


On Generosity 

They are trying to tell us. And we need to listen. 

-HILLARY CLINTON, SPEECH TO AME GENERAL CONFERENCE 

Attention is the rarest and purest form of generosity. 

-SIMONE WEIL, LETTER TO JOE BOUSQUET 

T
he last course I took in graduate school was a dissertation

seminar designed to help us transition from the some­

times collective and often receptive ways we'd done our work as 

students-taking classes, listening to discussions, absorbing ideas, 

and reconfiguring it all into seminar papers designed for an au­

dience of one-to the more independent and more active ways 

in which we were intended to go forward into the dissertation 

project, with its presumably larger intended readership. Through­

out the semester, each of us brought our draft proposals to the 

table, to be read and discussed by the group, and we were also vis­

ited by a series of slightly more advanced graduate students, each 

of whom gave us a chapter in progress, which we discussed with 

them. One of those visitors was a young woman whose disserta­

tion topic I do not remember today at all, though I remember one 

moment of our interaction at that seminar table with painful 
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clarity. The chapter she'd given us made extensive use of the con­

cept of the sublime, and something about it hadn't quite settled 

for me, so I asked her how she was defining the sublime in her 

project. She rolled her eyes-literally-and said, "For God's sake: 

awe and terror. It's Sublime 101, Kathleen;' 

I tell you this �tory not because its all too blatant Mean Girls 

Go to Grad School quality makes a particularly good case for the 

need for greater generosity in academic life (though that too). 

Rather, the instigating moment-in which I asked for clarification 

of a term whose usage I did not find obvious at all, thank you 

very much-is at the heart of intellectual work, and at the heart 

of our work ahead. The kind of inquiry that scholars and other 

writers undertake relies on the possibility of a shared 

vocabulary, which creates the conditions under which we might 

conduct a conver­sation about complex and often contentious 

ideas, in the hope that we might come to some kind of mutual 

understanding. But note that I've described the status of this 

shared vocabulary as a possibility rather than as something that 

actually exists; building that vocabulary is a project in and of 

itself, one that requires con­tinual attention and negotiation. 

It's one of the places where scholars, and particularly scholars 

in my corner of the humani­ties, push back against one another. 

Some of that pushback is com­petitive posturing, of the sort that 

I think that graduate student assumed I was engaging in. In fact, 

that I'm describing it here as "pushback" rather than as a request 

for clarification reveals the ways that our internalized senses of 

competition can cause us to interpret a question like that as 

aggressive and to respond with shame: if I can demonstrate that 

you're misunderstanding or mis­using a term I find crucial, I can 

go on to show why your project is fundamentally flawed (and, 

not incidentally, why my own work in the area is so much 

better). But sometimes a question like that 
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is important, and in fact well-intended: I want to have this con­

versation with you, but I want to ensure that we're speaking the 

same language. 

For this reason, many scholarly projects begin with the ritual 

of defining one's terms. I'm about to engage in that ritual, because 

I want to be certain that we're all beginning this project of explor­

ing generous thinking from, if not the same place, then at least 

places that are reasonably in sight of one another. But I'm also 

doing so because I am increasingly convinced that the very act of 

building a shared vocabulary that can allow us to engage in real 

conversations both across our campuses and with the world is it­

self a requirement for generous thinking. Even more: it is an act 

of generosity in and of itself. 

That's the key term that this chapter is going to try to define, 

of course: generosity. Generosity is admittedly a slippery concept, 

and particularly in the sense I intend. Is generosity best embodied 

in acts that we undertake, or values that we uphold? Is generosity 

something we feel, or something we do? In order to get at what I 

mean, I'm going to work my way through a series of ideas that 

bear something in common with the generosity I'm trying to 

describe but that aren't quite the same. In the process I'll begin 

to sketch the outlines of what I believe the notion of generosity 

might do for the university today and how those of us who work 

in academic environments might put it into practice as a key 

component of our interactions not just with one another but 

with the publics we hope to engage. 

