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Yves Citton

Rethinking “Impact”
between the Attention Economy and the Readerless Rablic of Letters

Time is in short supply, so my argument will be densed, and therefore apparently
dogmatic. | will sketch seven reasons why we shaliktance ourselves both from the
promotion of “impact” as an appropriate measura stholar’s output and from its knee-jerk
rejection as a scandalous, oppressive and humiidtirm of control of scholarly wotk My
main points will be that we all crave for impact fgainderstandably so), that the current
definition of “impact” tends to hide what it clainis reveal (and should therefore be rejected),
but, more importantly, that the very framing of pact” rests on an obsolete conception of
how and why we do research. To put it bluntly: wi# Bang on to the traditional idea that
articles and books are made torbad (by a maximum of people), whereas we should accept
the fact that they are mostly made tovr#ten—independently of who does or does not end
up reading them.

1. It's the economy, stupidImpact’ is the buzzword of the dayMartha Nussbaum
recently wrote recently in a much celebrated es&ad by ‘impact’ the government means
above all economic impaét”’Over the last twenty years, a number of procesihave been
set in place throughout the academic world, fromveia to London, then from Shanghai to
Paris, attempting always more precisely (and moeafmtinely) to measure researchers’
output. From the emergence of tReblish or perishrule of survival in the US academic
jungle to the rigid ranking of French periodicaisoi three classes of “excellence”, and all the
way to the precise calculation of each individuasearcher’'s “H-factor”, our age seems
obsessed by a contradictory urge to produce as radcblarly writings as possible, and
simultaneously to expect all these writings to ‘@kc

As the “buzzword of the day”, “impact” translategd two categorical imperatives:
Write (as much as you can) aB@ read(by as many influential readers as you can reach).
These two imperatives are overdetermined by comglteconomics on at least three levels.
First, as Martha Nussbaum writes, a number of etialumof scholarly production come from
governmental agencies, which tend to reduce resdarthe “Research and Development”
model of technological innovation: universities aanceived as incubators of “new ideas”
ready to be appropriated by investors eager toigegjobs and profits to fuel (or jump start)
economic growth. While this expectation microeconomiempact might make some sense
for certain fields of research (nanotechnology,asanergy, etc.), many other fields of
academic inquiry feel trapped in a model that ttenes and denies their very existence—
hence the success of Martha Nussbaum claim thaduh®anities aré&lot for Profit

1| express my gratitude to Marianne Dubacq, Chpisés Newfield and Eric Méchoulan, who triggered and
fueled my reflection on this topic.

2 Martha Nussbauri\ot for Profit: Why Democracy Needs the Humanitigaceton University Press, 2010,
p. 128.



At a second deeper level, “impact” is framed byrexoic reasoning insofar as it comes
down to a matter ohccounting Whether in nanotech or in 18th-century Frencérditure,
doing research costs money (if not in labs and yfan@achines, at least in salaries).
Universities have to measure their input (paying baildings, libraries, heating, cleaning,
staff, etc.), so it is not totally unreasonableattempt to measure their output (degrees
granted, patents obtained, papers and books patllisétc.). At this accounting level,
“impact” attempts to measure the effective outputegated by academic institutions, in a
“cognitive” phase of capitalism where universitles/e taken over the role previously played
by factories in the age of “industrial capitalism”

At a third more fundamental level, the buzzword “whpact” expresses the total
colonization of our mind by the logics of econompioductivism. Social beings do not exist
in the virtue of what they are, but through whagéythproduce (within an ontological
imperative according to which production is boumdilessly to “grow”). More to the point,
their production can only be accounted for throughrket value. The evaluation of a
researcher’s output will therefore consist in jgta number on his or her contribution to our
economic growth. Certain civilizations valued theear existence of “masters”, secluded in
out-of-the-way temples, absorbed in self-sufficiensdom; ours values not so much the
sharing as the profiting from the cognitive capitddas accumulated. Science and wisdom are
not ends in themselves, nor even the keys to arb@tidividual and collective) life; they are
means of production geared towards the maximizati@tonomic growth.

“Impact” is the name of these three superposedrdagé productivist expectations
applied to academic research. It should be seqmadsand parcel of a long-term trend of
economization of our Western civilization, whictarsed around the beginning of the™8
century. It is very easy for politicians and unsigr administrators to state the obvious to
those who resist against the new procedutassthe economy, stupidfet, it is necessary for
all of us to measure the particular form of stugyighherent to the economic logic.

