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Cognitive Capitalism and eduCation:
new Frontiers

Yann moulier Boutang
	 —	Translated	from	French	by	Philippe	Bonin

Beyond the Thesis of the Commodification of Education

Whatever	 the	 term	being	 used	—	 “cognitive	 capitalism,”	 “knowledge-based	
economy,”	 or	 “intellectual	 capital”	—	 and	whether	 or	 not	 one	 agrees	 that	
knowledge	is	at	the	core	of	a	new	system	of	accumulation	that	is	increasingly	
predominant,	it	has	become	clear	at	the	present	time	it	is	the	activity	of	producing	
knowledge	 and	 intellectual	 human	 resources	 that	 is	more	 central	 than	 the	
end	product	of	that	activity,	that	is	to	say,	knowledge	codified	in	software	and	
databases.1	What	we	call	“human	capital,”	or	intellectual	capital,	conditions	the	
capacity	to	innovate.	In	and	of	itself,	such	a	capacity	to	innovate	would	favor	
resistance	against	increased	and	generalized	competition	between	economies	at	
a	global	level.	In	this	sense,	it	is	undeniable	that	education	and	the	entire	learning	
apparatus	have	taken	on	great	strategic	importance.	
	 However,	in	following	such	a	line	of	thinking,	one	quickly	faces	a	paradox.	
In	Europe,	for	example,	neo-liberalism	seems	to	be	a	force	that	is	attacking	the	
state’s	commitment	to	education	as	a	branch	of	public	service.	By	imposing	new	
regulations	 (a	 form	of	governance)	on	education,	neo-liberalism	has	certainly	
contributed	to	the	privatization	of	parts	of	the	learning	process.	At	the	same	time,	
the	declining	rate	of	economic	growth	in	the	European	Union	after	the	April	2000	
summit	in	Lisbon	led	member	states	to	reaffirm,	at	least	in	their	declarations,	the	
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need	for	a	decisive	recovery	of	the	European	zone	by	2010,	one	which	would	
make	it	“one	of	the	most	productive	economies	in	the	world.”	The	same	leaders	
have	emphasized	ambitious	educational	goals:	guaranteed	education	for	everyone,	
access	to	continuing	education	at	any	age,	and	reduction	of	the	technological	
gap	with	the	United	States.	Are	we	dealing	here	with	an	official	policy,	produced	
just	for	effect,	that	conceals	the	darker	reality	of	a	Malthusian	commodification	of	
education	and	learning,	which	would	subject	them	to	the	pressure	of	immediate	
return	on	investments?	
	 If	 one	 adopts	 such	 an	 optic,	 one	 cannot	 fail	 to	 be	 impressed	 by	 the	
overwhelming	infiltration	of	the	educational	process	by	economics	and	its	logic,	all	
over	the	world.	It	appears	that	educational	institutions	have	become	increasingly	
dominated	by	notions	like	yield	on	investment,	cost/benefit	analysis,	and	efficacy	
in	 the	 spatial	 distribution	 of	 new	 investments.	 Productivity	 of	 teachers	 and	
other	personnel	are	now	measured	through	a	variety	of	quantitative	indicators,	
ranging	 from	 students’	 performance	 on	 examinations,	 their	 success	 rates	 in	
such	 examinations,	 numbers	 of	 theses	 defended,	 and	 calculations	 of	 budget	
expenditures	per	student.	When	we	add	to	this	 the	emergence	of	many	other	
phenomena,	such	as	a	new	emphasis	on	the	need	for	educational	institutions	
to	attract	their	own	funding	(partly	through	development	of	new	hybrid,	public/
private	identities),	the	notion	of	customizing	educational	services	for	individual	
students,	and	a	broader	shift	from	a	logic	of	public	service	to	one	of	satisfying	
the	end	user	—	even	the	customer	—	in	education,	one	might	indeed	wonder	if	
all	these	elements	in	combination	do	not	clinch	the	case	of	those	who	vigorously	
denounce	the	commodification	of	education.
	 Of	course,	it	is	always	tempting	to	selectively	retain	the	ideas	of	economists.	
From	Gary	Becker	 of	 the	University	 of	Chicago,	 one	might	 adopt	 the	notion	
of	 “human	 capital”	 (developed	 in	 1962).	Or,	 one	might	 invoke	 the	 idea	 of	
“endogenous	growth,”	more	recently	developed	by	Robert	Lucas,	of	the	same	
institution.	These	theories	hew	closely	to	the	neo-classical	matrix;	they	were	major	
inspiration	for	what	have	been	called	the	Thatcher	and	Reagan	counter-revolutions.	
