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INTELLECTUALS AND POWER 
IN CONFLICTS OF TURNING EPOCHS 

This book is devoted to problems that occupy a central place in 
modern intellectual history. Today, it seems important, taking into account 
the changing trends in historical and broader social and humanitarian 
knowledge, to clarify the existing prospects of intellectual history after 
a number of “turns” it has experienced, primarily about the turn from the 
traditional history of the ideas of great thinkers to the “history of 
intellectuals” and “social history of ideas”, which emphasized the role of 
social context. The social history of ideas played a decisive role in radically 
expanding the field of intellectual history beyond the “great ideas” to 
include all the ideas current in a particular period or society. Unfortunately, 
the “history of intellectuals”, which received formalization in the mid-
1980s, in the interdisciplinary “Group for the Study of the History of 
Intellectuals” created in France (it included historians, sociologists, literary 
scholars), preferred to distance itself from the history of ideas, and from 
cultural history1. However, subsequently, already in an anthropologically 
oriented direction, the study of the role of intellectuals in the construction 
of national identity and the problem of symbolic self-realization of an 
intellectual in the political field took center stage. In connection with this 
background, the advancement of intellectual history to the forefront of the 
historiography of the current century may seem unexpected. 

Meanwhile, intellectual history began to gain strength more than a 
quarter of a century ago, in the process of that deep internal transformation 
that the entire historical science experienced in the last decade of the 
twentieth century. On the one hand, the revival of intellectual history 
occurred largely due to precisely that “linguistic turn” that plunged 
historiography into another crisis. The most heated scientific debates about 
the “postmodern challenge” had direct access to the discussion of pressing 
problems of intellectual history, even if it was about the formation of 
“another kind of intellectual history,” a history that studies non-dead 
authors, but living books, not by immersing past writers in their historical 
contexts, but by reading old works in new and unexpected contexts2. As for 
the “living authors” of these “living books,” their human stories were 
registered under the department of historical anthropology. 

                                                 
1 Trebitsch M. Le Groupe de Recherche sur l’Histoire des Intellectuels // Intel-

lectual News. 1997.  2. P. 55-59. 
2 Toews J. Intellectual History after the Linguistic Turn // American Historical 

Review. 1987. Vol. 92.  4. P. 879-907. 
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Among the proponents of the “new intellectual history,” the name 
“intellectual history,” which was originally defined mainly by the name of 
the problem field chosen for study, acquired a new meaning: it came to 
mean a general approach based on the recognition of the active role of 
language, text, and narratives structures in the construction of historical 
reality, and, accordingly, to the analysis of discursive practice. In general, 
the emphasis on reading and perceiving texts turned out to be very 
productive, significantly expanding the field of research. Although the 
process of developing a new paradigm of history turned out to be 
contradictory, its orientation already at an early stage became obvious – at 
the forefront in all areas of social and humanitarian knowledge, the 
integrating category of culture was placed in its anthropological 
understanding. 

The “cultural turn” created the necessary conditions for 
a comprehensive transformation of intellectual history. Thus, the 
“renaissance” of intellectual history at the turn of the 20th – 21st c . turned 
out to be associated with the general processes of updating historical 
knowledge, which led to a rethinking of the subject of research on the 
epistemological and methodological principles of the modern sociocultural 
approach, which had learned the lessons of postmodern criticism, however, 
in a longer term, the development of its theoretical foundations required 
significant efforts. Opportunities for implementing a program for studying 
the move-ment of ideas in connection with changes in the historical 
conditions of their generation and existence opened up in the project of 
“new cultural-intellectual history”, which proposed consideration of “great 
ideas and texts” and intellectual activity, as well as all mental processes of 
the past, in their specific historical sociocultural contexts. 