2. It's economic stupidity! The denunciations of the many absurdities of “iatpare
certainly welcome, since the very mechanisms sqtlace to promote the production of
“excellence” often tend to stifle it. With a fewass of delay after the first whistle-blowing in
the USA, French academics have recently been msgired in their denunciations of the
counter-productive nature of such mechanisms. Aisws governmental offices, independent
agencies and newly “autonomized” universities stibjall enseignants-chercheur$o
countless new procedures of collective and indiMidad evaluation, many in the academic
community have stood up to denounce the naked @ibgof Impact’'s new clothes.

Among countless other examples, Grégoire Chamawtinedted the various rules of
behaviour expected from a scholar eager to maxirfim@act”. don’t do research, write
papers; slice your book into five articles; quotauly friends so they quote you in return;
become an academic “troller”; minimize your unprciilke time (preparing classes, grading
papers). Christophe Genolini and his colleagues dug ifte tletails of the mathematic
formulas developed by the French ministry in ortleradapt university funding to the
productivity of individual researchers, uncoveritigat (in the Humanities) the change of
status from “publishing” to “non-publishing” cost rasearch team 15 032 eutoSuch a

% On cognitivevs. industrial capitalism, see Yann Moulier Bouta@pgnitive CapitalismNew York: Verso,
2012, as well as the dossier published in the is3@ieof the journalMultitudes entitled “Universités /
Multiversitudes” (Winter 2009), available online btip://www.cairn.info/revue-multitudes.htm.

* Grégoire Chamayou, “Petits conseils aux enseigramrcheurs qui voudront réussir leur évaluation”,
Contretemps February 2009 (available online at http://wwwitetemps.eu/interventions/petits-conseils-
enseignants-chercheurs-qui-voudront-reussir-leafuation)

® Christophe Genolini et al., sYmMPA: dissection d'un modéle”, 2009 (available onlinat
http://christophe.genolini.free.fr/administrationtdecharger/SYMPAdissectionDUnModele.pdf),



change of status, however, can result from theIsifiget that the demoted scholar was stupid
enough to spend the past years working (hard) @papng a scientific edition of an
important text—an activity not rewarded within @riteria selected to quantify “impact”.

It would be too easy to remind evaluators that diegil is in the details. Yes, the
procedures of quantification and classificationcheebe improved, since, like it or not, they
are here to stay. We may hope for our civilizatiorreduce its fanatic endorsement of the
productivist madness which is currently leadingstraight to the ecological abyss (for which
the more appropriate motto might PeblishAND perish. In the meantime, we have to face
(rather than deny) the fact that economics is aduang religion, thasometranslation of our
research activity in terms of “impact” will be imged upon us, and that it is in our best
interest to improve the current translations, whiuteaten stupidly to kill the very economy
they were designed to bofist

The punctual, marginal and progressive improvenoérihe procedures of evaluation,
however, will not suffice. We need to take moretatise and identify the imperative of
“impact” within a broader civilizational contexmn ldoing so, we need to come to terms with
our own contradictions and ambivalence as scholars.

3. Gimme impact! Let’'s face it: we all crave for impact. Who in tteeademic
community—apart from a few dozen “stars” towardsomhwe all look with much envy—is
not deeply frustrated by the pathetic lack of impaer wonderful work has over society at
large? Don’t we all write our books and articlesonder to be read, admired and cited by as
many people as possible? Isn't it the very purpoflseur work: to be “published”, i.e. to
“circulate among a public” as attentive and as vwadssible?

The first and most important problem should theneefoot be located in the stupid
econometricians who miscalculate our impact, buhenlack of traction which prevents our
individual and collective research to reach itseptil public. Instead of turning our
impotence into resentment and incrimination agaittstse who simply reveal our
powerlessness, instead of denouncing the absummoaials of Impact's new clothes,
shouldn’t we rather look in the mirror and face taet thatwe (the supposed Emperors of the
world of Research) are disturbingly naked?

There certainly is as much to criticize and impravehe traditional way academics
publish (and fail to publicize) their output asriés in the way this output is quantified by
the new model armies of impact calculators. Newdote did mankind have at its disposal so
many data, analyses, debates, propositions. Neefareb has there been so wide a gap
betweenwhat we could daollectively, if these mountains of informatioreflections and
debates were properly circulating among us, amdt we actually fail to dodue to the
frustrating shortcomings of our mediatic infrasture, which largely excludes (or
dramatically misrepresents) academic thinking witbiir current public and popular debates.