Certainly	such	explanatory	concepts	go	hand	in	hand	with	neo-liberal	views	and	
policies.	They	assert,	for	example,	that	education	will	benefit	from	a	reduction	
of	the	role	of	the	State,	and	they	place	the	burden	of	education	squarely	on	the	
shoulders	of	the	individual,	who	thus	becomes	the	entrepreneur	of	his/her	own	
bildung.	It	is	even	tempting	to	combine	such	neoclassical	arguments	with	Marxist,	
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regulation-prone,	critical	 (or	“radical,”	as	 they	are	called	on	the	other	side	of	
the	Atlantic)	theories	which	have	described	neo-liberalism	as	a	monetarization	
of	 the	 economy.	 Such	 views	have	been	 advanced	by	 French	 economists	 like	
Frédéric	 Lordon,	 François	Chesnais,	André	Orléan,	 and	Michel	Aglietta	 and	
Antoine	Rébérioux,	contributing	to	a	very	pessimistic	general	vision,	in	which	
the	 commodification	 and	 the	privatization	of	 education	will	 prove	 to	be	our	
inescapable	future.2

	 On	 the	 contrary,	 I	will	 try	 to	 show	here,	 by	presenting	 the	hypothesis	 of	
“cognitive	capitalism,”	that	such	analyses	are	insufficient.3	The	present	situation	
is,	fortunately,	much	more	open-ended.
	 First	let	me	assert	that	I	do	not	doubt	that	schools,	universities,	and	institutes	of	
continuing	education	—	all	of	which	I	consider	to	be	the	main	tools	of	something	
we	might	 call	 the	 “apparatus	 of	 capture”	 (of	 human	 subjects)	 for	 cognitive	
capitalism	—	are	now	in	the	forefront	of	capitalist	accumulation.	The	“managerial”	
pressure	now	being	exerted	on	the	educational	process	can	be	explained	by	the	
need	now	faced	by	developed	societies	to	invest	more	and	more	of	their	funds	
in	immaterial	resources,	with	education	their	costliest	budget	item.	(As	a	point	
of	historical	reference,	we	may	note	that	the	combined	investment	in	education	
on	the	part	of	state	and	local	bodies	in	Jacobin	France	constituted	one	fifth	of	the	
entire	budget,	and	that	the	figure	was	similar	for	other	federalist	countries	at	the	
time.)	
	 But	there	are	other	factors	which	explain	equally	well	the	emergence	within	
education	of	a	vocabulary	tainted	with	economics.	For	one	thing,	we	might	note	
that	the	current	tendency	to	link	processes	of	evaluation	to	the	logic	of	accounting	
was	the	product	of	a	much	earlier	introduction,	in	the	1970s,	of	techniques	for	
rationalizing	 budget	 practices.	Yet	 the	 appearance	of	 this	 type	 of	managerial	
logic	in	the	1970s	must	itself	be	contextualized.	For	its	emergence	corresponded	
with	an	increase	in	the	percentage	of	GDP	(gross	domestic	product)	constituted	
by	compulsory	taxes	raised	by	the	state.	In	fact,	this	amount	increased	in	both	
absolute	terms	and	as	a	percentage.	Today,	the	percentage	of	GDP	raised	through	
taxes	hovers	at	a	little	over	50	percent	in	Scandinavian	countries,	is	about	45	
percent	in	France,	and	has	increased	even	in	countries	where	it	has	traditionally	
been	much	lower,	as	in	the	United	Kingdom	and	the	United	States.	
	 By	contrast	to	the	developments	of	the	1970s,	today	we	are	seeing	as	a	new	
component	the	fresh	intensification	of	managerial	pressure	on	education.	Yet	I	
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want	to	propose	that	this	intensification	is	inseparable	from	three	deep	internal	
contradictions	in	cognitive	capitalism	that	actually	prevents	it	from	taking	hold	of	
knowledge	processes	through	a	pure	and	simple	process	of	commodification.	
	 The	 first	 contradiction	 derives	 from	 the	 peculiar	 economic	 nature	 of	
information	 goods	 (which	 I	will	 describe	 later).	The	 second	derives	 from	 the	
quasi-public	nature	of	knowledge	goods	and	of	their	conditions	of	production.	
The	third	contradiction	of	what	I	am	calling	cognitive	capitalism	has	to	do	with	the	
extension	of	private	property	rights	to	intellectual	products,	based	on	the	ongoing	
circulation	of	knowledge	products	through	new	information	and	communication	
technologies	(which	I	call	NICTs).	Of	course,	the	existence	of	NICTs	implies	a	
considerable	potential	for	repressive	centralization,	as	well	as	for	the	codification	
of	knowledge,	according	to	which	information	is	merely	considered	a	commodity.	
