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Ever since Plato sulkily turned his back on the polis and went off to write philosophy, there has been a tension between political theory and political practice.  I hope that these reflections seem not like luxuriously airy academic speculations to those who are caught in the thick of the battle but help to give some larger conceptual frames for thinking about the tasks of democratic communication reform today.  

1.  Problems of Democracy

Ever since the ancient Greeks invented the notion of democracy, they started criticizing it for its preposterously high expectations about ordinary people.  Specifically, how was the citizenry, the demos, supposed to attain the wisdom to rule without being swayed by the rhetorical ploys of demagogues, and the even more pervasive spells of illusion that grasp all human beings?  Since its beginnings, the fate of democracy has been tied to providing the knowledge necessary for self-government.  Twenty-four hundred years of history and gigantic transformations in the relations of communication have only made this fact more acute.  In a sense, making democracy work has always been a question about knowledge production and distribution.  
The relation of democracy and necessary knowledge can be considered in at least three main ways: necessary knowledge for democracy, from democracy, or about democracy.  Each one gives us a very different look at the problem.  
The first view--that there is a basic and common body of knowledge that all citizens must possess for democracy to have a fighting chance--is usually associated with democracy’s conservative critics.  To most of us, of course, it seems only reasonable that citizens need to be able to read, write, and reason critically, and to have free access to news and views.  But doubt has been cast on people’s cognitive qualifications for democratic life from the very beginning.  Plato, one of democracy’s most ferocious critics (after all, the texts we possess from the ancient Athenians are much more anti-democratic than pro-democratic), is somewhat easy to dismiss, since by his standards of knowledge, just about everybody except for an elite few has their head full of illusions instead of real knowledge.  For him the foibles of human knowledge make democracy futile; the only hope is government by so-called philosopher-kings, those who know how things really are.  Harder to dismiss are the findings of modern survey research, which suggest that most people in fact do not live up to basic knowledge requirements (e.g. about the constitution), a finding that gives rise to regular hand-wringing among educators and others.  Any devout democrat at some point has to wrestle with the apparent oblivion or even apathy shown by an apparently large number of one’s fellow-citizens to pressing issues of public life.  You can resolve this problem in many ways--from thinking, like Plato, that the people are bovine and stupid, or, like Marx, that the people have been systematically stupefied or silenced by an unjust society, or many other options--but the nettle must be grasped at some point by every one fond of democracy.  
One of the most telling modern examinations of the problem of necessary knowledge for democracy came from the political philosopher and journalist Walter Lippmann, who basically gave up on the idea of popular sovereignty due to what he saw as built-in human insufficiencies in our ability to know and monitor the world outside, especially a complicated world like ours.  He saw the role of the news at best as a signal and beacon, a political observatory that would provide people with enough facts to make somewhat reasonable decisions in voting for representatives, though direct democracy, he thought, was a hopeless proposition in modern society.  For him, and for many others since, the availability of information is the key problem of democracy and the central role of democratic media of communication is to provide people with the cognitive materials they need to vote well.  Objectivity or truth is the highest (impossible) goal of the news.  Like Plato, he thought modern government would be carried out principally by experts and insiders--something he was no doubt largely right about. 
The second view, knowledge from democracy, criticizes as elitist and anti-democratic the idea that you can specify in advance or in the abstract what knowledge people need to have.  Instead of educating or engineering popular opinion from on high, the question here is: how to help ordinary people make public and effective the knowledge and experience they already possess?  In a handy bit of intellectual shorthand, philosopher Richard Rorty once suggested that the Right worries about Truth and the Left worries about Freedom.  The Right thinks that if people will only fill their heads with the correct ideas, they will already be on to the road to liberation; the Left thinks that if people are left (or made) free to make their own worlds and meanings, then the truth will take care of itself.  If you are interested in knowledge generated indigenously, vernacularly, and democratically--you will not emphasize conduit media of information provision, or educational media of public pedagogy, but media of popular access and expression.  The question here is not how to represent the outside world accurately but how to give voice to people whose experiences and opinions have no real political outlet or standing.  Your conception of the mission of the media will turn from accurate or objective coverage of the world outside to finding ways to get the tools of production and expression into the hands of a wide range of people, especially those on the margins.  Despite tensions between activists who want to strengthen alternative and public-access media and those who want to free intellectual property from corporate control, both agree with the idea that the question of democratic knowledge is not providing information but giving voice.  
