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of a bigger cultural shift in our understand-
ing of w

hat higher education is and w
hat its 

purposes are. Several anecdotal descriptions 
can be found that speak of a sim

ilar cultural 
change taking place in A

m
erican universities

3 
w

here neither tuition fee levels nor the num
-

ber of scholarships have suffered any recent 
overhauls. It has also caught m

y attention that 
m

ost of the critique com
es from

 the perspec-
tives of higher education teachers w

ho blam
e 

universities’ problem
s on fees and student 

behaviours w
ithout analysing the reproduc-

tion of an institutional m
indset in w

hich they 
are actively im

plicated (along w
ith their stu-

dents).

 T
he case of O

SE can then offer valuable 
insights into social and pow

er relations estab-
lished w

ithin a non-fee paying art school, and 
how

 they affect our experiences as students. 
I believe that w

hat w
e -- students, teachers, 

institutions, society -- m
ust re-define our ex-

pectations of educational relationships, for 
only through that process can w

e effect the 
changes in policy that are needed. O

SE func-
tions, in this essay, as a tem

porarily enacted 
utopia. A

n idealisation that has com
e into 

being and can now
 be used to m

ake visible 
ideologies that are com

m
only hidden from

 
view

 through their com
m

on sense qualities. 
If O

SE succeeds in its goal to continue w
hile 

retaining its ability to self-reflect and m
utate, 

it could becom
e an interesting tool for test-

3 
For an exam

ple of these debates outside 
of the U

K listen to Slate Cultural G
abfest M

arch 19th 
2014, a discussion on trigger w

arnings in Am
erican 

universities: 
https://soundcloud.com

/slateradio/the-
culture-gabfest-prim

e

ing different m
odels and approaches to art 

education outside of the fee paying university 
system

.
 T

he fact that O
SE is a non-fee paying educa-

tion program
m

e is constantly proclaim
ed, not 

only as a PR
 narrative reproduced and dis-

sem
inated to and through funding bodies, art 

institutions and the press, but also internally, 
w

hich consciously or not functions as a re-
enforcem

ent of the internal pow
er structure 

of the school. In this essay I’m
 not going to 

discuss the political or ideological interests at 
play in the decision that O

SE should be non-
fee paying. M

y interest in this proclam
ation is 

in the use of free as a m
eans to m

ake present 
a m

onetary transaction w
hile sim

ultaneously 
attem

pting to obscure it. T
he term

 free be-
com

es a negation of the term
 fee-paying; eras-

ing the history of  higher education as a right 
and generating a new

 type of debt.

I w
ent to a state funded university in Bra-

zil. N
o fees w

ere involved, yet this w
as never 

couched in the term
inology of “free” because 

higher education w
as and still is considered 

a com
m

on right (though a m
eritocratic one). 

I’ve spoken to several friends w
ho had the 

opportunity to study in Britain before tuition 
fees w

ere instituted, and to them
, m

uch like in 
Brazil, higher education w

as never described 
as free, it w

as seen as a right. A
t O

SE, edu-
cation is not fram

ed as a right 4. It is a privi-
lege granted to us by the generosity of fund-
ing bodies, individuals and art institutions; a 

4 
W

hen I m
oved to London just a few

 
years ago I w

as im
pressed by the things that w

ere 
fram

ed as rights: access to health, benefits, legal ad-
vice, housing, etc. It seem

ed to be com
m

on sense 
that these w

ere basic needs that w
e as a society 

should ensure w
ere available to all. W

ith the current 
governm

ent attem
pting to dism

antle existing struc-
tures of health, w

elfare and education, it has becom
e 

m
ore and m

ore com
m

on to hear them
 qualified as 

privileges.

privilege w
e should be grateful for. W

hen the 
school’s structure w

as created, a choice w
as 

m
ade to m

ake these funding relations and 
expectations visible, and, unlike in a M

A
 Fine 

A
rts structure, w

e constantly have to deal 
w

ith their presence. K
now

ing the funders’ 
expectations in relation to w

hat should be 
produced or w

hat the school and students 
should be like generates a constant feeling of 
guilt: the guilt of having som

ething for free and 
never being grateful enough, com

pounded by 
the fear that by failing to conform

 to expecta-
tion w

e could threaten the continued exist-
ence of the school and of this com

m
unity w

e 
have built ourselves into. T

hese feelings per-
m

eate, even shape, all our relations w
ithin/to 

the school. It is hard to know
 how

 this vi-
cious cycle began. D

id the institution project 
this guilt onto us or vice-versa? Inevitably, w

e 
are all im

plicated in replicating and reacting to 
this m

odel w
hich quickly shaped itself into a 

quotidian experience. 