But	we	should	also	bear	in	mind	that	such	processes	of	generalizing	knowledge	
and	its	applications	constitute	a	way	of	extracting	 the	value	of	work	as	 living 
work.	Today’s	demand	for	a	new	kind	of	work	 force	based	on	autonomy	and	
flexibility	is	different	from	the	demand	for	workers	to	do	several	different	types	
of	work	(as	specialized	workers	were	expected	to	be	able	to	do	in	the	1970s).	
This	is	because	the	demand	made	on	today’s	workforce	draws	on	its	capacity	to	
invent	new	tasks,	to	mobilize	implicit	knowledge,	and	to	offer	new	answers	to	
questions	whose	solutions	have	so	far	not	been	programmed	properly.
	 The	contradictions	I	have	noted	above	are,	I	believe,	difficulties	intrinsic	to	
the	commodification	of	knowledge	itself.	Moreover,	I	would	suggest	that	their	
convergence	 is	 leading	 to	 a	 crisis	 in	 private	 property	 relations	 that,	 in	 turn,	
is	 establishing	 the	 contours	 of	 a	 new	public	 space.	This	 space	 is	 completely	
compatible	with	 the	goals	of	emancipation	and	eradication	of	 inequality	 that	
have	traditionally	been	assigned	to	public	education.	To	clarify	this	thesis,	let	us	
examine	some	traits	of	what	I	have	referred	to	as	cognitive	capitalism.

Cognitive Capitalism: What It Is Not

Researchers	have	offered	numerous	labels	to	better	describe	the	transformation	
capitalism	is	presently	undergoing,	a	 transformation	of	which	globalization	 is	
the	symptom.	The	term	“cognitive	capitalism”	recommends	itself	because	it	is	so	
easy	to	discover	problems	with	these	labels.	Cognitive	capitalism,	for	example,	by	
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no	means	signifies	a	“new	economy.”	Nor	does	it	refer	to	a	highly	financialized	
economy	which	might	be	free	from	the	vicissitudes	of	economic	cycles,	like	the	
one	the	United	States	appeared	to	present	to	the	world	before	2001,	when	the	
Dot-com	bubble	burst.	
	 Cognitive	capitalism	does	not	refer	to	an	“information	society”	either.	For	I	
would	insist	that	social	exchange	can	never	be	reduced	to	an	exchange	of	neutral	
information.	Nor	is	it	appropriate	to	use	the	reductive	term	cognitive	economy,	for	
we	cannot	characterize	the	entire	economy	in	terms	of	the	sector	that	produces	
knowledge	or	intellectual	goods.		Finally,	I	take	issue	with	the	term	“knowledge-
based	economy.”	The	idea	of	a	“knowledge-based	economy”	assumes	that	social	
interaction	has	essentially	been	dissolved	in	a	neutral	convergence	of	“government	
from	and	by	science.”	By	contrast,	the	term	“cognitive	capitalism”	asserts	that	we	
are	indeed,	still	in	an	era	of	capitalism.	We	are	in	an	era	of	capitalism	much	more	
than	we	are	in	an	era	of	the	market.	The	financial	world	exists	to	harness	value,	
not	vice-versa.	Markets	are,	in	fact,	secondary	to	the	harnessing	of	value.
	 Let	us	ask	again,	then,	if	it	is	possible	to	describe	the	ongoing	transformations	
by	 resorting	 to	 expressions	 like	 “information	 society,”	 or	 “knowledge-based	
society,”	 as	UNESCO	 reports	 on	 education	 tend	 to	 do.	 I	would	 view	 these	
expressions	 as	 highly	 ambiguous.	 Like	 the	 republican	 ideology	of	 yesteryear,	
concepts	like	“information	society”	posit	that	a	hypothetical,	or	realizable,	equality	
can	be	attained	through	traditional	education,	while	denying	the	 increasingly	
strategic	value	of	knowledge-sharing	and	the	distribution	of	knowledge	goods	in	
the	current	transformation.	
	 It	should	be	obvious	that	equality	in	a	knowledge	or	information-based	society	
does	 not	 depend	purely	 on	 sharing	 of	 information	 and	 codified	 knowledge.	
These	criteria	have	become	intertwined	with	criteria	of	stratification	based	on	
social	class,	without	ever	completely	replacing	them.	We	must	thus	point	to	a	
second	 limitation	of	 the	notion	of	 a	 knowledge-based	 society.	This	 limitation	
arises	 because	 the	 notion	 of	 such	 a	 society	 blurs	 the	 distinction	 between	 a	
society	in	which	“information”	and	already	codified	knowledge	are	of	paramount	
importance,	 and	 societies	 in	which	 the	 development	 of	 knowledge,	 and	 the	
harnessing	of	that	development	are	the	driving	forces	for	accumulation.	We	need	
to	consider	how	 terms	 such	as	 “contextualized	knowledge,”	developed	by	E.	
