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The Sin of the Intellectuals
by Carl Watner

"We have only two sources of information about the
character of the people around us; we judge them by
what they do and by what they say (particularly the
first)."—Ayn Rand

Do most intellectuals have feet of clay? Paul Johnson in his
new book, INTELLECTUALS, clearly thinks so. In the book's
Index, under the heading 'intellectual characteristics, ' are the
following entries:

anger and aggressiveness; cowardice;
deceitfulness, dishonesty; cruelty;
egocentricity, egotism; genius for self-publicity;
hypocrisy; ingratitude, rudeness;
intolerance, misanthropy; manipulativeness;
quarrelsomeness; self-deception, gullibility;
self-pity, paranoia; self-righteousness;
shiftlessness, sponging; snobbery;
vanity.

Does Johnson prove his case by examining the lives of twenty,
left-wing intellectuals, or is his apparent success the result of
bias and selectivity? Do the intellectuals who argue the case for
the free market merit Johnson's scorn, too? How do an Ayn Rand
or a Bob LeFevre measure up? Is it possible to discredit the
political philosophy and social ideas of a thinker by examining
his or her personal life? What do the actions of a person tell us
about the validity and possible success of that person's pre-
scriptions for a better world? What relationship is there between
a moral theory and its success or failure (in practice)? Using
INTELLECTUALS as a convenient starting point, I hope to be able
to address these questions from a voluntaryist standpoint.

The word intellectual' has a number of meanings. Centuries
ago it designated a person who was able to write. Thus, it came
to connote a man of letters. Today it more generally refers to
a person concerned with ideas and ideals of general social
interest. The term is intended to imply that its subjects possess
enlightened judgment and opinion, since the Latin root of the
word means perceiving or discerning. Johnson uses the word
primarily in the sense of those who act as social critics of the
institutions and practices of their time.

There are a number of characteristics which Johnson says are
shared by the group of intellectuals he profiles. (The more well-
known of the group are: Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Karl Marx, Leo
Tolstoy, Ernest Hemingway, George Orwell, Bertrand Russell, and
Norman Mailer.) They all believed that they could diagnose the
ills of society and cure them, if only people would follow their
solutions. Most led lives marked by the absence of familial love,
honor, friendship, honesty, and the other virtues they trumpeted
in public. Instead, most were petty, malicious, near the edge of
psychosis, and mistreated their family and friends. Many were
unfaithful to their spouses, had illegitimate children, were
moochers and opportunists, poor money-managers, and last, but
not least, often not even logical thinkers. Aided by their superior
intellects, as a group, they excelled at rationalizing their own
misbehavior.

If unbecoming conduct and absurdly bad judgment in the real
world were the only accusations that could be hurled at these
intellectuals, they might look no worse than some other
exemplars we might find at any bar or brothel. The real sin of
the intellectual, the deformation proffessionelle,' as Johnson
labels it in another place, is their appetite for violence in the
pursuit and realization of their ideas. "It is not the formulation

of ideas, however misguided, but the desire to impose them on
others, that is the deadly sin of the intellectual" As Johnson adds,

The progressive intellectual habitually entertains Walter
Mitty visions of exercising power. ...Precisely, perhaps,
because they lead sedentary lives, intellectuals have a
curious passion for violence, at any rate in the abstract.
... Consider, for instance, the repeated expression of
admiration by (the) intellectuals (he speaks of) for ruthless
men of action, and their long succession of violent heroes:
Stalin, Mao Tse-tung, Castro, Ho Chi Minh—... .

While the armchair men of violence in the West applauded
and condoned, intellectuals elsewhere participated and
often directed the great slaughters of modern time. Large
numbers of them helped to create the Cheka, the
progenitor of Stalin's Ogpu and the present KGB.
Intellectuals were prominent at all stages in the events
leading up to the Nazi holocaust. ...

Wherever men and regimes seek to impose ideas on
people, whenever the inhuman process of social engi-
neering is set in motion—shoveling flesh and blood around
as though it were soil or concrete—there you will find
intellectuals in plenty. Pushing people around is the
characteristic activity of all forms of socialism, whether
Soviet socialism, or German National Socialism, or for
instance, the peculiar form of ethnic socialism, known as
apartheid,... .

This social engineering simply reflects the delusion that
humanity's perennial problems can be solved by systems based
on principles which spring forth from the brains of the
intellectuals. It cannot be emphasized too strongly that the
problem is not the formulation of ideas, however right or wrong
they might be. What makes intellectuals dangerous (at least some
of the time) is their attitude toward violence, and their oft-times
vicious intent to impose their ideas on others. When people do
not readily take to the solutions of these intellectuals, they are
first ignored, brushed aside, or dismissed. But when, the
intellectual or his followers have the power to impose Their
Answer, people soon get treated as obstructors and enemies of
the State. This leads the way for the imposition of the Final
Solution (as we have seen in Russia, Nazi Germany, China, and
Cambodia, for example).

It should be noted that Johnson qualifies the opening
statement of the foregoing quote by referring to "progressive"
intellectuals who seek power. This desire to "push " people
around qualifies them as authoritarians, as opposed to people
that are satisfied with practicing the arts of voluntary persuasion.
So when Johnson concludes that one of the lessons of our
century is that intellectuals should be kept away from the levers
of power, he is really referring to his "progressive" or—what I
am labelling—authoritarian intellectuals. Since he is not a
voluntaryist, he fails to note that if the "levers of power" did not
exist, then authoritarian intellectuals would be far less a threat
to humanity.

A Rand, a Rothbard, and even a Spooner may have been guilty
of trying to solve the world's problems by constructing systems
based on their own mental constructs, but they never attempted
to forcefully impose their answers on anyone else. On the other
hand, the authoritarian intellectual really loses the claim to
remain an intellectual once violence is endorsed. Hence, the
term—authoritarian intellectual—is oxymoronic. The resort to
violence is really a confession of failure because coercion is not
an intellectual argument. It is simply an attempt by those having
sufficient might (political power) to appear right in face of their
failure to logically convince. Thus the intellectual who does not

Continued page 3


