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We see before us a turning in free cul ture. This turning, l ies between 

the claims of the ordinary against  those of the extraordinary, and suggests 

that  we need to carefully examine our  current  si tuat ion. The ordinary 

highl ights the fact  that  even in the beginnings of free cul ture there existed 

i ts middle and i ts end, that  i ts past  invaded i ts present, and even the most  

extreme at tent ion to the present is invaded by a concern for the future. 

Whereas the extraordinary highl ights the possibi l i ty of thinking that  

br ings us out  of this l i fe-world and instead opens out  and unfolds the way 

in which we might  reveal a di fferent  world. This world could be said to be 

both within capi tal ism and between capi tal isms. Here we might  think 

about the t ransformat ion of the economic base from an industr ial fordist 

form of capi tal ism, to an economy founded on the valorisat ion of 

informat ion and code, a postfordist capi tal ism. Free cul ture, then, could be 

said to l ie in the interst ices, and in so doing could be a rare chance to help 

to point  the way from the l ived to the desired. 

 

In this short  paper I  at tempt to follow Heidegger (2000) in suggest ing 

that  the work of a phi losophy of free cul ture is to awaken us and undo 

what we take to be the ordinary; looking beyond what I  shal l  cal l  the ontic 

to uncover the ontological (Heidegger 2000c: 28-35). In this respect  we 

should look to free cul ture to al low us to think and act  in an unt imely 

manner, that  is, to suggest  al ternat ive poli t ical  imaginar ies and ideas. For 

this then, I  out l ine what I  think are the ontological  possibi l i t ies of free 

cul ture and defend them against  being subsumed under more expl ici t ly 

ont ic struggles, such as copyr ight  reform. That is not to say that  the ont ic 

can have no value whatsoever, indeed through i ts posi t ion within an easi ly 
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graspable dimension of the poli t ical /technical  the direct  st ruggles over 

IPR, for example, could mit igate some of the worst  effects of an expansion 

of capi tal  or of an instrumental  reason immanent to the ontology of a 

technological  cul ture.  However, to look to a more pr imordial  level, the 

ontological , we might  find in free cul ture al ternat ive possibil i t ies avai lable 

where we might  develop free relat ions with our  technologies and hence 

new ways of being-in-the-world.  

 

For Heidegger the ont ic is at  one step removed from the more 

fundamental  level  of analysis, the ontological . The ont ic is the level of 

everyday existence and our  thought, pract ices and knowledge with which 

we go about our  normal l ives.  Within the bounds of the ont ic l ie our 

universe of percept ion and contain the formal and taci t  rules and 

meanings by which we structure our  understanding of the world, and 

indeed on which we rely in order to make the very possibi l i ty of act ion 

possible at  al l . Nonetheless, there are important  boundar ies to the ont ic, 

manifested most clear ly in the difficul ty we have when confronted by 

radical  difference, that  which l ies outside the categorical  system of 

percept ion which structures existence; and hence why some have argued 

that  the possibi l i ty of a radical ly original  creat ivi ty is impossible. In some 

important  sense, as Derr ida observed, our  categories are already 

const i tuted by their other, ÔblackÕ, for example is immanent to the concept 

of ÔwhiteÕ, or ÔinÕ to the concept of ÔoutÕ. This then presents an important  

star t ing point  in our  understanding of how free cul ture can act  to shed 

l ight  and open up that  which is present ly hidden so that  we can penetrate 

through the ont ic to the possibi l i t ies that  are concealed.  

 

We might  look at  a fundamental level at  how free cul ture relates to 

being-in-the-world in terms of being thrown into a world of meaning, in 

other words, how we as ÔbeingsÕ engage with an already exist ing cul ture. 