Acts 

For starters, I want to separate the notion of generosity that we're 

working with from the simple act of giving and any apparent self-
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lessness that it may entail. When I say that the relationship be­

tween the scholars who make up the university and the public that 

university serves should be characterized by generosity, I do not 

primarily mean to say that we should all be doing more volun­

teer work in our communities, or developing more service learn­

ing projects, or engaging in any other form of "giving back" that 

you might imagine. These are all enormously important activities, 

some of which I'll draw on as we proceed, and undoubtedly doing 

more in that vein would be better. The mode of generosity asso­

ciated with philanthropy or volunteerism establishes the means 

through which those who have benefited from the advantages 

conferred by the university can pass those advantages on to many 

who do not have the same access. These generous acts can, in fact, 

enable us to create greater access and opportunity for more mem­

bers of our communities. But there are some notable ways in 

which focusing too exclusively on this material, action-oriented 

approach to generosity may cause the transformations that I'm de­

scribing to fall short. 

One of the reasons that locating generosity within generous 

acts would be insufficient in transforming the relationships be­

tween the academy and the public can be seen in the challenges 

experienced by those who spend their careers in philanthropic or 

other socially oriented fields. People who work in public service, 

and particularly in roles that are associated with a high degree of 

selflessness-think of social workers, public school teachers, 

nurses, clergy, as well as those who work for mission-driven non­

profit organizations-are highly susceptible to burnout. It's 

enough of an issue that the Chronicle of Philanthropy publishes an 

extensive toolkit on its website designed to help nonprofit em­

ployees avoid or recover from the burnout associated with their 

roles. In fact, as Adam Grant's work has explored, while giving is 
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may be hearing them out. (There are exceptions to this, however, 

to which I'll return in a minute.) 

In order to hear out the disagreements around us, we need to 

understand more fully what it is to listen, even-or perhaps 

especially-to those with whom we will never agree. Lipari notes 

that while "listen" and "hear" appear to us to be synonyms, they 

in fact describe very "different ways of being in the world. Etymo­

logically, 'listening' comes from a root that emphasizes attention 

and giving to others, while 'hearing' comes from a root that em­

phasizes perception and receiving from others" (99). Listening, 

then, is not just an act of taking-in, but a practice of generously 

giving one's focus to another. Jean-Luc Nancy similarly draws a 

distinction between the "simple" (or perhaps passive) state of the 

senses in hearing, and the "tense, attentive, or anxious state" of 

the senses in listening (5). Similarly, composer Pauline Oliveros, 

in writing about her practice of "Deep Listening; notes the ways 

she differentiates between hearing and listening: "To hear is the 

physical means that enables perception. To listen is to give atten­

tion to what is perceived both acoustically and psychologically" 

(xxii). Hearing, in this sense, is something that happens to the 

ear; listening, by contrast, is a cognitive act in which one must 

participate. So while it no doubt feels like we're hearing one an­

other all the time, the question of whether we're really listening 

remains open. 

Nancy, in fact, describes the philosopher-and perhaps, by ex­

tension, the scholar in general-as "someone who always hears 

(and who hears everything), but who cannot listen, or who, more 

precisely, neutralizes listening within himself, so that he can phi­

losophize" ( 1). Oliveros likewise notes that her Deep Listening 

practice derived from her recognition that "many musicians were 

not listening to what they were performing .... The musician was 
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of course hearing but listening all over or attention to the space/ 

time continuum was not happening" (xvii). T he desire that all of 

us bear to leap from what we hear to our sense of what we hear, 

or to our own performance, rather than lingering in the at times 

quite uncomfortable stillness required for listening, has the effect 

of foreclosing engagement rather than opening it up. So when we 

say to someone, by way of response to a complaint or a point with 

which we disagree, "I hear you; we may not intend to dismiss 

them, but we are certainly declaring the transaction complete: 

"I am done hearing you, as I fully understand your point?' By 

contrast, "I am listening" is a statement that may be too steeped 

in therapeutic platitudes for us ever really to voice it; as Nancy 

says, it "belongs to a register of philanthropic oversensitivity, 

where condescension resounds alongside good intentions" (4). 

And yet, reminding ourselves that we are listening (rather than 

piously informing others of that state) forms an invitation to re­

main open, to adopt a position of receptivity that may lead to an 

unexpected connection. To listen is to be ready for that which 

one has not yet heard-and, in fact, for that which one might not 

yet be willing or able to hear. 

