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of a bigger cultural shift in our understand-
ing of what higher education is and what its
purposes are. Several anecdotal descriptions
can be found that speak of a similar cultural
change taking place in American universities®
where neither tuition fee levels nor the num-
ber of scholarships have suffered any recent
overhauls. It has also caught my attention that
most of the critique comes from the perspec-
tives of higher education teachers who blame
universities’ problems on fees and student
behaviours without analysing the reproduc-
tion of an institutional mindset in which they
are actively implicated (along with their stu-
dents).

The case of OSE can then offer valuable
insights into social and power relations estab-
lished within a non-fee paying art school, and
how they affect our experiences as students.
| believe that what we -- students, teachers,
institutions, society -- must re-define our ex-
pectations of educational relationships, for
only through that process can we effect the
changes in policy that are needed. OSE func-
tions, in this essay, as a temporarily enacted
utopia. An idealisation that has come into
being and can now be used to make visible
ideologies that are commonly hidden from
view through their common sense qualities.
If OSE succeeds in its goal to continue while
retaining its ability to self-reflect and mutate,
it could become an interesting tool for test-

3 For an example of these debates outside
of the UK listen to Slate Cultural Gabfest March 19th
2014, a discussion on trigger warnings in American
universities:  https://soundcloud.com/slateradio/the-
culture-gabfest-prime
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ing different models and approaches to art
education outside of the fee paying university
system.

The fact that OSE is a non-fee paying educa-
tion programme is constantly proclaimed, not
only as a PR narrative reproduced and dis-
seminated to and through funding bodies, art
institutions and the press, but also internally,
which consciously or not functions as a re-
enforcement of the internal power structure
of the school. In this essay I'm not going to
discuss the political or ideological interests at
play in the decision that OSE should be non-
fee paying. My interest in this proclamation is
in the use of free as a means to make present
a monetary transaction while simultaneously
attempting to obscure it. The term free be-
comes a negation of the term fee-paying; eras-
ing the history of higher education as a right
and generating a new type of debt.

| went to a state funded university in Bra-
zil. No fees were involved, yet this was never
couched in the terminology of “free” because
higher education was and still is considered
a common right (though a meritocratic one).
I've spoken to several friends who had the
opportunity to study in Britain before tuition
fees were instituted, and to them, much like in
Brazil, higher education was never described
as free, it was seen as a right. At OSE, edu-
cation is not framed as a right*. It is a privi-

lege granted to us by the generosity of fund-
ing bodies, individuals and art institutions; a

4 When | moved to London just a few
years ago | was impressed by the things that were
framed as rights: access to health, benefits, legal ad-
vice, housing, etc. It seemed to be common sense
that these were basic needs that we as a society
should ensure were available to all. With the current
government attempting to dismantle existing struc-
tures of health, welfare and education, it has become
more and more common to hear them qualified as
privileges.
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privilege we should be grateful for.When the
school’s structure was created, a choice was
made to make these funding relations and
expectations visible, and, unlike in a MA Fine
Arts structure, we constantly have to deal
with their presence. Knowing the funders’
expectations in relation to what should be
produced or what the school and students
should be like generates a constant feeling of
guilt: the guilt of having something for free and
never being grateful enough, compounded by
the fear that by failing to conform to expecta-
tion we could threaten the continued exist-
ence of the school and of this community we
have built ourselves into. These feelings per-
meate, even shape, all our relations within/to
the school. It is hard to know how this vi-
cious cycle began. Did the institution project
this guilt onto us or vice-versa? Inevitably, we
are all implicated in replicating and reacting to
this model which quickly shaped itself into a
quotidian experience.

| would posit that the main problem with
transactions that are framed around an idea
of free, is also the way in which they become
so powerful: a “free” transaction monetises a
relation, but its price is not agreed upon be-
fore the transaction takes place. Consequen-
tially, you enter a situation of unextinguish-
able debt.When does our debt to OSE end?
Should we consider that every subsequent
career development actually increases our
debt? Though we instinctively self-identify
with those debts, it is hard to identify whom
we are indebted to. Is it OSE as an institu-
tion, its directors, the other associates, or the
community? This is not a simple debt. It is a
chain of debt.We are indebted to the school,
its directors and founders.They are indebted
to all the funding bodies. The funding bodies
get their money from government bodies or
private funders to whom they are in turn in-
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debted. But because the relations between
these organisations are professional, | would
argue that the individuals -- contracted and
salaried -- working for those organisations
don’t carry this invisible debt. As for us, as-
sociates of OSE, debt is reproduced and pro-
jected onto us.We owe the funders, we owe
the institutions, each of whom has expecta-
tions of what they should get from their in-
vestment (in case it isn’t clear enough, we are
their investment). This debt is like a shadow
hovering over our everyday experience at the
school; and it interferes one way or another
with everything we do.

The debt itself is never fixed as an amount
of money, which would make it repayable. In-
stead, it is to be paid through our productivity
as students and (then) as artists. This makes it
feel like we should always be producing. Our
time as associates runs out fast and we need
to generate content. It can be quite hard to
negotiate some of the dynamics of expecta-
tion and reaction, what gets thrown at us and
what we project onto ourselves, but we often
find ourselves trapped in cycles of productiv-
ity as we attempt to carry through each and
every opportunity we are presented with.
These issues of visible productivity also bring
to the fore one of the most interesting quali-
ties of OSE, namely, the incredible variety of
individuals involved, all at different moments
in their art careers. Opportunities that for
some of us could be seen as free labour, are
for others an occasion to show work and find
a public.

Although OSE is free, we don’t receive a sti-
pend to support ourselves or to finance our
art projects.This means all of us have to work
on the days we have left and sometimes on
the days we are supposed to be at school.We
are all so busy, all the time. The art world is
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