Here the possibi l i t ies of cul ture within the phi losophy of free cul ture are 

unfolded and geared to that  of a gathering (Heidegger 2000b: 355) Ð here I  

am including the sphere of technical  as well  as explici t ly cul tural 

product ion or techno-cultural works. In this way the ar tefact  has a social  

role, i t  is i tself a locale that  can make space for a si te and therefore 
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express more than merely i ts own propert ies. We could look at  the way in 

which free/l ibre and open source software (FLOSS) has revealed the social  

dimensions of technology in a profound manner and has been key to 

creat ing spaces of social i ty through the freeing of something within a 

boundary (Stal lman 1992, 1993; H il l  2005). Here, though, I  do not mean 

boundary in terms of something which stops but  rather as something 

which begins an essent ial  unfolding, an opening that  is presented as a 

locale, a si te which is in ant icipat ion of dwell ing by others. This dwell ing 

can be conceptualised as a warm social  space where we can share our 

experiences and welcome each other. This is the common space of free 

cul ture, a space of dwell ing in which we can bui ld, but  important ly this is 

a commons that  is revealed and through dwell ing is l ived through our  

being-in-the-world (Berry &  Moss 2006).  

 

Nonetheless, for free cul ture there is a danger that  we wi l l  be distracted 

by the immediate concerns expressed over the current  struggles in sett ing 

the boundar ies of intellectual property r ights. Again, to reiterate, that  is 

not to say that  these are not to be ignored, nor to be forgotten, but  rather 

the quest ion of free cul ture is whether i t  i s expl ici t ly concerned with the 

ont ic quest ion of copyr ight  (and other intellectual  property r ights) or 

rather with the deeper quest ion of the nature of cul ture, sharing and 

being-in-the-world at  a more fundamental level? For a preliminary answer 

to this quest ion we can look to the discourses and pract ices of the Free 

Software Foundat ion which appears manifest ly concerned at  a deeper 

level wi th the quest ion of being and the threat  that  par t icular  modes of 

relat ion (which are then solidi fied into par t icular  legal /ont ic discourses) 

present to the act ivi ty of deal ings within the world, in this case hacking as 

a social  act ivi ty. In contrast  to this, we can examine the Creat ive 

Commons movement and i ts overwhelming lack of appl icat ion to any 

quest ion of being-in-the-world, rather i t  is more concerned with resources 

and funct ions, and indeed i ts approach is manifested through i ts desire to 

provide just i ficat ions for i ts ont ic reforms, expressed through i ts creat ive 

commons l icences. These are expl ici t ly l inked to the possibil i ty of turning 

the outputs of creat ive l icences into profi t , or  in more Heideggerian terms, 
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maximising cul ture that  is produced through these licences as standing-

reserve1 (Heidegger 2000: 322). 

  

 Creat ive Commons seeks not a dwell ing, but  a database or 

reposi tory of ar tefacts. This reposi tory is envisioned as a collect ion of 

works which are not organised in relat ion to one another but  collected in a 

haphazard fashion, made more product ive and efficient  by an ordering 

through creat ive commons l icences that  al low the individual  expression of 

ownership and authorship to be manifest , to be searched, combined and 

re-ordered indefini tely. The concept of sharing here, is not that  of a social  

space or dwell ing within which we can persist , rather i t  is the negat ion of 

a dwelling, i t  is a cold and inhuman place, rather l ike a mult i -storey car-

park which is a temporary locat ion for the posi t ioning and storage of an 

assorted array of vehicles but  is not meant for human habitat ion or 

unfolding. The commons of the Creat ive Commons is therefore a simulacra 

of a commons (Berry &  Moss 2005), a database that  is constructed to 

reflect  the bias of an economic system geared towards the maximisat ion of 

efficiency and product ivi ty but  promoted through a rhetorical  veneer of 

community, fr iendship and social  exchange.  

