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Abstract 

Positioning intellectual property at the centre of the education and education research 
public/private debate is intended to highlight its importance as the means and outcome of 
the educative and research processes not only in the doing of public good but also for 
private profit maximisation in a shrinking, yet paradoxically, globalising capitalist 
market economy dependent on information and on a rapid technological innovation 
turnover. 

Employing a Marxian dialectical critique the paper seeks to show that, given capitalism's 
recurring crises, it is essential and extremely lucrative for capital not only to effect a 
takeover of the hitherto largely publicly funded education and research processes but also 
to appropriate the intellectual property outcomes. 

The paper argues that in terms of education, educational research and intellectual 
property the transfer from a public good to private property has implications involving 
not only the proletarianisation of educators/researchers but also the imposition of 
limitations on the free exchange of ideas and open access which intellectual property 
requires for the public good and paradoxically for the reproduction of capitalism itself. In 
the crucial debate on the positioning of educational research for the public good it is 
therefore vital also to factor in the intellectual property issue. 
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Introduction 

Because of its immediate association with legal rights intellectual property1 
may appear to be peripheral to the main concerns of educators and education 
researchers. Certainly it does not seem to register as a major factor to be 
considered in the public/private debate regarding where education research 
and researchers stand. It is, therefore, the intention of this paper to 
demonstrate that in the current knowledge-based economy the ownership and 
control of intellectual property is in reality the core issue underlying the 
public/private debate, wherever that debate is conducted, in the education 
context, in the law courts, or on the international stage; and that the 
takeover of intellectual property by corporations as a means of maximising 
their profit margins has social ramifications for the public good. 

Recognition of what is at stake requires a critical examination, by means of 
a Marxian critique developed for the task, of the social circumstances and the 
nature of capitalism's inner dynamics which have made intellectual property 
a lucrative proposition, and that some idea can be gained regarding where 
the corporate monopoly over intellectual property is likely to take us as a 
society if the trend is not arrested and redirected towards more socially 
desirable ends. 

The task requires a holistic approach which can reveal the dynamics that 
shape knowledge and ideas as intellectual property and the function 
intellectual property plays within the capitalist economy driven by the 
imperative to accumulate and expand capital. A Marxian critique, therefore, 
is the most appropriate method which draws not only on the principles of 
Hegel's dialectic but also on Marx's substantive critique of capital2 because 
the latter still remains the basic organising framework for studying our 
economic and social life. By adopting this framework, it becomes clear that 
the public and private sectors under capitalism are reciprocally related as two 
sides of a highly volatile and congenitally unstable economic system for the 
reason that under competitive market conditions private entrepreneurial 
activity in its drive for profits continually puts at risk the social stability on 
which that activity depends. 

The path of the critique is circular. It begins with an outline of the 
economic circumstances in which scientific and technological knowledge in 
the form of intellectual property has become 'hot property' in the market 
place of contemporary capitalism. The inner dynamics of the capitalist 
market economy are then explored with reference to Marx's foundational 
critique in an attempt to explain the underlying reasons why corporate 
enterprises are pursuing the privatisation of education, particularly higher 
education, and the monopolisation of intellectual property. The concluding 
section returns to discuss the corporate publishing sector's inroads into the 
commercialisation of higher education and the conflict over intellectual 
property rights this has engendered as a means of illustrating the 
implications this trend is likely to have not only for research and education 
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but also for society at large with regard to intellectual freedom and the free 
exchange of ideas. 

In bringing to light the nature and function of intellectual property within 
contemporary capitalism the paper has two main aims, firstly, to convince 
education researchers and educators that issues associated with intellectual 
property extend beyond copyright laws and policies; that intellectual property 
ownership and control is at the core of the public/private debate, and that 
whether conscious of it or not they are important players in the public/private 
struggle; and secondly, to provide a theoretical basis on which to understand 
their current position and on which to make informed and effective 
judgments where they ought to be positioned. 

The critique shows that the corporate monopolisation of intellectual 
property and the flow of information to serve the limiting ends of private 
capital accumulation and expansion is likely severely to curtail the drive for 
intellectual freedom of inquiry and the free flow and exchange of ideas on 
which social development and progress depend. 