The basic integral setting of the new approach was clearly identified 
already in its self-name, stimulating proposals for corresponding concepts 
of intellectual history among its leading representatives in the late 1990s. 
This concept found its maximalist expression in the definition of the tasks 
of modern intellectual history, which was proposed by the famous 
American historian Donald Kelly (at that time he was editor-in-chief of the 
Journal of the History of Ideas) His interpretation of the research field of 
intellectual history actually extends its scope of competence to the entire 
historical domain3. More moderate versions presented in a debate on the 
subject organized by the International Society for Intellectual History in 
1996 emphasized that intellectual history should retain its specificity in its 
orientation towards the study of human intelligence and intellectual 
                                                 

3 Kelley D.R. Prolegomena to the Study of Intellectual History // Intellectual 
News. 1996.  1. P. 13-14. 
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activity, as well as in special attention to the outstanding minds of the past 
and to the texts of “high culture”. Among the most important tasks of 
intellectual history were noted such as analysis of discursive practice, the 
role of language and narrative structures; revealing the intellectual context 
from which the “great texts” grew and to the transformation of which they 
contributed; identification of historical changes in fundamental principles, 
categories, methods and content of cognition, style of thinking. At the same 
time, the need was emphasized to combine the biographical approach, 
which plays an important role in various areas of intellectual history 
(primarily in the genre of intellectual biographies of outstanding thinkers), 
with the perspective of historical and anthropological research that studies 
the multi-level intellectual landscape of a particular historical period (they 
are sometimes called “intellectual history from below”). 

In the 1990s, the issue of the subject of intellectual history was 
resolved in a completely new interdisciplinary context, and in 1994 
institutional self-determination took place – the International Society for 
Intellectual History (ISIH) was organized with its own journal and annual 
conferences. Over the past three decades, regular, detailed reviews have 
provided assessments of the state of research and prospects for further 
developments in current optics. The very frequency of summing up 
indicates both the intensity of this reflection and its polemical nature. We 
will limit ourselves here to characterizing some important stages. 

It is no coincidence that it was in 2002 that an important detailed 
review was published, in which all methodological positions that were 
competitive at that time were analyzed4. The convergence of new cultural 
history and the history of thought was noted and the question of their 
upcoming merger was raised, although such a program and the very 
formulation of “new cultural-intellectual history” were proposed by Roger 
Chartier back in the early 1980s.5 However, there was no unity in the 
implementation of the intended program, and observers continued to note 
two lines in the development of intellectual history: a) through the study of 
language and discourse and b) through the concept of representations, or 
the multiplicity of ways in which people represent their world and yourself 
in this world. The fundamental problem remained defining and modeling 
the relationships between text and context, between words and actions. The 
dilemma between “internal” and “external”, “content (text)” and context is 
                                                 

4 Brett, Annabel. What is intellectual history? // What is Intellectual History 
now? / Ed. by D. Cannadine. L.: Palgrave Macmillan, 2002. P. 113-131. 

5 Chartier R. Intellectual History or Sociocultural History? The French Trajec-
tories // Modern European Intellectual History. Reappraisals and New Perspectives. 
Ithaca; L., 1982. . : The New Cultural History / Ed. L. Hunt. Berkeley, 1989. 
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not only a key, but a truly eternal question for theorists of the history of 
ideas and intellectual history. More than half a century ago, in his famous 
critical article, Quentin Skinner identified this problem as central to the 
history of ideas, devoting several dozen pages to an analysis of the errors 
that result from concentrating on the text without insufficient study of the 
context. In turn, the opposite practice – contextual research, addressed only 
to the “background” of thought – sins of turning the random into the 
natural. Skinner's conclusion was disappointing: both strategies lead to 
blunders, and the solution is to learn to understand their limitations. 
However, Skinner, recognizing the need to restore what he called the 
“linguistic” context, left outside the scope of his reasoning what concerns 
the specific circumstances of the creation of the text, the life situation of its 
author, which needs careful reconstruction6. 

In the early 2000s during discussions unfolded on the place and 
tasks of intellectual history and the history of ideas in the era of 
globalization the main idea was that in conditions of radical acceleration of 
communications and the divergence between technological processes and 
the ideas that move people, it was necessary to rethink the theoretical, 
critical and axiological foundations of intellectual history. At the same 
time, a tendency emerged towards emphasizing the integrative function of 
intellectual history and the ultimate expansion of its research space, and in 
an article by the American historian Joseph Levine, the expansion of the 
subject field of intellectual history received a detailed justification (and 
implementation on the material of a specific event and text) as “history in 
general”7. 