Some hope may be put in the development of themedia, whose emergence is likely
to upset many entrenched (bad) habits and develapmore inclusive) ones. It would be too
hopeful, however, to expect the digital age spcenasly to reshuffle the cards in a way that
would provide better and wider impact to the recledhat deserves it. For the World Wide
Web only exacerbates an underlying problem whicat ihhe unspoken root of most debates
about “impact”. It is again a problem of economyt blia rather different type: the attention
economy.

® For a very powerful and suggestive critique of th&rent mismeasurement of scholarly work in the
Humanities, see Christopher Newfield, “Ending thaedBet Wars: Funding the Humanities during a Ciiisis
Higher Education” Profession2009, p. 270-284 as well &nmaking the Public University. The Forty-Year
Assault on the Middle-Clas€ambridge Mass., Harvard University Press, 2008.



4. It's the attention economy!Over the past twenty years, coming from very dieer
disciplines (marketing, psychology, managementjodogy, political science, rhetoric, art
history), several important publications have pregahe ground for a major rethinking of
conventional economic theorfe€Economics as we know it is in charge of maxingzthe
production of goods within conditions of scarceoteses. As the 2Dcentury has developed
a society of “affluence” for at least a quartemadrld population, our relation to scarcity has
progressively evolved. In the old days (and in mpasts of our current world), the economic
worry consisted in producing more “stuff”, so timabre of our basic (material) needs could be
satisfied. Those who talk about an “information ist¢ often substitute a scarcity of
information for a scarcity in material goods. Bas, Richard Lanham noted, “information is
not in short supply in the new information econoMie’re drowning in it. What we lack is
the human attention needed to make sense of it &il'bur information-affluent societies, the
new scarcity is no longer material goods, nor imfation itself, butattention the time and
capacity to plug one’s mind to a certain sourcenaintal stimuli, within the context of a
distressingly superabundant supply of availablawgations.

We cannot make any sense of the issue of “impaittiowt taking into account this new
context provided by the attention economy. We anld to live in a world of superabundant
information. It is not an offense, nor a humiliajaor a disgrace to publish without being
read: it is ever more likely to become our commate-ffrustrating as it may be. The tables
should be turned: we must learn to consider itrg gpecial favor, a blessing, a true grace, to
have anybody pay any attention to what we publisa.Réep imagining “the public” (whether
we refer to thegrand publictuned to mainstream media, or to the small cirdésour
colleague scholars) as an attentive hunter, eagentp on any catchy innovation rearing its
head from the most hidden corners of the forest. dMauld learn to consider our newly
published book or article for what it really ismaessage in a bottle, thrown into a wide ocean
saturated with floating debris.

The status and measurement of “impact” are to bstidally reconsidered within the
current attention econorfiyfor a text to meet a reader should not be consitla minimal
requirement, but a miracle. And even in our agel usavinner-take-all policies, it appears as
unfair, cruel and absurd to use the good forturjeyed by some blessed members of the
academic community, in order to sanction those wiewen’'t lucky enough to win the
attention lottery.

" For basic references on the attention economyfcsdastance Michael Goldhaber, « Attention, Meapiand
Meaningfulness », available on http://www.well.cosgr/mgoldh/attmean.html, 1996; Philippe Aigrain,
« Attention, Media, Value and Economics kirst Monday 2: 9-1, September 1997; Jonathan Crary,
Suspensions of Perception. Attention, Spectaclete@dviodern CultureCambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1999;
John Beck & Thomas Davenpofthe Attention Economydarvard Business School, 2001; Jonathan Béllee,
Cinematic Mode of Production. Attention Economy dhe Society of the Spectacldanover: Dartmouth
College Press, 2006; Franco Beraihie Soul at WorkLos Angeles: Semiotext, 2009; Dominique Boullier,
“Les industries de I'attention : fidélisation, d@keou immersion”"Réseaud 54: 2009-2.

8 Richard LanhamThe Economics of Attention. Style and SubstandkeimMge of InformationUniversity of
Chicago Press, 2006, p. xi.

