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Thirteen Theses upon Re:Enlightenment

1: The inter-institutional dimension of the project is a starting point and should remain fundamental. 


2: Re:Enlightenment gathers many (participants, sites, disciplines) into one; [e pluribus unum, motto stolen for use on the US Seal from its much more literal formal meaning in The Gentleman’s Magazine] 


3: Re:Enlightenment is inflected in its conceptual horizon and practices by the various ways the networked computer changes our media sphere, where email, web, new databases, and the ‘tele-presence’ these media enable, allow our remote collaboration. 

4: The structure of a theoretical “umbrella” and separate projects allows an ongoing inquiry into the project itself, by asking, ‘what is Re:Enlightenment?’ 

5: It explores the historical hypothesis that the current mutation in media is analogous with Enlightenment remediation of earlier media. That remediation precipitated a reorganization of knowledge, and so should this remediation. To track these changes, our research efforts point back, but do so in a forward looking way. 

6: This loose initial structure will allow an interplay between the higher collective level (of the historical inquiry both 18th century and contemporary, as they serve as ‘analogies’) and more pragmatic and empirical projects (of various kinds) so the separate projects will “fuel the meta-critical debates about the possibilities of reconstituting knowledge in the contemporary era.”  

7: We look back to, value, and study the Enlightenment because that project was so successful in inventing our still essential institutions (like library and university), the discrete disciplines and professions (with methods, organizations, rewards, specialist knowledge, verification, modes of disseminating findings, etc), as well as our research values (enquiry/ catechistic learning; observation/ authority; provisional and replicable).  

8: But in the wake of the digital mutation, this tradition can now be translated and advanced in new ways (for example, by Open Book Publishers).    

9: Although we are committed to advanced forms of knowledge, we are not elitist in the sense of being exclusive, separatist and (merely) clubby; we are developing modes of open access; we plan to share our findings openly and to invite others into what we are doing.  

10: What if, instead of a “project” (with its familiar associations in science), we consider Re:Enlightenment as an “organism,” and our effort not as disciplinary or inter-disciplinary, but as an “enterprise” (with its implicit sense of boldness, daring, risk-taking). Then, it has oneness, rather than plurality and multiplicity; it is something that ‘we’ do and/or is done together.  

11: The metaphor of organism introduces the horizon of evolution, that is, development through metamorphosis, changes in form, perhaps the way an animal cell undergoes differentiation through complex feedback loops that depend upon a particular cell’s place in the larger system of the body. Could Re:Enlightenment evolve through the feedback loops between particular initiatives and its larger framing enterprise? 

12:  It grows by being embedded in a more capacious network of ‘sites’: we learn from the Enlightenment’s “far more fluid” and open knowledge systems by placing Re: Enlightenment in a larger than university network of influences. Now knowledge is not construed as an “output” of the discipline that is fixed within the institution of the university. The humanities can perhaps envision this possibility more clearly than the sciences.

13: Question: how does one understand the exchange happening between different levels, that is, between the smaller-scale, particular empirical initiatives and the horizon of the meta-level, of Re-Enlightenment as a whole? What allows the organism to evolve, develop, and change? How (to invoke a mechanistic metaphor) does knowledge production get reconfigured? How (to invoke an economic metaphor) does exchange happen between particular initiatives and the larger enterprise such that both initiatives and Re-Enlightenment advance?  

I’ll close with an idea for a title for our spring 2010 rollout event: we should call it, 

The Re:Enlightenment Exchange.

Here we would be mobilizing the rich resources of the word “exchange”: from its first OED meaning as, “the action, or an act, of reciprocal giving and receiving,” to the “mutual grant of equal interest” (in law), to the exchange of coin, to the exchange of blows (in war), to a place of trade (like the Royal Exchange), to the verbal exchange of conversation, to the telephone exchange,” to its now archaic meaning as a synonym of “change.” The word “exchange” in the title of our event would also signal our engagement with the 18th century discourse of political economy as a legacy for the 21st century. Then as now, from the South Sea Bubble to the Great Recession, the search for a stable system of universal equivalents becomes a central concern of political economy. So, in planning our first event, rather than showing the world an already coherent enterprise or organism, it seems most accurate is to describe what we are doing is setting up a material, discursive and virtual place of exchange, one that could evolve into an enterprise. Since people doing thing together never exactly becomes one organism, isn’t the postulation of Re:Enlightenment as an organism analogical or metaphoric? It may be more accurate to consider the two-tier structure of Re:Enlightnment (meta-level and discrete projects) as essentially federal (etymology from “friends”); we are separate but linked, we have particular initiatives that meet at the level of Re:Enlightenment.
