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CHAPTER 3

Responsibility of the 
Intellectual*

I

There is today at the Third-World level a profound relationship 
between the problems of the revolution and those of culture. Colonial 
and imperialist domination deforms and annihilates the cultures 
of the subjugated peoples. Imperialism and colonialism perform 
against the peoples of the Third World a real cultural genocide. 
Against this genocide, there exists the antidote of revolution. It is 
not possible to have a cultural development without a radical break 
with the imperialist neocolonialist systems. There can be no culture 
where there is no independence because in the regimes of oppression 
highest cultural expressions are denied equally to the people as well 
as to the intellectual.

Oligarchies, whether they boast of their contempt of culture or not, 
know that it is not a luxury item, but a weapon against their power 
and privileges. That explains the closing down of magazines, publish-
ing houses and newspapers, the closing or the military occupation of 
universities, the burning of books, the censorship of films and plays, 

* Lajpat Rai, ‘Responsibility of the Intellectual’, Mainstream 6, March (1968):
21–23.
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the persecution, torturing and even murder of intellectuals. Every 
struggle against imperialism, colonialism and neocolonialism, thus, 
automatically becomes a struggle for the access of people to culture; the 
struggle for national liberation assumes the heroic form of a defence 
of knowledge and beauty.

The intellectual is, therefore, twice bound to them; his struggle 
is at the same time to change the world and to transform reality in 
the domain of art and science. It cannot be denied that there exists 
an intimate relation between the misery of the Third World, on the 
one hand, and the conditions which have made the discoveries of 
Western art and science possible on the other. The people of Asia, 
Africa and Latin America have served for centuries as human fuel 
to keep up progress extending from the Age of Enlightenment to 
the most recent conquest of modern technology. But, even today, in 
the midst of the age of cybernetics and the conquest of the cosmos, 
imperialism and neocolonialism persist in keeping these countries in 
the sewers of history.

The revolution that liberates the land also brings to an end the cul-
ture latifundists and restores to the people their right to come into pos-
session of it and to produce the most complex forms of knowledge and 
art. The artist, the writer and the scientist find once again a sense of 
their mission and, therefore, a new dignity. Art, science and literature 
cease to be articles of luxury and become indispensable social needs.

In this situation, the intellectuals of the Third World have an ines-
capable duty which begins with their incorporation into the struggle 
for national independence and which becomes more profound as the 
movements for the attainment of these goals develop. As the final 
resolution of the Havana Congress put it: ‘If the defeat of imperial-
ism is the inevitable prerequisite to achieve authentic culture, then the 
cultural fact par excellence is the revolution itself.’

Only through the Revolution can a truly national culture be con-
ceived and that is why there is no alternative for the intellectual, who 
really wants to be worthy of his noble calling, than to join the struggle 
against imperialism and to contribute to the liberation of his people 
from the imperialist and neocolonial exploitation. Or, otherwise, 
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he acquiesces in a situation depicted by Michel Butor at the time of 
signing the ‘Declaration of 121’ on the Algerian War. Butor wrote:

There are times when he who enjoys the immense privilege of being 
able to work in relative tranquility in a room or a laboratory, devoting 
his efforts to increase human knowledge to improve our stay on earth 
and our life, becomes a traitor to everything he does, to all who follow 
him and really understand him, whether he is a mathematician, a 
composer, or an architect, if he does not drop into the balance a 
little moral or spiritual authority of which he is at that time invested.

We are surely living through such times.

II

It is on the basis of such a struggle that a great question is posed for all 
men and for the intellectuals: which class are they going to fight for?

The specific field of the intellectual’s function is the field of the ide-
ological struggle. An intellectual creates elements which are integrated 
as the foundations of the subjective field of society. These elements 
are the values, the ideas, the behavior, the customs, the techniques and 
the sciences. Such ideological field is also a field of class struggle. It 
is a field of ideological struggle between values, ideas, behaviour and 
the customs and hopes of different classes at the service of various 
classes. It is, therefore, a field for decisive struggle. An intellectual’s 
militancy and specific output are accordingly defined on the basis of 
the ideological struggle.

It is on the basis of such an inevitable option that a bourgeois intel-
lectual and a revolutionary intellectual are defined. Such a distinction 
becomes evident at least at three essential levels.