Why Intellectual Property has a Price on its Head 

In the current era characterised by the growth, under the development and 
impact of information and communication technology, of knowledge-based 
industries such as electronics, biotechnology, nanotechnology, 
telecommunications and computers, there has developed a heightened 
awareness among monopoly corporations with a lot of investment capital to 
spare, of the potential economic and commercial value of intellectual 
property. The awareness has precipitated a virtual gold rush mentality 
especially among publishing corporations, as they jockey to position 
themselves in the race to exploit the huge potential returns not only locked 
up in state subsidised education sectors and research institutions which 
generate and use knowledge as a tool of trade, so to speak, but also in 
archival and information management systems being development as a 
consequence of the introduction of digital technology. 

However, taking advantage of the commercial opportunities on offer is 
dependent crucially on the ownership and control of intellectual property 
rights. The problem is that the workers in the field, the army of researchers 
and educators have to be persuaded to part with the intellectual property 
they generate. The situation is far from revolutionary, for since its inception 
capitalism has been dependent on the separation of workers from their 
knowledge and their tools and the conversion of these means of production 
into marketable units of private property. 

The separation began in earnest in the nineteenth century which saw 
capitalist enterprises investing in scientific and technological research and 
development and applying the results to their production processes (Noble 
1977, p. 5). The motivation for the investment lay in an intensifying pressure 
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to outproduce competitors at home and abroad and an unprecedented 
accumulation of surplus capital with which to underwrite such research and 
development ventures. The initiatives were to become the foundation for the 
rise of science-based industries in the late nineteenth century. 

As Braverman (1974, p. 156) observed, the integration of science as an 
integral part of the capitalist mode of production 'is the last—and after labor 
the most important—social property to be turned into an adjunct of capital', 
and the slogan 'Science Finds, Industry Applies, Man Conforms' (Thompson 
1989, p. 1) encapsulates the thinking of the engineers who were to be 
instrumental in executing the necessary changes within capitalist enterprises 
in the new age of monopoly corporate capitalism, a mindset which sought to 
rationalise all aspects of capitalist production on the basis of objectively 
demonstrated scientific principles without interference from what was 
regarded as human subjective intervention. 

In the following account Noble (1977, p. xxv, pp. 5-7) illustrates the 
importance acquired by science in its intellectual property form since the 
establishment of science-based industries, in other words, since the wedding 
of science to the useful arts, as Noble expresses it.  

The US electrical and chemical industries who were the first in the 1880s to 
emerge from the results of basic scientific research rather than from 
traditional craft knowledge, set the pattern of production and management 
for modern industry. They became a major force in the growth of US 
corporate capitalism assisted in their expansion by the seizure of German-
owned patents as reparation following the end of World War I and the 
establishment of protective tariffs. Furthermore, they produced the electrical 
and chemical engineers who were to carry the scientific revolution into other 
industries. 

In the following years, in the US for example, engineers holding powerful 
positions across monopoly corporations, the state and education were to forge 
a professional network enabling them to influence government policy, 
establish institutes and faculties of engineering and technology within 
leading universities and to direct and apply research and development as 
part of a unified approach to corporate reform and development. 

The close relationship between industry, the state and education in support 
of capitalist economic growth was not new but had begun in the late 
eighteenth century in Prussia. Under the patronage of its absolutist 
monarchy, Prussia brought to bear public revenue to set up an education 
system structured to produce the scientists, engineers, technicians and 
skilled labourers who were to service Germany's fast developing industries. 
In the light of the issue of intellectual property it is interesting to note that 
Germany as a leader in the field of scientific research and applied technology 
became a mecca, in a climate of free exchange of knowledge, for many of the 
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industrialists, scientists, engineers as well as educators who were to build on 
German know-how in their own industrialising countries. 

The systematic introduction of science as a means of production 
presupposed and in turn reinforced industrial monopoly. This meant control 
not simply of production and the market but also control of the products of 
science and technology through patent ownership. The next step was control 
of the process of scientific production by means of systematic industrial 
research; and finally, control came to include command over the social 
prerequisites of this process: the development of the institutions necessary for 
the production of both scientific knowledge and 'knowledgeable people', and 
the integration of these institutions within the corporate system of science-
based industries. 