I w
ould posit that the m

ain problem
 w

ith 
transactions that are fram

ed around an idea 
of free, is also the w

ay in w
hich they becom

e 
so pow

erful: a “free” transaction m
onetises a 

relation, but its price is not agreed upon be-
fore the transaction takes place. C

onsequen-
tially, you enter a situation of unextinguish-
able debt. W

hen does our debt to O
SE end? 

Should w
e consider that every subsequent 

career 
developm

ent 
actually 

increases 
our 

debt? T
hough 

w
e 

instinctively 
self-identify 

w
ith those debts, it is hard to identify w

hom
 

w
e are indebted to. Is it O

SE as an institu-
tion, its directors, the other associates, or the 
com

m
unity? T

his is not a sim
ple debt. It is a 

chain of debt. W
e are indebted to the school, 

its directors and founders. T
hey are indebted 

to all the funding bodies. T
he funding bodies 

get their m
oney from

 governm
ent bodies or 

private funders to w
hom

 they are in turn in-

debted. But because the relations betw
een 

these organisations are professional, I w
ould 

argue that the individuals -- contracted and 
salaried -- w

orking for those organisations 
don’t carry this invisible debt. A

s for us, as-
sociates of O

SE, debt is reproduced and pro-
jected onto us. W

e ow
e the funders, w

e ow
e 

the institutions, each of w
hom

 has expecta-
tions of w

hat they should get from
 their in-

vestm
ent (in case it isn’t clear enough, w

e are 
their investm

ent). T
his debt is like a shadow

 
hovering over our everyday experience at the 
school; and it interferes one w

ay or another 
w

ith everything w
e do.

T
he debt itself is never fixed as an am

ount 
of m

oney, w
hich w

ould m
ake it repayable. In-

stead, it is to be paid through our productivity 
as students and (then) as artists. T

his m
akes it 

feel like w
e should alw

ays be producing. O
ur 

tim
e as associates runs out fast and w

e need 
to generate content. It can be quite hard to 
negotiate som

e of the dynam
ics of expecta-

tion and reaction, w
hat gets throw

n at us and 
w

hat w
e project onto ourselves, but w

e often 
find ourselves trapped in cycles of productiv-
ity as w

e attem
pt to carry through each and 

every opportunity w
e are presented w

ith. 
T

hese issues of visible productivity also bring 
to the fore one of the m

ost interesting quali-
ties of O

SE, nam
ely, the incredible variety of 

individuals involved, all at different m
om

ents 
in their art careers. O

pportunities that for 
som

e of us could be seen as free labour, are 
for others an occasion to show

 w
ork and find 

a public. 