Rullani,	or	Donna	Haraway’s	“situated	knowledge,”	correspond	to	what	André	
Gorz	 simply	calls	 “knowledge.”4	According	 to	Gorz’	definition,	 “knowledge”	
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already	implies	that	there	has	been	an	inspection	and	the	harnessing	of	knowledge	
by	capitalism.	Of	course,	the	access	to	information	and	to	knowledge	can	easily	
be	subjected	to	a	toll.	Thus	to	simply	reduce	a	knowledge	society	to	a	sum	of	
information	actually	accelerates	Malthusian	commodification.	An	example	of	
this	kind	of	commodification	is	the	patenting	of	software	dealing	with	technical	
processes,	a	process	often	described	as	the	“claiming”	(revendication)	of	a	patent	
and	its	“range.”	Such	processes	tend	to	appropriate	to	the	private	sphere	objects	
like	the	therapeutic	methods	of	medicine.	But	in	the	long	run	such	practices	will	
lead	to	a	decline	in	innovation	and	even	deterioration	of	conditions	necessary	
for	knowledge	production.
	 It	 is	also	 important	 to	emphasize	 that	 in	cognitive	capitalism	the	value	of	
knowledge	depends	on	an	ability	to	selectively	use	information.	But	it	should	be	
emphasized	that	selection	of	information,	as	well	as	the	critical	process	of	selecting	
the	 tools	 for	 selection,	 cannot	 in	 and	of	 itself	 be	 considered	 an	 information	
good.	Knowing	how	to	use	tools	includes	general	traits	that	are	not	codifiable.	
This	is	because	it	is	only	the	intelligent	application	of	tools	to	a	context	that	is	
conducive	to	innovation.	The	value	of	knowledge	goods,	therefore,	presupposes	
the	existence	of	an	educated	collectivity	that	is	able	to	make	intelligent	use	of	
them,	i.e.,	answering	new	questions	with	yet	unheard-of	solutions.	
	 Since	 the	 appearance	 of	works	 by	Bourdieu,	 Baudelot,	 and	 Establet,	 the	
“republican”	ideology	that	made	education	the	vector	of	upward	social	mobility	
has	been	under	severe	attack.	Schools	can	be	the	locus	of	new	forms	of	subjection,	
these	critics	have	noted,	and	schooling	can	reproduce	inequality	by	standing	in	
the	stead	of	other	displaced	processes	of	selection.	For	these	scholars,	the	concept	
of	an	almost	patrimonial	possession	of	“social”	or	“human”	“capital”	has	helped	
justify	accentuated	doses	of	inequality	since	the	end	of	the	Trente	Glorieuses.	
Concepts	of	individualization	in	education,	they	say,	have	the	effect	of	making	
the	individual	shoulder	“responsibility”	for	his	or	her	learning,	as	well	as	for	his	
or	her	“employability”	(in	Gary	Becker’s	terms).
	 However,	 such	 analyses	 do	 not	 help	 us	 to	 understand	 the	 components	
of	 knowledge	 production.	This	 analysis	will	 be	 essential	 to	 redefining	 the	
emancipatory	project	that	education	should	be.	Such	a	project	will	be	much	more	
effective	if	it	is	addressed	to	the	intrinsic	contradictions	of	cognitive	capitalism,	or	
to	new	contradictions,	rather	than	to	the	a-historical	representation	of	knowledge	
as	“power”	still	found	in	the	theories	of	knowledge	“elites”	supported	by	the	right,	
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or	left	critiques	of	modernity	based	on	the	notion	of	the	advent	of	the	“individual,”	
who	is	then	reproached	for	the	destruction	of	the	“collective.”	In	fact,	the	strategic	
importance	of	knowledge	(and	not	only	of	information,	or	digitalized	and	codified	
knowledge)	brings	to	the	fore	a	new	common	or	collective	space.	It	 is	in	this	
space	that	processes	of	“individuation,”	as	Simondon	describes	them	(rather	than	
processes	of	individualization)	can	emerge.	Individualization	has	been	taken	to	
be	that	which	operates	in	opposition	to	the	collective,	whereas	“individuation”	
can	only	take	place	in	strict	symbiosis	with	the	collective	(as	in	the	case	of	human	
subjects	amongst	themselves,	or	human	subjects	with	their	tools	and	technical	
objects).	Production	in	cognitive	capitalism	breaks	down	the	distinction	between	
production	and	consumption	as	separate	spheres.	With	cognitive	capitalism	we	
see	the	emergence	of	more	and	more	devices	for	reinjecting	information	given	by	
the	consumer	into	real	time	production,	and	“just	in	time”	(as	we	have	seen	with	
the	development	of	the	notion	of	the	“prosumer,”	a	compound	merging	the	role	
of	the	consumer	with	that	of	producer.)	The	role	played	by	the	market	has	thus	
become	inseparable	from	the	process	of	harnessing	public	opinion	and	public	
attention,	as	Gabriel	Tarde	observed.5	To	produce	no	longer	means	to	produce	a	
distinct	merchandise	or	commodity	but	to	produce	a	world	and	an	experience	
of	the	world	that	leads	to	material	consumption.6	

The New Nervous Centers of Capitalism

The	mutation	underway	since	1975	heralds	the	birth	of	a	new	code	of	regulation	of	
capitalism	(the	third	mode	in	history	after	mercantilism	and	industrial	capitalism).	
