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In sowing the seeds of the Public Philosophy Journal at the intersection 
where philosophy encounters questions of public concern, we are caught in 
a daunting vortex of cross currents. From one direction, the prevailing winds 
of public sentiment bring an abiding wariness of academics in general, and 
of philosophers in particular. From the other, hot air rises from the academy, 
carrying its discourse high above the public upon which the academy too 
often looks down in disdain. 

Sowing, however, has always been a hopeful risk. 

In this case, it is rooted in the enduring belief that the ground between phi-
losophy and a democratic public can be fertile soil for ideas that enrich the 
earth we share. This play of hope and risk can be traced to the very origins of 
philosophy and democracy in ancient Athens. Socrates, of course, was sen-
tenced by the people to death for his attempts to situate philosophy at the 
center of political life in Athens.1 And yet, just before dying, Socrates him-
self enjoins his friends—   and us—never to relinquish the attempt to seek the 
truth of things through words as a means by which to create a more just and 
beautiful world. He reaffirms the hope at the heart of a philosophical life pur-
sued in community with others.2 

This hope that our world might be made more just and our lives more ful-
filling through shared attempts to seek the truth of things, by pursuing wis-
dom together in public dialogue, animates the seeding of the Public Philos-
ophy Journal. 

There are two dimensions of the PPJ as an endeavor. When combined these 
two dimensions make it at once unique and fragile. First is the conviction 
that practices of collaborative scholarship can enrich public life. Second is 
the recognition that practices of publishing are capable of creating publics 
animated by a shared vision of the common good. Both of these aspects of 
the PPJ are caught in cross-currents that threaten its success. 

Practicing Scholarship

Let us begin with the idea that scholarship, when practiced in and with the 
public, can enrich both public and academic life. The very idea that we might 
blur the distinction between the academy and the broader public by inviting 
publicly active citizens to practice scholarship along with publicly engaged 
academics stands against two countervailing winds that trace their origins 
at least to 1950s America. From one direction blows the deep anti-intellectu-
alism that took root in mid-century American life and continues to blow hard 
today. In Anti-Intellectualism in American Life, Richard Hofstadter suggests 
that American anti-intellectualism is rooted in the two main modes through 
which intellectuals have traditionally addressed the public:

In the main, intellectuals affect the public mind when they act in one 
of two capacities: as experts or ideologues. In both capacities they 
evoke profound, and, in a measure, legitimate, fears and resentments. 
Both intensify the prevalent sense of helplessness in our society, the 
expert by quickening the public’s resentment of being the object of 
constant manipulation, the ideologue by arousing the fear of subver-
sion and by heightening all the other grave psychic stresses that have 
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come with modernity.3

Today being a “public intellectual” still means speaking publicly in one of 
these two modes. As experts, intellectuals often are sought to provide insight 
into the most pressing public problems of our time; as ideologues, intellectu-
als join the fray of partisanship that has long perverted politics from a shared 
effort to create conditions for fulfilling lives into a factional contest of self-in-
terested expedience. Even as right-leaning media outlets from Fox News to 
Breitbart undermine the idea of expertise itself and demonize academia for 
its alleged preference for leftist ideologies, more mainstream popular press 
outlets, from The New York Times to The Huffington Post, continue to turn 
to intellectuals in one of these two registers; and intellectuals are very often 
willing to play the role of expert or ideologue in exchange for increased pop-
ularity and an elevated profile.

Here, indeed, the anti-intellectualism so deeply ingrained in contemporary 
American culture is reinforced by academic professionalism to further alien-
ate the academy from the public on which it has always depended. Nowhere 
has this professionalization had more pernicious effect than in the discipline 
of philosophy in twentieth-century America. As Richard Rorty has empha-
sized, during the 1950s, philosophy sought to professionalize in order to con-
solidate its legitimacy as a serious technical discipline. As a result, it turned 
away from the public and, even within the university, turned in upon itself.4 
This self-imposed exile, born at least in part of the toxic politics of the McCa-
rthy Era in which the publicly engaged, critical practices of philosophy were 
recognized as a threat to the stability of culture and American dominance, 
gave rise to what Reiner Schürmann still in 1994 called the “pleading style” 
of philosophy:

Today, the most widespread philosophical style in the United States is 
that of litigation, and the most outstanding trait of how it is stated is 
sallying forth, standing out in the sense of attacking.5

If intellectual engagement with the public is marked by expertise and ideol-
ogy, within the academy these modes often are translated into a combative 
form of litigation. Robert Nozick captures its signature when he characteriz-
es philosophy as a “coercive activity”: 

The terminology of philosophical art is coercive: arguments are pow-
erful and best when they are knockdown, arguments force you to a 
conclusion.6

The culture of coercion had so saturated the profession of philosophy that 
in 1988, when Richard Bernstein addressed the American Philosophical As-
sociation as its president, he explicitly called for a “healing of wounds.” His 
address seeks to calm the winds of discord, and in so doing it opens a path 
to the intersection between philosophy and the public where the PPJ seeks 
to take root and grow. 

