
1 

The University, the World, and the Politics of Knowledge 

Robert Self, Associate Professor of History, Brown University 

 

Let me join my colleagues in the Dean of the College office in welcoming you to the Theories in 

Action symposium. This is the first of what we anticipate will become an annual affair, focusing 

on the work of seniors whose capstone projects engage the larger community—whether that 

means the local, Providence, or beyond in an even wider world—and I was pleased to see how 

many international project there are on the schedule. You’ve already begun the process of 

sharing these projects with one another, and tomorrow’s schedule represents an exciting 

opportunity to present your own projects and to hear from your fellow students. It is my honor, 

as a skinny kid from a small town in Oregon who once sat in your seat…it is my honor to open 

the conference. 

  To open it, I’d like to engage you in a discussion about, as the title reveals, the 

university, the world and the politics of knowledge. But don’t worry, you’ve done much of the 

heavy lifting already. Indeed, whether you know it or not, you’re already knee deep in the 

politics of knowledge. You’re stuck baby. My job, as I see it, is to urge you to see that you’re 

knee deep and to encourage you to spend some time reflecting on your surroundings. To stop 

being, for a few moments, the researcher who did project x. To step outside that specific 

identity, and to see yourself as part of a larger project of knowledge production. And then to 

ask, what is that project? And here I don’t mean the discipline you’ve involved in or that you 

study. I mean the big question. What does it mean to produce knowledge? What are the 

politics of knowledge? 
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 As a historian I know that over time the people who have most successfully changed our 

world, the people who over time have made the most thoroughly advanced a democratic 

humanism—they have had a theory of knowledge production. That is, they have been guided 

by an understanding, often a deep understanding, of how new knowledge is produced. Again, I 

don’t mean disciplinary specific methods. Sociologists do this; political scientists do that; 

ecologists yet a different thing. I mean a deep understanding of the social production and the 

politics of knowledge. The much larger social process, involving institutions and communities 

and power structures and individuals, the larger social context in which knowledge is produced. 

 Indeed, the very title of this symposium, “Theories Into Action,” suggests a theory of 

knowledge production. To my mind, “theories in action” is the answer to this question: how do 

you create new knowledge without resorting to pure ideology? One of the answers to that 

question is: you put “theories into action.” You and I live in a saturated media environment in 

which most of the time ideology passes for knowledge. On the 24-hour news cycle, without a 

doubt, ideology passes for knowledge. But they are not the same thing; knowledge is not 

ideology. You might be forgiven for believing in today’s political culture that only ideology 

matters. But that is a political corruption of a historical fact. The advance of democratic 

humanism has over time been made possible by new knowledge. Indeed, over time, ideas 

tested in the world, theories put into action, ideas tested against their opponents, these have 

had a way of winning out over pure ideology.  

 But don’t believe me. Believe the people who have come before you, the people on 

whose shoulders you stand. Let’s start with Ella Baker. But before we get to Baker, let me offer 

a map of where I’m going, a map of the talk. I’d like to take 25 minutes of your time exploring: 
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first) Ms. Baker and few people who have in their lives modeled theories of knowledge 

production; second) I’d like to sketch three elements that I believe are key to any progressive 

theory of knowledge, especially in the context of a university; and finally) I’d like to offer a few 

concluding remarks and open the floor to a broader discussion of The University, the World, 

and the Politics of Knowledge, to invite you to share some of your preliminary thoughts, or to 

pose questions, either to me or to your fellow students. 

 Ella Baker, then. Ella Baker came to mind for a great many reasons. But among them is 

that this year is the 50th anniversary of the founding of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 

Committee (which you know as SNCC). To harness the energy of students sit-ins, which had 

emerged spontaneously among black college students in the upper South in the late winter and 

spring of 1960, Baker urged, and then helped to coordinate and mentor, an all-student 

organization. This was SNCC. But Baker was no ordinary activist. 

