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Overview

Intellectuals influence the state, political leaders, political parties, and public policy when they voluntarily show interest, are recruited, or are co-opted: the latter happening to the most democratically motivated, as Robert Michels argued long ago with his “iron law of oligarchy.”

In all cases, however, intellectuals are valued for information and technical expertise.  A notable instance of intellectual influence on the nation state, and on the world, was the development of atomic weapons in the Manhattan Project during WW II.  

The Manhattan Project -- much of it located at Los Alamos, New Mexico – was notable for its impact but also for the deep regret many of the physicists felt due to their continued involvement in the project after V-E day: the end of the war in Europe.

(The motivation among many physicists in the Manhattan project was the fear that the Nazis could develop such a weapon.  German physicists probably could have developed an atomic weapon even more quickly than U.S. physicists but the German physicists deliberately slowed progress on such weapons once they realized the totalitarian nature of the Nazi regime)
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Political influence has several essential sources: military ability; monetary resources; the ability to elect government officials (political parties, campaigners, market researchers, etc.); information, which intellectual elites share with the media; and, most significantly for intellectuals, special and advanced knowledge of how to use certain types of information and technologies.

Information is only a beginning, however, for wielding influence.  The media – initially radio, then television, and now the Internet and World Wide Web – communicate information.  However, as many researches have shown, information alone does not cause opinion or behavior changes. 

Instead, influence flows from “opinion leaders” perceived first as trustworthy but also as competent.  

Intellectual influence on the nation state and public policy is advanced when the intellectuals involved are considered as trustworthy, which often means that their opinions agree with the policy makers.  

But as Devine (1972) has demonstrated analytically and empirically, confidence in the intellectual elite is a second necessary condition once trust has been established.

If intellectuals are distrusted their competence will be irrelevant to public policy. However, if intellectual expertise is not perceived as relevant then the putative expert does not have competency for the issue or project at hand.

These essential distinctions about trust vs. confidence and information vs. influence serve as starting points to understand the social psychology of intellectual impact on decisions in modern nation states.
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Three additional concepts must also be attended to if we are to appreciate fully both the potential and actual impacts of intellectuals:

+++ Agenda setting:  public issue concerns, government policy, and media attention.

+++  Opinion leaders who influence opinion followers and opinion isolates who are

neither leaders nor followers.

+++   Publics who share a concern with a specific issue or interest as compared to

          the total citizenry or population who can be said to constitute the “public at large.”

Extended Abstract 

Opinion influence can be wielded by intellectuals and other technical experts as well as by ordinary citizens.  

The opinion leader concept was initially developed by Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Gaudet (1944, 1968) through studying voter preferences in ordinary households – not among intellectuals or even local civic activists.

Often these local opinion leaders  (OLs) were spouses or neighbors of those interviewed but another some OLs are persons trusted in the community who are also considered more knowledgeable about issues of concern to the interviewee.  Persons influenced by OLs are Opinion Followers (OFs).

In addition to Opinion Leaders (OLs) and Opinion Followers (OFs) a third role is the non-actor or “opinion isolate.”  The isolate is neither a leader nor a follower.
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The opinion isolate is the very social type that  “mass society” theorists feared as vulnerable to a national propaganda machine such as that developed so effectively by Dr. Joseph Goebbels for the short-lived Nazi regime.

Opinion leader theories are difficult to research with precision because two distinct processes are involved.

The first process is the well-established social psychological principle that groups, communities, and other social settings tend to establish norm and value consistency; therefore, disagreement within social settings of friends, family, and colleagues is not as common as agreement, especially about political and social issues.

The second process, though, is more dynamic and represents specific changes in opinions due to leadership by especially respected persons, viz., “opinion leaders.” 

It is difficult to follow all of the “micro processes” that may result in such opinion changes even within one specific public. 

Due to these and other difficulties in researching opinion leadership, the more quantifiable concept of agenda setting (Dearing and Rogers, 1996) has tended to displace the opinion leader concept, at least among communications researchers. 

{A closely related research tradition – innovation and diffusion research – has focused more on specific product adoptions: for instance, the first notable study  -- about hybrid seed corn (Ryan and Gross, 1942) – or a later significant study, about physicians’ adoption of a new antibiotic. (Coleman, Katz and Menzel, 1966 ).  This tradition of research provides important perspectives on voters as citizens, consumers, or crowd (Devine, 2004).}
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Agenda setting research has sometimes been imprecise by viewing “the public” as one mass conglomerate.  It is more useful to conceive of multiple publics where each specific public competes to set issue priorities for the “public at large” at the same time as political and intellectual opinion leaders influence the media and government.

Because of this overlap of agenda setting and opinion influence roles it is useful in the study of the impacts of intellectuals on public policy (Devine, et al, 1981) to pay systematic attention to the ways in which opinion leaders influence the eventual placement of issues on agendas.

Some political, social, economic, and intellectual issues are consistently ranked higher or lower by specific publics; however, other issue publics may have considerable variance in the priorities assigned to issues.

Issues of war, world trade, and government control of transnational corporations will “seek out” opinion leaders among intellectuals.  This “seeking out” can center on ideologies about issues or issues may be epiphenomena for underlying economic or social conflicts.

Intellectuals may volunteer as opinion leaders or experts on issues or at other times be recruited; in the latter case, recruitment may be deliberately staged by those controlling the major political centers – political parties, executives, state and defense departments, etc.

In some notable cases, intellectual elites form opinion leadership communities that have had dramatic impacts on national policy.

A current instance is among the so-called “neo conservative” alliance in the U.S. of A where a cohesive group of opinion leaders devoted to a particular ideology promoted a view in the U.S. Defense Department that lead quite directly to the second Iraq War.  
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