A
lthough O

SE is free, w
e don’t receive  a sti-

pend to support ourselves or to finance our 
art projects. T

his m
eans all of us have to w

ork 
on the days w

e have left and som
etim

es on 
the days w

e are supposed to be at school. W
e 

are all so busy, all the tim
e. T

he art w
orld is al

re
ad

y 
ac

cu
se

d 
of

 p
av

in
g 

th
e 

w
ay

 fo
r 

pr
ec

ar
i-

ou
s 

la
bo

ur
 b

y 
dr

es
si

ng
 it

 u
p 

as
 th

e 
fr

ee
do

m
 o

f 
se

lf-
em

pl
oy

m
en

t. 
W

e 
ju

st
ify

 t
he

 n
ee

d 
to

 c
on

-
st

an
tly

 p
ro

vi
de

 fr
ee

 la
bo

ur
 b

y 
th

in
ki

ng
 o

f i
t 

as
 

a 
w

ay
 t

o 
bu

ild
 o

ur
 c

ar
ee

rs
. S

el
f-fi

na
nc

in
g 

ou
r 

ar
t 

pr
od

uc
tio

n,
 a

nd
 i

nt
er

ni
ng

 f
or

 f
re

e 
in

 a
rt

 
in

st
itu

tio
ns

 a
re

 t
he

 o
bv

io
us

 s
ac

ri
fic

es
 w

e 
si

m
-

pl
y 

m
us

t m
ak

e 
be

ca
us

e 
w

e 
ha

ve
 fa

ith
 in

 a
rt

. A
t 

O
SE

, w
e 

co
ul

d 
be

 s
ee

n 
to

 p
av

e 
th

e 
w

ay
 fo

r 
a 

m
od

el
 o

f t
he

 p
re

ca
ri

ou
s 

st
ud

en
t. T

hi
s 

m
ar

ks
 a

 
m

ul
tip

le
 s

hi
ft

 in
 p

er
sp

ec
tiv

e 
w

he
re

in
 w

e 
m

ov
e 

fr
om

 a
 p

os
iti

on
 in

 w
hi

ch
 e

du
ca

tio
n 

is
 s

ee
n 

as
 

a 
so

ci
et

al
 b

en
efi

t, 
to

 t
ha

t 
of

 a
 c

on
su

m
er

 r
el

a-
tio

ns
hi

p,
 t

o 
on

e 
in

 w
hi

ch
 w

e 
m

us
t 

gi
ve

 w
ha

t-
ev

er
 is

 n
ee

de
d 

fr
om

 u
s, 

be
 e

te
rn

al
ly

 g
ra

te
fu

l 
an

d 
co

ns
ci

ou
s 

th
at

 if
 w

e 
do

n’
t 

fu
lfi

ll 
ex

pe
ct

a-
tio

ns
 th

is
 o

pp
or

tu
ni

ty
 w

ill
 b

e 
ta

ke
n 

aw
ay

 fr
om

 
us

.  A
s 

su
ch

, i
t 

m
ak

es
 p

er
fe

ct
 s

en
se

 t
ha

t 
ke

ep
-

in
g 

ab
re

as
t 

of
 n

ex
t 

ye
ar

’s 
fu

nd
in

g 
pr

oc
es

s 
an

d 
be

in
g 

bu
rd

en
ed

 w
ith

 t
he

 u
nr

em
itt

in
g 

kn
ow

l-
ed

ge
 th

at
 O

SE
 m

ay
 n

ot
 s

ur
vi

ve
 s

ho
ul

d 
be

 p
ar

t 
of

 o
ur

 e
xp

er
ie

nc
e 

as
 a

ss
oc

ia
te

s.

A
s 

w
e 

in
te

rn
al

is
e 

th
e 

pr
es

su
re

 o
f 

ou
r 

ro
le

 
in

 t
he

 s
ch

oo
l’s

 s
ur

vi
va

l, 
ou

r 
st

ud
y 

tim
e 

is
 

tr
an

sf
or

m
ed

 i
nt

o 
la

bo
ur

 t
im

e 
th

at
 n

ee
ds

 t
o 

be
 p

ro
du

ct
iv

e 
an

d 
w

e 
lo

se
 s

om
e 

of
 t

he
 m

os
t 

im
po

rt
an

t 
ch

ar
ac

te
ri

st
ic

s 
of

 t
he

 t
im

e 
sp

en
t 

in
 

ed
uc

at
io

n:
 w

e 
sh

ou
ld

 a
vo

id
 fa

ilu
re

, w
e 

sh
ou

ld
 

oc
cu

py
 a

ll 
ou

r 
tim

e,
 w

e 
sh

ou
ld

 t
ry

 t
o 

m
ak

e 
ev

er
yt

hi
ng

 p
ub

lic
 in

st
ea

d 
of

 c
re

at
in

g 
a 

bu
bb

le
 

of
 p

ro
te

ct
io

n 
w

he
re

 w
e 

ca
n 

ex
pe

ri
m

en
t 

w
ith

 
no

 d
efi

ne
d 

ob
je

ct
iv

e 
or

 o
ut

co
m

e 
in

 s
ig

ht
. I

n 
a 

se
ns

e,
 w

e 
ha

ve
 r

ep
la

ce
d 

th
e 

re
la

tio
n 

of
 b

ei
ng

 
ed

uc
at

io
n 

co
ns

um
er

s 
de

m
an

di
ng

 t
o 

ge
t 

w
ha

t 
w

e 
pa

id
 fo

r, 
w

ith
 a

 d
eb

t r
el

at
io

n 
to

 th
e 

in
st

itu
-

tio
n 

th
at

 i
s 

un
m

on
et

is
ed

 a
nd

 y
et

 a
ls

o 
br

in
gs

 
m

on
et

is
ed

 v
al

ue
 i

nt
o 

th
e 

pi
ct

ur
e.

