The public intellectual: Bridging the scholar/activist divide

The public intellectual, to my mind, is one who not only engages in civic life, but is motivated by a sense of responsibility and a shared humanity to “be of service.” This is guided by a simple statement: Be the change you want to see in the world. It is, more academic lingo: prefigurative praxis. There are at least four strategies being useful, for making change:

1. Public dissemination of research/ideas: The case of Open access

2. Civic engagement: Walking the walk

3. Subversive Teaching 

3. Norms-based research

1. Public dissemination of research: The case of Open Access

The public intellectual free shares her intellect, research, thoughts and ideas, with the broader community - through public lectures, media interviews, and popular and academic articles 

This strategy counteracts monopolies of knowledge, which Innis identifies as biased idea structures that control and legitimate – or authenticate – knowledge. They further promulgate and reinforce power imbalances within society while at the same time concealing such imbalances 

According to Innis, knowledge monopolies develop in conjunction with closed communications. I think it’s fair to say that monopolies of knowledge and the unequal power relations they foster, are the product of closed knowledge production. 

The academy is perhaps one of the main producers of monopolies of knowledge, aside from industry and privatized science. The academic journal publishing system – as one example - is heavily reliant on copyright and expensive subscriptions, which effectively restrict this knowledge to the rarified environs of the ivory tower.

In stark contrast to closed knowledge production open knowledge production releases information from corporate (if not state) regulation. This reclaims knowledge from the sphere of scarcity and enables it to circulate freely based on public need and interest. 

Open knowledge production is a self-conscious practice that has historical and theoretical roots in the technical development of the computer and computer networking.

· Sharing source code >> 1955, SHARE; 1960s, MIT hackers; 1984, Free Software Movement

The Free Software Movement mounted an official copyright challenge in the form of General Public License or GPL. This afforded various protections for a programmer’s source code, but prevented it from becoming proprietary, that is, closed. It also modeled a method of generating knowledge, free  and open source software.

The Creative Commons initiative is one major outcome of the FSM, moving the copyright debate to another level. Declaring only “some rights reserved”, Creative Commons uses private rights to make public goods:

An official definition of open knowledge emerged to compliment this copyleft licensing scheme. “Apiece of knowledge is open if you are free to use, reuse, and redistribute it”. This definition lays out the principles that define open knowledge and that open knowledge licenses must satisfy.

The idea of open knowledge production has now moved beyond software, into cultural production, and also into academia, with initiatives like open access journals, open genetics, open geodata and open content.

In recent years, public access to academic research has been increasingly restricted, due in large part to the concentration of corporate academic journal publishers. 

These publishers rely on the free labour of academics – in terms of writing, editing and reviewing – yet claim the copyright for all articles and continue to increase subscription fees beyond the rate of inflation. This makes their journals unaffordable to many universities, whose libraries have been forced to cancel subscriptions, reducing the number of titles they carry
This has led to an Age-of-Information paradox: While the academic publishing industry has exploded since the 1960s - in tandem with the growth of our  so-called “knowledge society”, the circulation of academic ideas has stagnated, even decreased.
The open access movement, which supports free and open access to all scholarly research online, has contested the old (print-based) publishing model, demonstrating that knowledge is a non-depletable resource – a public good, and not a commodity. 

The result of the corporate academic publishing regime is closed knowledge production. This constrains the circulation, exchange – and therefore expansion - of knowledge worldwide. Access to scholarship is declining even as the global academic community continues to expand. New and cutting edge research is largely inaccessible to students and faculty in all but the wealthiest universities.  

An open-source software – Open Journal System – has evolved as part and parcel of the Open Access Movement. The explicit goal of this software was to help liberate peer-reviewed academic knowledge and put it in the public domain, thus increasing the circulation of ideas and the potential for democratic debate over society’s most pressing issues. John Willinsky conceived the idea for this software (1998), because he believed in making publicly funded research more accessible to the public in order to promote academic freedom, the public use of reason, and deliberative forms of democracy.
It is incumbent upon academics to resist the ever-expanding copyright regime by: 

1. using CC licensing;

2. publishing only with open access journals;

3. ignoring copyright placed on their published work and/or;

4. self-archiving

2. Civic engagement: Walking the walk

We learn by doing; we learn what we do. Form informs our perspective; the medium is the message. We also learn by example; by what others do. So what we do outside the classroom matters as much as what we do inside of it. Students are more impressed – a greater impression is created – when our students see us doing and living what we say. Practicing what we preach Engaging in civic life, in the life of our communities (outside of academia!) is important, can take myriad forms: joining campaigns, attending demos, supporting student-organized events, volunteering for community groups – all this show students another way to be. It teaches (through doing) how to be a citizen – instead of a mere consumer. Not the content of citizenship, but its form.

3. Subversive teaching: How - not what - to learn

But being a public intellectual requires more than making one’s research accessible and participating in one’s community. It requires a focus on - and revisioning of - teaching; that is teaching as an ongoing process, rather than a finite action repeatedly taken up. Students are another link academics have to the “real world”. The classroom is really a portal on the world and a terrain for the change-making we want to provoke.

Teaching as process; not end goal, not product

Teaching should be useful (relevant); thus it begins with the student and her needs (not the teacher’s)

The most useful teaching is teaching for survival. 

The essential survival strategy (thus the essential goal of teachers) is to cultivate “crap-detection.” 

This idea is strongly influenced by medium theory - Marshall McLuhan’s idea that the medium or container affects perspective, rather than the content transmitted by that medium. But a medium is not merely the technical form - a television, a newspaper, the Internet - but the symbolic environment of a communicative act.

Medium theory focuses on the characteristics of a medium rather than on what it conveys or how information is received. A medium is not simply a newspaper, the Internet, a digital camera and so forth; it is the symbolic environment of any communicative act; it is a process. Media, apart from whatever content is transmitted, impact individuals and society. 

Thus it is the form of education, less than its content that is problematic. It creates the “intellectual paraplegic” (Postman).

How to teach “crap detection”? (Postman)

The “inquiry method” >> whereby students direct their own learning, beginning from what they know, and working toward what they want or need to know to be independent, autonomous members of a community.  

By learning to ask questions, and learning to distinguish the important questions, students learn how to learn. And thus they are equipped not just to go out into this world, but to engage in it and - goddess forbid - change it.

Concepts belonging to the old canons of education are still prevalent today – even in post secondary ed:

· absolute and fixed truth

· certainty 

· isolated identity

· fixed states and “things”

· simple causality

· knowledge as “given”. 

We need new intellectual strategies for survival, for crap-detection, for forming an “anthropological perspective” - ones informed by undervalued concepts like:

· relativity, probability, contingency, uncertainty, function, structure as process, multiple causality, incongruity.

4. Commitment to norms-based research

This final strategy for teaching survival is fairly self-explanatory. But then again, maybe it isn’t. As critical, radical, activists scholars, we need to: 

1. Dispense thoroughly with the myth of objectivity. There is no such thing as the objective researcher. No research is unbiased, neutral for nothing touched by human hand, heart or brain lacks subjectivity;
2. Conduct research on subject matters that matter, where outcomes have social value and use. Research should not be commoditized, nor commandeered by the state

3. Be human: research should be sensitized to the communities being researched; avoid at all costs establishing a dichotomy of the “knowing researcher” and “ignorant research subjects”; this leads to irrelevant, out of touch work.