Noble (1977, p. 10) goes on to recount how the success and expansion of 
General Electric and Westinghouse in the 1890s in monopolising a 
substantial part of the US electrical manufacturing industry can be traced in 
large measure to their acquisition of the patents of competitors whom they  
eliminated, and to their own systematic and strategic development of 
patentable inventions. In the same period other companies began to 
capitalise on their patents by leasing their patented products and collecting 
royalties from them rather than selling them outright, . 

As a means of protecting and rewarding individual inventors patent and 
copyright laws had been enacted in the eighteenth century. However, 
subsequent reforms in the American patent system tended to protect and 
reward corporations as they began to monopolise inventors themselves. 
Increasingly, corporations adopted the practice either of purchasing the 
patents of inventors or of employing inventors on condition that they assign 
their patent rights to their employers. With their ownership and control of 
patents and copyright science-based industrial corporations were able to 
retard or promote invention according to commercial expediency. 

The inner dynamics of the Capitalist Market Economy 

In order to understand the dynamics driving these developments it is 
instructive to refer to Marx's critique of capital. These dynamics derive from 
the symbiotic relationship between commodity production and exchange 
which plays a significant role in the conversion of the intellectual and 
physical capabilities of workers into private property in the form of capital 
through the circulation of commodities and the medium of money. 

In this regard it is useful to note Marx's labour value theory (1954, Part I) 
for it sets out the parameters for following the trail of labour value which, 
according to the theory, is embodied in the commodities labour produces, as it 
circulates through the production and exchange processes to end up 
mysteriously as more capital value than the amount originally invested. In 
its various forms as commodity value, as money and as capital, value 
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functions as a mediating category through which the inner dynamics of 
capitalism can be grasp as a whole. 

Marx understands the source of the value embodied in commodities to be 
the amount of time labour power is expended on their production under 
average production conditions. Value, which derives from labour's productive 
capabilities can, therefore, be seen to end up as capital for the enterprise 
which pays for and employs that labour. The enterprise's interest in 
employing labour power is not in its ability to produced certain types of 
commodities, although without being useful they are unlikely to be 
exchanged. What they seek is labour's capacity or power in its most abstract 
form which, constituting exchange value embodied in commodities, enables 
commodities to be exchanged regardless of what type they are so that one 
tonne of iron for instance can be exchanged for one ounce of gold. 

For capitalist enterprises labour power holds the key to getting a return 
above the costs on their investment in labour power and means of production. 
This is accomplished by the simple means of recovering their labour costs in 
less than the contracted time. The ruse enables enterprises to accrue the 
surplus value embodied in commodities produced in the remainder of the 
time. Because this surplus value is the basis of their profit margin, 
enterprises will want to raise their labour's productivity. Of the several 
alternatives open to them in achieving this objective, however, one of the 
most enduring and lucrative has been through the introduction of labour 
saving technology, efficient work practices and processes and scientific 
management techniques. While the effect is to save labour costs in the short 
term, in the long run reducing the proportion of the surplus value producing 
labour tends to have an adverse effect on profit margins to which is added the 
loss of profit margins when technological innovations become universal 
throughout industry. Both these pressures lead to heavy capital investment 
in technological research, to continual technological upgrades, and in 
response to technological change to organisational restructuring in order to 
maintain productivity above that of competitors.  

According to Marx's critique, in an economy primarily directed towards 
private wealth creation capitalism presupposes a close interrelationship 
between production and exchange, a relation marked by exploitation and 
competition, as well as an interrelationship between two opposing social 
classes, a class of wealth owning non-producers on the one side, and a class of 
non-owning wealth producers on the other. The historical development of 
capitalism has shown that it has sought progressively to appropriate the 
collective knowledge and expertise of society's wage labouring producers and 
then to deploy them productively in a manner that will extract to the 
maximum private capital wealth in almost total disregard of the social 
consequences. For although technological innovation plays a key role it is 
always accompanied by changes in the social relations not only in the 
workplace but also in the wider society and its institutions. 
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As Lasch (Noble 1977, p. xi-xii) expressed it, the revolutionary changes 
which accompanied the rise of capitalism were not only technological, new 
inventions, processes and applications of scientific discoveries, but also social, 
in the overthrow of arbitrary authority, the destruction of mercantile 
restraints on trade, the emergence of a landless proletariat, and the 
separation of workers from their instruments and tools. These changes were 
to lay the basis of the factory system rendering handicraft production 
obsolete. They were also to envelope the new mode of manufacture in a 
political climate that was conducive to that system's development. 

