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The Gift and Its Networks 
 

Karen O’Rourke 

 

"A market exchange has an equilibrium or stasis: you pay to balance the scale. 
But when you give a gift there is momentum, and the weight shifts from body to 
body."1 

 

The gift as a "total social fact" that involves a complex process was theorized by 
Marcel Mauss in The Gift: the form and reason for exchange in archaic societies 

(1923). Mauss asserts that the exchange of objects as gifts and counter-gifts 
builds and maintains social ties. Giving requires the beneficiary to accept the gift 

and later, to "give back" thus releasing the "spirit of the gift" and putting it back 
into circulation. Thus the gift irrigates territories cultivated by economics, 
politics, religion, art. It “participates in all kinds of principles of law that we 
moderns have carefully isolated from each other.” 2 

Lewis Hyde posits that the work of art is a gift before it is a commodity: “a work 
of art can survive without the market, but where there is no gift, there is no 

art”.3 The gift can be either "something a person has voluntarily transferred to 
another without compensation" or "a natural ability, a talent,"4 such as perfect 
pitch. Today the latter sense of the word tends to inspire distrust. We in the 

contemporary art world have our feet on the ground: we do not want to be 
mistaken for Bernadette Soubirous! And yet, as Hyde points out, we cannot 

obtain a gift through our own efforts. We cannot buy it or acquire it through work 
(or even steal it).  

 
The gift is also the inspiration, the "breath" that animates and nourishes the 

work of art in the making. Artists sometimes talk about this. Hyde drew on both 
folktales and the writings of poets Walt Whitman and Ezra Pound to develop "an 

economy of the creative spirit which speaks of the inner gift that we accept as 
the object of our work, and outer gift which became a vehicle of culture."5 
The "inner gift", revealed by an encounter, a mentor, an artist or a work of art 

has the power to profoundly change the receiver. To accept such a gift "requires 
the recipient to undertake an ambitious and often difficult inner labor."6 He must 

be prepared to work long hours, years or even a lifetime, apparently gratuitous 
activities with uncertain benefits. 

 
The "outer gift" is the ability of the work to move its audience, to awaken the 

reader, the viewer, the listener to the world around them. The work, which is 
always more than the sum of its parts, "speaks to that part of our being ... which 
is itself a gift and not an acquisition."7 

 

Hyde's book sparked in me a desire to investigate further among my distrustful 
contemporaries. 
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The project The Gift 
 
 

My book Walking and Mapping deals with the work of artists who, for the most 

part do not realize objects, or not only objects, they implement processes. With 
this project, I intend to raise questions about the nature of the gift, in both 
senses of the term, and the responsibilities we accept when we receive a gift. 

So I decided to travel the world, from Paris to Amsterdam, Tokyo, Vancouver and 
Rio de Janeiro, to give, in person, a copy of the book to artists who gave me 

pictures for my text. Each image was transmitted by e-mail, an attachment 
measured in kilo-bytes, while the "counter-gift" takes the form of an object that 
measures 9.1 x 7.1 x 1 inches and weighs 1.8 pounds. I will ask the artists to 

talk about their work and let me see their "territory" (studio, neighborhood, 
network). Each interview will be recorded. 

 
The protocol at work 
 

 

I sent a prospective email to forty artists --“copyright holders”. Most of them 
agreed to participate. I mapped routes where I saw myself traveling the world 
from one artist to another in a straight line, a continuous and "performative" 

traffic in a short period. The gift must move and, with it, the donor. The 
Trobriand Islanders organize long sea voyages to receive gifts from their 

partners in far-away islands. In our society it is the traveler who brings the gift. 
Whereas the Trobrianders leave empty-handed and return loaded with gifts, I 
leave with a full suitcase and return like the peasants in Jean-Luc Godard’s film 
"Les Carabiniers", with pictures, just pictures.8 

 
At the very beginning the most pressing problem seemed to be how to finance all 

these trips. But this was not the only difficulty. Today, in an environment of 
global contemporary art which demands more site-specific works than ever, 
artists travel quite a bit. Some correspondents raised logistical questions, others 

gave me details of their agenda for the coming months. The project would have 
to settle into the longer term. The protocol has undergone minor adjustments. 
So far I've made five interviews9 and given books to several other artists.10 
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Figure 1. I brought the book to Esther Polak and Ivar van Bekkum in Amsterdam. Esther 

Polak acknowledges my donation in their studio. Behind her the installation The 

Fishermen's Handwriting on the Surface of the Sea (2012) that shows GPS tracks made 

by four fishermen boats for a week in the Zuiderzee. Photo: Ivar van Bekkum. 