This act of listening has everything to do with paying atten-

tion, and yet attention itself is a misunderstood notion. Oliveros 

argues that there are two forms of attention, the focal, which acts 

"like a lens; producing "clear detail limited to the object of atten­

tion; and the global, which is "diffuse and continually expanding" 

to take in the world (13). Her practice encourages the careful 

development of both forms, as well as the purposeful shift from 

one to the other. However, while this mode of attention is some­

thing that one who practices learns to conduct, it is not an act of 

control or effort. In fact, as Simone Weil explores, the attempt to 

pay attention as an act of will undermines actual attentiveness: "If 
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one says to one's pupils: 'Now you must pay attention; one sees 

them contracting their brows, holding their breath, stiffening 

their muscles. If after two minutes they are asked what they have 

been paying attention to, they cannot reply. They have not been 

paying attention. They have been contracting their muscles" 

(Waiting, 60). On the contrary, true attention "consists of sus­

pending our thought, leaving it detached, empty and ready to be 

penetrated by the object" (Waiting, 62). Attention requires letting 

go of the self, relinquishing will, and finding instead a position 

of radical receptivity that creates the ground for learning, for 

connection. 

None of this is easy. Like all such practices, listening requires 

practice, as well as a commitment not to let our lapses convince 

us to stop trying. As Krista Tippett has noted, 

Listening is an everyday social art, but it's an art we have ne­

glected and must learn anew. Listening is more than being quiet 

while the other person speaks until you can say what you have 

to say. I like the language Rachel Naomi Remen uses with young 

doctors to describe what they should practice: "generous listen­

ing;' Generous listening is powered by curiosity, a virtue we can 

invite and nurture in ourselves to render it instinctive. It involves 

a kind of vulnerability-a willingness to be surprised, to let go 

of assumptions and take in ambiguity. The listener wants to 

understand the humanity behind the words of the other, and 

patiently summons one's own best self and one's own best words 

and questions. (40) 

This, as you might guess, is where I have been leading us: listen­

ing is at the heart of the generosity I hope to inspire in the rela­

tionship between the university and the broader publics with 
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which it interacts and on which it relies; generous listening is the 

necessary ground for generous thinking. 

However-and this is crucial-listening as a ground for 

generosity, as a means of working through disagreement, must be 

mutual, or at least have the potential for mutuality. In recent 

years, and with increased frequency and intensity since the 2016 

US presidential election, the press has been filled with claims 

that free speech is being suppressed on college and university 

campuses, as students and faculty protest speakers whose posi­

tions they oppose, and as administrations debate whether (if they 

are permitted by law) to refuse visits from figures known to es­

pouse particularly hateful ideologies. The political Right has 

used these incidents to claim that they are being "silenced" on 

campus, suggesting that my clearly progressive-leaning embrace 

of listening could well be grounded in hypocrisy: we'll listen, 

and we'll even listen to some things that are difficult to hear, but 

we won't listen to you. What I want to be clear about is this: col­

lege and university campuses, and the communities that inhabit 

them, should not be required to provide platforms for those 

whose expressed ideologies endanger individual members of 

those communities or the collectives they form. We are obliged to 

listen, both to one another and to others, to those with whom we 

affiliate and to those with whom we disagree, but that obligation 

must be mutual. We bear no requirement to host those who have 

no intent of using their ability to speak as an opportunity to lis­

ten, but who in fact intend their speech as a weapon. Moreover, 

Krista Tippett's reference, above, to the vulnerability that listen­

ing requires of us means something fairly specific: an intellectual 

vulnerability more than an emotional one, and absolutely not a 

physical one. No one should be forced to listen to those who 

would brutalize them. Listening to those with whom we disagree 
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is always difficult, and it's a difficulty with which we should be 
willing to wrestle, but there is a threshold between the difficult 
and the dangerous of which we must remain aware. Giving our 
attention to those who would delegitimize us can help them in 
doing so-and yet, if we do not genuinely listen to positions op­
posed to ours, we may find ourselves with fewer resources avail­
able to counter them in productive ways. 

