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Abstract

Open Education, and specifically the OER movemsagks to provide universal access to
knowledge, undermining the historical enclosure i increasing privatisation of the public
education system. In this paper we examine thigagm by submitting the implicit theoretical
assumptions of Open Education to the test of atifiolitical economy. We acknowledge the
Open Education movement's revolutionary potentigl dutline the inherent limitations of its
current focus on the commons (property relatioathar than the social relations of capitalist
production (wage work, the company) and becaus¢hisf argue that it will only achieve
limited, rather than revolutionary, impact.
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Introduction

The opening of education beyond the property mahais distinguished by two terms that are often
used interchangeably, yet retain subtle differend®pen Education and Open Educational
Resources.

Open Education refers to recent efforts by indiglduand organisations across the world to use
the Internet to share knowledge, ideas, teachiagtiges, infrastructure, tools and resources, ésid
and outside formal educational settings. Throughlaboration and experimentation, new
pedagogies and curricula are emerging. Althougheah® Open Education has been used since the
1960s, the current dominant use of the term refero-ordinated efforts during the past decade to
exploit the growing availability of personal comerg and increasingly ubiquitous high speed
networks.

Open Educational Resources (OER) refers to botlwtrelwide community effort to create an
educational commons and the actual “educationa¢madé and resources offered freely and openly
for anyone to use and under some licenses to re-imgrove and redistribute” (Wikipedia).
Typically, those resources are made available uadéreative Commons license and include both
learning resources and tools by which those resguate created, managed and disseminated. As
both a means of protecting and liberating reseaediching and learning materials, OER relies
heavily on the use of open licenses, all of whimhia one way or another derived from the General
Public License (GPL) and Berkeley Software Disttitha (BSD) licenses first created in 1989.
Since the 1990s, software has been created amibdistl using such licenses and it is widely
acknowledged that Creative Commons was inspirechbg,drew experience from, the use of open
licenses in the world of software.

In just ten years, a relatively small number of atars have created a discernible movement
that has attracted millions of pounds from philaogic and state funding. This movement, growing
out of hundreds of universities, colleges, schaoid other organisations, has produced tens of
thousands of educational resources, often entibeseomaterials, that can be accessed by anyone
with access to the Internet. Today, there are niational consortia, conferences, NGOs and
government reports that promote the opening uplatation, to which Open Education and OERs
are central.

Open Education is a pragmatic response by educatwisresearchers to the growth of the
Internet, using a widespread technology to undertakat its advocates see as both a public good
and to exploit an opportunity to effect educatiomdbrm. The question remains open as to whether
Open Education and OER constitute a revolutior@thing and learning, as their proponents claim
(Cape Town Open Education Declaration).

Private Property and Creative Commons

The values that underpin Open Education are librthler than revolutionary encoded in Creative
Commons licensing and argued in a number of scligolewrks (Lessig 2001, 2004; Boyle 2009;
Benkler, 2006).
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Creative commons licensing provides a method fodpcers of Open Educational Resources to
define more precisely the terms of use of theiellattual property. Although this allows the
producers to claim fewer rights than traditiongbyaght law affords, it does not undermine the law
of private property. Creative Commons further ldeses the market by putting greater power in the
hands of producers (i.e. teachers or their ingits) to determine the level of freedom to grasmt th
consumer (Kleiner 2006). As such, Open Educatiah@ER, in their attempts to provide universal
access to knowledge, do not undermine the incrgamsinatization of the public education system.

The work surrounding Creative Commons provides yssise and eloquent arguments about
the importance of protecting and developing a oreand (re)productive commons in the face of
attempts to consolidate the property relation inremeasingly digital culture. It builds on the Wor
of Richard Stallman and the Free Software Foundafitallman 2002), which has worked to
defend and sustain the freedom to share theiricecatitput through the notion of 'copyleft'. The
purpose of ‘copyleft’ is to overcome the rights mfoducer-control by asserting “the right to
distribute copies and modified versions of a wankl aequiring that the same rights be preserved in
modified versions of the work” (Wikipedia). Suchwed licensing, however, does not ultimately
undermine the law of private property, but, rattmakes the process of privatisation of information
more transparent and the market for information eefficient by providing a clear and legally
binding method of communicating the rights of theducer to the consumer.