 

 

 

The scope of the gift, the limits 
 
 

The somewhat arbitrary choice to ask only those who had sent me a picture 
came up against the question of groups. At first I imagined having made contact 

with one member of a group, I would necessarily meet the others. But some 
groups were formed only to carry out a particular project, others have since 

broken up and in still other cases, even though there was no dissolution of the 
group, its members live and work in different places, sometimes thousands of 
miles apart. 

 

Another question concerns the choice of recipients. Was the decision to give the 
book only to donors of photos too restrictive, insofar as it was dependent on my 

image requests at the beginning? Would it be more consistent with the spirit of 
giving to widen the circle by offering the book to people who have not given me 
anything? This would avoid the reciprocity involved in pure barter and maintain 

the state of debt required for gift-giving. Most exchanges of gifts involve at least 
three persons; we rarely return the gift to the person who gave it to us to begin 

with.11 The establishment of a network of donations creates a circle but also a 
limit, a perimeter, a boundary. By gathering together it excludes. 

 
Most of my prospective gift recipients have replied quickly. The gift I offered 

seemed relevant. The book was an object from our previous relationship, the 
return of the author toward her subjects. But at the same time it could be 
expected as something due. 
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Marcel Mauss insists that the person who returns the gift should add something 
more. This is what bothers us in the descriptions of the potlatch as this addition, 

this surplus, often led to ferocious competitions between donors. Lewis Hyde 
devotes a chapter to this extra: in his opinion, it is this addition that in each 
instance is the essential part of the gift.12 

 

What is being given here? Objects of course: pixels, books, conversations, 
responses to questions. At a time when everyone practices multi-tasking, 

availability has become a scarce commodity in our “attention economy”. The only 
artist to refuse the idea invoked precisely her lack of “time” and “head space”.13 
 

What can be added to the thousands of hours involved in writing a book? Even 

more hours, of course, just as the Kwakiutl chief adds more blankets. In fact, 
this time, this attention, this presence, we offer them to each other. 

 

With Strings Attached 

 

The project formulation is somewhat ambiguous. I announce to the artists that I 
will bring them a copy of the book, but I also evoke a counter-gift possible: the 

interview. One artist who had had her assistant respond to my image request, 
wrote back to me personally that she did not give interviews. She didn’t refuse 
my gift, but took care to free herself from the "strings" that accompanied it. 

 

The "primitive gift" according to Marcel Mauss requires the recipient to make a 
counter-gift. But most of the time the rules are not explicit. The donor deposes 

the gift without comment, or throws it down in front of the recipient: "Here is 
some food that we could not eat."14 In our societies the donor minimizes the 
importance of the gift: "It's nothing." 

 
The Dictionary of sociology: "The law distinguishes the two phenomena [the gift 
and exchange]: the right to require a return characterizes the exchange and 

lacks in the gift. Giving is thus depriving oneself of the right to demand 
something in return."15 Or in a more positive formulation: "to give is to release 
the other of the contractual obligation to make a return."16 

 
I said in the email that I would ask the artists to show me their studios and talk 
about their work. The interview could be seen as a moment of conviviality, or as 

a constraint - many artists feel obliged to "communicate" about their work. In 
theory each correspondent could refuse the interview or the book without 

denying the relationship. But it means making explicit here what in the world of 
the gift must remain implicit, unspoken: "The magic of the gift can only operate 
if its rules remain unformulated. As soon as they are set out, the carriage 

becomes a pumpkin again, the king is naked and giving is equivalence.”17 
Giving to a third person keeps the gift spirit in circulation: isn’t this true of the 

life cycle? The donation contributes to a gift community that enlarges the 
individual, family circle. In this way my project participates in a broader 
movement. 
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Utopian gifts: communities and networks 
 
 

Is Abundance a state of mind? 