On the Nature of Intellectual Production

Since his production defines his class position, the nature of his 
production expresses a defined class content. A bourgeois intellec-
tual expresses the class content of the bourgeoisie, its ideas, values, 
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aspirations, anguish, behaviour in short, his vision of the world. A 
revolutionary intellectual starts from a criticism of this very bourgeois 
content and strives to express the values, ideas, behaviour and hopes 
of the revolutionary classes.

On the Objectives of Production

Both the bourgeois and the revolutionary intellectuals serve class 
objectives in their productions. Here, strategies and tactics are subtle 
and complex, difficult to be perceived. Whom does this production 
benefit? Whom does it mobilize and for what? The bourgeois intel-
lectual, whether he affirms it or denies it, objectively produces with 
defined class objectives, expresses the objectives of the dominant class. 
He makes his contributions to consolidate the dominant ideology of 
the dominant class. The revolutionary intellectual produces not only 
to criticize the dominant ideology of the dominant class but also to 
create the theoretical–ideological weapons for the liberating struggle 
of the working class.

On the Methods and Forms of Production

A bourgeois intellectual is a man already situated in his class. His 
individual expression tends to be the most accomplished expression of 
his class. A revolutionary intellectual, generally speaking, is a converted 
one whose class origin may be bourgeoisie, in nearly all the cases.

The first stage of this conversion is expressed in the theoretical 
criticism of the bourgeoisie, its class positions in political, social and 
artistic fields.

But then a second period becomes necessary. It is that he must ally 
himself concretely to the class he has decided to serve. This is a decisive 
moment: this is when a theoretical identification requires practical 
identification with the values, the anguish, the struggle, the life and the 
world of the class he is about to serve. Such an identification is one of 
the essential elements in the change of methods of production by the 
revolutionary intellectual. His own world and his form of expression 
are changed. His audience, his life is changed. Otherwise, he has to 
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endure eternal anguish, the sense of guilt when testimonies of other 
men challenge his omission—when they challenge the gap between 
his words and deeds, between his declarations and actions, between 
his theory and practice.

III

The worthy exercise of literature, art [and] science constitutes in itself 
a weapon and the intellectual who resists the flattery and the threats 
of the neocolonialists and the local oligarchies can feel satisfied car-
rying out his intellectual task with dignity; but the truly revolutionary 
criterion for the intellectual, in his highest and noblest degree, is his 
disposition to share in the combat duties of the students, the workers 
and the peasant when circumstances demand it.

In every historical people’s movement, there are many forms of 
participation, but we can only call an intellectual revolutionary who, 
guided by the great and advanced ideas of his age, is willing to face 
all risks and to whom ‘death is only the supreme possibility of serving 
his country and his people’.

In the intellectual field, he finds himself before the double necessity 
of assuming an autochthonous culture and of using a culture which 
has been imposed upon him. He thus runs the risk of immobilizing 
himself, while being obliged to analyse his quality with theoretical 
instruments which are foreign to it.

On the other hand, he lives intellectually and emotionally the drama 
of his own identity, and he must rediscover for himself and for others 
the real face of his people.

He cannot renounce the cultural machinery of the metropolis—its 
technical scientific and artistic achievements—as he needs it to survive 
in the modern world. But instead of permitting himself to be destroyed 
and alienated by it, his duty is to appropriate and to develop with it 
his own vision of the world and to be able to project it into a universal 
dimension. Thus, the instruments that in the hands of colonialists 
contribute to the economic and spiritual oppression of the people, when 
recovered by the revolutionary intellectual and used with a critical 
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sense become a means of liberation of their social reality and of their 
conscience. In this field, he must fight against the false values of the 
metropolitan culture as well as against the stereotypes and mystifica-
tion of national culture.

IV

The scarcity of cadres, the low levels of culture and education, the 
mass illiteracy forces the revolutionary intellectual to become himself 
a propagator and an educator for his people.