These technical, economic, social and political conditions were to give rise 
to a line of development which ended in the establishment of huge industrial 
corporations based on science and technology in the latter part of the 
nineteenth century. Their growth can be attributed roughly to three factors: 
the division of the labour process into hundreds of detail operations; 
switching from labour intensive to capital intensive industrial practices 
through the introduction of machine technology and mechanisation; and the 
expropriation of workers' technical knowledge and expertise. These factors 
had the effect of stripping workers of their control over their own work 
practices so that they became virtual cogs in a labour process in which they 
could have no conception of the total productive process, nor any input except 
for their labour reduced to its most abstract.3

However, while enterprises are able to exert control over production to a 
certain extent, notwithstanding the constant threat of industrial unrest in 
that sphere, they face an uncertain and chaotic situation in the market place 
over which they have little control unless they can monopolise and 
manipulate the conditions of exchange. For they are dependent on the market 
where prices fluctuate daily for the purchase of labour power and the means 
of production, and for the realisation of their profit when they present their 
commodities for sale. 

A major contributor to market price fluctuations is that under capitalist 
market conditions of equality, competitiveness, individual entrepreneurial 
freedom and private property rights there is no organised means of 
rationalising production. Consequently, production decisions are made not on 
the basis of consumer demand but rather on the imperative to increase 
market share above the average. It is only when individual enterprises 
present their commodities for sale is it apparent, as measured by the rise and 
fall in prices, whether they have over- or underproduced. Overproduction 
causes a crisis because the glut of commodities cannot be exchanged unless 
their value depreciates which is expressed in a fall in their price below the 
average. The problem would not arise if commodities were all exchanged at 
their labour values, that is, at their cost, without a margin for profit. 

The reduction or elimination of profitability jeopardises the viability of an 
enterprise thereby setting it up for bankruptcy, takeover or merger if evasive 
action, so to speak, is not taken. Individual enterprises are therefore 
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compelled to find a way out of their crises. They attempt to do this by 
introducing new technology. However, this inevitably entails the 
restructuring of the labour process and its social relations. Initially, 
enterprises are able to expand their market share and even to maintain it for 
a short time until competitors adopt the new technology and it becomes 
generalised. Hence the spectacle of enterprises engaging in a game of 
technological leapfrog in order, figuratively, to stay afloat in a competitive 
world. 

 

A feature of the capitalist economy as a whole, therefore, is a constant state 
of instability engendered by the entrepreneurial activities of individual 
enterprises. If the economy is to remain viable, however, the instability has to 
be countered by stabilising mechanisms which generally centre on 
organisational restructuring. The paradox is that capitalism thrives on 
instability but survives on a basis of stability. The paradox finds expression 
in capitalism's roller coaster pattern of economic boom followed by economic 
downturn. The uncertainty drives enterprises to endeavour to eliminate 
competitors and monopolise market conditions. The elimination of 
competition, however, erodes profitability eventually unless enterprises 
internalise competition by means of restructuring their activities on a whole 
corporate basis. 

The inner dynamics of capitalism account for its expansionary tendencies 
which have now reached global proportions. The process has seen the 
transformation of the monopoly corporations of the early twentieth century 
into corporate transnational global operations. In this environment  
corporations strive to manage and manipulate the levers of capital growth 
against the constant threat of economic crises through organisational 
structuring and management techniques aided by information and 
communication technology. The strategy is meant to engender competition 
among their semi-autonomous, decentralised line divisions while maintaining 
centralised, decision-making administrative control in an attempt to achieve 
a semblance of balance between these opposing structures. 