Freedom of things not the freedom of labour

While Open Education claims to liberate intellettwsork from the constrains of intellectual
property law, it does nothing about liberating theellectual worker from the constraints of the
academic labour process.

The reification of 'the commons' as a site of noarse, replicable and accessible educational
resources is to mistake the freedom of thingsHerfteedom of labour. The increasing reliance on
the online virtual world as a mode of teaching amstruction have exacerbated the
proletarianisation of academic labour. Faculty hawech in common with the historic plight of
other skilled workers. Academic work is being restured, through the imposition of virtual online
technologies, in ways that reduce the autonondgpendence, and control of academics over their
work, placing their knowledge and the disseminatod control of that knowledge into the hands
of the university administration. As in other inthisss, technology is being deployed by
management to discipline, de—skill, and displat®igNoble 1998). The virtualisation of courses
occurs long before the application of copyright @dovel license. OER is simply "a stage in the
metamorphosis of the labour process". (S6derb@@j7,271).

As universities rapidly replace their collegialustiures with corporate structures, prioritising
commercial partnerships and promoting themselvemngmes of economic growth (Finlayson and
Hayward 2010; Levidow 2002), the work and rightgesichers grows increasingly vulnerable and
exploited through the use of fixed-term and casmployment contracts and the roll out of
technologies which aim to automate and regulatevbi of teachers in the name of efficiency and
improving the student-customer experience. In fbisn, education is simply a market where
indebted students enter into a contract aroundhilegurcontent and accreditation. The value of the
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content is, both in its form and substance, statisdad so all customers receive the same quality of
product and delivered with efficiency so as to ogluce it at low cost.

As the university increasingly adopts corporatenf®robjectives and practices, so the role of the
academic is to improve the brand and reputatiothefuniversity (Neocleous 2003). The profile
provided by online courses and educational ressumm®vides a further level of academic
distinction to higher education institutions. To attextent the Open Education movement can
oppose the corporatisation of institutions and dbgectification of their staff and students, idlsti
open to question, although the overwhelming tremébs is for OER to be seen as sustainable only
to the extent that it can attract private and shateling, which serves the reputation building o t
respective universities as institutions for thelmugpood and notable for the quality of their teiamch
resources.

From the distraction of 'the commons' to a
new common-sense

In the recent period the notion of ‘open' has méxyected to a Marxist critique through a critical
elaboration of the idea of the commons.

The Commons

The promotion of ‘the commons’ as a counterpointh® commercialisation of all human relations
has been most advanced by Marxist scholars. Writetbe Marxist tradition have exposed the
historical development of capitalism as the desimac of common land and its associated
customary rights. Capitalism began as a processaidbsure and improvement; starting in England
in the 16th century it spread throughout the wdld colonialism, empire and globalisation
(Meiksins Wood, 2002). This process of enclosuee (primitive accumulation’) by which peasants
and indigenous peoples were forced from the land efmracterized by violence and repression,
signaling a complete transformation in the mostidasman practices with each other and with
nature (Meiksins Wood 2002, 95; Bellamy Foster 2000

Enclosure and improvement are not simply aboutéisérictions and development of common
land, but are more fundamentally concerned withhiktoric and social fabrication of human labour
as waged work, forming the basis for capitalisatiehs of production. Under the terms of waged
work direct producers are dispossessed of all ptppether than their own labour-power, which
they are compelled to sell to their employers. Tate at which labour-power is exploited by
employers decides the amount of surplus valueishptoduced. The rate of surplus value is not in
any sense related to the concrete nature of lafpeuruse value) or the quantity of goods produced
(i.e. empirical wealth) , but is a social calcudatibased on the productivity of each worker (i.e.
socially necessary labour) in relation to the pridity of labour in general (i.e. abstract labqur)
taken as a social average. It is the extent to twhkiaue in capitalism is calculated as the social