This	is	the	latest	mode	of	capitalism	that	we	term	cognitive	capitalism.7	Its	center	
is	associated	with	the	appropriation	of	knowledge	and	the	continuous	production	
of	 innovations.	All	 sectors	 of	 social	 life	 that	 participate	 in	 the	 production	 of	
knowledge	as	 either	 a	means	of	 knowing	or	 a	means	of	 living	have	become	
the	new	nervous	centers	of	accumulation.	The	orientation	and	the	principles	of	
this	accumulation	are	the	defining	features	of	cognitive	capitalism.	What	is	the	
principle	that	underlies	this	transition	to	a	cognitive	capitalism?	A	society	may	
be	characterized	by	a	principle	or	an	orientation	of	 its	accumulation.	Here,	 I	
use	accumulation	 to	 refer	 to	 the	entirety	of	 the	 investments	made	by	a	given	
society;	we	need	not	restrict	it	to	the	economists’	definition	of	Gross	Fixed	Capital	
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Formation.	As	Bernard	Paulré	states,	accumulation	is	not	a	purely	quantitative	
operation.	One	should	also	measure	its	intention	and	its	direction.	If	industrial	
capitalism	 can	 be	 characterized	 by	 the	 fact	 that	 accumulation	 is	 oriented	
primarily	to	machines	and	the	organization	of	work,	cognitive	capitalism	would	
then	appear	to	be	a	different	system	of	accumulation	from	the	one	at	work	in	
industrial	capitalism.	Accumulation	today	focuses	mainly	(even	in	a	hegemonic	
manner)	 on	 knowledge	 and	 creativity,	 that	 is	 to	 say,	 on	 immaterial	 forms	 of	
investment.	Extreme	financialization	of	the	economy	undeniably	exists,	but	this	
represents	an	attempt	to	master	the	instability	of	cognitive	capitalism	rather	than	
the	reverse.	In	cognitive	capitalism,	the	capture	of	revenues	to	be	gained	from	
knowledge	and	innovation	represents	the	main	aim	of	accumulation	and	plays	
a	crucial	role	in	capital	formation.	The	matters	of	property	rights,	of	location	in	
networks,	of	alliances,	and	of	project	management	are	all	major	institutional	and	
organizational	factors.	Their	role	is	paramount.	Firms	formulate	their	strategies	by	
first	doing	research	to	determine	what	spatial,	institutional,	and	organizational	
positioning	will	maximize	 the	 firm’s	 capacity	 to	 participate	 in,	 and	 reap	 the	
benefits	of,	creative	processes.	

