
Internet Economies
Sharing, gifts, and the commons
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• A potlatch is a highly complex 
ceremony among certain indigenous 
people in North American that has 
been practiced for thousands of years.

• The host demonstrates their wealth 
and prominence through giving away 
the resources gathered for the event, 
which in turn prominent participants 
reciprocates when they hold their own 
potlatches.

• Source: Boyd, Robert (1999). The Coming of the Spirit of Pestilence: Introduced Infectious 

Diseases and Population Decline Among Northwest Coast Indians, 1774-1874. Seattle and 

Vancouver: University of Washington Press and University of British Columbia Press.

• Consider the following...

"The obvious choice is to extend our notions of 
self interest. For example it would not occur to 
me to plead with you, 'Oh, don't saw off your leg. 
That would be an act of violence.' It wouldn't 
occur to me because your leg is part of your 
body. Well so are the trees in the Amazon rain 
basin. They are our external lungs. And we are 
beginning to realize that the world is our body." 

by ecologist Joanna Macy (Pinchot, 2000)

What is Self Interest?
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• “the obligatory transfer of of inalienable 
objects and services between related 
and mutually obligated transactors” 
(Kollack, 1999, par. 7)

• No explicit demand for reciprocation

• Implicit expectation of reciprocation

What is a Gift?

• Commodity transactions involve 
explicit exchanges

• “inalienable” 
– tied to the giver

• “related transactors” 
– interdependent social relationship

What is a Gift?

5

6



“Whatever we have 
been given is supposed 
to be given away not 
kept. Or, if it is kept, 
something of similar 
value should move in 
its stead… The gift 
may be given back to 
its original donor, but 
this is not essential… 
The only essential is 
this: the gift must 

always move.” 

(Lewis Hyde, 1983)

“There are times when 
we want to be aliens 
and strangers... We 
like to travel on an 
airplane without 
worrying about 
whether we would 
personally get along 
with the pilot. A gift 
creates a "feeling 

bond". Commodity 
exchange does not.” 

(Lewis Hyde, 1983)
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“Some people give 

time, some money, 

some their skills 

and connections, 

some literally give 

their life's blood. 

But everyone has 

something to give” 
- Barbara Bush
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• Economy: how goods and services are 
produced and exchanged

• Market economy: explicit exchange

• Planned economy: explicit command

• Gift economy: implicit obligation 

• Focus is social relationships, 
not prices

Types of Economies

• Blood bank, Organ donation

• Academic publishing

• Holiday gift exchanges 

• … more?

Types of Economies
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• Wikipedia is an example of a gift economy

• Wikipedia is an example of a commons

• Indivisible: A person's consumption of the 
good does not reduce the amount available to 
another. e.g. watching fireworks display

• Non-excludable: When it is difficult to 
exclude individuals from benefiting from the 
good. e.g. national defense system

• In most cases a public good will exhibit these 
two qualities to some degree only; pure public 
goods are the exception.

Nature of Public Goods
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• In an online community, the setting is a 
network of digital information.

• Possible to produce an infinite number of 

perfect copies of a piece of information.

• Information is being produced in a deeply 
interwoven network of actors.

Nature of Digital Goods

• Gift relations are oriented to the mobilization of 

labor

• Capitalist relations are oriented to the 
mobilization of objects

• For online communities, exchange relations are 
oriented to the mobilization of information.

• Source: Carrier (1991, p. 130) 

Nature of Digital Goods

15

16



• Information or “digital goods” are 
uniquely suited to be exchanged in a 
gift economy

• “Pure indivisibility” 
– my use of information does not 
reduce your ability to use

• Information on the internet becomes a 
“public good” 

Nature of Digital Goods

• Online communities

• Free or open-source software

• Creative archives / galleries

Gift Economies
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• Describes the provision of resources 
that are not controlled by a single 
member of a community – not private 
property

• Usual examples: air, oceans

• Management and use are defined by 
the community

Gift Economies

• The goal of the Singapore Freecycle Network is 
to reduce waste by connecting people who are 
throwing away goods with others who are 
seeking the same goods. Whether you're looking 
to discard or acquire an item, you've come to 
the right place. Computers, furniture, clothing, 
magazines - no item is too big or too small. 

• Since this is a Freecycle list, ALL items must be 
100% FREE.

19

20



• BookMooch: Simple book exchange system

• Disconnect between “price” and “value”

• Reciprocity: Perhaps the most anticipated factor that motivates 
people to give.

• Reputation: The willingness to help others can all work to 
increase one's prestige in a community. 

• Sense of Efficacy: The feeling an individual has that makes them 
feel that they have some effect on the environment around them.

• Need: One may produce and contribute a public good for the 
simple reason that a person or the groups as a whole has a need 
for it. 

• Attachment: The commitment one has to the group, one’s utility.

• Side-effect: Private behavior makes cost of sharing near zero.

Motivations
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• Is the commons open to everyone, or a 
more limited community?

• Is the commons regulated or unregulated?

• Most important open, unregulated 
commons is pre-20th century art and 
culture

• Open, networked commons allow for 
unprecedented production of 
intellectual goods – information, 
knowledge, and digital goods

Four Types of Commons
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