°® Of course, one could accumulate quotes dating haclntiquity, where authors complain about the
overcrowding of the publishing scene. Renaissandtens were merely imitating Latin authors whenythe
expressed their frustration to see sheets pulleah fiheir unforgettable work used to wrap smelly fis the
market. Enlightenment thinkers, Romantic poets amdnt-garde novelists have joined a similar chorus,
deploring the superabundance of “low” entertainmestich deprived their “high” art from its deserved
audience. The true novelty of the attention econamyot to be found in such subjective feelings and
deplorations, but in the sheer number of peoplelirad in reading and writing, in the increasingpdaportion
between what is available and what can be readiratid new plasticity of our social organizatidag/ards the
orientation of our collective attention.



Dominant approaches to the attention economy aegedetowards marketing and
management. Their goal is to help individual playain the lottery: how to catch readers’
attention? How to keep it? How to transform it irdaotion (in terms of consumerism,
management or political activism)? Scholars eagendrease their H-factor would certainly
be well-advised to read this management and maikeitierature (although it rarely goes
beyond what the Monty Python aptly named “the bjoatbvious”). But the intellectual
ecosystem affected by issues of “impact’ needs toajperoached as a whole, beyond
individualistic and opportunistic lines of flighiEor it is the very notion of “impact” which
should be called into question, and ultimately ctgd, in light of our current attention
economy.

5. Impact and the shock doctrineln its most basic manifestations, the attention
economy is a matter of catching people’s eyes ard, ef short-circuiting argumentative
chains, and of triggering a desired reaction in imers of the audience. From this point of
view, “impact” is only one of the many rhetoricakapons pulled out of the administrative
bag when it comes to slashing budgets, increasiaghing loads, freezing hires, or closing
whole departments—all in the name of “the Econontther civilizations erected Holy
Prophets, oracles, Aristotle, the Koran or a Sungkas the ultimate source of Authority—
since no civilization can function without its massignifier (Lacan), its final vocabulary
(Rorty), its “factishes” (Latour). Although our Eaamic Idol is being shaken on its feet, it is
still playing its regulating role which, like theoly Prophets’, the oracles’, Aristotle’s, the
Koran’s, the Sun King’s and all other factishegshave its functional necessity. Within our
current systems of beliefs and modes of argumemntasictions are made acceptable by being
budgeted, budgets are designed by quantifying iapdtoutput, and therefore outputs need to
be measurable, visible, palpable. “Impact” is thene of a scholar’s palpable output.

Of course, unbelievers could ask disturbing quastiovhy do we need precisely to
measure the social impact of a research program8lhcentury French literature, while
nobody even thinks of measuring the social imp&enoadvertisement campaign for SUVs?
Here again, instead of rejecting the question opaoh as offensive, disrespectful and
irrelevant, academics should reclaim it forcefullgnd call for every profession to be
subjected to a rigorous evaluation of its measeralfects on our common social life. Such a
heretic broadening of the notion and use of “impaculd reveal two of the essential hidden
assumptions which make it such a deceptive weapdhe hands of our accounting priests
eager to sacrifice the Humanities on the altarafriomic Necessity.

First, it would reveal a very general and dramdiimdness affecting all of our
conventional economic calculations: our sacred sgiea with growth (as measured by the
holy number of the GDP) prevents us from askingstjaes abouthe directionin which we
want our economies to grdfv Advertising campaigns for SUV certainly have sosoet of
impact over their audiences and over our economhlarge. The true (but rarely asked)
guestion is: does this impact push us in the ridinection? Here again the academic
community could turn the tables and say: “Gimmeaoctmny day, and let's compare where
our various activities push us collectively!”

Second, a more careful reflection loow academic research pushes us in what direction
would reveal the profound impropriety of the vention of impact. An impacted object is set
in motion, transpierced or destroyed through soore af shock The current administrative
accounting of “impact” metaphorically projects nsan imaginary of bullets, shrapnel and car
crashes,—well attuned to Hollywood blockbusters, totally inadequate when it comes to
understanding how academic inquiry really works.

9 For a historical perspective on this disorieneférence to growth, see Yves Citt@azirocratie. Trés
curieuse introduction a la biopolitique et a latigue de la croissan¢dlaris: Editions Amsterdam, 2011.