During the period when the draft of this book was open for 
public discussion, I visited a small liberal arts college where I was 
told the story of a debate held on campus in the mid-1990s be­
tween members of the faculty and a well-known if very often dis­
missed neoconservative policy maker and columnist, focusing 
on the proposal to defund the National Endowment for the Arts 
and the National Endowment for the Humanities. As the story 
goes, _the columnist utterly wiped the floor with the faculty,
mortifyingly so, in large part because he knew their arguments 
intimately-he had read them-but they did not really know 
his. They knew the ways his arguments had been described to 
and characterized for them by those with whom they agreed, but 
they had not sought out the actual basis for his reasoning, and so 
he was able to treat their rebuttals like the straw men they were. 
The problem, as Alan Jacobs might describe it, is that the faculty 
had long since entered "Refutation Mode; a mode in which 
"there is no listening. Moreover, when there is no listening 
there is no think.int' (How, 18). Jacobs argues that thinking re­
quires us to confront and resist both "the pull of the ingroup and 
disgust fo� the outgroup" (23), a process that must begin with a 
willingness to listen. 

We need, again, to be clear about the limitations of listening 
as a ground for generosity, and in particular about the different 
levels of responsibility that we bear for it. And we need to ac-

On Generosity I 79 

knowledge to ourselves and to one another that none of this is 
easy. But it's important for those of us who are disproportionately 
represented within the contemporary university and who oper­
ate with the protections of various kinds of privilege and power 

at our disposal-racial, gendered, economic, educational-to 
be willing to set our comfort aside and try to listen to what those 
with different experiences of and positions in the world might 
want to tell us. I�'s important to keep ourselves open to the things 
that we don't yet know we need to hear. Listening is, in this sense, 
a profoundly important form of interacting with the world by 
paying attention to it. It does not imply agreement, merely a will­
ingness to consider. And like the work of building a shared 
vocabulary that I've tried to engage in across this chapter, listen­
ing is of course only the first step in creating the space for a 
greater mutual engagement and understanding. But perhaps if 
we can find ways to model listening, to convey that we are listen­
ing, at least some others around us might be inspired to stop yell­
ing and just talk again. 

But genuine listening is sufficiently difficult, and thus suf­
ficiently unusual, that we often do not know what to make of it 
when we come across it. It can look like passivity, compromise, 
appeasement. We might see this in Ezra Klein's exploration, pub­
lished during the 2016 campaign, of what he referred to as "the 
Gap" in understanding Hillary Clinton, the difference between 
the ways she was popularly represented and the ways she was de­
scribed by those who knew her best. He asked them-both allies 
and opponents-"What is true about the Hillary Clinton you've 
worked with that doesn't come through on the campaign trail?" 
And the repeated answer: "Hillary Clinton, they said over and over 
again, listens:' Listening, it becomes clear, is such a radically un­
expected mode of political behavior, so outside the norm, that 
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value of-and the rewards for-having done so. This reasoning 

makes a certain kind of sense, of course, and yet the prestige that 

it relies upon too easily shades over into a sense that the more 

exclusive a publication's audience, the higher its value. If we place 

our work where "just anyone" could see it, it seems, its value would 

be significantly diminished. 

This is, at its most benign, a self-defeating attitude; if we privi­

lege exclusivity above all else, we should not be surprised by the 

limited circulation that results. And whatever the prestige mar­

ket might suggests, it is when our work fails to circulate that its 

value truly declines. As David Parry has commented, "Knowledge 

that is not public is not knowledge." It is only in giving that work 

away, in making it available to the publics around us, that we pro­

duce knowledge. Only in escaping the confines of our individual 

selves and sharing our thinking with others can we pay forward 

what we have been so generously given. Moreover, approaching 

our scholarship from this generous perspective requires less of a 

change than it might initially sound. As Peter Suber and the Bu­

dapest initiative noted in remarks quoted above, one of the key 

determinants in making open access possible is that most of the 

players in the scholarly communication chain have always been 

engaged in a process of "giving it away": authors, reviewers, schol­

arly editors, and others involved in the process have long offered 

their work to others without requiring direct compensation. The 

question is how we offer it, and to whom. 

