6                                 Standing Up for the Academic
______________________________________________________________
Ward E. Jones                                                  5
______________________________________________________________

Standing Up for the Academic
Ward E. Jones

1.

In modern English, we use the word ‘intellectual’ to identify both a broad and a narrow category of person or role. The broad usage picks out someone who works in or is interested in ideas; on this conception, the intellectual is to be contrasted with the physical labourer, the white collar professional, or the person who likes her diversions superficial and unprovocative. In its narrower meaning, ‘intellectual’ applies to a small subset of the individuals picked out by the broader usage: the independent, publicly-involved person who works in the currency of ideas. On this conception, the intellectual is perhaps most usefully contrasted with the academic, someone who, like the intellectual, works in the currency of ideas, but who, unlike the intellectual, belongs first and foremost to his community.
 

The papers that make up this collection tend to emphasize one or other these usages. Papers by Carool Kersten, Jennifer Luo, and Eleonora Narvselius, for example, emphasize the first, broad usage, offering us discussions of the changing role of those who work with ideas – academics included – in particular societies or areas of society. By contrast, papers by Kjetil Jakobsen and Alyce von Rothkirch, as well as the responses by Bob Brecher and Paul Reynolds, contrast intellectuals or intellectual roles with academics or academic roles. 

In my earlier contribution to this collection, as well as in my comments here, I am largely concerned with the academic per se. This emphasis sets me at odds with all of the writers here, except for von Rothkirch. However, my discussion here will set me in a somewhat more severe contrast to not only Jakobsen, Brecher, and Reynolds, but also to von Rothkirch, as I aim to argue that there is reason not to adopt the role of the independent, publicly-involved intellectual – the intellectual narrowly conceived. This criticism does not, however, apply to the community-adhering, inward-facing academic. 
I will be arguing against just one kind of intellectual, but it is one who is fairly common nowadays. I am thinking of the intellectual who is loosely associated with one or more academic communities, and who either sometimes engages with a community or did so in the past. This person became an intellectual when she took it upon herself to spend a great deal of her time sharing her work, or the work of the field(s) with which she is familiar, with the public. In the UK, intellectuals in this mould are fairly common: think of Richard Dawkins or Susan Greenfield in the sciences, and Roger Scruton or Anthony Grayling in the humanities. Each of these widely-known individuals was at one time a card-carrying academic, but each now spends all or most of his or her time writing for a larger audience. 
I will be suggesting that, in certain areas of discourse at least, there are reasons for academics to avoid making the kind of move away from their communities that these individuals have. The kinds of discourse that concern me are more likely to be found, I suspect, in non-scientific academic communities than in scientific ones.
2. 

I begin by repeating a point emphasized in my previous contribution to this volume: a defining feature of academic communities is that they carry out controlled internal dialogues; an academic community is a group of professionals talking to each other. Academic work is, by and large, inward-looking; the academic writes to be read by his peers, and her work is constructed to make a contribution to the conversation that her peers are having. While I know of no empirical work that establishes this fact about academic communities, its plausibility will be evident to most academics who reflect upon their published work and that of their peers. 

This is how it should be, for at least two reasons. First, the work of an academic is vetted and contextualized within a larger discussion; what an academic says is, at least in the initial stages of debate, surrounded by the differing approaches that other thinkers in her field have to say on the same topic. Secondly, the fact that academics speak to each other allows, indeed forces, the conversation to move onward; those who attempt to repeat the the same point or to belabour the obvious to an academic community are not listened to for very long. By introducing and carrying on a conversation about a topic among themselves, a community can explore new ways by which people can conceive of and understand their situation, and we can newly examine the tenability of the old ways by which they have long done so. In non-scientific academic communities, like philosophy, this progress will be conceptual or discursive, as the members push each other to explore new conceptual connections, reasons, and ways of expression. In both cases, such progress would be seriously hindered if academics had to spend a significant amount of their time sharing results with a wider audience. 

The primary task of an academic, then, is to talk to her community members about her subject matter, and there is epistemic virtue in her so acting, that is, in directing her work at her colleagues in the first instance. While they are pointed inward, however, it is deeply implausible to think that academic discussions exist in a vacuum. Those outside of our community are affected by our discussions. All academics can name individual members of our communities who have had a recent but unequivocal effect on how their wider communities see their world.
 Doing so, however, is misleading; there is a wide range of mechanisms by which the work of each academic is spread beyond the academic community: professional collaboration and interaction, classroom teaching, popular publishing, public speaking, and other, more diffuse routes. The work of non-famous academics is picked up and disseminated by other academics in their field, academics outside of their field, students, journalists, and others. It would take enormous sociological and psychological work to trace and describe the influence of a particular discourse, but even without such formal investigations I take the existence of such distribution to be backed by a good deal of evidence. 