 

 
In gift cultures, it has often been noted, the richest man is the one who gives the 
most, not the one who amasses wealth. These economies develop in contexts of 

abundance, in populations that don’t lack basic necessities. But this abundance is 
assessed differently depending on the context. Marshall Sahlins contrasts the 

abundance among hunter-gatherer peoples ("despite their extreme poverty") 
with the chronic shortage (the "law of scarcity") established as a fundamental 
principle in modern capitalist societies. According to him, this would make groups 

that we hitherto imagined as subsistence societies the only real "affluent 
societies". The reversal of perspective that his book caused owes much to the 
utopias of the sixties.18 

 
Virtual communities 

 

 
In the nineteen-nineties, commentators like John Perry Barlow and Howard 

Rheingold suggested that the members of computer networks were "online 
communities" whose members practiced amongst themselves a "gift economy". 

They established a link between the aspirations of the counter-culture of the 
sixties and the development of computer networks in the following decades. 
According to Richard Barbrook, “In the absence of states or markets to mediate 

social bonds, network communities are instead formed through the mutual 
obligations created by gifts of time and ideas."19 Howard Rheingold emphasizes 

the fact that the "social benefits of the hi-tech gift economy are not confined to 
the Net. Despite all their wealth, many Americans are suffering from the isolation 
and alienation imposed by market competition. Luckily, some can now find 

friendship and intimacy within network communities. Since there is no necessity 
for the enclosure of collective labour within cyberspace, Americans can 

compensate for the damage caused by their nation’s ‘…loss of a sense of a social 
commons.’"20 
 

In some ways, we can see at work here what Richard Barbrook and Andy 
Cameron call the "Californian Ideology", "the entrepreneurial zeal and can-do 
attitude championed by the Californian New Right" which, according to them, has 

allowed the conservative "libertarians" to divert the ideals of the counter culture 
to serve their campaign against the state.21 This paradox is found among 

apologists of free software. 
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The inalienable gift and free software: it is better protected if 

it circulates. 
 
 

In primitive or archaic types of society what is the principle whereby the gift received has to 
be repaid? What force is there in the thing given which compels the recipient to make a 
return? (Marcel Mauss) 

 
For many people the gift remains a non-alienable object. What the Maori of New 
Zealand call the hau,22 the spirit of giving, connects the object to the donor. 

Marcel Mauss wrote that it is "one of the leitmotifs of Maori custom. The 
obligation attached to a gift itself is not inert. Even when abandoned by the 
giver, it still forms a part of him. Through it he has a hold over the recipient, just 

as he had, while its owner, a hold over anyone who stole it.  For the taonga is 
animated with the hau of its forest, its soil, its homeland, and the hau pursues 
him who holds it."23 

"in Maori custom this bond created by things is in fact a bond between persons, 
since the thing itself is a person or pertains to a person. Hence it follows that to 
give something is to give a part of oneself. … in this system of ideas one gives 

away what is in reality a part of one’s nature and substance, while to receive 
something is to receive a part of someone’s spiritual essence. To keep this thing 

is dangerous, not only because it is illicit to do so, but also because it comes 
morally, physically and spiritually from a person. Whatever it is, food, 33 
possessions, women, children or ritual, it retains a magical and religious hold 

over the recipient. The thing given is not inert. It is alive and often personified, 
and strives to bring to its original clan and homeland some equivalent to take its 

place."24  
 

Anthropologist Barbara Glowczewski compares the transmission of ritual 
knowledge of Australian Aborigines to the movement of free software according 

to the ethics of inalienable property, which is the basis of free Commons licenses. 
According to her, "When you create something, it is better protected if it is 

circulated."25 This also applies to “objects or chants, rituals that were created, 
developed, updated, in the tradition for generations, by this or that group. When 
they were put into circulation, the prestige of the group was recognized." The 

same object or the same song could come back generations later. "This is what 
the anthropologist Annette Weiner called ... ‘the paradox of keeping while 

giving’."26 This applies even to free software. "Once we recognize [the person] 
who developed the first piece of software, it can be changed along the way, but 
something of the author remains attached to the artifact. All these intangible 

objects and materials develop (are in the process of becoming) through the use 
made of them. This is the movement that sustains, nourishes: it can transform, 
because memory is always reworked, updated."27 