 By the time she helped to coordinate that 1960 meeting of students at Shaw University, 

a historically black college in Raleigh that Baker herself had attended in the 1920s (she was 

valedictorian, by the way). By that time, she had been involved in various progressive 

movements since the 1930s, through which she had crafted a notion of a democratic learning 

process as fundamental to a democratic movement. What did that mean for Baker? For Baker, 

a democratic learning process was a dialectic between activists like herself—and the students in 

SNCC—and ordinary people. Baker’s vision of leadership was horizontal, not vertical. 

Knowledge and skills did not flow from the top down but across and through societies. For 

Baker and her charges, this meant, especially, listening to ordinary black people, many of whom 

were poor and lacked formal education, and developing leaders among them. 
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 What does this have to do with the creation of knowledge? Precisely. Baker’s notion of a 

democratic learning process—creating horizontal flows of experience, consciousness raising, 

and dialogue—forces us to ask that very question. What is knowledge? For Baker, knowledge 

lived in the collective experience, skills, networks, understandings, and worldviews or 

communities. Knowledge was collective and always in motion. Activists could encourage, 

develop and foster it, but it was not entirely theirs to create. It resided in a horizontal, 

democratic process, not in an institution or an individual. And for Baker, the knowledge that 

was important was the knowledge than enabled ordinary people to take control of their lives, 

the knowledge that enable ordinary people to become self-conscious actors in history.  

 If Baker advanced the concept of participatory democracy through an explicit theory of 

knowledge production, that theory (which, by the way, was not Baker’s alone—Saul Alisnky, A. 

J. Muste, Bayard Rustin, James Farmer, and a whole range of mid-century community 

organizers were working with similar kinds of theories). If Baker advanced the concept of 

participatory democracy through a theory of knowledge production, that theory went into the 

world and did important work in other places. One such place was Boston, Massachusetts. And 

here, in the late 1960s and early 1970s, we see another example of theory in action. 

The Boston Women’s Health Collective was founded by eight middle-class white women 

in 1969. They met in the kitchen of one of their members, Jane Pincus. And in a series of 

meetings, which by then had become known within the larger women’s liberation movement as 

consciousness-raising sessions, these women put Baker’s notion of horizontal, democratic 

learning into action. By talking to each other about their bodies, about sex, about their 
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encounters with the medical profession and medical institutions, and reproduction, they 

practiced the central theory of the women’s liberation movement: women talking to women.  

Between those first meetings in 1969 and 1973, the Boston Women’s Health Collective 

assembled the experiences, skills and ideas of hundreds if not thousands of women into a book 

that literally changed the world, Our Bodies Ourselves. More than simply a seventies feminist 

touchstone, Our Bodies Ourselves fundamentally changed the practice of medicine. Acting on 

their sense that institutional medicine did not fully understand women’s bodies, denied women 

active participation in their own care, and misrepresented women’s own bodies to themselves, 

the Boston Women’s Health Collective, and the women’s health movement of which it was a 

part, created new knowledge. By create, I don’t mean invent out of whole cloth. They took 

women’s collective knowledge and practices and combined it with some specialized medical 

knowledge, and combined that with a democratic theory that people ought to have the 

greatest possible participation in their own medical care—and the result was ‘new knowledge.’  

 I’d like to call our attention to one more illustration. This takes us back a bit further in 

time, but not much. In the midst of the Great Depression of the 1930s, the sociologist Robert 

Lynd called for a social science engaged in socially relevant research. In Research for What?, 

Lynd demanded that social science produce knowledge relevant to a world wracked by global 

war and economic collapse—a world where reigning ideologies still favored the mythology of 

the free market and the white supremacy of European fascism and American segregation. More 

than anything in that decade, Lynd wrote, the world needed a fearless, deeply engaged social 

research that could challenge long-held ideologies. 
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 And he did not need to look too far into the past to find examples. In the late decade of 

the 19th and the first two decades of the 20th century, progressive social science had been a 

model of precisely what Lynd demanded. Social scientists tackled the major questions of the 

day, whether it was the color line to which W. E. B. DuBois famously called attention, urban 

poverty, child labor, the abuses of industrial capitalism, poor schools, and the list goes on. 