But, the question now arises as to whether academics should make the decision to ‘go public’ with their work, sharing their work or that of their community with the wider public. Doing so is one way to take on the mantle of the intellectual, narrowly conceived, the intellectual qua academic-with-a-public-face. While I do not wish to discourage the creation of institutions or roles (e.g., specialist journalists) by which academic work is shared with the public, I think that there are reasons, with respect to certain subject matters, for this work not to be done by an individual who belongs to the academic community at hand. There are reasons, in short, not to become this kind of intellectual.
3.

In my earlier contribution to this collection, I rehearsed an argument, derived from the work of Thomas Kuhn, to the effect that the epistemic relationship between an outsider and the work within a community is different for scientific and non-scientific communities. Scientific communities reach agreement; presented or published work is either shot down or endorsed by the whole community. Once unity is achieved, scientific communities have strict mechanisms for banishing proponents of dissident positions. As a consequence, when a layperson comes across a published and non-contested scientific claim – perhaps because a scientist has written a work popularizing the claim – she can trust that this claim has the backing of a whole community of scientists behind it. 
In contrast, the members of non-scientific communities do not reach this kind of agreement. Accordingly, the outsider’s exposure to a claim from a non-scientific academic community is going to be different, as that claim is not going to come with the endorsement of the community as a whole. Members of philosophical communities, for example, do not see contributions to their debates as even candidates for community-wide acceptance. Individual philosophers would like their work to be addressed, and to have influence, but they have no expectation that it will find widespread, much less community-wide, acceptance. Indeed, I suspect that most philosophers feel that a philosophical claim’s universal acceptance would be symptomatic of the community’s inattention to the topic at hand. A healthy philosophical community is aware of, and takes seriously, alternatives to the important claims in its midst. Philosophers see their work as contributions to an ongoing, exploratory discussion on a topic. 

This means that the proper attitude for an outsider to take towards a philosophical claim (in contrast to claim endorsed by a scientific community) is never that which we take towards testimony; it is thoroughly improper to see a philosophical claim as backed by the authority of those who endorse it. The proper attitude for someone to take towards a philosophical claim is as a candidate for understanding. The discussion that takes place within a philosophical community, and the various positions it throws up, are available for consideration. There is an important sense in which the layperson (just like the rest of us) must be left to her own resources in assessing the merits of and deciding whether to adopt or accept a philosophical claim.

This fact about academic fields like philosophy has an important implication in areas in which philosophers are engaging with each other on topics which could be taken up by those outside their communities, taken up in ways that could change the latter’s practices or self-conceptions. Imagine, for example, the philosophical community (or some other academic community) engaging in a discussion of problems faced by the poor, the disabled or diseased, or the dying. While academic communities are not made up of the poor, the disabled or diseased, or the dying, these communities may well be in a position to discuss the situations of such people. To bring the issues faced by the poor, the disabled or diseased, or the dying, an academic conversation may well follow a course that is useful, enlightening, or otherwise beneficial to the poor, the disabled or diseased, or the dying. Indeed, this kind of discussion – aiming at this kind of benefit – would seem to be one of the kinds of things we want our academic communities to do. What higher purpose could we imagine for our academics?  
To suggest that academics can and should engage in certain work on behalf of those outside their communities is by no means to suggest that they are in a unique position to do this kind of work. They are not. Creative artists of all kinds – musical, literary, theatrical, visual – are in similar positions. It is also important to realize that those being spoke about – the poor, the disabled, etc. – are themselves deeply reflective about their own lives, and they have always been engaged in projects through which they try and come to grips with their lives. Academic communities are different from other communities only in that they are trained in, and part of, a particular long tradition of thinking about certain central features of the human condition. Philosophers, for example, have a long tradition of thinking about the good life and its features, about the meaning of life, and about reflection upon life, issues that are clearly relevant to the poor, the disabled or diseased, or the dying; consequently, a group of philosophers, discussing these issues among themselves, have the potential to broach ideas, concepts, arguments, or correlations that are of potential benefit to persons in these situations.
Given that I am advocating that academics talk about people other than themselves, however, the following question arises: How would the poor, the disabled or diseased, and the dying feel about a group of non-poor, non-disabled, healthy academics speaking about their issues? More importantly, with what attitude will they and should they approach the conversation these academics are having? As we have just seen, the fact that non-scientific communities do not reach agreement means that they should see the discussion as offering them concepts, ideas, and arguments for their consideration. And, indeed, this seems especially appropriate in areas like poverty, disability, or disease: as themselves not in such conditions, it is reasonable to think that academics are unlikely to have a good sense of what kinds of self-conceptions will prove most useful for the poor, the disabled, or the ill.
Once the nature of academic discourse in a non-scientific field is properly recognized, then we can see that there should be no danger that those outside the community will see the internal conversation as a matter of ‘telling the poor (or disabled, or the terminally ill) how to understand and run their own lives.’ As we have seen, academic work is not – in the first instance – written for those outside the community as its audience; academics write for each other. Accordingly, the most appropriate attitude to take toward intra-communal academic work is as a dialogue which the non-academic can tap into, and in which she can find understanding, insight, or inspiration. The intra-communal nature of the academic discussion gives it an inherent, and appropriate, tentativeness. The non-scientific community will never come to agree that the work is correct, it will never endorse or back it in the way in which a scientific community does. So, the criticism that an academic community is doing anything like ‘telling’ the poor (or the disabled, or the terminally ill) how to live their lives betrays a misunderstanding of the way in which an academic discussion proceeds; there is a certain amount of humility intrinsic to the inward-looking nature of academic communities. 

