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preamble
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COMMUNIA 2010 Conference Torino, 28-30 June 2010
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focus on university and cyberspace
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focus on university and cyberspace
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problematizing university
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problematizing university

indebted to the work of Jan Maaschlein and Marten Simons 
(who attended the Torino conference)
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crisis
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challenges and opportunities
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what was implicit, struggles to become explicit

Tuesday, May 17, 2011



Tuesday, May 17, 2011



overlap of processes:
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overlap of processes
historical, political, cultural, technological
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the early university
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taking books out of the monastery,
making them public
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Guilds

Universitas magistrorum et scholarium

Students hire professors (and pay them)

A truly European university space

Constant struggle with the powers (lay and religious) 

about autonomy, privileges, etc. 
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the modern university
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Wilhelm von Humboldt’s Principles (1810)

• unity of research and teaching

• freedom of teaching

• academic self-governance
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John Henry Newman (1852)

• “A University is a place ... whither students come from every 
quarter for every kind of knowledge; ... a place for the 
communication and circulation of thought, by means of personal 
intercourse. ... It is the place to which a thousand schools make 
contributions; in which the intellect may safely range and 
speculate. It is a place where inquiry is pushed forward, ... discov- 
eries verified and perfected, and ... error exposed, by the collision 
of mind with mind, and knowledge with knowledge. ... Mutual 
education, in a large sense of the word, is one of the great and 
incessant occupa- tions of human society. ... One generation forms 
anoth- er. ... We must consult the living man and listen to his living 
voice, ... by familiar intercourse ... to adjust together the claims and 
relations of their respective subjects of investigation. Thus is 
created a pure and clear atmosphere of thought, which the student 
also breathes.” 
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the paradigmatic moment: 
the lecture
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the modern university:
a remarkable, world-wide success
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However.... the Humboldtian University:

• Key institution of the Nation

• Forming experts 
 leading the nation towards progress

• Forming an elite
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Times goes by:

• Weakening of the States 

• Knowledge also outside universities

• Mass education (democracy)
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need for a post-Humboldtian reference model:
a democratic, world university
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“accountability”
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and then...
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the berlin wall comes down
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emphasis on 
competition, economic growth, 
short-term returns, “innovation,”

science and tecnology
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“accountability”
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control
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metrics
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“It is vital to understand that such mechanisms can 
ultimately undermine the outcomes that are a 

university’s principal benefit to society”

“What are universities for?”, LERU, 2008
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universities and cyberspace
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amazing opportunities
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what changes?
what stays the same?
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what university in the network age?
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online learning: a clear opportunity 
to expand the reach of universities
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“Long-distance degrees come 
of age in Asia”

International Herald Tribune

Tuesday, May 17, 2011



But also in Europe International Herald Tribune
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not everything should change, though
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The Experience
The Online
Experience

Open Access
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a proposal for the University of the 21st century 
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LERU: “public engagement”
(also at international level)
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parrhesia
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“to speak freely”
“to speak truth”
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how important was parrhesia for the greeks?
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The Phoenissae 

By Euripides 

Written 411-409 B.C.E
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JOCASTA:       What means exile from one's country?

                        is it a great evil?

POLYNEICES:  The greatest; harder to bear than tell.

JOCASTA:       What is it like? what is it galls the exile?

POLYNEICES:  One thing most of all; he cannot speak his mind.

JOCASTA:       This is a slave's lot thou describest, to refrain from 

                        uttering what one thinks.

POLYNEICES: The follies of his rulers must be bear.

JOCASTA:       That too is bitter, to join in the folly of fools.

POLYNEICES: Yet to gain our ends we must submit against 

                       our nature.
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saying frankly all you have in mind
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a relationship between the speaker and what is 
being said: it is his/her personal opinion 
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parrhesia implies danger
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the parrhesiastes is someone 
who chooses a specific relationship with him/herself: 

he/she prefers to be one who speaks truth, 
rather than being a human being false with him/herself.
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parrhesia and liberty
parrhesia and duty
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“With parrhesia the speaker uses his liberty and 
chooses to speak frankly instead of persuasion, 

truth rather than falsity or silence, the risk of dying 
rather than life and safety, criticism rather that 

adulation, moral duty rather his personal interest or 
moral apathy”

Michel Foucault
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parrhesia: the leading idea for democracy,
the ethical and personal attitude of the good citizen.
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to profess: to frankly declare what one is, what 
one  believes, what one wants to be. To publicly 
promise to care, to devote oneself, to witness 

one’s discipline, to fight for her. 

To profess is to go beyond purely informative talk, 
towards a public commitment  
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the professor as parrhesiastes
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the professor as amateur
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making public matters of concern

Tuesday, May 17, 2011



in person and online
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in summary

Tuesday, May 17, 2011



The Esperience
The Online
Experience

Open Access
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