Indeed, without progressive social science research in those decades, the New Deal and the 

government regulation of the economy that it called forth in the 1930s, would have been 

impossible. Now, this was not Baker’s horizontal democratic learning process; these 

researchers were not practicing participatory democracy or consciousness raising. But 

nevertheless, here was research doing work in the world: uncovering the number of children in 

poverty; the long hours worked by 14-year-old in factories; the number of people who died in 

industrial accidents; the age at which most workers died; their incomes when they did so. And 

on and on. In the 1930s, Lynd called for a renewal of that social engaged research, a call he 

issued against what he saw as a too orderly, professionalized, and complacent academic social 

science.  

At this point, you may be thinking to yourself: hold on, I’m not Ella baker or the Boston 

Women’s Health Collective, or Robert Lynd. I’m not trying to start a revolution or produce 

sweeping social change. I’m just trying to understand beetle exoskeletons or climate change or 

Palestinian art. Fair enough. My thoughts are not proscriptive; I hope they’re provocative. But 

what I’d like to turn to now is a more general discussion of three elements that I see as crucial 

to any research—whatever its nature or ambitions—that seeks social relevance and community 
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engagement. And I hope that whatever your project or discipline, you’ll find something in these 

elements that speaks to you and your research process. 

First, one has to listen. Indeed, listening is as a skill as important to refine as speaking—

some would argue more important. For two reasons. First, listening is crucial because the 

better you get at it, the broader your reservoir of ideas becomes. I don’t mean passive listening, 

but a process of listening, reflecting, thinking, testing, connecting and so forth that becomes 

second nature to you. This was precisely what Baker taught the people who worked with her. 

Listen. If you can create a chain of people who are listening to one another, you can create an 

impressive, ever more robust exchange of ideas. But it’s opening yourself up to input that 

enables that process to begin. 

There is an important caveat here. And this has to do with the university and the world. 

I no more believe that some authentic knowledge exists among ordinary people than I believe 

that knowledge is only created in the university. It’s just as much a mistake to romanticize some 

notion of an authentic folk as it is to seal yourself up in the ivory tower. Baker never said, go 

and listen to ordinary people because everything they say is a sparkling gem of wisdom. Indeed, 

that is a condescending notion of a different sort. Encouraging a community-centered or 

collaborative process of knowledge production does not mean simply taking at face value what 

anyone tells you. What it does mean is that you have to listen critically, reflect back, test 

theory, listen critically again, reflect, and so forth. This is what I mean a refined listening.  

Second, listening is crucial because listening is a form of speaking. When you listen 

effectively, you are communicating your own openness, interest, and engagement. It will 

astound you across the whole arc of your life, in whatever context you find yourself, how 
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effective and powerful listening can be. How much it communicates to other people that you 

are someone to take seriously; you are someone they want to be part of their project, their 

research, their department, their movement, whatever it is. But again, refined, active listening. 

From listening, we can consider the second important characteristic: translation. I do 

not simply say: speaking. Speaking in public is a good skill to have, but it’s relatively easily 

acquired. Yes, it takes practice and nerve and the cultivation of confidence. And these are not 

simple things. So let’s not diminish their importance. But let’s also make note of what everyone 

of us has witnessed: simply speaking does not mean your are communicating. Translation 

describes a more complex process that takes into account the entire relationship between a 

speaker, her audience, her subject matter, and the context. Translation is the act of situating 

research in the right context for a particular audience at a particular moment. 

Too often, translation is overlooked, because the feeling is, “the research speaks for 

itself.” Research can speak, but it’s voice is unpredictable. At the SNCC conference here at 