In that 1988 presidential address, Bernstein calls us to nurture communi-
ty and solidarity by practicing philosophy as “an engaged fallibilistic plural-
ism—one that is based upon mutual respect, where we are willing to risk our 
own prejudgments, are open to listening and learning from others, and we 
respond to others with responsiveness and responsibility.”7 For Bernstein, to 
be engaged means to be open to the world and those we encounter in it; to 
be fallibilistic is to recognize the limits of our own capacities to understand; 
to be pluralistic is to respect and indeed embrace the diversity of perspec-
tives that enrich our public life.8

Practicing philosophy as engaged fallibilistic pluralism means that we need 
to enter into dialogue with one another as learners. This requires us to cul-
tivate habits of scholarship that nurture ideas, colleagues, and communi-
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ties capable of responding with grace and nuance to the most complex and 
difficult problems of our time. Horst Rittel and Melvin Webber have called 
such problems “wicked,” not because they are evil but because they are so 
intractable that the very articulation of each as a problem is itself a problem.9 
Addressing wicked problems, from climate justice to poverty to inequality 
to healthcare, requires a diversity of expertise from a wide range of fields, a 
deftness of imagination, and a generous willingness to set aside differences 
so that we are able to seek solutions together. To do this, we must learn to 
think together about wicked issues, respond to ideas in collegial ways, and 
develop practices of critique that help us refine our approaches rather than 
alienate us from one another as we seek to create a better life together.

The unique formative peer review process we have adopted for the PPJ is 
designed to cultivate just such habits of scholarship. At its core, formative 
review is a collaborative effort to enrich the work under consideration. This 
is decidedly not a coercive activity; nor it is a matter of evaluative litigation. 
Rather, formative review is a structured form of peer engagement rooted 
in trust and a shared commitment to improve the work by saying difficult 
truths in ways they might be heard. Rebecca Kennison speaks of “peer en-
gagement” as a process designed “to encourage the best possible work by 
the best possible minds.”10 This captures well the spirit of the formative re-
view process the PPJ seeks to nurture. To facilitate formative peer engage-
ment oriented toward enriching the scholarship under consideration, each 
review is assigned to a review coordinator whose work it is to ensure that the 
review process unfolds in a collegial and caring way. 

Formative peer review at the PPJ is designed to create a culture of shared 
scholarly practice between a composer-nominated reviewer who is publicly 
engaged with the work addressed by the submission, the composer, and 
a complementary reviewer identified by the peer review coordinator.11 The 
reviews are structured around four basic concerns: (1) the relevance of the 
work to the public with which it is engaged; (2) the accessibility of the ideas 
advanced; (3) the intellectual coherence of the piece; and (4) the extent to 
which it is connected to the ongoing scholarly conversation within the acad-
emy. Reviewers are asked to bring their best selves to the process and to re-
spond to the work as they would to that of a friend whose success they seek 
to foster. Structuring the review according to these four registers shapes the 
work in ways that might resonate with broader public and academic com-
munities. The process cultivates a more responsive and responsible public 
intellectual activity. In this way, publicly engaged citizens beyond and within 
the academy partner in practices of scholarship and in scholarly publishing, 
collaborating in structured ways to ensure that publications enrich public 
life.

Making Publics

At its heart, publishing creates publics. The PPJ understands publication it-
self as a practice of public philosophy. Here the distinction Paul Boshears 
makes between publishing and publication is instructive: 

Publishing is about making stuff knowable, publication is about pub-
lic-making. Public-ation is a process, like saturation—the process of 
saturating—or maturation—the process of maturing.12

If the PPJ is to be a true public-ation, its process of public-making must cul-
tivate and support habits of public scholarship that empower the creation of 
articulated publics. John Dewey introduces the idea of an articulated public 
in his seminal essay, The Public and Its Problems. There he suggests that the 
creation of a genuine public involves attaining a specific level of integration 
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and coherence. Without which, he says, “publics are amorphous and unar-
ticulated.”13 

Drawing on the same horticultural metaphor that has shaped the work of 
the PPJ from its inception, Dewey describes how a public might come to 
articulate itself:

Dissemination is something other than scattering at large. Seeds are 
sown, not by virtue of being thrown at random, but by being so dis-
tributed so as to take root and have a chance of growth. Communica-
tion of the results of social inquiry is the same thing as the formation 
of public opinion.14

Inspired by Dewey’s suggestion that social inquiry is the distributed struc-
ture by which a public comes to articulate itself, the PPJ has adopted a struc-
tured formative peer review process that encourages engaged citizens from 
within and beyond the academy to work together through shared practices 
of writing and revising to redress wicked problems in public life. In this way, 
the PPJ aspires to be an ecosystem of scholarly communication responsive 
to and responsible for the creation of flourishing articulated publics.