Obviously, most people involved in media reform--whether focusing on rules and regulation, intellectual property, or the fostering of alternative media--fall somewhere in this zone, with the assumption that the problem is not that people need tutoring before they speak but rather that they need forums and access to the means of communication.  If Walter Lippmann is a good example of the idea that there is necessary knowledge for democracy, John Dewey is a good example of the idea that the problem of democracy is animating public conversation.  His own solution invoked both the appeal of art and the dynamism of science as media of public debate and discussion.  He thought the process of democratic expression and self-organization was inseparable from the knowledge or decisions that get produced in the end.  Democracy, properly practiced as a life of “full communion” among different people, would produce and disseminate its own knowledge.  Dewey, like many since, thought that democracy would show itself precisely through knowledge generated “outside the research framework.”  
I take knowledge about democracy to refer to something else: research done in the social sciences about how democracy actually works in practice.  Walter Lippmann was on the cusp of this kind of research, which was taking off in the 1920s.  One of the first major discoveries was non-voting: lots of people do not vote!  (Social science, it is sometimes said, is the study of the obvious; but in fact, non-voting was something historically new in the 1920s, compared with much more robust voter turnout in the nineteenth century.)  Another discovery was the non-existence of the fictional voter who weighs all the issues rationally; people, as it happens, tend to learn most about the parties and candidates they are already predisposed to support, and tend to vote their religion, education, and wealth.  (The best crude predictor of how someone will vote is how their best friend will vote.)  By 1962, the German philosopher-sociologist Jürgen Habermas (1989, 244) noted “the social-psychological decomposition” of basic concepts of democracy and public opinion thanks to four decades of social research on democracy and public opinion.  What he meant was this: research which was at first somewhat progressive in intent, aiming to supplement and reform democratic practices, ended up dissolving the core beliefs of democratic politics--an intelligent public, rational decision-making, and an informative and free press.  Under the glare of empirical research, the articles of faith of democracy shrunk and withered.  
The mobilization of activists, policy-makers, and academics to reconstruct democracy, in other words, does not necessarily have the positive outcome one would expect.  A lesson from earlier experience is the year-long meeting, hosted by the Rockefeller Foundation, in 1939-1940, on “Needed Research in Communications.”  On the eve of the U. S. entry into World War 2 and in the wake of a number of impressive new experiences of mass persuasion and mass media, the Rockefeller Foundation brought together many of the best and brightest academics and analysts of communication in that era, American and British, all men, in New York City to figure out what should be done.  (The fuller story is told in chapter 3 of Gary, 1999.)  In many ways, this confabulation was the symbolic beginning of mass communication research as a field.  What started as an effort to make progressive reforms, with a strong social engineering flavor, of democratic life, ended up as a long train of disillusioning findings.  These include “the narcotizing dysfunction” (the danger that paying attention to public affairs might actually lead to people to spend less, not more, time involved in social action), “rational ignorance” (that choosing not to be informed about public affairs can be an efficient husbanding of scarce cognitive resources), “selectivity” (that people are exposed to views and news that reinforce rather than contradict or even complicate their pre-existing attitudes), or the conclusion that apathy was functional and participatory democracy dysfunctional on the aggregate level. 