Opening Education Beyond the Property Relation: From Commons to Communism, The University of Utopia &

Proceedings | Barcelona Open Ed 2010 | http://openedconference.org/2010/
Universitat Oberta de Catalunya | Open Universiteit Nederland | Brigham Young University

4



measure of a real abstraction, rather than simplhe quantity of goods produced, that defines the
character of capitalist value (i.e. non-empiricaalth). Under pressure of competition employers
are forced to improve the objective conditions obduction, including the capacity of labour-
power, to realise their investment on the marketthyy exchange of goods and services (i. e.
commodities). These objective conditions include fibrms in which labour-power is reproduced,
meaning that the relations of work extend to ineltlde whole of society, until they constitute the
nature of the social itself (i.e. real subsumption)

These improvements are highly contentious and eseepto produce ever more sophisticated
forms of worker resistance as the capacity of laijpmwer is improved. These increasingly
sophisticated forms of protest ensure that conftiohtradiction and crisis are an endemic aspect of
the capitalist world. The alternatives proposeddigpossessed workers are based on the social
ownership and control of the conditions of produetiwhich the increasingly socialised process of
production implies. It is this increasingly socpabcess of production which creates the conditions
for the idea of ‘the commons’ to re-emerge as tcatiprinciple and political project.

The peculiarity of capital is that these imperagivad production are impersonal and indirect,
enforced through the abstract law of value whicistexas the political power of the state and the
economic power of money, each of which constitilte &bstract power of the capital relation
(Postone 1993, Clarke 1991). This process of atigirarenders what is a social and historical
process appear as if it were natural and timelesgiiring a critique of political economy to reveal
its true nature. Social emancipation involves cating real practical and progressive alternatives
with progressive critical theory (i.e. communisr@)drke 1991).

Commonism

In the recent period the concept of ‘commonism’ baserged as an alternative to communism,
claiming to reignite Marx’s critique by connectingto the global network of contemporary
struggles, ‘the movement of movements’, as thesbfasinew collective projects of resistance and
mass organisation (Dyer-Witheford 2007). Key to t@cept of commonism is its claim to avoid
the bad history of authoritarian state communisrayiding an antidote to centralised planning and
the restrictions of private property through newnde of collective ownership.

The principle of commonism is derived from AutonstnMarxism, developed in continental
Europe in the 1960s and 1970s through the workegfr\ Tronti etc (Wright 2002). A key feature
of autonomist Marxism was the way in which it demsivated theoretically that Marx's social theory
was not only a theory of the circulation of capithlt provided a framework through which to
articulate the ways in which struggles againsttedipm were derived out of the circuits of cap##li
expansion. The purpose of commonism is to poinato® the kinds of progressive forms of social
associations that these struggles have createdm@aism identifies these new forms of ownership
as theecological commons - through massive social planning, #ueial commons - through basic
income and solidarity economics, and thetworked commons - through Creative Commons and
open source culture, including Open Education apdrOEducational Resources (Dyer-Witheford
2007).
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Commonism takes as its starting point the orgagipiinciple on which the circuit of capitalist
expansion is established, i.e. the commaodity faviarx opens Capital Vol. 1 with the statement:

The wealth of society in which the capitalist maafeproduction prevails,
appears an immense collection of commodities; the indidbdaommodity
appears as its elemental form. Our investigation therefoegins with the
analysis of the commodity (Marx Capital 1 — our é&ags).

