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Prometheus Unbound? The Academy’s appropriation and re-purposing of social technologies.
The new online spaces characterised as ‘Web 2.0’ are frequently troublesome. Created mainly for purposes of social networking, these playful and volatile modes of interaction – blogs, wikis, Facebook, Second Life – often sit uncomfortably within the structures and constraints of existing teaching and learning practice in higher education. These are spaces which, to the academy, are spaces of strangeness, both epistemological and ontological (Barnett 2005). They entail a shift toward new, volatile and often ludic forms of textual mediation and subject formation. Such developments place increasing emphasis on collaborative modes of enquiry, the importance of self-regulation and self-explanation, process over artefact, fragmentation over cohesion, exploration over exposition, the visual over the textual, and, perhaps, convenience over quality. They are characterised by endless re-editing, often involving rapid patterns of amendment, truncation, revision and addition. They are a product of speed (Virilio 2001) and fast time (Eriksen 2001) and operate through trust and consensus. The cloistered academy, on the other hand, has required slow time, reflection and reference to authority and the authoritative. The multifaceted and re-editable modes of identity representation and management that environments such as Second Life, Facebook and blogs permit are often alien to and disruptive of the ordered and bounded spaces of the traditional academy. Fast time might be considered as akin to smooth space whereas slow time constitutes a more striated space (Deleuze and Guattari 1987). Assessment practices, in particular, based in institutional and regulatory frameworks informed and constituted by the established print paradigm, can be ill-suited to mesh with the liminal, troublesome and strange new practices learners are pursuing in the digital age.  And yet universities are increasingly experimenting with, appropriating and repurposing such technologies, often in novel, productive and enjoyable ways. 

Whereas in the first phase of digital learning the academy sought traditionally to assimilate, domesticate and familiarise the strangeness of digital spaces to preserve its own authority, most noticeably through the ordering strategies of Web1.0 environments, this paper explores the implications of Barnett’s advocacy of a new role for the university in becoming and acknowledging itself a site of strangeness. In this view, faced with supercomplexity, the paper will consider the extent to which the academy is again seeking to constrain the promethean potential of the digital, or whether in its repurposing of social technologies it is perhaps beginning to acknowledge and adapt to an ontological state of speed, disquietude and radical uncertainty which the learners of the future must competently and critically navigate.  In this way higher education may be approximating rather to a state of almost perpetual liminality, or at least of quickly shifting provisional stabilities.
In exploring these possibilities the paper will draw from illustrative data gained from a UK Higher Education Academy funded national project studying the pedagogical implications of Web 2.0 technologies in higher education.