Of course, such research had a political context and political tendency (Lukes, 1977), and some analysts of political communication from this era (Harold D. Lasswell is a good example) took delight in the hard-hearted slaughter of democratic dreams.  Even so, the larger point, relevant for us in thinking about necessary knowledge for a democratic public sphere in 2005, is that there is a history of applied social research attempting to bring together activists and academics with the purpose of reform and it is checkered.  The research done from the 1920s to the 1960s is not of course relevant in all ways for our particular needs, but it does reveal some of the potential pitfalls of doing rigorous research about fundamental ideals.  (See Peters and Simonson [2004] for an anthology of many of the most important milestones in this era.)  It may be a mistake to make notions such as diversity, localism, creativity, voice, access, and democracy itself subject to rigorous empirical research.  Habermas’s point that you need a normative realm that obeys different laws and requires different kinds of analysis than empirical reality I agree with heartily, though I am not always sure about the theoretical scaffolding he builds to make that point.  For democracy (or any other critical concept—such as justice, truth, or love) to have a purchase it needs in some way to be distinct from what already exists.  Democracy must point to the possible, not just the actual.  Whatever else it is, democracy is a kind of poetry, a way of seeing, an imagining of the best that can happen when people take responsibility for their world and act together to make it or change it.  I agree utterly about the need for rich and engaged research about the communicative conditions of our time—and the vision of distributed research and deliberation forwarded by Sasha Costanza-Chock in one of the companion pieces is marvelous—but we should not release our most precious beliefs to the doctors of what’s possible.  Democracy requires some element of faith.  Democracy is about the impossible, or at least the not-yet, and these are things by definition not open to empirical observation.  We need research, but the research spirit cannot take over the whole project without risking a serious deflation—“decomposition”—of much that is essential to democratic imagination and activism.  
I am not advocating a head-in-the-sand obscurantism, nor a head-in-the-clouds blind faith.  Society, as a colleague of mine likes to say, is at least as complicated as a car, and understanding society, let alone changing it, requires detailed and extensive knowledge of the most variegated sort.  But the purposes, aims, and ambitions we bring to democratic reform may wilt under an empirical microscope.  By any measure--popular knowledge, interest, participation, voice, justice, access, fair representation, protection of minorities--really existing democracy has always been an abject failure.  Democracy is not an empirical concept, it is a normative one.  Impossibility is not a slur against democracy.  The stance for democracy must be the possibility of impossibility (Badiou, 1997).  
2.  Problems of Knowledge
The project of organizing knowledge is also impossible, of course.  For four hundred years at least, the lament of scholars has been that there is too much to read and know.  The SSRC’s proposal of “a more robust and better-integrated process of knowledge production in and around issues of communications policy and the public sphere” is a marvelous project and one in which we can collectively make much progress.  And yet knowledge, like democracy, is essentially intractable.  
We live in a moment, as historian Kenneth Cmiel argues, of “promiscuous knowledge.”  Cmiel does not necessarily mean anything apocalyptic about our present moment: many other moments in history have seen knowledge that disobeyed the efforts of institutional classification.  The Renaissance, with its “cabinet of curiosities,” anatomical illustrations, and exploding interest in the strangeness of the new world, with its tomatoes, maize, turkeys, and syphilis, was one such time (Daston and Park, 1998).  Francis Bacon, the spokesman for modern science, was a magpie empiricist who was interested in ants, worms, bark, and swords.  Knowledge was something in his eyes that was accumulated by heaps: he had little notion of data-reducing schemes that would cut through the piles.  The neo-classical eighteenth century, in contrast, symbolized by the ambition of the French encyclopedists to put all knowledge into a single book series, had a much tidier view of knowledge, and were inspired by Isaac Newton’s brilliant reduction of nature by mathematical formulas.  Leibniz, rather than Bacon, would be a good representative of a more neo-classical view of knowledge.  Here the aim is to streamline, to reduce, to find master categories and classifications that allow you to knock the edges off individual things and see the general pattern.  If moons, apples, and tides all obeyed the law of universal gravitation, surely other things (Linnaeus’s ordering of all living things, for instance) would yield their secrets to reason.  