Commonism takes this statement as the organisingiple for its own radical response to the
social relations of capitalist society:

If the cell form of capitalism is the commodity,etlcellular form of a
society beyond capital is the common. A commoditg igood produced for
sale, a common is a good produced, or conservdek ghared. The notion
of a commodity, a good produced for sale, presugpqwivate owners
between whom the exchange occurs. The notions ef dbmmon
presupposes collectivities — associations and ddsm— within which
sharing is organised. If capitalism presents itsslfan immense heap of
commodities, commonism is a multiplication of commagDyer-Witheford
2007).

The emphasis here is on the difference betweenptbduction of goods for sale, and the
production of goods to be shared as a public gbwdceach case the emphasis is on forms of
ownership with no attempt to problematise the wayswhich the goods are produced. While
commonism does draw attention to progressive faft®ollaborative labour, in relation to hacking
and immaterial labour, its focus is very much oa piositive redistribution of goods and resources.
The implication is that forms of exchange produdtferent forms of social activity “shared
resources generate forms of shared co-operati@secitions — that coordinate the conversion of
further resources into expanded commons” (Dyer-®fitd 2007), rather than searching for more
substantive underlying levels of social determmragi in the ways in which social relations are
produced.

Hacking is one of the few examples where labour gmpweonnected by a communications
network, has demonstrated a real alternative tcattaelemic labour process. Hackers offer a rare
showcase of 'play struggle' that demonstrates titengpal for new forms of work that might
collapse and resist the distinction between prodand consumer, with the potential to subvert the
logic of the commodity form (Sdderberg 2007). Hoesvin the forms in which is it currently
practiced, hacking remains far from being an exempanti-capitalist type of work. Most hackers
remain largely disconnected from wider social sgtag, with their focus, where it exists, on
challenging private property, asserting freedonminéérmation and promoting civil liberties. The
diversity of the hacker movement remains predicatedhe liberal myth of meritocracy, an idea
with close ties to the academic origins from whheeking emerged and which encodes class
inequalities in terms of individual ambition rathit@an collective resistance (Séderberg 2007, 117).
Furthermore, from the point of view of hacking, tlmmaterial and virtual world is not
substantiated. Far from being derived out of viityathe Internet is, in fact, grounded in the
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physical and natural world of electricity pylonsearo-magnetic fields, radio waves, power cuts,
and fossil fuels.

While the identification of immaterial labour asignificant new form of capitalist production
does point the way to progressive collective pcasti the way in which immateriality is described:
“those forms of communicational and affective prctitin associated, not exclusively but strongly
with digital networks” (Dyer-Witheford 2007), divisrattention from Marx's substantive account of
the relationship between materiality and immatéyiah capitalist society. For Marx, all forms of
capitalist work are defined as the asymetricaltimhahip been use value (materiality) and exchange
value (immateriality), where goods are defined lgirt usefulness but are only made in order to be
exchanged. The defining feature of bourgeois sati@nce is its complete inability to recognise the
significance of value, as a non-empirical (i.e. iatemial) social substance, and its motivational
power for a fully capitalised human society, withdd its devastating consequences (Kay and Mott
1982; Sohn-Rethel 1978).

With its focus on exchange rather than productimmmonism not only replays the consumerist
limits of OER, but also, ironically, is in dangef m@plicating the forms of social regulation it is
attempting to avoid: Socialism. If Socialism iséthollective ownership of the means of production
and economic planning in an industrialised cont¢Rtistone 1993, 7), then commonism looks very
much like the latest form socialist society. Nohsitanding the fact that commonism attempts to
privilege one form of planning over another, ratlisad democratic rather than centralised and
repressive, without an awareness of the procebksesgh which capitalist society is (re)produced,
these instructions look normative and contingetthaathan determined by a progressive social
project (Postone 1993, 11 & 15).