 

 This then is the beginning on our  way into rethinking free cul ture 

and prevent ing us from being bl inded by the apparent ont ic success of the 

Creat ive Commons. I t  would be more surprising i f the Creat ive Commons 

movement should not be successful ; after al l  i t  offers a highly flexible, low-

cost  ordered collect ion of resources for use by post-fordist  capi tal . We can 

see with our  own eyes the advantages of a deterr i torial ised form of 

fragmented database-stored cul ture for the vast  new corporat ions that  are 

profi table by vir tue of their  lucrat ive foundat ion in informat ion ordering, 

reordering and searching. We can also see that  we must  be careful  in 

di fferent iat ing the form of shar ing that  is loudly proclaimed by the 

Creat ive Commons movement with the more signi ficant  building and 

dwell ing that  is suggested within free cul ture.  

 
                                                
1 Everywhere everything is ordered to stand by, to be immediately on hand, indeed to stand there just so that it 
may be on call for a further ordering. Whatever is ordered about in this way has its own standing. We call it the 
standing-reserve [Bestand] (Heidegger 2000: 322). 
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 Now we must turn to the form of associat ion under which free 

cul ture could be organised to real ise this ontological  possibil i ty. To do this 

we must also understand that  we must  look beyond poli t ics as enacted in 

the ont ic realm of common sense to that  which is the very condit ion of 

possibi l i ty for our  shared l i fe-world. This is the realm of the poli t ical, and 

i t  is here that  the ul t imate categories for drawing the boundar ies of 

poli t ical  and social  l ife are lain contestable and open to the project  of free 

cul ture. Here though is a danger as well  as a salvat ion, as we must be 

careful  to keep uppermost in our  minds the di fficul ty of l inking diverse 

poli t ical  st ruggle to a common ar t iculat ion so that  the democrat ic 

equivalence between competing groups are t ransformed rather than lost  

(Berry &  Moss 2006). This is the defini t ion of real i ty that  wi l l  provide for 

the form of pol i t ical  experience within free cul ture and i t  is here that  the 

work of Mouffe (2005) is suggest ive in her discussion of a redeemed civic 

republ icanism which draws on a radical  plural ism ensur ing the necessary 

condit ions for avoiding coercion and servi tude (Mouffe 2005: 9-21). I f we 

are to exercise civic vir tue and serve the common good, we must balance 

the fact  that  we are mult iple and contradictory subjects, inhabitants of a 

wide range of different  communit ies, st ructured by a number of dominant 

discourses and lying at  the intersect ion of al ternat ive possibi l i t ies for 

subject-hood. I t  is here that  we see the out l ines of a poli t ics that  l ies in 

l inking the ontological  possibi l i t ies of free cul ture with the democrat ic 

struggles that  are presented in ant i -racism, ant i -sexism, ant i -capi tal ism 

and ecological  and green movements. As Mouffe argues this associat ional  

form could Ôgive us an insight  into ways of overcoming the obstacles to 

democracy const i tuted by the two main forms of autocrat ic power, large 

corporat ions and central ized big governments, and show us how to 

enhance the plural ism of modern societiesÕ (Mouffe 2005b: 99). However, 

these struggles wi l l  not natural ly converge, and wi ll  require the free 

cul ture movement to engage in dialogue and shared meanings and 

understandings in order to develop a democrat ic framework that  can 

ar t iculate an al ternat ive to our  exist ing l i fe-world.  

 

 At  this point , of course, i t  is impossible to suggest  what a free 

cul ture or libre society might  look l ike, and i t  is never safe to wr i te the 
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recipes for the cook-shops of the future (Marx 1990:99). However, in the 

dim out l ines suggested by the ear ly experiments within free cul ture, i t 

suggests that  we can begin the revolut ion along byways and backlanes on 

and in the periphery. Here and now and in l i t t le things, i t  seems that  free 

cul ture fosters latent  possibi l i t ies within an al ternat ive to the post-fordist  

ontology of a connect ionist  capi tal ism (Chiapello and Fairclough 2002: 

191). Possibi l i t ies that  we may use in terms of their abil i ty to uncover, to 

reflect , but  also redirect  the ontological self-understanding of the age.  
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