For much of the twentieth century, the contrast of expert and lay knowledge set the bounds for legitimate knowledge.  Motivated by the positivist notion of professionalism and access to general laws, much of science and scholarship in mid twentieth century was in these terms neo-classical.  Today the hierarchies are scrambled.  Indeed, Jean-Francois Lyotard’s The Postmodern Condition (1979), was conceived as a “report on knowledge.”  For him, postmodernity was fundamentally a rupture in the organization of knowledge.  The traditional containers of knowledge (disciplines) were weakening, knowledge was becoming increasingly “molecular,” and its traditional rationale was waning—that the growth of knowledge would lead to the emancipation of humanity.  Even more telling, he connected postmodernity with a shift in the technologies of communication: knowledge rested not in the minds or books but in databases.  Knowledge had become separate from brains and bodies, from texts and libraries, and had taken up residence in hard drives and electronic storage devices.  (Libraries, of course, presented equally dizzying burdens of learning long before the computer, as in Jorge Luis Borges’s story, “The Library of Babel.”)  Lyotard points to the problem of distribution of knowledge: in an age rich with knowledge to an unprecedented degree, about everything under the sun, knowledge is still portioned out in person-sized bits.  One of the major problems always facing the distribution of knowledge is the ragged interface between the knower and the known.  There is an immense gap between a learner and what there is to be learned, and trying to manage that gap is sometimes called education.  If knowledge is a collective good, it still has to pass through the filter of an individual’s attention (time, experience, even body).  
That knowledge is in some deep way collective is no scandal, and certainly nothing new.  What is new is the problem of distribution.  In the positivist model, knowledge grows by peer review.  True knowledge takes place in peer-to-peer exchange, and the public is left at best as an eavesdropper, or perhaps journalists or teachers will translate the pure stuff into some kind of cruder form for popular consumption.  Now, the distinction between peer and public has eroded.  Even in the natural sciences, there is a strong element of persuasion and rhetoric (Taylor, 1996).  Both journalism and academic life today are increasingly marked by what Elihu Katz (1992) provocatively called “the disappearance of the editor.”  Gatekeepers of the border between real and fake knowledge are less confident and more overworked than they used to be; people and contraband knowledge goods are sneaking back and forth all the time.  What counts as fact, as truth, as observable reality is not only a problem for postmodernist philosophers, but for journalists and human rights investigators today.  
In a sense, the biggest market for knowledge is at an undergraduate level.  Not only are millions of undergraduates enrolled in universities at any given moment, but we are all undergraduates when it comes to almost all other fields.  In all fields of inquiry, the distribution and organization of knowledge is a problem of renewed intensity today.  Activists, advocates, and academics interested in democratic communications may not know each other or each other’s work well enough, but this is the more general fate of all knowledge workers today.  I know there is great work done in neighboring fields that would solve puzzle in my own work, but how do I find it?  And if I found it, how will I find the time and energy to master it?  Those of us fortunate to have a Ford Foundation or SSRC to bring us together can be grateful.  Both knowledge and democracy require labor.  Serendipity and social networks account for much of the cross-fertilization between different kinds of knowledge and actors; Google also helps.  Yet Google has no neurophysiological limits, but human knowers do.  Google can “read” with lightning speed, but for the rest of us, reading is always to some degree physical labor.  A key problem of knowledge, and it is the oldest one, is finitude.  Socrates made a virtue of a necessity and argued that the deepest kind of knowledge was that we were going to die (“philosophy,” in his famous phrase, “is learning how to die”).  The limits of time and energy are the great obstacle to both democracy and a fullness of knowledge.  Lippmann liked to say that the limits of attention is the first principle of political science.  
The deepest question of democracy, in other words, is funding—in the largest sense of that word.  Democracy is costly: how are citizens to pay out their time, energy, and attention?  Many will reply, accurately but inadequately in my view, that participation is a moral obligation.  I agree with the principle, but in practice, it is elitist, as those with the passion, means, and education participate, and those busy with the maintenance of life do not.  (The ancient Greeks had no truck with voluntarism: they paid people to vote, as well as to serve on juries--a living day’s wage, unlike our token jury payments today.)  Who is going to take care of the kids while citizens are out doing democratic deliberation and knowledge production?  One of the most poignant bits of graffiti I have ever seen was a comment scrawled in the margin of Stanford University’s copy of William Sullivan’s book, Reconstructing Public Philosophy.  Sullivan, a communitarian democrat, kept posing the question, “Under what conditions is civic life possible?”  The anonymous reader penciled in the response, “slavery.” 
