AN INVITATION
By David Mathews

Moving down the runway at an ever-increasing speed, my Delta
flight to Los Angeles lifted off the surface and began a slow climb
to its cruising altitude. While this was happening, I was reading
the articles for this Higher Education Exchange. The takeoff struck
me as an apt analogy for what this issue is attempting. As Debra
Humphreys has noted, the Exchange has been moving down the
same “runway” since its inception. The central theme has been
described in a number of ways: the relation of the academy and
public life, the importance of democratic civil society, scholarship
as public work, higher education and community-building, and
democracy and deliberation.
Beginning with this issue, the Exchange is committing itself to
a systematic intellectual project - a “lift-off” if you will - powered by three distinct but related lines of inquiry. Taken together,
they will explore the different meanings of democratic politics that
are being discussed today. None is right or wrong, as Harry Boyte
observes, yet they make very different assumptions about what
self-government means and requires.
This publication is one part of a research project that includes
an annual seminar (now held in Washington, D. C.) on the relationship of the academy and the public. It provides another
opportunity for discussing the questions the Exchange will be
addressing over the next two years. I mention this because these
questions are very much open to you, the reader, and what we
hope will be an increasing number of people who find them
important.
One question that will be the subject of a series of articles is
the nature of the claims that democracy makes on higher education, which will be addressed by dealing with the claims themselves
and by looking at the way institutional higher education views
democracy. The concept that higher education has of “the public,”
especially the understanding of the public implied in the way colleges and universities behave toward the citizenry, should be very
revealing. Looking at how the citizens who serve as trustees think
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of their fellow citizens should also be interesting. Still another
approach to this question will be to ask how higher education sees
“the public and its problems” (to borrow a title). There will be
other stories like the one Douglas Challenger wrote on how institutions are providing space on their campus for what can be
described as “public-making’’activities. Students like D. Conor
Seyle will report on the impact that such efforts can have, not just
on the citizenry at large, but on a student body’s perception of its
own citizenship.
Institutional higher education is directed by presidents,
provosts, deans, and trustees. But higher education is far more
than institutions, as Jay Rosen points out it is a collection of academic disciplines and professional studies. It is the faculty. And
what is happening to that faculty is very important, as Maria
Farland explains in her article. So future issues of the Exchange
will look into the way faculty members understand their relationship to the public or public life, and more personally, the way
they see themselves as public beings - a topic already introduced
in Mary Stanley’s article. Other pieces will play out the implications these perspectives have for the way academics understand
scholarship. Inevitably, the Exchange will be drawn into the question of what it means to know and where, as a bearer of
knowledge, the scholar “stands” in public life. R. Claire Snyder
and David Brown have already raised these issues in their articles.
Higher education also has a number of other constituencies
such as professional groups like lawyers, physicians, farmers, business executives, and journalists or, in some cases, whole
communities. Ask colleges and universities what they offer these
groups and you will hear a familiar mantra: “teaching, research,
and service,” with an emphasis on service. The Exchange will raise
what may seem an odd question: “What is political about this
supposedly apolitical assistance?”This question cuts in several
ways. When a college or university enters a community to bring
technical advice or to foster economic development or school
improvement or to work for any other purpose, it structures a
relationship with the community, that reflects unstated assumptions about what citizens can or can’t do. In addition, the
assistance offered carries with it a predetermined definition of the
problem, which is usually a technical definition. That may
obscure the moral nature of the difficulty (“What should we do
about . . .’,) as well as the necessity of making public choices on
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issues that, by their very nature, require judgments on which a
number of options are most consistent with what people hold
dear. Even the technical information given to professionals carries
with it unstated assumptions about how that profession should
relate to the public. The Exchange will provide an opportunity for
asking whether the politics that academic institutions bring with
them in their relation to constituents is consistent with democratic
politics.
Consider this an invitation to contribute to the ongoing
exploration of the meaning of democratic politics and the role of
higher education. I invite you to write the editors of this publication; without you, it will be a very slow lift-off.
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