This militant dedication should not, however, mean lessening 
of the artistic or scientific quality of his work which also constitutes 
his high responsibility. On his shoulder must fall the inspiring task 
that Che Guevara assigned to Regis Debray: explain to the world the 
struggle of our people, and to the people how to struggle. Explain 
the guerrilla struggle to the world, yes, but also explain to the people 
the vital need of their liberation; help them to understand the scope 
of their own struggle; show them how the best part of their tradition 
has been buried by colonialism; correct their aesthetic sensibility, 
institutionally deformed by the degenerate exported by metropolis 
and aid them in enriching the culture they themselves created and 
which has been corroded, fragmented and isolated by imperialism. 
And this is action also, and every book is action, though not every 
book generates an action. The Communist Manifesto changed the 
world and Ulysses many ideas.

To be an intellectual is to stand out from the common level; it 
means to have knowledge, aptitudes and enough formation so as to 
show a higher sensibility in facing the sociopolitical problems of the 
environment in which he lives. But these conditions cannot be used 
to fan his personal pride acting as a barrier between himself and the 
people. On the contrary, they should be placed at the service of his 
‘equals’, they should enable the individual to know how to devote 
himself to the noblest causes and no cause is greater than the cause of 
the liberation of man.

That is why an intellectual cannot be conceived as a simple specta-
tor, as a neutral observer of the social drama which develops around 
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him. In the Third World today, there is no place for the so-called 
‘neutral’ or ‘objective’ group of intellectuals, who try to appreciate in 
all ‘impartiality’ the confrontation between freedom and slavery, justice 
and exploitation, truth and falsehood. This is not possible. One is in 
favour of freedom or in favour of slavery. It is not possible to be in 
favour of freedom with a but nor in favour of slavery with a yet.

Yet there are men in the realm of intellect who do not want to be 
‘engaged’, who would like to judge like Daniels from their ‘neutral’ 
position, without ‘getting entangled’. They are not ‘committed’ for the 
sake of ‘impartiality’, ‘truth’, ‘objectivity’ and what not. More often 
than not, their ‘objectivity’ and search for ‘truth’ ends in supporting the 
positions of those whose interests do not coincide with the interests 
of their struggling people. For a revolutionary intellectual, there is no 
choice between freedom and slavery, between justice and exploitation. 
He, therefore, cannot afford the luxury of ‘neutralism’, of hypocritical 
objectivity, of bourgeois prudence and temporizing.

Time has come when the intellectual after accepting Marxism as a 
method of knowledge and a revolutionary theory has to define himself 
before Marxism in more than one way.

One of them is the dogmatic abstract form. Through a purely 
formal adherence, an intellectual accepts Marxism principles as if 
Marxism were a religion, a metaphysics, a truth for him to contem-
plate, a dogma. It is seen as a complete whole, a finished product whose 
only role is that of consecrating the realities upon which it touches, 
attaching to them the character of absolute truth. It is then used as an 
absurd antiscientific and anti-dialectical vision.

Second, an intellectual may transplant to Marxism an idealistic con-
templative attitude and by means of such an attitude he not only kills 
Marxism’s creative and dialectical power but also composes a rational-
ized justification for omissions in the field of theoretical practice, that 
is, advancing the work in theoretical field. Similarly, he rationalizes his 
omissions in the field of political practice, that is, political revolution-
ary work. This is nothing but fundamentally a bourgeois attitude for 
confronting the revolutionary theory and practice.
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Another erroneous form is the non-critical adherence to Marxism 
seen as a simple product of the practice which in the end is not dialecti-
cally related to Marxist science. This is empiricism pure and simple. 
The expression which defines this position is the famous phrase ‘This 
will work out in practice’. Empiricism is, in fact, a form for weaken-
ing and defeating Marxism as a science, as a theory of the revolution. 
The revolutionary intellectual, therefore, has to resolutely defend the 
purity of Marxism, its inherent quality and essence, while at the same 
time rejecting both the idealist and empiricist postures [that are] 
fundamentally opposed to Marxism.

The responsibility of the intellectual increases and does not decrease 
with the completion of the revolution in a developing country.

He must not become a docile tool of official thought. The indocility 
of the intellectual fits imperfectly within a revolution; even more, it 
enriches it, gives it more life, makes it more sensitive and more creative.

A true revolutionary intellectual will never become a pliant tool 
of the man of action and if he becomes one, he will be betraying his 
vocation as a revolutionary and, as an intellectual, since his natural role 
within a revolutionary society is to be a sort of vigilant conscience, its 
imaginative interpreter and its critic.