In fact, the entire system of scholarly communication runs on 

an engine of generosity, one that does not just evade but in its way 

confounds market principles. As I noted in the last chapter, Lewis 

Hyde's exploration of the logic of artistic production acknowl­

edges art's simultaneous existence within the structures of the 

market and the gift economy, but finally concludes that "where 
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there is no gift there is no art" (11). So too the work of scholar­

ship, which exists both within the commodified world of publish­

ing and within a realm of open exchange that demonstrates 

through its commitment to the collective the ways that private 

enterprise can never fully provide for the public good. So rather 

than consigning our work to the market economy, allowing it to 

be contained and controlled by corporate actors that profit at 

higher education's expense, might all of the members of the uni­

versity community-researchers, instructors, libraries, presses, and 

administrations-instead work to develop and support a system 

of scholarly communication that highlights the strengths of the 

gift economy? What if, for instance, we understood sustainability 

in scholarly communication not as the ability to generate reve­

nue, but instead as the ability to keep the engine of generosity 

running? What if we were to embrace scholarship's existence in 

the gift economy and make a gift of our work to the world? 

In asking those not entirely rhetorical questions, I want to 

be certain to distinguish between this gift economy and the gen­

erous thinking that underwrites it, on the one hand, and on the 

other, the injunction to work for free produced by the devaluing 

of much intellectual and professional labor within the so-called 

information economy. A mode of forced volunteerism has spread 

perniciously throughout contemporary culture, compelling col­

lege students and recent graduates to take on exploitative unpaid 

internships in order to "get a foot in the door; forcing creative 

professionals to do free work in order to "create a portfolio; and so 

on. And of course there are too many academic equivalents: vastly 

underpaid adjunct instructors, overworked graduate assistants, an 

ever -growing list of mentoring and other service requirements 

that fall disproportionately on the shoulders of junior faculty, 

women faculty, and faculty of color. Turning professional positions 
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in scholarly communication, such as the managing editor ef a 

journal, into the kind of un- or under-funded service opportuni­

ties that mostly devolve onto early career scholars-perhaps espe­

cially where those positions are accompanied by the promise of 

some hypothetical future reward resulting from the experience­

is not generosity; it's exploitation. 

Labor, in face, is the primary reason that I resist the notion that 

all scholarly publications can be made available for free online. 

While the scholarship itself might be provided without charge, 

many of its authors have been paid by their employers or their 

granting organizations and will be compensated with a publica­

tion credit, a line on a c.v., a positive annual review outcome. Re� 

viewers are rarely paid (almost never by journals, very modestly 

by book publishers), but they receive insight into developing 

work and the ability to shape their fields and support their com­

munjties by way of compensation. There is, however, a vast 

range of other labor that is necessary for the production of pub­

lications, even when distributed onlioe: submissions must be 

managed and tracked as they are sent out for review; authors 

must be communicated with; accepted articles must be copy­

edited and typeset or entered into content management systems 

and proofread; websites must be hosted and designed and pro­

moted. And this labor too often remains invisible. As Martin Eve 

has pointed out "The technological imagination chat envisages 

such bright futures for scholarly communications is often not so 

good at recognizing the labour that would sit behind such pos­

sibilities ("Open Publication 33).And attempts to deprofession­

alize this labor, to wave it off as doable by volunteers, places the 

entire enterprise at risk. Unless we recognize and appropriately 

compensate publishing as labor, unless we account for chat labor 
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in assessing the overall cost of publishing, the engine of scholarly 

communication may cease to function. 

Where I am asking for generosity then-for giving it away­

it is from those who are fully credited and compensated, those 

who can therefore afford to be generous: those tenured and 

tenure-track faculty and other fully employed members of our 

professions who can and should contribute to the world the prod­

ucts of the labor that they have already been supported in under­

taking. Similarly, generosity is called for from those institutions 

that can and should underwrite the production of scholarship on 

behalf of the academy and the public at large. It is our mission, 

and our responsibility, to look beyond our own walls to the world 

beyond, to enlarge the gifts that we have received by passing them 

on to others. Those of us who can afford to support generous prac­

tices in scholarly communication must commit to making our 

work as publicly, openly available as possible, and we should com­

mit to supporting and sustaining the not-for-profit organizations 

that work to help us do so. Doing so requires that we hold the 

potential for public engagement with our work among our high­

est values, that we understand such potential engagement as a 

public good that we can share in creating. 