This line of thought could be continued, because the discussion, in 
essence, was about understanding the social context of intellectual activity 
as a cultural-historical situation, which sets not only the conditions, but also 
acute (existential) problems that require resolution, which means about the 
birth of an idea as a thinker’s reaction to the challenge of the context. If the 
researcher is aware that his work must not simply present the phenomena of 
intellectual communication at the level of concepts or ideas, but also give 
them various meanings in order to answer the questions that he believes 
arise precisely in this context, then, ideally, intellectual history will 
integrate the internal and external aspects of research and integrate content 
and context. However, when a new review of the state of research appears 
in 2006, we do not see progress in the direction that was predicted. Experts, 
                                                 

6 Skinner Q. Meaning and Understanding in the History of Ideas // History and 
Theory. 1969. Vol. 8.  1. P. 48-53. 

7  . .     //   
. . 14. ., 2005. . 37-51.
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describing the current practice of intellectual history, systematized it in 
their own logic under the headings: literary and intellectual history; 
intellectual history and art history; intellectual history and medieval studies; 
intellectual history and history of political thought; intellectual history and 
history of science; medicine and intellectual history; intellectual history and 
sociocultural history; feminism and intellectual history8. That is, private 
areas of research were simply placed side by side and examined chapter by 
chapter. The apparent paradox was that, along with this, an ironic forecast 
was made about the possible transformation of “intellectual historians” into 
“cultural historians”9. 

In 2009, members of the International Society for Intellectual 
History, still debating whether intellectual history could be considered a 
subdiscipline but reiterating its interdisciplinary nature, preferred to present 
their community as an “umbrella organization” uniting historians of 
philosophy, science, theology, education, universities, etc., thus 
demonstrating the same fragmented approach10. And, in 2012, it was once 
again emphasized that intellectual history is a discipline eclectic in both 
method and subject matter, and historians disagree about the most 
fundamental premises of what they do11. New motives emerged in 2015: 
the goal of intellectual history was proclaimed to understand how past 
thoughts arose, and why different solutions to historical problems make 
sense, as well as to recognize the limitations of human activity not only by 
social conditions, but also by ideological framework within which it was 
carried out. Optimistic forecasts were associated with liberation from the 
dominance of the history of political thought and with greater openness to 
interdisciplinary contacts12. 

Finally, in 2017–2018, a “global intellectual history” appeared (with 
a special journal of the same name), although the desired consensus has not 
                                                 

8 .: Palgrave Advances in Intellectual History / Ed. by R. Whatmore and 
B. Young. Houndmills: Palgrave, 2006; Kelley, Donald. What is Happening to the 
History of Ideas? // Journal of the History of Ideas. 1990. Vol. 51. No. 1. P. 11. 

9 Cowan, Brian. Ideas in Context: From the Social to the Cultural History of 
Ideas // Palgrave Advances in Intellectual History… P. 183. 

10 Bavaj, Riccardo. Intellectual History, Version 1.0 // Docupedia-Zeitgeschichte: 
Begriffe, Methoden und Debatten der zeithistorischen Forschung. 13.9.2010. URL: 
http://docupedia.de/zg/Intellectual_History. 

11 Gordon P. What is Intellectual History? A frankly partisan introduction to a fre-
quently misunderstood field // The Harvard Colloquium, March 2012. URL: 
https://scholar.harvard.edu/files/pgordon/files/what_is_intell_history_pgordon_pdf. 

12 Collini, Stefan. The Identity of Intellectual History // A Companion to Intel-
lectual History / Ed. by R. Whatmore and B. Young. N.Y.: Wiley-Blackwell, 2015. 
P. 7-17; Whatmore, Richard. What is Intellectual History? Polity, 2015. 160 p. 
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emerged. The experts’ verdict was unequivocal: we have to “consider 
intellectual history as an internally heterogeneous discipline.” However, 
“heterogeneous discipline” is just an oxymoron. Intellectual history is, by 
its very essence, a multidisciplinary field13. As we see, the reluctance to 
limit the range of possible perspectives is a stable and conscious position, 
despite the obvious discrepancy between the practice of specific research 
and the proclaimed theoretical programs. 

At the same time, some options for defining the subject of 
intellectual history turn out to be too narrow (like “the history of 
intellectuals”), others are too vague. Some versions reveal a simplified idea 
of the possibility of constructing an intellectual history, like putting 
together a mosaic: from the history of science, the history of political 
thought, the history of philosophy, literature, etc., with the projection of the 
structure of modern intellectual space into the past. There is a clear 
dissonance between the state that the history of science acquired long ago 
(it had just abandoned projecting into the past the structure of modern 
scientific knowledge) and the formulation of the subject of intellectual 
history, which seemed acceptable at that time. 