This kind of structure can be seen to be duplicated in the global/national 
economy. In this contextual relation nation states, in competition with each 
other, participate in the rationalisation of the capitalist market economy on a 
global scale under free trade agreements and centralised financial 
arrangements brokered by the World Bank, the World Trade Organisation 
(WTO) and the International Monetary Fund (IMF), all of course under the 
guiding hand of the US, the world's largest and most powerful economy. 
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The Corporate Takeover of Intellectual Property and its 
Implications 

It is within these global trends assisted by the introduction of digital 
technology and the internet that corporations, particularly those in the 
publishing business, are seeking to capitalise on the user demand engendered 
by this technology, on their ownership and control of intellectual property 
rights and on the commercialisation of the universities as the powerhouse of 
knowledge generation and the centres of research activity. The drive to 
monopolise intellectual property and the flow of information, however, has 
not been without incident and conflict. 

According to Noble (2002, p. 26ff), in their bid to gain inroads into 
potentially lucrative online university instruction for instance corporations in 
the field of education have been dependent on acquiring the intellectual 
property rights of course materials developed by faculty staffs. It became a 
highly contentious issue which someone described in terms of the classroom 
vs the boardroom. 

The tensions were an aspect of the transformation taking place in higher 
education under the impact of commercialisation. The changes, which were 
the root cause of the conflict, derived from the identification of university 
campuses as significant sites of capital accumulation, 'a change in social 
perception that has resulted in the systematic conversion of intellectual 
activity into capital and, hence, intellectual property' (Noble 1977, p. 26-27). 

Noble identifies two general phases in the transformation of universities. 
The first phase entailed the commodification of the research function of the 
university and the conversion of scientific and engineering knowledge into 
commercially viable, privatised intellectual property which can be traded on 
the market. The second phase still in progress entails the commodification of 
the educational function in which courses are transformed into courseware, 
and the activity of instruction into commercially viable commodity packages. 

The conditions leading to these developments came to a head in the mid 
1970s following the oil crisis and the intensification of international 
competition. Corporate and political leaders of the major industrialised 
countries realised that their monopoly over the world's heavy industries was 
weakening due in part to the generalisation of automation technology, and 
that their supremacy in the future lay with their monopoly over the 
knowledge on which depended the new knowledge and electronics based 
economy. As a consequence their attention turned to the universities as the 
chief source of intellectual capital. 

Serious negotiations between business and university administrators in the 
US for instance were made possible by the 1980 patent and copyright law 
reforms introduced by the Reagan neo-liberal federal government 
administration which for the first time in that country granted universities 
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the automatic ownership of patents on materials produced by their faculties 
and funded by government grants. Thus, the knowledge gained by publicly 
funded research pursued as an end in itself, as a contribution to human 
knowledge, became commodified and privatised making it possible for 
university administrators to negotiate commercial partnerships. 

As a consequence not only in the US but also in other economically 
advanced countries a series of changes have been taking place within the 
universities: the wholesale reallocation of university resources towards its 
research function at the expense of its educational function, effectively 
separating what had traditionally been regarded as two interrelated sides of 
faculty work; the overturn of academic traditions and rights; and the 
usurpation of the legal right of faculties to the copyright ownership of their 
course materials. Furthermore, the pressures of commodification are 
fundamentally changing the nature of academic work and the relationship 
between the university and its faculty employees. Instead of conducting 
research in the service of their role as educators and scholars, faculty 
members beginning to produce commodities for their university employers 
who have formally adopted intellectual property policies similar to those 
previously devised by private industry, namely, making the assignment of  
patent rights and copyright a condition of employment. 

The struggle within universities over intellectual property rights 
particularly in the US, however, can be seen to involve not just the ownership 
and control of intellectual property. It is also a struggle between university 
administrators on the one side, who are anxious to capitalise on their online 
instruction potential in the market place as well as on their university 
research capacity, something which cannot be achieved without ownership of 
intellectual property rights, and faculty staff on the other side who see the 
changes threatening their academic role, their autonomy and integrity, their 
future employment and the future of quality education. 

The conflict as outlined more or less constitutes the parameters of the 
public/private debate which is increasingly taking place within the education 
sector. Furthermore, as research and education products and services become 
internationalised, the debate is entering the global arena, thus raising the 
issue of intellectual property rights to a higher level where it is becoming the 
subject of WTO agreements within Trade Related Aspects of Intellectual 
Property Rights (TRIPS) (Rikowski 2003). 