Public Intellectuals 

Critics of open access often argue, as I noted earlier, that the pub­

lic couldn't possibly be interested in scholarly work, not least 

because they couldn't possibly understand it, and that there is 

therefore no particular reason to ensure their access to it. Some 

critics go even further. Robin Osborne, for instance, argues that 

open access could reduce the accessibility of scholarly publications 
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In an early draft of this book, I'd described this process as one
of translating, of seeking ways to communicate ideas to a public
that might not speak the language in which they were originally
conveyed. Sharon Leon, however, wisely pointed our a need for
caution in the use of that term, which in some fields "has taken
on a sheen of condescension toward the public; emphasizing the
publ.ic s inability to understand. And in many fields such "trans­
lation" is not considered intellecrua1 work, and does nor count
as such in their systems of evaluation; it's rather a secondary pro­
ce s associated with popularizing the actual work. Coming as I
do from literary studies, [ have a somewhat dilierent view of the
notion of translation, which has been crucial to making the intel­
lectuaJ and artistic production of one culture avai.lable to others.
That translation remains undervalued, however, is dear· it is too
often imagined to be an algebraic process of substitution whereby
words in one language are replaced with words in another, with a
kind of transparency as the goal. As translation theorists uch as
Lawrence Venuti make clear however, the work of translation
requires far more in the way of interpretation than we often rec­
ognize; the translator must face the loss of "resonances and ailu­
sions" in one language while building new connections for
readers in another. Translation is thus itself a process of writing,
and one that reaches across and connects multiple cultures. It's
for that reason that the concept remains useful to me though I
understand Leon's concern. It's a concern shared by Steven Lubar,
who in "Seven Rules for Public Humanists" points to the impor­
tance for public scholars of serving simultaneously as expens
and as translators, noting that while translation may be impor­
tant to the work of facilitating public involvement in scholarly
projects, the concept too often suggests that we do the real work
in one register and then later turn it into something else for the
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outside world. For Lubar, "The work of public engagement comes 

not after the scholarship, but as part of the scholarship:' And that 

simultaneity may be the key: it's not that scholars need to learn 

to translate their work for more general audiences after the fact, 

but rather that we need to learn how to move fluidly between the 

highly specialized languages of our fields and the languages used 

outside them, to stretch across those languages and find the reso­

nances and allusions that make our work engaging. We need, in 

other words, to learn a professional form of code switching. 

"Code switching" as a term has its origin in linguistics and is 

used to explore how and why speakers move between multiple 

languages within individual speech instances. The concept was 

borrowed by scholars and teachers of rhetoric and composition 

as a means of thinking about students' need to move between ver­

nacular and academic languages in addressing particular audi­

ences at particular moments. Rebecca Moore Howard has noted 

that 

the linguistic principle behind the pedagogy of code-switching 

is that all language varieties are equally effective in their commu­

nities; that the standard variety prevails in the academic commu­

nity as well as in the communities of American commerce; that 

students who wish to succeed in these communities must learn 

the standard; and that teachers should therefore encourage stu­

dents of non-standard varieties to switch to the standard in the 

classroom. (266) 

Inescapably, however, code switching in this pedagogical context 

is deeply racialized. The injunction to code-switch, as Vershawn 

Ashanti Young has argued, requires students to "recognize the su­

periority of standard English and the people associated with it" 
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ourselves of-submit our work for publication, rent out for an 

evening-but is one that we must build, and maintain. 

