmans of the world
are not the privileged subject of a sociology of
interventions, but rather technical innovators
such as Fisher Black and Myron Scholes are
(MacKenzie & Milo 2003, MacKenzie et al.
2007).

Similarly, scholars of governmentality have
demonstrated how various types of expertise—
psychological expertise (Rose 1992), actuarial

www.annualreviews.org • From Intellectuals to Interventions 131

A
nn

u.
 R

ev
. S

oc
io

l. 
20

10
.3

6:
11

7-
13

7.
 D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
fr

om
 w

w
w

.a
nn

ua
lr

ev
ie

w
s.

or
g

 A
cc

es
s 

pr
ov

id
ed

 b
y 

H
ar

va
rd

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

n 
04

/1
2/

23
. F

or
 p

er
so

na
l u

se
 o

nl
y.

 



SO36CH06-Eyal ARI 2 June 2010 23:20

risk knowledge (Castel 1991, Feeley & Simon
1992, O’Malley 1996), even the low-tech
expertise of Alcoholics Anonymous (Valverde
1998)—are grafted onto programs for gov-
erning workplaces, markets, crime, or alcohol
consumption, and how they redefine thereby
the objects of governmental intervention and
public debate (Miller & Rose 1990). Osborne’s
(2004) typology of epistemic forms articulates a
distinction between four modes of intervention
or, in his language, strategies of intellectual
work: (a) Legislation is a mode of intervention
designed to bring about social and political
order by imposing universal abstractions to
which conduct must conform; (b) interpre-
tation seeks to bring about understanding
and mutual recognition amid the clash of
cultures and values, by reading all cultural
forms as texts and translating between different
speech communities; (c) expertise limits itself
to providing factual and true information at
the disposal of government; and (d ) mediation
intervenes in the public sphere by means of
vehicular ideas to bring about innovation and
a constantly mobile, creative culture.

Interstitial Domains

Finally, the transition from the sociology of
intellectuals to the sociology of interventions
entails not only decentering the agency of in-
tervention and multiplying the modes of inter-
vention, but also reenvisioning the space along
which the movement of intervention proceeds.
Intervention is analyzed not as a daring plunge
from one (tranquil, academic) world into an-
other (agonistic, political), but as taking place
in an interstitial domain of expertise, where the
boundaries between these worlds are blurry. In
the classical sociology of intellectuals, as well
as in field analysis, there is a chasm between
the sphere of ideas [“a world apart” (Bourdieu
1990)] and the messy world of political action,
over which the public intellectual must leap at
his or her peril. Hence, there is the classical de-
piction of “intellectuals-in-politics” as “babes
in the woods,” naive and lost among powers
they do not quite understand and that soon

devour them, or as thoughtlessly pronounc-
ing on matters for which they lack exper-
tise ( Joll 1960, Hamburger 1965, Jennings &
Kemp-Welch 1997, Lila 2001, Posner 2001).

The great merit of governmentality studies
is to completely reject this spatial image. Arts of
government are at one and the same time styles
of thought and political practices. In analyzing
arts of government, one does not have politics
on one side and knowledge and intellectual life
on the other, but on the contrary, one is describ-
ing an interstitial domain where the boundaries
between the two are blurry, a domain composed
of movements (Mitchell 1991, Rose et al. 2006).
Osborne’s (2004) “mediator” seems to embody
this theoretical tendency: “[T]he mediator is
simply the one who gets things moving.” To
mediate is not to stand in between as a passive
intermediary, but to get things going from one
place to another by means of “vehicular ideas.”

Similarly, Callon (2007) has revised his ini-
tial characterization of performativity as the ef-
fect not of theoretical armchair economics, but
of “economics in the wild,” i.e., of the total
set of actors—whether central bank economists,
market professionals, statisticians, engineers, or
credit unions—involved in collective analysis
and configuration of markets. Once again, the
daring plunge of cool theoretical economists
into the hot whirlpool of markets becomes the
exception that proves the rule, namely that for
the most part intervention is only possible on
the ground provided by a preexisting interstitial
domain. In fact, it is the same domain in both
cases, namely the domain of government, for
what is to perform a market but to frame calcu-
lations so as to render transactions governable?

To complete this whirlwind tour through
these complex theoretical traditions, let us note
that epistemic communities are conceptualized
not only as transdisciplinary and transnational
networks, but crucially as transgovernmental
networks, i.e., “invisible colleges” that stretch
across different arms of government, over into
various informal circles outside bureaucratic
channels, and outward to include also non-
governmental actors, policy circles, think tanks,
and academic institutes (Haas 1992, pp. 31–33).
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The capacity of epistemic communities to in-
fluence public debate and decision making is a
function precisely of their hybrid and intersti-
tial position (see also Eyal 2002).

CONCLUSION

We have argued that the classical problematic
of the sociology of intellectuals no longer con-
stitutes a fruitful basis for a research program,
and we have surveyed two other literatures that,
while addressing some of the central concerns
of the sociology of intellectuals, are better char-
acterized as converging on a new project of a

sociology of interventions. Whether such con-
vergence is ultimately feasible is an open ques-
tion. Two of the common tendencies identified
in the previous section—distributed agency
and multiplicity of modes of intervention—do
not seem to constitute an obstacle to such
convergence. It is the third tendency to locate
intervention in interstitial domains that poses
the greatest challenge because it seems to go
directly against the image of a bounded and
relatively autonomous field. Reconciling field
analysis with the notion of interstitial domains
of expertise would be a major step toward a
twenty-first-century sociology of interventions.
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20ème siècle. Paris: La Découverte
Schumpeter J. 1942. Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy. New York: Harper
Shils E. 1958 [1972]. The Intellectuals and the Powers and Other Essays. Chicago: Univ. Chicago Press
Silverman C, Brosco JP. 2007. Understanding autism: parents and pediatricians in historical perspective.

Arch. Pediatr. Adolesc. Med. 161:392–98
Townsley E. 2006. The public intellectual trope in the United States. Am. Sociol. 37:39–66
Tucker A. 2000. The Philosophy and Politics of Czech Dissidence from Patocka to Havel. Pittsburgh, PA: Univ.

Pittsburgh Press
Valverde M. 1998. Diseases of the Will: Alcohol and the Dilemmas of Freedom. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge Univ.

Press
Walker P. 1979. Between Labor and Capital. Hassocks, UK: Harvester
Werner M, Zimmermann B. 2003. Penser l’histoire croisée: entre empirie et réflexivité. Ann. HSS 1:7–36
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