In her essay, “Public Knowledge,” Noëlle McAfee identifies three intercon-
nected ways by which a public comes to be articulated in the Deweyan 
sense. Articulated publics need, first, a deep understanding of the conse-
quences and history of human action. Second, they need public knowledge 
“of where they want and are willing to move as a political community given 
all the constraints, consequences, trade-offs, competing values, aims, and 
necessary sacrifices they discover in their deliberations.” Third, they need to 
be able to reconnect this public knowledge to local communities where it 
can take root in ways that enable the flourishing of public life.15 The PPJ nur-
tures all three interconnected dimensions of an articulated public by focus-
ing its efforts on deepening public knowledge through structured practices 
of formative review. 

Here our approach diverges from a long tradition of journal publishing in 
which peer reviewers served largely as gatekeepers. This tradition grew in 
the nineteenth century out of a desire to protect publishers from publish-
ing anything embarrassing; but by the twentieth century it had devolved 
into a set of practices that served to advance the career and consolidate the 
authority of the editor behind a façade of wider academic legitimacy.16 This 
gatekeeping approach to peer review, which focuses primarily on evaluating 
the quality of completed work to determine if it is worthy of publication, has 
cultivated debilitating habits of severity and critique that often inhibit at-
tempts to enhance scholarship and advance knowledge. 

Our approach to peer review at the PPJ moves in a different direction. 

Rather than orienting peer review toward evaluation and gatekeeping, we 
adopt a formative engagement approach in which all participants enter into 
dialogue with one another as learners committed to enriching the quality of 
the submission under consideration. This formative orientation is ground-
ed in the recognition that we learn to think together and refine our ideas 
by providing feedback to one another and revising our work based on the 
feedback we receive.17 By shifting the peer review process from evaluation 
and gatekeeping to formation and shared learning, we hope to transform 
the practice of peer review into a catalytic activity that promotes intellectual 
growth and discovery. Formative peer engagement is thus rooted in capaci-
ties of collegiality through which we work together to improve the work and 
enrich public life.18 Here the credibility of the review depends not on how a 
clever critique prevents a submission from being published but rather on 
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how a helpful suggestion makes the publication richer and more responsive 
to the questions with which we are concerned.19

The PPJ formative peer review process is thus designed to advance all three 
interconnected dimensions of what Dewey calls an articulated public. By 
bringing publicly engaged colleagues together in a structured formative re-
view process oriented toward making the work more relevant, accessible, co-
herent, and responsive, we integrate an understanding of the consequences 
of human action into the publication process itself. By holding ideas ac-
countable to what is discovered together through the formative review, we 
cultivate habits of public knowledge. And by collaborating with colleagues 
doing public work in local communities as reviewers, curators, and co-com-
posers, we ensure that the most urgent and pressing questions of our time 
emerge from communities, are refined by communities, and ultimately re-
connect with communities. 

Thus the PPJ attempts to articulate publics through its practices of pub-
lic-ation.

As we put it in “Public Philosophy and Philosophical Publics: Performative 
Publishing and the Cultivation of Community,” an essay that tills the theoret-
ical soil in which the seeds of the PPJ have been sown: 

we believe that inchoate publics will become articulated publics only 
when the practices of public scholarly communication are thoroughly 
infused with a spirit of collaboration and participation, so that authors 
and readers can engage in productive dialogues and ultimately be-
come collaborators with regard to issues of public concern.20

Even as new modes of open peer review in a digital age emerge and devel-
op, peer review itself continues too often to be understood in instrumental 
terms as a means to the product of publication. Publicly practiced formative 
peer review, however, is critical to the discovery, development, and refine-
ment of ideas that animate public life. To invite publicly engaged commu-
nity members into this vital and, when practiced in the spirit of an engaged 
fallibilistic pluralism, revitalizing scholarly practice is to begin to nurture ar-
ticulated publics capable of responding in nuanced and imaginative ways to 
our most wicked problems. 

This is the hopeful risk we take in sowing the seeds of the Public Philosophy 
Journal in this maelstrom where the public need for wisdom is as urgent as 
the academic need for relevance. Perhaps here at the intersection where 
philosophy engages questions of public concern and the public collaborates 
in the practices of philosophical scholarship, we might begin to reap a more 
fulfilling life together by creating publics capable of cultivating a more just 
and beautiful world.