 
In France, le droit d’auteur (French copyright law) works on a similar principle. 

The book may well be a commodity, it maintains a bond with its creator whose 
“moral rights” limit what the owner of each copy can do with it. 
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Conversely, the author of a work protected by U.S. copyright may sell the rights 
which become the exclusive property of the buyer. Glowczewski notes that 

"buying a copyright is a way to clear the history and dynamic processes that are 
intimately connected with the movement of the object."28 

 
According to Godbout, "as at the time of potlatch, we are now afraid of the gift. 

Not that of philanthropists, but the gift that moves boldly into the heart of the 
business world, and even the most promising new technologies. What do these 

promise? The usual and normal answer is profit. Giving disrupts this expectation 
and that is why the great philanthropist Bill Gates, while giving away billions of 
dollars, fights with his utmost energy against free software." 29 For Gates indeed 

FOSS appears to be unfair competition. It happens that donations made by 
developers of free software are rewarded indirectly on the marketplace in the 

form of contracts or positions, but this is not necessarily so. Meanwhile Gates 
and his peers rely on making their software more "user-friendly" so as to appeal 
to the general public. 

 

 

Gifts that grow and empower 
 

If free software is often harder to use than proprietary software, it is because it 
requires the user to be more proactive: the application is not buried (hidden) 

under the multiple layers of programming that makes the user interface possible. 
These projects tend to blur the line between producer and user. Every user of 
free software is a potential contributor.30 

 

Many artists also design to encourage citizens to acquire technical and 
specialized knowledge. Quoting Hippocrates -- "the greater part of the soul lays 

outside the body, treatment of the inner requires treatment of the outer"31-- 
Natalie Jeremijenko thinks our concept of health is too narrow: we should pay 

more attention to the health of environments that we share. To this end, she 
founded the Environmental Health Clinic at New York University, where 
“impatients” are given prescriptions for actions they can perform right away to 

improve the environment. The Clinic develops pharmaceutical products such as 
RX Upshoes (springs affixed to high heels to make them into “a high-powered 

pedestrian vehicle that lifts you higher and gets you where you’re going faster”), 
and promotes inexpensive and scalable participatory methods to improve air 
quality in cities: Drawing In Air, for example, consisted of installing a solar 

chimney on the roof of a building that captures the carbon to form a black pencil 
whose length corresponds to the amount of fine particles removed from the air.32 

Other projects use mapping techniques to revisit the nature/nurture debate. 
Jeremijenko’s iconic OneTrees project consists of twenty genetically identical 
trees that were planted in different areas around the San Francisco Bay to form a 

network map that is literally rooted in the territory. Because they have the same 
genes, they “render the social and environmental differences to which they are 

exposed.” 33 Soil conditions, for instance, are essential to plant life. In areas 
where the soil is a mixture of sand and bay sludge, trees die. Economic 
conditions count too. The neighborhoods with abundant and healthy plant life are 
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often the wealthier ones, while economically depressed areas tend to accumulate 

industrial waste and depleted soil.34 As living databases trees reveal 
environmental changes over decades, even centuries. 

 

 

Figure 2 Natalie Jeremijenko, OneTrees (1998--). Twenty cloned trees were planted in 

different areas around the San Francisco Bay to form a network map that is literally 

rooted in the territory. Here, seedlings are exhibited at the Yerba Buena Center for the 

Arts. 