 T
he

 d
iff

er
-

en
ce

 b
et

w
ee

n 
th

os
e 

re
la

tio
ns

 is
 t

ha
t, 

as
 a

ss
o-

ci
at

es
, w

e 
be

ha
ve

 a
s 

ob
je

ct
s 

of
 c

on
su

m
pt

io
n 

ra
th

er
 t

ha
n 

as
 c

on
su

m
er

s. 
W

e 
ha

ve
 b

ee
n 

su
b-

co
nt

ra
ct

ed
 a

s 
ar

tis
ts

, a
nd

 c
om

m
is

si
on

ed
 to

 b
e 

T
he

 E
co

no
m

ic
s 

of
 F

re
e1

A
nd

re
a 

Fr
an

ck
e

O
pe

n 
Sc

ho
ol

 E
as

t 
(O

SE
) 

is
 a

 n
on

-fe
e 

pa
y-

in
g 

ed
uc

at
io

n 
pr

og
ra

m
m

e.
 A

lth
ou

gh
 i

t 
ha

s 
th

e 
w

or
d 

sc
ho

ol
 in

 it
s 

na
m

e,
 it

 is
 a

ct
ua

lly
 a

n 
as

so
ci

at
e 

pr
og

ra
m

m
e 

th
at

 g
iv

es
 n

o 
ac

cr
ed

i-
ta

tio
n.

 I
t 

ci
te

s 
al

te
rn

at
iv

e 
ar

t 
ed

uc
at

io
n 

pr
o-

je
ct

s 
as

 a
n 

in
sp

ir
at

io
n 

an
d 

its
 w

eb
si

te
 b

lu
rb

 
in

tr
od

uc
es

 it
 a

s 
“…

a 
st

ud
y 

pr
og

ra
m

m
e 

…
se

t 
up

 t
o 

fa
ci

lit
at

e 
ar

tis
tic

 l
ea

rn
in

g 
an

d 
to

 p
ro

-
vi

de
 a

n 
in

fo
rm

al
 e

nv
ir

on
m

en
t 

fo
r 

th
e 

sh
ar

in
g 

of
 k

no
w

le
dg

e 
an

d 
sk

ill
s 

be
tw

ee
n 

ar
tis

ts
, l

oc
al

 
re

si
de

nt
s 

an
d 

th
e 

br
oa

de
r 

pu
bl

ic
.”

T
he

 a
sp

ec
t 

of
 O

SE
 t

ha
t 

I w
ou

ld
 li

ke
 t

o 
fo

cu
s 

on
 h

er
e 

is
 i

ts
 l

ac
k 

of
 t

ui
tio

n 
fe

es
. M

uc
h 

ha
s 

be
en

 s
ai

d 
an

d 
w

ri
tt

en
 a

bo
ut

 w
ha

t 
it 

m
ea

ns
 

fo
r 

O
SE

 t
o 

be
 f

re
e 

in
 t

he
 c

on
te

xt
 o

f 
th

e 
re

-

1	
Th
is	
is	
a	
fir
st	
dr
aft
	fo
r	a
n	
es
sa
y	t
o	
be
	p
re

-
se
nt
ed
	a
t	

H
id

de
n 

Ec
on

om
ie

s	
in	
D
en
m
ar
k,	
O
ct
ob
er
	

20
14

ce
nt

 r
is

e 
in

 t
ui

tio
n 

fe
es

 i
n 

th
e 

U
K

. O
SE

 h
as

 
su

cc
es

sf
ul

ly
 a

dd
re

ss
ed

 t
he

 a
cc

es
si

bi
lit

y 
is

su
e 

cr
ea

te
d 

by
 f

ee
s. 