A fully grounded social theory begins in the suhste forms within which social relations are
derived and determined. For Marx those relatioesdatermined by Capital, described as “value in
motion...” (Marx Capital 1). Therefore the startipgint for any analysis of capital is value and not
the commodity form (Postone 1993; Clarke 1991). l&/@iommonism is right to draw our attention
to the significance of the commodity-form as theamising principle for capitalism and for
struggle, Marx is careful to draw our attentiorthe fact that the wealth of capitalist societie/on
appears to be the vast accumulation of commodities. Thel wealth of capital society is not
material things, but immaterial value, the substaotwhich is abstract labour, whigppears in
the form of things (i.e. commodities). Thereforry attempt to build a critique of capital from the
concept of the commodity form, rather than the inerial reality of value out of which the thing
like world of commaodities are derived, is basedaofundamental misconception of Marx's critical
social theory and the form of value in capital.

A fully developed critique of capital does not stay replicating the cell-like commodity form;
but, rather by negating the non-empirical logicapitalist production: anti-value in motion through
insurgent interruptions (Bell and Cleaver 1982; ddgtein and Neary 2002). The key point is that
“Marx's notion of the overcoming of capitalismnvolves a transformation not only of the existing
mode of distribution but also of the mode of pradue’ (Postone, 1993, 23). This does not mean
simply doing less work or no work, allowing machin® produce the wealth of society (Gorz
1992). Rather, it means recasting the meaning amgope of work based on an emancipatory
notion of what constitutes wealth in a newly subtded post-capitalist world. Marxist scholarship
is replete with what that wealth might look likey fexample 'the society of abundance' based on a
reworking of the relationship between need and ciap@éKay and Mott 1982), or 'disposable time'
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drawing on Marx's formulations in the Grundrisseqf®ne 1993), or an Open Marxism based on
the dissolution of the relationship between use exezhange value organised around a programme
where humanity becomes the project rather thanrébeurce (Bonefeld, Gunn and Psychopedis

1992), or the reconnection of manual and intellgctabour (Sohn-Rethel 1978), or the creation of

'mass intellectuality' through the promotion ofraical and practical reflexive self consciousness

among direct producers (Hardt and Negri, 2000).

What all of these post capitalist forms of wealt#tvénin common is an awareness that capitalism
has made an exponential improvement of the prodeigibwer and knowledge of humanity, but that
these powers and knowledge have been used to taliand oppress its own productive populations
(Postone 1993). Any progressive revolutionary projeust be based on the need re-appropriate this
knowledge and power for the populations that hawelpced it; not simply to make available new
knowledge in less restricted ‘open' forms, nordifyrnew forms of property relations through
commons and commonism; but, rather, to produceracoenmon sense: raising critique to the level
of society so that society can recognise its ratine and recompose itself in a more sustainalile an
progressive form.

Conclusion. The violence of the virtual

Open Education and OER are progressive attempisotaode educational materials that are openly
accessible. While these forms of provision stretehlimits of the laws of intellectual propertygeth

do not undermine the laws of private property, fomther liberalise the conditions through which
knowledge can be exchanged. While these new eduedtiesources provide for closer engagement
between student and academic they do not underthi@eways in which capitalist work is
organised, rather they exacerbate the proletagtoisof academic labour.

Despite the dynamism generated by the digitalisatibsocial life and the apparently endless
possibilities provided by this 'technological utapithe logic of the so called virtual revolutiones
not escape the conditions where ‘the dull compualsibeconomic life completes the subjection of
the labourer to the capitalist’ (Marx Capital Vgl Dur analysis has identified Capital as ‘value in
motion’, which, in the form of abstract labour, pithes a real logic for the concept of immateriality
i.e. exchange value, and a real substance for ¢tiemof the virtual. In the bizarre world of
capitalist production, social wealth is measurethasexpansion of a socially constituted substance
(exchange value) in a material form (use valuelk bhutal logic of capitalist production really is
the logic of abstraction and the immaterial, or,other words, the violence of virtuality and its
destructive consequences.

The question for aeally open education is not the extent to which edunaticesources can be
made freely available, within the current constiiaf capitalist property law; but, rather, what
should constitute the nature of wealth in a suataanand progressive post capitalist society. That
the really open question.
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