The specificity of the subject field of intellectual history lies not in 
its constant expansion, but in the integrative nature of the conceptualization 
of this field. What happens here is not the increment of ever new areas, but 
variations in the perspective, level, scale of research, and a change in the 
joining points of multidirectional lines of analysis. Russian historians 
followed this path, placing paramount importance on the analysis of the 
phenomena of the intellectual sphere in the broad context of social 
experience, general processes of the spiritual life of society and changes in 
value guidelines, the most prominent exponents of which, as a rule, are 
major thinkers. Considering the development of intellectual history in 
modern Russia, it is worth paying attention to the integrative potential of 
the concept of cultural-intellectual history in its interpretation by 
researchers who are grouped around the journal “Dialogue with Time”. The 
main idea of their research program is development of intellectual history 
as a history of all types of human creative activity, its conditions, forms and 
products. The theoretical model is based on the integral concept of 
intellectual culture. The intellectual culture of each era is multi-layered: it is 
both the elite / professional culture of intellectuals and the ideas diffused in 
society (at its most different levels). The study of the history of intellectual 
                                                 

13 Mulsow, Martin. New Perspectives on Global Intellectual History // Global 
Intellectual History. 2017. Vol. 2.  1. P. 1-2. See also, Thompson, Ann. Global In-
tellectual History: Some Reflections on Recent Publications // Cromohs (Cyber Re-
view of Modern Historiography). Vol. 21. 2017–2018. P. 134-138. 
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culture includes both an analysis of texts, thinking skills, and the 
subjectivity of “intellectuals” at different levels, as well as forms, means, 
institutions (formal and informal) of intellectual communication in their 
socio-cultural context and increasingly complex relationships with power 
and “external” world of culture. Intellectual communication, with the help 
of a corpus of texts circulating within it, in the form of correspondence, 
books and articles, public speeches or private conversations, not only 
transmits information, but also supports a certain intellectual community, 
forming a generally accepted language, type of behavior, value system, 
organizing a network structure. Intellectuals and intellectual communities 
(regardless of their specific form or type) act as creators, guardians, 
interpreters and translators of a particular intellectual tradition. Among the 
conditions of intellectual creativity, the structure and functioning of formal 
and informal communities of intellectuals occupy a central place, since we 
are talking about different aspects of interaction between subjects: contacts 
based on common interests, exchange of information and cultural capital, 
use of organizational and cognitive resources, discussion, borrowing and 
disseminating ideas, mutual support, creating intellectual reputations, etc. 
Essentially, historical reconstructions of intellectual culture combine the 
perspectives of “history in general,” the history of mentalities and historical 
anthropology, historical cognitive science, social history and sociology of 
science, “autonomous” disciplinary histories, and historical biography. 

The most productive cognitive potential of the chosen model is 
realized in projects focused on the study of intellectual communities of 
various types, on studying the role of intellectuals in the formation of 
public consciousness, new values and new collective stereotypes, as well as 
on the historical analysis of all forms, means and institutions of intellectual 
communication, including relations between intellectuals and authorities. 

The team of authors of this book focused their efforts on research in 
which the problems of interaction between intellectuals and authorities in 
conflicts of critical eras are intertwined with a complex of key issues in the 
history of intellectual culture. The authors sought to develop the most 
important aspects of the topic based on the history of Russia (in different 
periods and at different levels) and individual European countries with 
significantly different trajectories of development, the formation of public 
consciousness and political culture, in the context of competition between 
different models of historical projection of the future and different forms of 
collective identity (regional, ethnic, confessional, party, etc.). The plots 
developed by the authors are grouped into three parts of this monograph. 

The first part, “Phenomenology of Conflicts in Historical 
Perspective,” examines the theoretical aspects of the topic, analyzes 
behavioral patterns, the roles of intellectuals in the situation of conflict 
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formation and their influence on the dynamics of confrontation in the 
conflict. Special attention is paid to the historical contexts of the 
actualization of conflicts, including the question of the conditions for the 
formation and development of the public sphere. As for the stage of 
maturation of the conflict, the leading social role for the intellectual 
manifests itself in criticism and its transmission. The following behavioral 
models of an intellectual in a pre-conflict situation are identified: 
commentator, anarchist, Fabian, revolutionary, translator. It was also 
concluded that the range of behavioral patterns has a direct impact on the 
radicalism and dynamics of confrontation in a social conflict, and expands 
the understanding of the role of the intellectual as an actor in the socio-
political process. 