It is hard not to contextualize the impact frenziyhi the broader script described by
Naomi Klein as theShock Doctrine The High Priests of Economic Neoliberalism (Milto
Friedman and his Chicago boys) have constructeehrankably efficient political scenario
wherein some form of initial shock (an earthquaképod, an epidemics, an economic crisis,
a financial crash) is exploited to “reform” socigag if it could be reconstructed from a tabula
rasa, on the sole basis of individualistic marketelobexchangé’s

“Impact” owes some of its lure to the shock do@riA successful research project is
supposed to shock the academic community into afaew of thinking: its ripple effects can
be traced through the widening circles measuredthgion indexes. Thomas Kuhn'’s changes
of “paradigm”, Schumpeter’s “creative destructioa’tradition of “shock and awe” cultivated
by modernist art, as well as some remnants of #€4 “revolutionary” rhetoric can easily be
mobilized to support an imaginary of catastroplmesharge of periodically regenerating the
world of research. H-factors and impact calculatiaregurally complement the more
traditional metaphors of “dead-wood” professors amdolent tenured civil servants, in
portraying the academic world as a somnolent boalyways in need of periodical
electroshocks in order to remain awake. After tlae @n crime, the war on drugs and the war
on terror, our tireless military imagination seizéte imaginary of impact to invent yet
another trigger-happy adventure: the war on deamtiwo

6. Ecosystem, percolation, pandemonium and the decaoh of icebergs What can
be opposed to “impact”, once it has been appragyiatescribed as the name of the neoliberal
restructuring of the academia? Some hope can balfiouthe social movements developed in
France and across Europe in opposition to the etmoneasures set in place to implement the
measurement of impact (mainly through a refusalfilo out the forms provided for
evaluation). But we also need a broader perspeeciik an alternative model, in order to
counterbalance the persuasive weight of the shockide. This alternative model could be
built on at least three main points.

First, the individualistic approach (which undesligne whole construct of conventional
economics) is fundamentally inept and inapt, wheromes to explaining and nurturing our
collective capacity to innovate. Yes, inventionsd atreations result from unpredictable
initiatives and bifurcations operated by individeat monads, in a logic well described by
sociologist Gabriel Tarde since the end of th8 déntury?. But such creative moves are only
made possible by a “network” of relations (Latouo), the “biopolitical” power of “the
common” (Negri and Hardt), by the particular prames of an intellectual, social and
anthropological “medium” (Ingoldj. In other words: it takes a whole ecosystem for
individuals to be able to do research.

Second, the constitutive process of this ecosysests on a slow percolation from
below, rather than on the disturbance of periodidattroshocks. More precisely: in order to
have any impact on a system, electroshocks nedduetuised medium for their effects to
ripple through the system. Apart from episodic motaeof disturbance, the daily fabric of
intellectual inquiry is powered by its capillaryxtare: its reactivity to any form of impact
does not rest on the “excellence” of a few Nobelistars and lottery-winners, but on the
multiplicity of players (“losers” included). Therattured medium of academic research

1 Naomi Klein,The Shock Doctrine. The Rise of Disaster Capitalisomonto: Knopf, 2008.

2 0n Tarde, see Maurizio LazzaraRyissances de I'invention. La psychologie économidge Gabriel Tarde
contre I'économie politiqueParis : Les empécheurs de penser en rond, 20dBamo Latour and Vincent
Lépinay, L'économie, science des intéréts passionnés. lnttaxh a I'anthropologie économique de Gabriel
Tarde Paris : La Découverte, 2008.

13 Bruno Latour,Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actetwork-TheoryOxford University Press,
2005; Antonio Negri and Michael HardEommonwealthHarvard University Press, 2009; Tim IngoBking
Alive. Essays on Movement, Knowledge and Descniptiondon: Routledge, 2011.



works best when it is allowed to percolate fromtdwot up, i.e., when a multitude of
individual and collective initiatives are given ttime and the means to pursue their course, at
the pace of their own singular dynamics.

Third, the collective form of intelligence respdulsi for the development of our current
technoscience, while often steered from above bigamyi agenda and political rivalries, has
been fueled by a generally chaotic regime of palrathd redundant circuitry, which could be
adequately described by the term of “concurrent#iat term had not been unduly restricted
to the sole aspect of competition. Discoveriesmagle by a multitude of researchers, labs,
programs working in parallel towards similar objees: they “run together” (they “con-cur”)
in the same direction, sometimes sharing theirstatesults thanks to the establishment of
collaborative structures, sometimes competing mace for patent and fame, often simply
ignoring each other’s efforts. Redundancy allows éme’'s mistake or madness to be
corrected by the others’ common sense.