Tensions That Have Become Internal and Direct

The	characteristics	above	have	led	to	the	creation	of	a	system	with	a	number	
of	other	 traits	 that	have	been	discussed	elsewhere.8	The	 relationship	between	
schools,	universities,	research	institutions	(both	private	and	public,	it	should	be	
highly	emphasized),	and	continuing	education	apparatuses	thus	becomes	direct	
and	internal	in	cognitive	capitalism.	In	the	glorious	days	of	industrial	capitalism,	
the	apparatuses	of	education	and	learning	were	seen	as	completely	external	to	
the	sphere	of	enterprise	and	the	marketplace;	there	originated	the	values	of	the	
republic,	of	the	nation,	or	the	values	of	the	dominant	class.	Such	a	vision,	affirmed	
in	still	influential	work	by	J.	A.	Schumpeter,	considers	invention	to	be	a	distinct	
moment	 in	 innovation,	one	 situated	outside	of	 the	 sphere	of	market	 increase	
in	 value.	The	 industrial	 innovation	 of	 the	 Schumpeterian	 entrepreneur	 arises	
only	from	such	external	innovation.	But	this	is	no	longer	the	case	in	cognitive	
capitalism.	 Education	 and	 subject	 formation	 are	 now	 the	 essential	 bases	 for	
incubation	of	forces	for	innovation	in	work,	and	of	inventiveness	itself.	Invention,	
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together	with	attention,	organization,	and	time	(in	particular,	time	for	learning),	
is	the	immaterial	asset	par	excellence	for	extracting	economic	value	in	cognitive	
capital.	 Education	 and	 science	 have	 thus	 become	 directly	 productive.	The	
traditional	distinction	between	“pure	research”	and	its	technological	“application”	
has	thus	lost	its	pertinence	(even	though	demands	for	short-term	profitability	that	
rely	on	 this	obsolete	distinction	 still	 threaten	 fundamental	 research).	 In	 truth,	
what	we	call	“fundamental	research”	has	become	more	vital	than	ever	before	
to	 innovation.	But	at	 the	 level	of	 research,	we	find	ourselves	 returning	again	
to	the	general	contradiction	with	which	we	started.	Since	the	very	essence	of	
basic	 research	 is	 the	production	of	 knowledge	 through	knowledge,	 cognitive	
capitalism	must	unavoidably	integrate	into	itself	the	processes	of	education	and	
subject	formation,	making	them	into	highly	desirable	grounds	for	private	(and	
public)	investment.

Some Provisional Conclusions

Cognitive	capitalism	seeks	continually	to	capture	the	collective	power	of	invention	
that	manifests	itself	in	social	cooperation.9	
	 The	power	 of	 invention	 represents	 an	untapped	potential	 for	 innovations	
and	for	a	form	of	permanent	employment	that	is	difficult	to	relocate,	or,	at	the	
very	least,	is	far	from	being	based	on	a	purely	repetitive	form	of	labor.	It	is	true	
that	new	information	and	communication	technologies	(NICTs)	allow	for	large-
scale	automation	of	repetitive	mental	tasks,	just	as	machines	once	achieved	in	
the	case	of	muscular	tasks.	However,	one	cannnot	jump	to	the	conclusion	that	
repetitive	mental	tasks	will	automatically	disappear.	Taylor	still	will	enjoy	a	few	
beautiful	days,	thanks	to	the	serialization	and	routinization	of	certain	types	of	
tasks	made	possible	by	the	digitization	of	data.	But	cognitive	work	also	presents	
neo-liberalism	with	the	incredible	advantage	of	being	able	to	incorporate	large	
numbers	of	positive	externalities,	the	production	of	which	has	until	now	been	left	
to	the	power	of	the	state	or	to	traditional	(and	even	modern)	communities.10	In	the	
framework	of	private	capitalism,	cognitive	work	keeps	externalizing	costs,	which	
are	in	fact	paid	by	society,	be	it	the	government	or	households.	To	harness	the	value	
of	cognitive	work	carried	out	over	the	whole	of	the	productive	process,	however,	
cognitive	capitalism	must	incessantly	strive	to	codify,	standardize,	digitize,	and	
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treat	knowledge	—	including	even	traditional	knowledges,	as	demonstrated	in	
the	case	of	bio-piracy	analyzed	by	the	Indian	economist	Vandana	Shiva.11

	 But	 harnessing	 the	 economic	 value	 of	 knowledge	 and	 of	 innovation	 is	
hard	work	that	faces	major	contradictions.	As	soon	as	it	is	transformed	into	an	
information	good,	an	item	of	knowledge	that	is	expensive	to	produce	(be	it	at	the	
social	level,	or	at	the	private	level	of	research	and	development)	loses	much	of	
its	commercial	value,	since	it	can	be	reproduced	for	almost	nothing.	Information	
or	knowledge	that	is	codified	via	computer	technology	becomes	a	file	that	can	
be	 copied	 infinitely	without	 any	 risk	 of	 degradation	of	 its	 content.	 It	 can	be	
transmitted	cheaply	via	the	Internet	with	a	simple	click	of	the	mouse.	As	a	result	
its	marginal	cost	(the	cost	incurred	in	producing	one	more	unit)	is	almost	null.	
This	characteristic	constitutes	a	first	major	obstacle	to	its	commodification:	What	
is	the	price	tag	of	digitized	knowledge?	
	 By	contrast,	immaterial	assets,	like	living work competences	(work	that	remains	
alive	rather	than	being	reduced	to	a	stock	of	dead	knowledge,	or	information),	
exhibit	all	the	characteristics	of	public	goods.	Living	work	competences	cannot	be	
divided,	spatially	or	temporally.	To	parody	the	lexicology	of	Human	Resources,	a	
human	being	cannot	be	half	“competent,”	one-tenth	“inventive,”	or	three-fourths	
“creative.”	The	person	as	a	whole	is	either	competent,	inventive,	or	available.	