And all of that work of community building-imagining the 

publics we want to be part of, developing and maintaining the 

best means of supporting their organization-needs to recognized 

not just as a form of generous thinking, but as work. Scholars must 

do a much better job of supporting members of their own aca­

demic communities who work in public modes by understanding 

that their work is not just public, but also intellectual. Conven­

tional academic modes of evaluation and assessment such as are 

used on many campuses are built on a tripartite division among 

research, teaching, and service, and too often-especially on cam­

puses with a significant research mandate-things that don't meet 

a relatively narrow set of criteria for what gets considered "re­

search" are filed away as "service; a distant third in priority. (That 

this is less true of regional comprehensive institutions, liberal-arts 

colleges, and community colleges, where teaching and outreach 

are not subordinated to-indeed, often not separated from­

research, is important to consider in the context of the ways 

that institutions are ranked and hierarchized, on the one hand, 

and the ways that the public attributes value to them, on the 

other. I'll take this up in more detail in the next chapter.) As a 

result, work that does not hew as closely as possible to the domi­

nant form in which scholarship is done is often undervalued or 

even actively dismissed back on campus. Public exhibitions, on­

line interactive projects, community discussions: too often, these 

forms of public work are granted far less weight and importance 

than a peer-reviewed scholarly article. And even when the public­

facing work takes the form of published writing, it is often as­

sumed to be less developed, less authoritative, less important, since 

it probably has not been through academic processes of peer 
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review. In fact, writing in mainstream publications is likely to 

have been far more stringently edited than that in most scholarly 

journals, since editors for mainstream publications often work 

much more closely with writers and their prose than academic 

editors. This editing process can hone an idea in important ways, 

clarifying it for both writer and reader. But clarity is too often 

mistaken for simplicity. Presenting an argument or issue in a 

straightforward fashion runs the risk of inviting not just debate 

but dismissal. And worse yet, the academic universe too often as­

sumes that a scholar who writes for a public market must"dumb 

down" key ideas in order to do so. 

As Mark Greif has pointed out, this assumption affects not 

only the ways that public intellectual work is evaluated by the 

academy but also the work that academics want to present to the 

public. In his experience editing n+l, he received submissions 

from many brilliant writers who 

merrily left difficulty at home, leapt into colloquial language 

with both feet, added unnatural (and frankly unfunny) jokes, 

talked about TV, took on a tone chummy and unctuous. They 

dumbed down, in short-even with the most innocent inten­

tions. The public, even the "general reader; seemed to mean 

someone less adept, ingenious, and critical than themselves. 

This seems to run counter to the argument I made earlier in this 

section, that academic writers need to learn some mode of code­

switching in order to enter into dialogue with broader publics, 

but in fact it cuts to the heart of the problem: we too often do 

not know how to speak with those publics, because we do not 

understand _them. We forget that many members of those pub­

lics have studied the same fields we have-that, as Martin Eve 
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in astronomy, their desire to contribute to research, their hope 
to learn more about science, and the fun they have in the process 
(Raddick et al.). 

If this is one form that citizen science takes, what might the 
citizen humanities or social sciences look like? It might look like 
museum exhibits such as Pacific Worlds at the Oakland Museum 
of California, which engaged members of local Pacific commu­
nities in the planning and development processes, with the result 
that "what you see in our galleries includes not only the input of 
curators and historians, but of people that are featured speaking 
for themselves" (Fischer). It might look like The September 11 Dig­

ital Archive, developed by the American Social History Project and 
the Roy Rosenzweig Center for History and New Media at George 
Mason University, which presents first-hand accounts of the events 
of that day, along with photos, emails, and other archival materi­
als from more than 150,000 participants, with the goal of "pro­
viding historical context for understanding those events and their 
consequences" by "allowing people to tell their stories, making 
those stories available to a wide audience?' It might look like the 
New York Public Library Labs's What's on the Menu?, in which 
participants were invited to help transcribe, review, and geotag the 
library's massive digitized collection of historic menus, making 
them accessible for research and "opening the door to new kinds 
of discoveries." It might look like the Baltimore Stories project co­
ordinated by the Dresher Center for the Humanities at the Uni­
versity of Maryland, Baltimore County, which used humanities 
scholarship as a convening force to bring community organizers, 
educators, and nonprofit organizations together with the univer­
sity in order to "help frame and contextualize narratives of race 
in American cities" ("The Dresher Center"). It might look like the 
Organization for Transformative Works, a nonprofit activist organ-
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ization that brings academic and public popular culture fans 
together in supporting a web archive that hosts a wide range of 
fan production, a journal that explores fan cultures and practices, 
and a range of other forms of advocacy for the creative and critical 
production of fans ("About the OTW"). 