In a recent book describing how the human braifiopss the amazingly complicated
task of reading, Stanislas Dehaene appropriateceOdelfridge’s image of theandemonium
to illustrate the simultaneous parallel firing ofany neurons in charge of identifying the
letters of a word. This “assembly of daemons”, wheach demon responds to one stimulus
and where their parallel single-minded efforts gatee a powerful form of collective
intelligence, provides the best model to accountthi@ complex mix of collaboration and
competition involved in the nervous system. “Congabef close to one hundred billion cells,
the human brain is the archetype of a massivelgllghisystem where all neurons compute
simultaneously. [...] The massive parallelism of pla@demonium results in a substantial gain
of time. Each daemon accomplishes an elementaky igschecking to what extent the
stimulus letters match its target wotd”

Even if it would be simplistic to conceive colledi intelligence as modeled on
neuronal circuitry, the pandemonium structure pitesia suggestive image of the dynamics
of academic inquiry—an image well designed to cerbdlance the lure of “impact”, along
with its idolatry of “excellence”. If a zealous adnstrator of the pandemonium kingdom
decided to reward only those “excellent” demons vgod an accurate response over the
previous cycle of shots, in order to demote theddgaod demons and push them to early
retirement, the whole dynamics of the pandemoniwnuld/rapidly grind to a halt. It is ironic
to see policy-makers attempt to boost scientifguiny by imposing the individualistic regime
of impact and excellence at the very moment wheeaehers are beginning to understand
the prevalence of “swarm intelligence” in countleksnains of human activity. Collective
intelligence works best when it operates as a swaankling problems through multiple,
parallel, often redundant moves.

“Impact” and “excellence” undermine the power ofltiplicity, which is the effective
source of our collective intelligence. The policies evaluation, reward and punishment
enacted under these catchwords amount to decapitagbergs in order to collect only the
“outstanding” members of the academic community-H#isese members could “stand out”
without being supported by the other members ofctvamunity. It takes an ecosystem to
nurture research, as it takes a multitude to protrideéoenefits of swarm intelligence.

7. Towards a readerless Republic of Letter€he curious paradox of the swarm
analogy is that the collective intelligence of tiees seems to emerge in spite of their relative
indifference to each other’'s behavior. Members sfvarm-like multitude “feel” rather than
know what the other members are currently doingchEaf the many demons of the
pandemonium fires his shot without bothering to dowate it with the others. The neuronal

14 Stanislas DehaenBgeading in the Brain. The New Science of How WelRéaw York: Penguin, 2010, p. 45-
46.



pandemonium allows us to read texts, even if ndrieeoneurons attempts to find out what its
neighbor is doing. Such is also the dynamic ofitibernet, which is only a very loose, simple
and minimally coordinated structure, whose collectintelligence rests mostly on the
computing power of the personal machines connetiied, as well as on the personal
knowledge and curiosity of those who communicateuth it>.

These very diverse forms of collective intelligencenspire to suggest the same
puzzling conclusion, which goes against our modtreached conceptions of scientific
inquiry: reading each other’'s work may be less intgparfor scholars than writing their own.
The idolatry of Impact rests on the (apparentlyiobs) assumption that a book or an article
produces its effects (its actual output) when iread, and that these effects are directly
proportional to the number of people who read anoteyit. While there is certainlgome
truth to this assumption, it may be judicious, mnclusion, to try and scratch under the
surface of this commonsensical self-evidence.

As noted earlier, the current academic policieseekpeach scholar to publish a
maximum of papers (to boost her productivity fagterhile simultaneously expecting these
papers to be read and cited by a maximum of ottteslars (to boost her impact factor). Add
the fact that the number of scholars, programstnmlg, publishing houses has exploded
during the second half of the 2Ccentury (along with the unprecedented increase in
enrollments in higher education), throw in the atideequirement of fostering
interdisciplinarity, which expects scholars to remafloat in three or four disciplinary fields
in parallel—and you’ll have the basic mix of algtig conundrum: we are all so busy writing
our papers that there is virtually no time leftéad what the others are publishing.