It	 is	a	person’s	 inventive	 time	which	 is	of	 interest	 for	 the	capitalist.12	But	 this	
temporality	is	discontinuous	and	hardly	assignable	to	a	specific	time	slot	—	it	is	
not	because	a	researcher	is	sitting	at	a	desk	in	front	of	a	piece	of	paper	during	
office	hours	that	invention	takes	place.	
	 Human	activity	and	networked	collective	intelligence	are,	in	this	sense,	not	
opposed	to	each	other.	Information	or	knowledge	that	is	given	to	several	persons	
at	the	same	time	is	not	“taken	away”	from	the	originating	party,	any	more	than	use	
made	of	it	by	one	of	the	addressees	deprives	others	of	the	same.	Any	process	of	
knowledge	production	necessarily	involves	multiple	interactions.	The	relationship	
between	 teacher	 and	 student	 can	 no	 longer	 be	 described	 as	 “decanting”	 of	
content	(“teaching	anything	means	learning	it	twice,”	said	Sébastien-Roch	Nicolas	
Chamfort	[1741–1794]	as	early	as	the	18th	century).	The	technical	apparatus	of	the	
digital	age,	which,	for	example,	can	use	“cookies”	to	“remember”	access	histories	
(pages	visited,	products	bought,	preferences	of	previous	consumers),	now	allows	
for	retroactions	in	real	time	that	were	unthinkable	fifty	years	ago.	Through	such	
manifestations	of	their	tastes,	and	by	extension	the	taste	of	the	“public,”	consumers	
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now	facilitate	real-time	production,	famously	known	as	“flexible	production,”	
in	ways	that	do	away	with	the	need	for	stocking	real	goods,	since	items	can	be	
produced	“on	demand”	(that	is,	can	be	produced	only	if	it	is	known	in	advance	
that	they	will	be	purchased).
	 To	 be	 sure,	 knowledge	 goods	 existed,	 although	 in	 smaller	 quantities,	 in	
the	 age	 of	 industrial	 capitalism.	To	 facilitate	 the	 transformation	 of	what	 had	
been	 considered	 public	 goods	 into	 commercial	 ones,	 laws	 had	 to	 establish	
progressively	three	new	modalities	for	the	attribution	of	transferable	property	rights	
(also	called	abusus):	patents,	copyrights,	and	brands.	In	all	these	instances,	the	
inventor	or	author	was	granted	an	artificial	monopoly	limited	in	time	(in	France,	
this	was	20	years	for	patents,	70	years	for	copyrights,	and	25	for	brands,	which	
were	indefinitely	renewable	on	the	condition	that	they	could	be	exploited	for	
commercial	sales).	When	the	period	of	monopoly	expired,	the	holder	of	such	
an	exclusive	property	title	could	transfer	it	 to	an	industrialist	(in	the	case	of	a	
patent),	or	 from	author	 to	editor,	firm	 to	 franchise	manager.	One	of	 the	most	
striking	paradoxes	in	the	emergence	of	cognitive	capitalism,	however,	is	that	if	
industrial	property	is	deemed	the	sine	qua	non	for	the	commercial	valorization	
of	 immaterial	 assets,	 it	 is	 also	experiencing	an	unprecedented	crisis	 in	being	
enforced.13	The	massive	apparition	of	NICTs,	necessary	to	harness	the	economic	
value	of	cognitive	work,	simultaneously	makes	older	property	rights	in-executable.	
It	de-legitimizes	them,	resulting	in	requests	for	new	free	and	accessible	spaces;	
it	pushes	away	any	technical	obstacle	to	mass-reproduction	and	mass-publicity	
on	the	world	stage.