What is disturbing at this level is corporate capitalism's attempt under 
current TRIPS negotiations to extend the copyright terms—in the US it is up 
to ninety-five years after the death of the author. If the agreement is 
successfully negotiated the effect of granting large corporations the right 
virtually to lock up the socially produced knowledge for such a long period is 
likely to end the supply of new knowledge material entering the public 
domain, to severely hamper the free flow of ideas, and to restrict open access 
to information. As Brodie-Tyrrell (2004) notes, 'Seemingly perpetual 
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increases to the term of copyright make it appear that anything produced 
after 1978 will never enter the public domain (thereby ensuring Mickey 
Mouse's eternal profitability)'. 

 

Although barely alluded to in the confines of this paper, it is possible for a 
fully fleshed out critique to demonstrate that the intellectual labour value in 
its intellectual property form begins its journey to become intellectual capital, 
in the first instance, largely in publicly funded education systems where 
workers' intellectual labour power acquires market value as a commodity. In 
the second instance, having been purchased in the capitalist market place 
that labour power as intellectual property functions as means of production, 
and as such its capital value becomes embedded in the commodity output of 
the production process which is destined for the market place. These 
instances are now fast approaching a climax, for under the impact of digital 
technology and the internet, intellectual property in the totality of its 
functioning is being transformed into private intellectual capital, and 
monopolised by increasingly fewer and more powerful publishing corporations 
who stand to gain enormous commercial advantage and power as private 
gatekeepers to public access of knowledge and information. 

The current struggle arising from the transformation entails conflict not 
only between corporations as they compete with each other for a market 
monopoly but also between corporate players and the body of academics as 
the producers and consumers of intellectual property. The Australian 
Broadcasting Corporation's radio discussion (Correy, 2001) and federal 
government funded research carried out on behalf of Australian book 
production industry (Cope 2001) encapsulate in part the issues involved. 

At stake for the publishing corporations, as the possibility of huge returns 
offered by the technologies associated with digitisation and the internet 
grows, is how to control and capitalise on their intellectual property rights in 
an electronic environment which defies control and facilitates the unlimited 
free flow of and access to ideas and information around the world. In their 
efforts, it is interesting to note that they are applying business best practice 
principles operating under the same technology that also services the 
banking industry, to take one example. 

At stake for academics is the free distribution of their intellectual work, 
open access to and transfer of information, and the free and easy exchange of 
ideas offered by the internet. All of which is likely to be jeopardised by the 
limitations publishing corporations seek to impose through copyright and 
contractual arrangements as they attempt to become guardians of 
information, gatekeepers of its distribution, as well as leading agents in 
shaping what passes for worthwhile knowledge. 
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The situation raises three main fundamental questions: who owns the 
information, how much will it cost to access it, and who is able to access it. As 
Correy (2001, p. 1) observes, if you wanted power in bygone eras, you 
destroyed the libraries and controlled the flow of information. Nowadays, as a 
result of the internet everyone can read everything. Knowledge was freely 
available to the public and to scholars, but because it has now acquired a 
high market value and therefore a potential bonanza for the few big online 
publishers who as copyright holders are busy locking away information, 
research, journals, archives and libraries, and leasing out the contents under 
severely limiting contractual arrangements at huge cost to users, contents 
that essentially have been socially generated by academics and others . 

At the centre of the debate among contending forces is the ownership and 
control of copyright. Under contractual hardcopy publishing arrangements 
authors and scholars are generally required to assign their copyright to 
publishers if they seek publication of their work. While copyright places 
certain limits on the buyers of published material it does not entail their 
entering into a licensing contract with publishers. In the new digital 
environment, however, material in digital form is licensed by publishers as 
the copyright owners under contractual arrangements with the users as well. 
The terms of these publisher-user contracts—which could be described as 
reading rights—are determined by the powerful publishing corporations, not 
by government regulation. The terms can also be considered as draconian 
because under the contract user-readers are charged for exclusive rights to 
read but they cannot copy, print, lend or give to someone else the book or any 
part of it. These contracts virtually end an era when universities were free to 
purchase material and put it on their shelves for anyone to read at no cost. 
The virtual library is not free, and one of the biggest corporate players in the 
repository database field is the Anglo-Dutch corporation, Reed-Elsevier. 