However, there is a danger that this humility will be lost if a member of the community makes the ‘intellectual’ move of breaking off to share her own view of the issue or the debate. Taking her own stance, and defending her own particular take as to how a person in poverty (or disabled, or ill) should understand herself, there is a significant chance that the intellectual will be construed as patronizing, and her suggestions as condescending pronouncements from the ivory tower. This can be true even if she herself has a great deal of humility and the best of intentions. In making such suggestions, in making them her own, asserting and defending them directly to a wider audience, the intellectual will no longer be contributing to a body of work – a dialogue – that is inherently suggestive. On the contrary, she will be backing a particular subset of that work, to the detriment, it seems to me, of both the academic community being taken from and the public hoping for inspiration. The academic community loses out, because one of its ‘members’ has co-opted its conversation, taking one position, suggestion, or argument and presenting only this to the wider public. The public loses out for the same reason, as the rich, conflicting body of work created by the community has been eclipsed by the intellectual’s approximation or favoured take on this body of work.  
In the light of this, the best way to proceed, it would seem, is for academics to remain in their primary roles of writing and speaking to each other, at least when doing what we might see as academic work ‘for others’. In so far as there is a need to avoid appearing as if one is ‘telling the poor (the disabled, the ill) how to live’, so far do individual academics have reason not to make the immodest intellectual move of sharing work from within the community with those outside of the community. Again, this is not to say that academic communities should not encourage or develop institutions that will be conducive to increasing the exposure of their work. My concern is that it should not be academics – or rather, the intellectual qua academic-with-a-public-face – who do this.  
4. 

The fact that academics speak to each other severely limits the ways in which we can, professionally, contribute to the lives of the poor, disabled, or ill. Since we are not speaking directly to such persons, we cannot, as much as we might like to, ‘spread the word’ about certain things to them, to inform them or give them hope. The hope, however, is that in carrying on an imaginative, careful, internal conversation about the situation of, say, the poor, disabled, or ill, an academic community will find itself clarifying or inventing new ideas which these persons, or those who interact with them, may isolate, develop, and embrace as their own. In deciding not to defend their ideas or arguments directly before those outside their community, academics may more readily ensure that their work is properly seen as creating a body of ideas for the inspiration of the poor, and not a body of prescriptions handed down from outside their situation. There are creative possibilities to be found in a group of academics engaged in an internal dialogue, and in allowing that dialogue to stand on its own as the community’s product. 
It goes without saying that nothing that I have said is meant to discourage academic from accepting input to their discussion from outside. Nevertheless, I have suggested that academics may not be well-placed to share their positions with those outside their community, as they detract from the richness of the original discussion and because they are not themselves in a position to know what will provide the most useful forms of understanding for those they speak of. Rather, I suggest that academics should see the work undertaken by their communities as a font of potentially useful concepts, thoughts, arguments, and considerations. Academic work is best seen as a repository into which those both inside and outside the community can find inspiration. Consequently, academics who have the inclination to ‘go intellectual’, and share their work, or the work of their community, more directly with the public should think carefully about the dangers involved in doing so. 
The best way for the individual academic to proceed may be by accepting the increased anonymity of tying her fate to that of her community, by resisting the temptation to stake herself out as an intellectual and breaking off from the community in order to share work with the public. By doing so, she would trade the prospect of fame for the possibility of contributing to a rich dialogue which just might stumble upon ways of thinking about others that the latter find valuable.

Notes

�. For a more nuanced discussion of the word ‘intellectual’ and its usage, see Bob Brecher’s contribution to this collection. 


�. For example, in philosophy, Thomas Kuhn and John Rawls come to mind. 


�. For a recent discussion of this point, see Charles Huenemann, ‘Why Not to Trust Other Philosophers’, American Philosophical Quarterly 41:3 (2004), 249-258.