Given our rejection of that answer, each of us remains implicated to expend our time or labor in some way.  Despite the massive differentiation in modern society, democracy has remained relatively immune to that logic: each individual is still expected to take part.  Democracy always was an explicitly amateur sport.  Its ancient Greek theorists had an unabashedly snobby attitude about expertise: it is good, they said, to play the flute, but not good to play it too well.  Only slaves attained great expertise in any single field; the free citizen was to engage in a many-sided pursuit of excellence, in athletics, love, music, philosophy, poetry, politics, warfare, and so on.  So we might, in this spirit, celebrate the waning legitimacy of expert knowledge as an opportunity for public knowledge.  But we no longer live in an undifferentiated world.  What Friedrich Schiller over two hundred years ago called “a ruinous conflict” has set humans in conflict with themselves.  The division of labor is a one-way historical street.  No one can be the master of a whole life in the way that once (elite, male) Greeks dreamed of it.  Many of us have little idea of how to change the oil, patch drywall, or replace a motherboard: how are we supposed to govern with wisdom about sewage disposal and the tax code and the refugee situation in the Congo?  The conclusion, in my view, should not be Lippmann’s, that only the experts should really decide, but rather, that despite all their epistemological shortcomings, the people can never relinquish their supervisory role over the whole way of life--sewers, taxes, and foreign policy included.  Here again democracy is a claim to a total kind of intelligence—the idea that the people always have the chance to decide how their lives and worlds should—that is impossible in fact but essential in possibility.  
Though theorists have been saying things like it for nearly three centuries, new media do in many ways seem to release democracy from old condemnations: the sentence of real time, the need for a common focus of attention, the one-at-a-time quality of public debate and deliberation.  Asynchronous and collective modes of communication do offer something new.  Democracy is not a karaoke art, where everyone gets to pretend that they are the star, but rather a choral art, a blending of many voices.  How to get many voices heard at once is of course the classic problem.  The ballot is one classic solution, since a given day can be set aside for millions to participate in, and voting is a kind of mass communication, with many senders and few receivers.  But there are other kinds as well: assembly, strike, petition, song, prayer, dance, protest.  These are all modes of mass communication (or as our Latin American colleagues say, “comunicación de masa,” meaning bottom-up flows of mass communication) in which the participation of one person does not negate that of another.  New media offer the potential of discovering aggregate forms of communication and participation.  
Perhaps the hardest thing about trying to reorganize knowledge about democracy and communication is the burden it places on the organizers.  The network of researchers must itself obey the utopian laws it proposes, mirroring the social conditions that would be realized in a just society--sharing, equality, solidarity, global reach with local purchase, no hierarchies, etc.  The network would itself have to be a vanguard or at least offer an inkling of future justice.  Communication is always recursive: you can’t imagine it, talk about it, reform it, without also engaging in it, and the vision you have of the ideal somehow needs to find some reality in the practice by which you unfold the ideal.  While I believe in utopias, I do not believe in utopias that exhaust you in even thinking about them.  Some mixture of cynicism about the way the world is and hope for impossibility seems the necessary attitudinal approach to the work that remains.  Discussion about democracy tends to oscillate between messianic hope and disappointing cynicism--and the latter can actually be useful.  Consider the wise words of Adam Michnik (1998: 326), the Polish journalist, activist, and theorist: democracy “is eternal imperfection, a mixture of sinfulness, saintliness, and monkey business.”  We need both hard-headed research about things as they are and even harder-headed thinking about the ways could be.  That democracy and well integrated knowledge are both impossible does not mean that they are not worth spending our lives on.  
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