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Once in days which we can describe now as gone by
Jerzy Szacki wrote that if it is impossible to tatkout

anything else, we pontificate about the intelligéait

It seems that this is feature of the Polish charanbdt only in historically difficult
times. The topic of intelligentsia remains an issuen in times when one is allowed to talk
about everything. This may be due to the fact treg of the manifold attractions of the
intellectual’s life has been the constant questigrand undermining of his utility (a recurrent
theme in Polish literature). This especially applie humanists, as they were not able to give
simple answers, remedy economic problems or fincdh@d way out of complex social
difficulties. This inability was a source of ocaasal self-criticism. On the other hand - and
this may appear paradoxical - sometimes intelléstweho are allowed to talk about
everything do not have anything to say. This mayapether source of the relentless
popularity of their deliberations on their own raii, which started in the mid nineteenth
century and are still part of a national debate.

Despite all this talk, however, no unanimous dé&bni of the Polish intelligentsia has
yet been given. Obviously, this should not discgaracholars from exploring this topic. We
should keep in mind that no collective notion ubgdsocial historians is perfectly accurate.
Although we can try to establish its meaning adbily, such effort is very seldom effective.

The attempts to determine the social role of thellgctual elites are constantly carried

out by historians, sociologists, political scietgisThe aim of this paper is to shed light on the
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unclear reason that intelligentsia has existedstotong. Before presenting the role, a few
more words must be said about the way of understgritlis very notion, which is the most
debatable issue of all related to the subject. iBogy some background may help to clarify
what the intelligentsia notion meant to the peopi® created it in the moment of its coming
into existence and to our contemporaries, but itl wspecially bring us closer to
understanding the whole complexity and controvétgi@f the intelligentsia notion. The
paper juxtaposes in several points the Polish agbrto this term and social stratum with the
Western view of the intellectual elite. Despite tfaet that there existed considerable
differences between the role of both groups, untialp most functions were related, the role
of conscience being a flagship example.

Problems defining intelligentsia have existed frdne moment of its mysterious
origin, that is why fixing a definition is the modebatable issue of all related to the subject.
The first reason for this is the fact that the @ptcof the intelligentsia as a separate social
stratum was born in unclear circumstances androlear purposes. Jerzy Jedlicki states that
in the Polish society it created itself in the mideteenth century, since when it has
constantly vanished by self-deconstructions, barehalways remains something for the
subsequent vanishirfigThe same observation can be made of Westerndotedlls who are
believed to be an effect of mobilization and selfruitment

The intelligentsia was a unique phenomenon in tldmmeteenth century when it
appeared as a noun describing a social stratumlymairPolish and Russian dictionaries.
Before the nineteenth century a group later desdribs intellectuals was referred to as
scribes, philosophers or learned people. They dftarelled from place to place, earning their
living from their knowledgé. The collective term “intellectuals” then startex tie used in
Western Europe; this usage was preceded and peghapsnspired by the appearance of the
notion of “the intelligentsia” in Eastern Europénay have been Clemencéauho used it

first or the signatories of a public protest agathe Dreyfus triaf.
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There are many points of contact in the theorienitg the intelligentsia and
intellectuals, which may suggest that differencesveen Western and Eastern European
elites were not as significant as was believedcé&ime can assume that — as has already been
mentioned above — this group was invented and egfoy itself, similar phenomena of self-
reflection are observable elsewhere. The word lligentsia” itself has not been used in the
West, but there were numerous attempts to recogmmng Western societies the group for
which the intellect played a central role in lifiéhe representatives of this environment were
referred to as descendants of “man of knowledg€'laorepublique des lettres”. They were
just like their counterparts in Eastern Europetevs, poets, journalists, scientists and other
public figures, who felt it was their moral respiigy to interfere directly with different
political and social processes influencing the “dsirof the nation”. In both cases the term
“intellectual” usually referred to function and méy rather than occupation or belief.
However, one of the best specialists on intelligentAleksander Gella, argues that these two
groups - Eastern intelligentsia and Western Eunopegellectuals — were, despite their
superficial similarity, quite different. Accordinp him, the intelligentsia was a specific
Eastern social stratum and had no counterparteiftbst. Nevertheless — as he argues — after
the First World War the term gradually started ewdme a catchword internationally. The
original meaning of the intelligentsia became iasiagly hazy and finally it took on another
meaning, which is often used nowadays.

Although the above may be seen as only a probletarofinology, the controversies
over the semantic value of the notion have conaldgraffected discussions on the role and
place of the intelligentsia in society. Originalthe word denoted a larger group, connected
by bonds of solidarity resulting from similar hahitmuch the same social tasks and the
feeling of a similar position in the hierarchy afcial prestigé€. Furthermore, the term was
much less related to a given profession in thesRalase than it was in the West. It referred to
specific mental and cultural capabilities, and tHegree of comprehension of the
philosophical and political implications of the 8m

The Polish intelligentsia had to provide its natiwith the basis for national survival.
The lack of a state and the policy of partitionposed a constant threat to maintaining the
continuity of national traditions. Due to a lack pbssibilities to influence political and

economic development, the intelligentsia devotedenattention to the spiritual growth of the
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nation. On the other hand, the fact of divorceh# intelligentsia from a political apparatus
enabled it to preserve most of its moral indepene@rindependence, in turn, is the most
important element of the functioning of tlkenscience At the same time, its judicial role
could turn the elite into passive spectator ofdhgoing events’

Therefore, the history of Polish lands after thiedtland final partition brought about
the new role of educated people. They started ke ta special custody of their national
culture and language and tried to set out the lpasiciples of the nation-state without a state.
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