Time is in short supply: this was the central pahimy argument, which, condensed
and dogmatic as it was, still devoured precious tesof your attention. Under the pressure
of maximizing your H-factor, these precious minutesuld probably have been invested
more productively in writing your own paper. Econsta call this the “opportunity cost”,
which measures what you are likely to gain fromiaewg activity, in comparison with what
could be gained from the other activities you choseto perform instead. Affluent lives in
affluent societies put an ever higher opportunaggtdo any endeavour—with an ever higher
price to pay in terms of psychological pressurege do an ever more unbearable
embarrassment of choices. As the number of jourr@sferences, symposia, seminars,
websites, distribution lists and social networkwveh@&xploded over the past decades, the
opportunity cost of reading a given text tendsdodme infinite, threatening to crush the very
possibility of readintf.

Reconsidered in the light of the puzzling workirdswarm intelligence, this growing
disincentive to read may not be as absurd andsasuliaging as it seems. Sending a message
in a bottle need not be an act of desperationp@g &s writing the message provides a self-
sustaining experience. What if the collective dyrmanof discovery benefitted more from
scholarswriting papers than from these papers being read by attigolars? The very
imperative of “impact” would collapse as deceptared misguided. The superabundance of
virtually unread publications would be as much aseato cheer rather as a source of
frustration. The most radical theorists of demacratodernity dreamed of a society in which
everybody would be an artist, a writer, a researchscholar. With more than half a class age

!> See Benjamin Bayart, “Comprendre la structuretedtmet pour comprendre son impadfoRev'47 (summer
2011), p. 10-15.

16 Defenders of “impact” policies will rightly stre¢isat the need to read our colleagues’ work iseslgvbuilt-in

the impact machine, since familiarity with the @nt research constitutes a basic criteria for sepap be
accepted in a prominent (i.e., high impact) jouraademic writing needs to display its readingsider to be
validated by the academy—a fact which constitutethe same time a catalyst and a barrier to innowvator
practical advice on how properly to refer to boakse has not read, see Pierre Bayard’'s provocatsaye
Comment parler des livres qu’'on n’a pas luB2ris, Editions de Minuit, 2007.



endowed with a Bachelor's degree, we may be welloon way towards such a highly
desirable world, in which the creative drive isesgpally and intensely shared that intellectual
and artistic production is valued for itself, inéepently of the improbable encounter of a
rarefied audience.

A readerless Republic of Letters may therefore Io@ta contradiction in terms. A
pandemonium of parallel and largely redundant meseprograms, more absorbed in their
own development than in reading their neighborsuits, may very well be the future towards
which we are already steering full speed aheadhowitfacing the disturbing consequences of
this common evolution. Research as an esoterivitgctnay be as valuable as the exoteric
results it officially produces.

The perspective of a readerless Republic of Letter®netheless deceptive, because it
rests on a simplistic alternative. On the one héine,obsession of “impact” ties us to an
obsolete conception of academic research, domirmtele figure of the reader. On the other
hand, our productivist frenzy sketches the altéveatandscape of an academic world
dominated by the figure of the readerless writeo. $ihgle side of this binary choice is
satisfactory.

We are neither bees nor demons. Reading obvioestyliZzes our thinking and our
research. Rather than choosing between “impact’aafréewheeling creativity oblivious of
anything but itself, we neesimultaneouslyo demand more time to read each other’s work
and the right to write readerless papers. Here agh@main obstacle to acquiring a clearer
vision of the peculiar dynamics of scholarly woskio be found in our individualizing biases,
which lead us to oppose the figure of the writetht® figure of the reader, while they are in
fact two sides of a same coin.

An intelligent promotion of “impact” should theretomultiply fellowships designed to
allow scholars to read each other’'s work—basecherptinciple that reading is as productive
as writing. This would lead funding agencies toasete a “measurable output” consisting in
a one- or two-page list of books and articles reéading the fellowship year. This is the type
of impact policy most of us would highly welcomes this would certainly do more to
improve scholarly work than the miserable systenthehvy) sticks and (improbable) carrots
officially devised to whip us into productive shapbut actually designed to justify the
downsizing of our collective intelligence.

Within the small field of academic research as wasliwithin the larger domain of our
most basic social interactions, we face the samadlerige to shelter our life forms from the
productivist urge devised to optimize them. We nieegrevent our competitive race towards
prosperity from crushing our physical, social anehtal life under the weight of a thoughtless
economic maximization. Similarly, we need to previtr@ competitive pressure of “impact”
from crushing the very possibility of impact.



