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Academia Pro Bono
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This essay argues that academics should develop a “pro bono” ethic analo-
gous to the manner in which doctors and lawyers donate their time to
causes they support. This labor should be given freely and not used for
scholars’ own professional advancement, and it should be directed toward
making the university’s resources available to groups that otherwise might
lack access to them.
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For American academics, it is easy to feel depressed in these times of revived
U.S. imperialism. The Bush administration shows utter contempt for democ-
racy abroad, world opinion, and the truth itself. Their domestic policy—com-
bined with a weak economy—effectively puts the squeeze on academics. The
talk around universities is that every aspect of our work will receive less funding
next year: smaller raises; fewer new jobs; less money for libraries, resources, and
travel; fewer research grants; larger classes. It is a gloomy time for progressive
academics whether our scope is political or merely professional. Our plight is
shared by progressive organizations of all sizes and orientations: labor,
antiracist, feminist, environmental, disability rights, and antihomophobic
organizations, to name but a few, and all feel the same financial pinch that we
do as scholars. It is easy to feel helpless in these moments. But the truth is that
some of us, at least, control a precious resource that could be of tremendous use
to the causes we support.

Our time.1

In both law and medicine, professionals routinely donate a portion of their
time, along with their resources and expertise, to projects they find important
and worthwhile. These volunteer efforts are often coordinated by organiza-
tions dedicated to that purpose (check out, e.g., http://www.probonoinst.org/
for one example in the law field). This is an especially powerful tool when teams
of professionals work together on a project.

It is time for progressive academics to make “pro bono” part of our ethos,
part of our professional culture. Some of us already do volunteer our time. But
why not systematize it? An interdisciplinary organization of academics dedi-
cated to making ourselves useful to progressive organizations would serve two
purposes. First, it would provide those organizations with types of knowledge
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they currently lack the resources to assemble. Second, it would force us, as
scholars, to move outside the comfortable spaces of our profession—to cross
boundaries of class, race, and other modes of differences, and to encounter
fields of knowledge where the stakes may be completely different. Pierre
Bourdieu (1999, pp. 607-626) and his collaborators remind us of just how
important such encounters are. The organizational part is particularly signifi-
cant because it would allow us to build connections between academia and
activism that outlast any particular individual or set of personal relationships.
An organization would also help pool our limited resources and work at a truly
national and international level.

It is nothing new for people in the human sciences to pursue nonacademic
projects as part of their calling. Social science scholars have, for a long time
now, worked on policy matters in a variety of roles. In addition to almost all the
traditional social sciences, there are strong traditions of policy work in women’s
studies, disability studies, public health, and many other interdisciplinary
fields. Cultural studies has a small policy tradition of its own: Tony Bennett
and the cultural policy studies school have called upon scholars to be engaged
in the derisory world of policy-making alongside the necessarily abstract world
of theory (Bennett, 1997; Miller, 1998). A movement to organize and promote
pro bono academic work would necessarily draw on all these traditions—and
cultural studies scholars could learn a lot by looking to other fields with more
established critical policy and application traditions.

Ideally, an academic pro bono movement would also push beyond policy
research and “applied” scholarship as it is currently conceived. Policy is an
important world in which we can engage. But policy tends to be a privileged
site of political engagement for academics. We are rewarded for “mattering” in
policy circles or in corporate circles. And so we need to be careful about our
choices of engagement; we should not assume a harmony between our profes-
sional and our political interests. As Jerry G. Watts (1993) wrote of advocacy
for the urban poor, so it would be for many forms of pro bono political research:
“There is no career reward within the academy for work of this intensity”
(p. 247). We will need to look beyond the policy horizon and beyond our pro-
fessional horizons to all corners of the messy world of politics and culture with
which Leftists routinely engage. We will need to make it part of our profes-
sional ethos to sometimes bracket our professional aspirations. C. Wright Mills
(1959, p. 185) famously wrote that social scientists who believed in the ideals
of reason and freedom should address themselves to three publics: those who
have power and know it, for they need to be held accountable for their actions;
those who have power and do not know it, for they need to be made aware of
and accountable for their actions; and those who do not have power and need to
better understand the ways in which their personal troubles are connected with

220 Cultural Studies ↔ Critical Methodologies • May 2004



broader social problems. A pro bono movement could work at all these regis-
ters, depending on the problem, the project, and the people involved.

Most Left organizations are underfunded and understaffed. The Right cre-
ated its many think tanks in part because they believed the Left controlled aca-
demia. This may or may not be true. But for the moment, we cannot expect
funds to come down for a Heritage Foundation of our own—even if the former
Clintonites manage to get their think tank together. For those of us who do
have academia, we must make use of the resources at our disposal—time, librar-
ies, computers/software, travel—to help forge a new balance of power between
Right and Left in the world of ideas. We should not expect a professional
reward for this behavior, and it should not be a substitute for our regular schol-
arship. Conversely, our regular scholarship is not a substitute for other forms of
political action. We are not the “organic intellectuals” that Gramsci hoped for,
that the early Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies hoped to be (Hall,
1992, p. 281). But we can make a difference. When Gramsci wrote that the first
function of the political intellectual is to know more than the other side and the
second function is to share that knowledge (cited in Hall, 1992, p. 281), his
hope was that intellectuals would make a vital contribution to a Left political
movement. As academics, we can help make the contribution, if we are willing
to make—and give—the time.

Note

1. Not all academics are in the same boat. Your control over your time depends on
your career stage, what kind of job you have, your family status, and a host of other fac-
tors. So this call is for those of us relatively privileged enough to assert some control over
our time. You know who you are.
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