T
he

 a
ss

oc
ia

te
s 

co
m

e 
fr

om
 a

 
ra

ng
e 

of
 b

ac
kg

ro
un

ds
 a

nd
 p

re
vi

ou
s 

le
ve

ls
 o

f 
st

ud
y 

(in
 m

y 
ca

se
 a

 M
A

 fr
om

 C
he

ls
ea

 C
ol

le
ge

 
of

 A
rt

s)
 a

nd
 s

om
e 

of
 t

he
m

 h
av

e 
m

ad
e 

it 
cl

ea
r 

th
at

 t
he

y 
w

ou
ld

n’
t 

be
 a

bl
e 

to
 p

ar
tic

ip
at

e 
if 

it 
w

as
 a

 p
ai

d-
fo

r 
pr

og
ra

m
m

e.
 I

n 
th

is
 c

on
te

xt
, I

 
am

 in
te

re
st

ed
 in

 c
on

si
de

ri
ng

 a
 p

op
ul

ar
 a

rg
u-

m
en

t 
ab

ou
t 

th
e 

w
ay

 s
tu

de
nt

s 
be

ha
ve

 a
ft

er
 a

 
ri

se
 i

n 
tu

iti
on

 f
ee

s. 
M

uc
h 

ha
s 

be
en

 w
ri

tt
en

 
on

 t
he

 im
pa

ct
 t

ui
tio

n 
fe

es
 h

av
e 

ha
d 

in
 t

ra
ns

-
fo

rm
in

g 
st

ud
en

ts
 in

to
 c

on
su

m
er

s2 , 
bu

t 
w

ha
t 

I 
w

ou
ld

 li
ke

 t
o 

pr
op

os
e 

he
re

 is
 t

ha
t 

th
er

e 
ha

s 
be

en
 a

 c
on

fu
si

on
 b

et
w

ee
n 

ca
us

al
ity

 a
nd

 c
or

-
re

la
tio

n.
 T

he
se

 t
ra

ns
fo

rm
at

io
ns

 a
re

 t
he

 r
es

ul
t 

2	
M
ar
k	
Fis
he
r	
“C
ap
ita
lis
m
	R
ea
lis
m
”	
is	
a	

go
od
	e
xa
m
pl
e	
of
	th
e	
kin
d	
of
	c
rit
iq
ue
	g
en
er
at
ed
	b
y	

th
e	
ris
e	
in	
tu
itio
n	
fe
es
.

O
pe

n 
Sc

ho
ol

 E
as

t
Pa

ge
 6

 o
f 1

2
Lo

nd
on

, 2
01

4

ar
t 

st
ud

en
ts

 (
an

d 
ye

t 
as

 t
hi

s 
is

 a
 c

om
m

is
si

on
, 

it 
m

us
t 

be
 fu

lfi
lle

d 
so

 w
e 

m
us

t 
be

 p
ro

du
ct

iv
e,

 
ou

tc
om

e-
dr

iv
en

, l
ab

ou
ri

ng
 s

tu
de

nt
s)

. 

T
hi

s 
es

sa
y 

us
es

 O
SE

 a
s 

an
 e

xa
m

pl
e 

bu
t 

it 
ho

pe
s 

to
 il

lu
st

ra
te

 t
he

 fa
ct

 t
ha

t 
ou

r 
re

la
tio

n-
sh

ip
 to

 h
ig

he
r 

ed
uc

at
io

n 
ha

s 
no

t c
ha

ng
ed

 o
nl

y 
be

ca
us

e 
of

 f
ee

s. 
W

e 
ha

ve
 a

llo
w

ed
 t

he
 r

is
e 

in
 

tu
iti

on
 f

ee
s 

to
 h

ap
pe

n 
be

ca
us

e 
ou

r 
un

de
r-

st
an

di
ng

 o
f 

w
ha

t 
ed

uc
at

io
n 

is
 a

nd
 i

s 
fo

r 
ha

s 
vi

ol
en

tly
 c

ha
ng

ed
. I

 a
m

 n
ot

 a
rg

ui
ng

 t
ha

t 
th

er
e 

is
 a

 h
is

to
ri

ca
l m

od
el

 t
ha

t 
w

e 
ca

n 
go

 b
ac

k 
to

 
or

 t
ry

 t
o 

re
pl

ic
at

e 
bu

t 
I b

el
ie

ve
 t

ha
t 

w
e 

ne
ed

 
to

 r
e-

th
in

k 
ou

r 
ex

pe
ct

at
io

ns
 a

nd
 u

nd
er

st
an

d-
in

g 
of

 th
os

e 
st

ru
ct

ur
es

 a
nd

 id
eo

lo
gi

es
. A

s 
O

SE
 

re
de

fin
es

 i
ts

el
f 

in
 i

ts
 s

ec
on

d 
ye

ar
 a

nd
 h

op
e-

fu
lly

 c
on

tin
ue

s 
to

 e
la

bo
ra

te
 i

ts
 o

w
n 

ut
op

ia
n 

m
od

el
, i

t 
is

 i
m

po
rt

an
t 

to
 c

on
si

de
r 

ho
w

 t
hi

s 
de

bt
 h

as
 a

ffe
ct

ed
 u

s 
an
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