What these projects have in common is that the cultural con­
cern each of them explores is of compelling interest to the public 
that the project engages, precisely because that concern belongs 
to them. The work involved is theirs not just to learn from but to 
shape and define as well. As the Organization for Transformative 
Works notes in its values statement, the network is defined by a 
"volunteer-based infrastructure" and a "fannish gift economy,' 
making clear that the organization is not just for the fans, but fully 
owned by the fans; the community comes first, in all its complex 
diversity, before the projects that it undertakes ("What We Be­
lieve"). This is a crucial aspect, as Steven Lubar reminds us, of 
public scholarship. Engaging publics in working with scholars 
to interpret, understand, preserve, and teach their cultures and 
histories-work of engagement that must be integrally part of the 
scholarship-has the potential to connect those publics with the 
university in ways that can create a vital new sense of belonging, 
but the university must be ready to understand itself as fully con­
nected and in service to the broader community. I'll dig further 
into that requirement in the next chapter. 

For the moment, however, I want to think a bit about ways that 
scholars might see the publics that they seek to engage. The rela­
tionship involved in the projects I describe above is not just a 
matter of "crowd-sourcing;' as the involvement of active public 
participation in scholarly work is sometimes described. Crowd­
sourcing has something of a mixed reputation, in fact. On the 
positive side, engaging a distributed set of participants in the work 
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process must extend to an ongoing discussion and review of the 

editorial and other principles under which community-based 

projects operate, enabling public scholarship to develop and main­

tain structures that are not just self-regulating but also self-critical. 

As my colleague Avi Santo and I argued in a white paper on open 

peer review practices in humanities scholarship, successful pro­

cesses based in communities of practice require carefully devel­

oped guidelines that foster the kinds of engagement we seek­

and those guidelines, and the community's functioning within 

them, must be equally subject to community review as is the 

work itself. The understandings that guide scholars' engagement 

with broader publics require the same guidance and the same 

commitment to ongoing review. 

Open peer review has of course met with resistance to the no­

tion that members of the public can serve as "peers." It is, how­

ever, worth considering the ways that the academy might benefit 

from a shift away from an understanding of the "peer" as a "cre­

dentialed colleague" and toward the recognition that "peer status 

might only emerge through participation" in the processes of a 

community of practice (Fitzpatrick and Santo 8). Sheila Brennan, 

in the online discussion of the draft of this chapter, pointed out 

the admirable practices of the National Postal Museum in bring­

ing together scholars and collectors in their annual symposium 

and publications, as well as in thinking through their collections 

and exhibits, which has led to a broadened sense of engagement 

with and ownership of the museum's work; this kind of engage­

ment requires those with different forms of expertise to recognize 

one another as potential peers. The importance of that recogni­

tion should not be underestimated: the way we define the notion 

of the peer has profound consequences not just for determining 

whom we consider under that label but also who considers them-
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selves to be a part of that category. As I noted in the introduction, 

Kelly Susan Bradbury has similarly explored this issue with re­

spect to the term "intellectual; pointing out the ways that, for 

instance, traditional academic exclusions of the more applied in­

terests of adult education programs from that category results 

in those who participate in such programs rejecting the notion of 

the intellectual as part of their self-definition. This rejection in­

evitably exacerbates tendencies and beliefs in American culture 

that we perceive as anti-intellectual. Opening the notion of the 

intellectual, or the peer, to a much broader range of forms of 

critical inquiry and active project participation has the potential 

to reshape relations between town and gown, to lay the ground­

work for more productive conversations across the borders of the 

campus, and to create an understanding of the extent to which 

the work of the academy matters for our culture as a whole. 

If the purpose of public scholarship lies in helping members 

of the public undertake their own projects and assisting them in 

understanding and executing their roles as authors and interpret­

ers, as Ronald Grele argued of public history as far back as 1981, 

scholars require an entirely different relationship both to their 

work and to the communities within which it is embedded. But 

what would happen if we were to open up not just our under­

standings of the terms through which we describe intellectual or 

scholarly work today, and not just our practices in engaging in that 

work, but the very institutions in which we spend our work lives? 

What would be required in order to transform our colleges and 

universities into places where this public-oriented, generous think­

ing can flourish? This kind of openness was one of the goals in 

the original establishment of the public land-grant colleges and 

universities under the Morrill Act, which authorized and sup­

ported those institutions in bringing crucial knowledge to the 