Michigan State University
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I appreciate Chris Long’s vision for the PPJ’s system of review for a few spe-
cific reasons rooted in my own area of scholarship. As a student and scholar 
of rhetoric, I have long been interested in a view of discursive exchange that 
promotes growth, broadly speaking. Long articulates growth, learning, and 
peer review in the PPJ’s model. He understands the PPJ’s work to include 
urging philosophers to embrace a culture of inquiry that includes rather 
than excludes and that seeks to engage rather than relegate. 

This vision is not only a break from traditional models of academic peer re-
view in philosophy, it stands as an alternative view to what many understand 
to be the aim of “rhetoric” more generally. Rhetoric is more often associat-
ed with competition, pitched as zero-sum, and about vanquishing an op-
ponent in a kind of verbal contest. It is much more rarely viewed as a means 
to resolve conflict or to engage in a process of mutual understanding. The 
more competitive view has a history and a name: agonistic rhetoric. Rhet-
oric scholar Debra Hawhee writes about the connection of rhetorical wran-
gling and athletic contests like wrestling, noting that the agon or ‘contest’ 
has some seductive qualities: spectacle, drama, and the promise of a victory 
or prize.1 Hawhee draws a portrait of rhetoric as a “gathering of forces” that 
proved compelling in ancient Greece.2 No doubt, this brand of agonistic ex-
change remains compelling in its modern forms today on cable news and in 
social media. 

But academic peer review as an agonistic contest need not be defined by a 
struggle among combatants. As Hawhee notes, Plato offered a translation of 
agon rooted in discovery, a process of learning.3 Hawhee elaborates this view 
in the first chapter of her book with a reading of Hesiod’s Works and Days, 
proposing an interpretation of agon as a mode of engaged interaction that 
transforms its participants. It is this spirit that the PPJ wishes to reclaim in 
the process of review, the idea that participants can come to the exchange as 
learners and that all involved might be enriched by the experience.

Michigan State University
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Today, public discourse can seem like a contact sport (or a war zone) as 
feuding factions argue with each other on political and ideological grounds, 
scarcely taking the time to consider and address each other’s arguments 
before the next volley is launched.  The notion of a “collective search for truth” 
has begun to seem almost quaint.

The mission of the Public Philosophy Journal, as defined in “Practicing Public 
Scholarship” by Christopher P. Long, could not be more timely. The journal’s 
stated effort to build bridges, encourage collegial and reasoned debate, and 
seek truth in a space that is open not just to credentialed scholars but to the 
general public is intended to encourage honest, shared discourse among 
colleagues and even among intellectual adversaries.

Long outlines the many ways in which, historically, scholarly discourse has 
been further removed from the public sphere and argues for a return to a 
form of peer review that is more collaborative discussion and truth seeking, 
less gate-keeping. There are surely significant benefits to be had both by 
scholars and by those outside the academy.

The challenge for the PPJ, for it to truly take root among non-academics, 
will be for its editors to identify the “publics” who will benefit most from en-
gaging in the formative review process. Even a fully revamped, kinder and 
gentler peer review process is still – to some extent – a creature of the acad-
emy, closely tied to the need for publication as a facet of tenure and promo-
tion.  Those outside of this system, while not concerned with tenure, might 
be interested in engaging in a rigorous discussion about pressing current 
issues with other smart, engaged people all of whom agree to the terms of 
the debate (collegial, respectful and responsive to the assertions made, not 
lying, and so forth).  As Long mentions, the process of discussion itself could 
lead to the strengthening of ties among participants, a creation of commu-
nities around a shared concern. Having trained scholars coaching others in 
productive ways to moderate, referee, and otherwise keep the conversation 
moving in productive directions could be invaluable, particularly for groups 
that are just getting started.

There is a real and exciting opportunity for the PPJ to encourage community 
discussion and debate on the most pressing issues of our time. There is huge 
value in taking the skills and expertise of trained philosophers and modeling 
the sort of reasoned, profound, and even transformational exchanges that 
would have pleased Socrates. For that to happen, we’ll need to remember 
how and why the “public” will want, need, and enjoy engaging in these con-
versations.

New York City

Nancy L. Maron (nancy@blueskytoblueprint.com) is president of BlueSky to BluePrint, a strate-
gic consulting firm dedicated to supporting leaders of digital initiatives in publishing, libraries, 
and higher education. Her work with the not-for-profit organization Ithaka S+R helped to ad-
vance the need for digital initiatives to adopt business practice in order to become sustainable. 
Today, Nancy works with clients to define, test, and refine assumptions about new and existing 
programs and products. She serves as president of the Foundation for the Yonkers Public Li-
brary and vice president of the library’s Board of Trustees. 
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