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The Campus and the Commons
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Recently | found myself on cable TV debating a scheme to sell on-line higher
education in domestic US and global markets. We were allotted an unusually
generous seven and a half minutes to trade soundbites on the coming of the
"virtual university." My opponent, from the staff of the Governor of

California, spoke of the novel possibilities for community, for access, for
democracy, and the common good.

As a salesman of the cyber-commons he was almost certainly unaware of the
antiquity of his pitch; he had been anticipated by a disciple of Saint-Simon,
who in 1852 announced: "A perfect network of electric filaments will afford a
new social harmony." In the following year, "eminent domain" entered the
language, to denote the state's rationale (‘superior dominion of the sovereign
power over all lands within its jurisdiction’) for the seizure of private property
for public use. The dynamo of eminent domain was the infrastructural
imperative of industrial capitalism, specifically the new rail, road and electro-
mechanical links. Far too costly for private development alone, they brought
profound changes both in land use, and in conceptions of time and space,
together with brutal dislocations and reconnections forged by urbanization
and labor migration. These vast displacements produced in turn Utopian fan-
tasies of a retrievable lost intimacy by means of the new-fangled apparatus of
the telegraph and the telephone. In a sense, the "global village" was just a
1960s gloss on this old trope of communications as community, and today's
preachers of the electronic sublime are McLuhan's offspring.

Distance learning itself is, of course, nothing new - correspondence courses
go back to the nineteenth century, and the Open University in Britain, the
largest experiment of this kind anywhere, has conferred almost a million
degrees. The Open University did not fetishize the new medium of televi-
sion that it used for the dissemination of instruction; rather it was inspired
by the class-emancipatory vision of social democrats like Jennie Lee and
Raymond Williams. By contrast, the rhetoric of redemption and freedom
surrounding the Internet springs from a deep American tradition of techno-
logical utopianism.
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