	 Intelligence	and	the	capacity	for	innovation,	once	they	have	been	ensnared	
in	 the	 nets	 of	 the	 digital	world	 and	made	 infinitely	 reproducible,	make	 the	
creation	and	subsequent	survival	of	any	monopoly,	however	short-lived	it	may	
be,	more	and	more	difficult.	It	should	be	noted	that	monopolies	have	been	the	
essential	engines	behind	the	creation	of	intellectual	property	rights.	The	protest	
against	patents	on	medications	and	the	manufacture	of	“generic”	medicine	by	
Southern	countries	(Thailand,	India,	Brazil,	South	Africa),	as	well	the	controversy	
over	property	rights	triggered	by	the	downloading	by	millions	of	users	of	music	
and	images	on	peer-to-peer	networks	(Napster,	Gnutella,	Kazaa),	all	show	the	
impervious	nature	of	these	confrontations.	After	the	1995	Marrakech	agreements,	
the	OMC	opened	new	rounds	of	negotiations	in	Doha,	the	capital	of	Qatar,	in	
an	attempt	 to	coordinate	 legislation	on	 intellectual	property	 rights.	The	Doha	
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discussions,	however,	were	marred	by	opposition	 from	developing	countries,	
who	refused	to	pay	fees	deemed	usurious	for	patents	and	property	rights.	Indeed,	
such	fees	would	have	eaten	away	whatever	profits	that	they	might	make	from	the	
opening	of	markets	in	Northern	countries	to	free	trade	in	competitively	priced	
agricultural	 and	 industrial	 goods.	This	 struggle	 then	 expanded	 to	 include	 the	
question	of	patents	on	software,	with	groups	like	Linux	offering	free	software	to	
contest	Microsoft’s	monopolies.	Microsoft’s	counter-offensives	against	Linux	and	
Open	spilled	over	into	the	realm	of	education,	in	the	guise	of	Microsoft’s	offers	
to	schools	of	free	computers	with	pre-equipped	software.	Cognitive	work	has	in	
this	case	been	held	hostage,	condemned	to	a	“Microsoft”	norm.	
	 These	examples	suggest	that	in	cognitive	capitalism,	for	which	the	computer	
and	digital	 technology	 are	 every	 bit	 as	 emblematic	 as	 the	 steam	engine	 and	
railway	were	 for	 industrial	 capitalism,	 the	 educational	 process	 need	 not	 be	
dominated	by	an	 ineluctable	and	 irresistible	process	of	commodification.	On	
the	contrary,	education	proves	to	be	a	site	at	which	all	the	structural	difficulties	
of	commodification	are	exposed.	 It	 is	 for	 this	 reason	that	we	have	witnessed,	
around	the	question	of	intellectual	property	rights,	the	emergence	of	a	new	and	
uncertain	struggle	over	“the	new	enclosures.”	Recent	controversies	over	Digital	
Rights	Management	(systems	limiting	access	to	digital	materials	to	protect	the	
rights	of	copyright	holders)	are	but	the	latest	installment	of	this	drama.	
	 At	 this	 historical	 conjuncture,	 access	 to	 new	 technologies,	 the	mass-
democratization	of	NICTs	in	and	through	the	educational	process,	and	pressure	
for	continuing	education	that	would	guarantee,	throughout	life,	entry	to	shared	
spaces	of	 knowledge	production,	 are	 all-important	 levers	 for	 activating	a	de-
commodification	of	knowledge	goods.	Insisting	on	open	access	to	new	digital	
technologies	and	a	general	democratization	of	NICTs	in	education	will	 imply	
a	far	less	timid	approach	than	we	have	seen	to	date	of	their	capacity	to	engage	
students,	and	one	far	less	protective	of	the	forms	of	intelligence	upheld	by	the	old	
Jesuit	and	republican	systems.	These	“levers”	should	be	a	focus	of	pressure	from	
political	parties	as	well	as	unions	striving	for	recognition	of	the	right	to	continuing	
education	 throughout	 life	 (rather	 than	 for	education	as	a	simple	validation	of	
what	one	already	knows).	These	multiple	factors	can	ensure	there	will	be	both	
creation	and	preservation	of	new	common	spaces	allowing	for	the	production	
of	knowledge.
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	 Such	a	decommodification	(we	may	call	 it	a	process	of	disclosure)	 is	first	
and	foremost	a	matter	of	fairness.	It	will	establish	conditions	for	a	real	equality	
rather	than	the	“equality	of	opportunity”	which	is	more	often	than	not	a	pious	
wish.	Economic	“indicators	of	human	development”	(IHD),	which	increasingly	
carry	more	weight	than	the	physical	calculus	of	GDP,	reveal	that	the	advantage	
conferred	by	post-secondary	education	has	only	grown	more	decisive	in	various	
age	brackets.	For	this	reason	alone,	the	process	of	disclosure	should	be	defended.	
Moreover,	this	is	far	from	being	a	purely	utopian	goal.	Decommodification	of	
knowledge	production	will	be	essential	to	the	consolidation	of	cognitive	capitalism	
as	it	has	emerged	in	Europe	since	the	2002	Lisbon	Summit,	as	a	force	against	a	
military	petro-industrial	complex	which	keeps	concocting	 reactionary	 recipes	
inspired	by	industrial	capitalism.
	 The	path	toward	a	truly	public	policy	for	education	and	subject	formation	
must	pass	through	the	struggle	against	new	enclosures	of	intellectual	property,	
and	for	this	reason	must	be	nothing	other	than	the	organization	of	a	society	of	
knowledge.	
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