The separation from authors and creators and the locking away of the 
means and products of intellectual production can be described as a replay in 
another arena of the enclosure of common lands in Britain at the beginning of 
the capitalist era by landlords who subsequently leased it back to the 
peasants at a rental cost. In its modern day form a small number of large 
publishing corporations are amassing and acquiring ownership of and 
thereby centralising and concentrating huge electronic archives of intellectual 
property as copyrighted information, for example, newspaper archives and 
the world's research, which many irate academics and researchers argue 
should be considered public information. 

One consequence is that university librarians on limited budgets cannot 
look at what is there and choose what they want without buying a whole 
bundle of material so they end up paying for more than they want. To 
overcome the problem university libraries have sought to form consortia to 
negotiate with the corporations in order to get better licensing deals. 
However, they could be locked into continual price increases under severely 
restricting licensing agreements which cut across their ability to disseminate 
new information for the public good. In reality publishers are not just selling 
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individual journals but selling access to a corpus of knowledge, a database, in 
which users are charged by the byte. 

To the majority of academic users these tensions and conflicts of interest 
are not immediately apparent until they are faced with the prospect that 
their libraries are unable to afford the cost of stocking the journals they 
require. It was exactly this kind of situation that stimulated a distinguished 
group of scientists under the banner of the Public Library of Science to 
actively protest at the growing trend towards the private monopolisation of 
the online resources on which academics are now increasingly dependent in 
their work. In an economy now dependent more than ever on research the 
implications of the monopolisation of intellectual property and the flow of 
ideas is not good news either for business or for the public good in the long 
term. It reflects a contradiction typical of capitalism which in the dirve for 
private gain perpetually puts at risk the public good on which it depends. 

Concluding Reflections 

The foregoing are only some of the issues surrounding the ownership of 
intellectual property as it acquires currency in the new knowledge-based 
economy. Other issues include publishing corporations attempting to promote 
'brand loyalty' by making it costly for their subscribers to conduct a search of 
databases outside their gates, so to speak; and to prevent the compilation of 
public databases on the grounds that the practice constitutes unfair 
competition. 

It is rare for education researchers to be aware of these tendencies or to be 
aware of the key role the ownership of intellectual property plays not only in 
their research but also in the wider arena of the world economy. However, it 
has been the aim of this paper to highlight the importance and so raising 
awareness of the issues involved which need to be factored in as educators 
and education researchers deliberate on their position in the public/private 
debate and respond to increasing pressure to conform to the imperatives of 
the private sector. 

The full implications of the current trend towards the private 
monopolisation of the ownership of intellectual property and the control of 
the flow of information have yet to be widely broadcast beyond the faculties of 
science and university libraries. In this regard educators in their capacity as 
researchers, because of their location at the intersection of the public/private 
divide, can be instrumental not only in publicising the implications but also 
in exerting a practical influence on the reshaping of the intellectual property 
corporate agenda. 
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Notes 

 

                                                      

1  Under the historically specific conditions of the capitalist market economy intellectual 
property represents the commodification of knowledge and ideas by which they have 
conferred upon them exchange value as privately owned property in the market place.  

2  There are signs of a revitalised interest in the contribution of Hegel and Marx to the 
development of a method focussed on explaining why a phenomenon, such as 
intellectual property, exists, what is the nature of its connections with other phenomena, 
and what is its function within a network of developing phenomena. Although 
controversy surrounds the Hegelian-Marxian relationship I contend that in terms of 
method mystifications can be solved if Hegel's dialectical principles are regarded as the 
content within the form of method Marx developed specifically for his critique of capital. 
Marx's method therefore cannot be taken as a universal, materially applied set of 
principles. Rather a Marxian type critique must be developed according to the nature of 
each subject to be critically investigated. In my own endeavours to develop a Marxian 
critique I have found helpful the works of Arthur (2002); Houlgate (1991); Johnson 
(1988); and Smith (1993). 

3  For more detailed accounts of what follows see Marx (1954); Braverman (1974).and 
Harvey (1982). For a concise summary see Raduntz (In press). 
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