Brown last week, Judy Richardson, one of the SNCC organizers, related a story about how their 

research director compiled a document that contained every act of violence and assassination 

committed by whites against blacks in Mississippi during the struggle against segregation in the 

early sixties. The purpose was to document for the national press that incidents of violence 

were not single acts committed by rogue individuals, but were constitutive of a broad pattern 

of intimidation and repression. Now, when someone hands you a long, multi-page list of people 

who have been murdered and beaten, churches burned, that research tends to speak. And that 

sort of research was crucial to SNCC’s Mississippi campaign.  
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But most of the time, the community-engaged research we do does not have such a 

decisive and clear meaning. You have to translate. You have to animate and contextualize and 

explain. And that process, no less than listening, should come from a theory of what knowledge 

is and what it can, and ought to, do in the world. As with listening, the people others want to be 

around, want to be part of their projects, their research, their movement are those who have 

honed their translation skills. They know their audience. They know how to say something in 3 

minutes instead of 10. They know how to pitch their comments at the right level of complexity 

for their audience. They know how to make their research do work in the world. As with 

listening, you need to refine your capacity to speak. That’s translation. Otherwise, ninety 

percent of the time, the research does not speak. The reason that translation is part of a theory 

of knowledge production is precisely that it does not assume that the knowledge is the research 

itself. The act of translation presumes a different thing: that research uncontextualized, un-

shared (or poorly shared), research that you cannot animate to do work in the world, among 

people and institutions, then that research remains a kind of dead, petrified knowledge. 

Finally, a third essential component of an active, progressive theory of knowledge is self 

reflection. Self reflection happens on multiple levels. It can be disciplinary—“Am I asking the 

right questions?” It can be personal—“How do I carry myself, present myself to others?” But 

the importance of self reflection goes well beyond matters of individual conscience, which are 

vitally significant, but ultimately secondary to the institutional arrangements of power in which 

all of us are embedded. Thus I want you to think about self-reflection on a more global level, 

and this gets us back to the role of the university in knowledge production. It’s crucial, 

especially for those of you who are doing active, community-based research, to remember that 
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one person’s laboratory is another person’s community. I urge all of us to be clear how we 

understand the relationship between the university—as a certain kind of producer of 

knowledge—and the communities we study.    

I come from a professional world where research builds careers. But when the research 

that builds careers depends upon an engagement with communities, it’s crucial to place 

yourself in a critical relationship to that process, to understand where you stand. And even in 

your case, you may have gone into a community to do research and brought that research, that 

knowledge, back to Brown, where it does work for you, among your peers, professors, within 

the institution. It got you honors. But Ella Baker would want to know what you left behind. Did 

you mine that community for information, anecdotes, stories, and other knowledge? And to 

what end. 

I raise this issue not to scold us. And certainly not to paralyze us. If scholars did not go 

into the world, the social would be poorer for it. But the institutional relationship between 

wealthy universities and human communities outside that university is not always an equal one. 

And as researchers we need to be cognizant of and sensitive to that. There are questions of 

ethics involved in doing community-based research that cannot be ignored. How those ethical 

questions are resolved is itself a process, and not an easy one. And sometimes they are out of 

your individual hands. But knowledge is not produced in a value- and politics-free vacuum. It is 

produced in a political work in which people have different relationships to power and 

resources. Knowledge production in that context is already political—so it’s best to understand 

and confront that fact. 
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 A final thought or two. I have sketched here, quite broadly and generally, some ideas 

and practices that I see as central to a democratic humanist research project. But I don’t 

presume that knowledge production alone defines that larger project. Or that it by itself 

knowledge production does all of this work. Hey, sometimes you need people in the streets. 

And you need political organizations, indigenous organizations. Think about Ella Baker and 

SNCC and what those folks did. The point rather is that knowledge production is always an 

important, indeed essential piece of social change. And that, over time, to return to the motif 

with which I began, the combination of new knowledge, tested in the world, and social 

movements have been the primary engines of democratic change in the modern world.  

How do you create new knowledge without resort to pure ideology? How do you create 

new knowledge in a world where people would prefer to believe that knowledge is far inferior 

to ideology? Patience. Test your ideas in the world. Put theories in action. Practice a democratic 

learning process. Think horizontally, not just vertically. Open yourself, listen, translate. Repeat. I 

leave you with the words of William Appleman Williams, historian and activist: “History does 

not offer any answers. Men and women of the present must provide the answers. Hence the 

historian must return to his own society as a citizen and, with no quarter asked or give, engage 

other citizens in a dialogue to determine the best answers to these questions.”  

 