This part also specifically examines the topic of perception of the 
conflict in a historical dimension – literally through centuries – in the 
context of a turning point in history, a period of changing cultural 
landscapes, a time of voluntary or forced emigration. The meanings and 
roles of the conflict in personal biographies and in the subjects of research 
of intellectuals are analyzed, through the prism of the conflict of 
interpretations, the gap between the depicted and the image in the historical 
picture, the moments of formation of the image of the Other. 

The second part, “Individual Strategies of Intellectuals in Conflict,” 
presents the public positions, creative and critical activities of intellectuals 
from different countries, their models of relationships with authorities and 
experiences of socio-political conflicts of turning points using the example of 
the personal destinies of a British socialist and historian Richard Tawney, 
French Thomist philosopher Etienne Gilson, Ger-man conservative thinker 
and writer Ernst Junger, Yakut ethnographer, folklorist, historian Gavriil V. 
Ksenofontov and the representative of the provincial intelligentsia, priest 
Feodor G. Sivtsev in the context and consequences of revolutionary events 
and the Civil War, as well as the life vicissitudes of the outstanding Russian 
and Soviet historian Robert Yu. Vipper and the understanding of personal 
experience in the autobiohistoriographical narrative of the Soviet intellectual 
Vitold T. Zvirevich. 

The authors analyzed various models of behavior of intellectuals at 
different stages of the development of various political crises and social 
conflicts of the Early Modern, Modern and, mainly, Contemporary epochs 
of history, including strategies aimed at preserving internal freedom of life 
and creativity in unfavorable conditions – not only in a position of critique 
in public sphere or open rejection to the authorities, but also in an effort to 
distance themselves from cooperation with authorities in any type of social 
and political activity. 
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Special attention was paid to Tawney’s journalistic legacy, which 
became an integral part of Labor ideology, to his activity during the Second 
World War, to Tawney’s assessment of the reforms of the Labor 
governments of 1945–1951 and the Soviet model of socialism. The study of 
political articles and journalism of the famous philosopher Etienne Gilson 
made it possible to present him also as an engaged intellectual who compre-
hended the problems of a critical era and proposed his solutions. Important 
stage of Gilson’s biography was his participation in the world of politics, but 
the attempt to adapt Christian philosophy to solve urgent problems was met 
with misunderstanding on the part of the French political community and 
eventually led to Gilson’s alienation from politics and conflict with the au-
thorities, which ended with his forced departure from France and immersion 
in philosophy. The model of relationships between intellectuals and 
authorities under political dictatorship has been considered on the example of 
the life and work of the German conservative thinker and writer Ernst Jünger. 
The study on the basis of diary entries of the priest F.G. Sivtsev examines 
behavioral characteristics and survival strategies of the extraordinary person-
ality of the Yakut priest, his desire to be in demand under any government 
and the impossibility of self-realization in the changed historical conditions. 
The other models of relations with different levels of authorities were 
demonstrated in research and social activities of the leading figures and cul-
tural associations of Yakut national intelligentsia in the 1920–1930s. 

The third part, “The Conflict of Intellectuals and Authorities in the 
Specifics of the Locus,” deals with the active educational activities of 
intellectual communities and the practice of forming collective memory, 
reflecting the desire of the intelligentsia to defend their independence 
before the authorities in the local functional space (using the example 
Yakut national-cultural societies of the 1920s and the centuries-old history 
of Kazan University). Using the example of the Caucasian emigration, 
which formed after the complete victory of Bolshevism in Russia, the 
unsuccessful experience of using a common historical trauma for 
consolidation in conditions of victimization of the past of individual 
peoples is shown. The insufficiency for consolidating the experience of 
collective trauma is also revealed in the lines of demarcation of the 
political-ideological orientation of intellectuals in the successor countries of 
the former Yugoslavia and in the models of discursive construction of the 
positions of the “First” and “Second Serbia”. 

In this book we present only some of the results of research conducted 
in recent years. A full-scale comparative study of the historical strategies of 
interaction between intellectuals and power in various contexts of time and 
place will require the efforts of a much wider range of specialists. 
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