iSchools and Philosophy: “I think, therefore iSchool”

Proposal

We propose a roundtable discussion on the role of philosophers, and philosophical topics and methods, in the mission of the iSchools, including research, education, and outreach.

Context 

As we move into an isociety, it is essential that we engage in serious reflection on such topics as the nature of information and knowledge, the logic(s) of classification and categorization, and the ethics of information privacy, intellectual property, censorship, and access to information.  iSchools should be centers for such reflection. Historically, philosophers have engaged in rigorous intellectual inquiry into these issues and have been the source of many foundational ideas and concepts in information studies, through their work on epistemology, ontology, logic, and ethics. In addition to providing many of the foundational concepts and texts, philosophical methodology is particularly suited to the critical questioning and analysis that is needed as we move into a global isociety. 

Given that philosophical methodology and the standards for evaluation of philosophical research are unfamiliar to many, the roundtable discussants will spend some time discussing the nature of philosophical methodology, the standards for evaluation of philosophical work, and the place of philosophical methodology in the interdisciplinary field of information studies. Philosophical methodology includes intellectual activities such as critical questioning, conceptual analysis, argumentation, thought-experiments, theory construction, theory testing through counter-examples, and close reading of philosophical and other seminal texts. The panelists will discuss the benefits of such activities, and how they contribute to the interdisciplinary study of information and the isociety. The panel will also discuss the challenges that face those who use philosophical methods.  

Like all disciplines there is some debate within philosophy about what are the appropriate methodologies of philosophical inquiry. Within philosophy departments in the United States, for example, many see a methodological split between what is termed “analytic philosophy” and “continental philosophy.” While these categories themselves are open for critique, an understanding of the different influences, interpretations, terminology, and methodological approaches of these two schools is helpful to those wishing to understand the role of philosophy in information studies.
The panel will also consider how philosophy can make contributions that will have a positive impact on the discipline of information studies, the wider academic world, and on local and global communities. The richness of philosophical reflection on ethics, justice, knowledge, ontology, and logic, make it fruitful ground for those wishing to do important work in information and knowledge management, information organization, and information ethics. Furthermore, the capacity of philosophical methods to critically question the assumptions grounding information research may be particularly important in a rapidly changing and globalizing world. 

Discussants

The panelists are from a wide range of backgrounds and research interests.  A number of the panelists have Ph.D.’s in philosophy.  Some have Ph.D.’s in other disciplines, but teach and research using philosophical methods and texts. The panelists will include assistant, associate, and full professors as well as a doctoral student. The methodological approaches of the panelists cover a broad range, including cultural studies, epistemology, ethics, and political theory.   

Format  

Each discussant will spend 5 minutes giving a brief synopsis of his or her experiences as a philosopher, or as a philosophically informed teacher and researcher, working on information issues. Then there will be a series of questions posed by the roundtable leaders, which the panel and the audience will discuss. Finally, the floor will be opened to questions from the audience and from the discussants for each other. 

Questions for Discussion

· How does philosophy fit in the interdisciplinary mix of the iSchools?

· What unique issues and perspectives does philosophy bring to iSchool research and teaching? 

· Do iSchools need more philosophers?

· What is the role of philosophers and philosophical methods and topics in the education of Masters and Ph.D. students?

· What misunderstandings of philosophy and philosophical research do philosophers working on information issues frequently encounter? What challenges do philosophers face when trying to publish in information science journals? How might we address these challenges and misunderstandings?

· What research methods are unique to philosophical work? Are there some methods that are more appropriate for application to information issues than others? 

· How are emerging methods in philosophy (e.g., experimental philosophy, post-structuralism) impacting research done by philosophers in iSchools?  

· How does the analytic/continental divide within philosophy impact philosophy as practiced in iSchools?

· What impact does philosophical research done in iSchools have on the broader discipline of philosophy? What do iSchool philosophers have to contribute to research in traditional philosophical venues?

· How does philosophical reflection allow us to better address and serve underrepresented groups? 
· How can philosophically informed research and teaching promote greater positive engagement with those outside of academia? 