 

In this experience that recalls and updates Joseph Beuys’s "social sculpture" 
7000 Eichen (7000 Oaks), which was inaugurated in 1982 in Kassel during 

Documenta 7 under the auspices of the Free International University (FIU), and 
continued after the death of the artist thanks to support from the Dia 

Foundation. According to Beuys, "the tree is an element of regeneration which in 
itself is a concept of time. Oak is especially so because it is a slow-growing tree 
with a kind of very strong heartwood. It has always been a form of sculpture, a 
symbol for this planet."35 

 
Projects like OneTrees and 7000 Eichen are public experiences, which pose the 

kind of questions that scientists, experts and policy makers confront, and give 
non-specialists the opportunity to see and evaluate the evidence for themselves. 
How do trees adapt to their environment over time? Will they provide shade , 

crowding out smaller plants ? Will they become beloved as these ancient olive 
trees around which roads are built? When ordinary citizens, volunteers and 

residents, participate in the experiment by planting a tree, or taking care of one 
(San Francisco municipal ordinances require residents to maintain the trees in 
front of their properties), they see how the experience was set up, participate in 
the organization, view the results and draw their own conclusions. 
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Agonistic gifts: value is in the eyes of the receiver 

 
 
Jacques Godbout recalls that the first murder in Judeo-Christian tradition was 
carried out after the first gift, Cain’s, was declined. Making a gift requires a 
recipient who agrees to receive. A gift that cannot be given ceases to be a gift. 

 

In art there are, it seems, many more producers than receivers.36 Critics have 
even argued that this imbalance between supply and demand proves the "pure" 

disinterestedness of artistic gifts. Some of these gifts may therefore be returned 
to the sender if there is no receiver ready to accept them. 

 
The practices described by Mauss were both selfish and beneficial for the group. 

Nowadays, hackers compete for the prestige of participating in open source 
projects, and scientists scramble to read papers in conferences or write articles 

for academic journals for which they are not paid. (Lewis Hyde imagines a 
scientist with a Kwakiutl-sounding name "He-Whose- Ideas-are-Eaten-in-
Conferences"). 

 

How can we determine the value of a gift for the recipient? What is the value of a 
work of art in the gift economy? 

 

Free software is another area where potential donors are plentiful. In 
"Homesteading the Noosphere" Eric C. Raymond describes the mores of the 
community of hackers who give "time, energy and creativity”37 to develop open 

source programs. According to Raymond, the gift economy among hackers is 
based on reputation: the one who gives the most and the richest gifts, has the 

highest status within the group. The rewards are not monetary, but take the 
form of respect and esteem. 

 
But the bottleneck is at the reception. Due to the abundance of potential 

donations, some are not rejected outright, but simply go unnoticed. Nobody is 
there to acknowledge them. This is why hackers abound in strategies to increase 

the value and visibility of their donations. Some start a new project, after 
selecting an area at a distance from others, but not too far away, where a need 

has arisen. Others prefer to participate in a colleague’s project from its inception 
rather than join an already well-established project. The well-known project has 
already a large community of developers and new contributions may go 

unnoticed, no matter how much work has gone into them. It is strategically 
better to bet on a new project, even though it may fail.38 One can find many 
parallels with the strategies adopted by contemporary artists. 

 
One of these strategies (but is it just a strategy?) is to establish new contexts to 
produce or show art. Creating web portals where strangers could exhibit, the first 

net artists bypassed art institutions and established markets to claim new 
territories. Others have implemented this approach in urban space. In this they 

followed the example of avant-garde from the salons des refusés of the 
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nineteenth century to happenings, actions and "constructed situations" of the 
twentieth century. 

  
 

"Broadcast Gifts" 
 
 
The artist Sal Randolph coined the term “broadcast gift” to deal with practices 
and gift economies related to Internet development. In 2002, she created two 

events open to all, Free Biennial and Free Manifesta. The Free Biennial, held in 
New York in public space, was both free (no money changed hands) and open 

(any artist could show work). After the Free Biennial, she dreamed of transposing 
the idea of a "wild, uncurated biennial into a real, carefully organized biennial”. 

Her wish was fulfilled when Christoph Büchel, an artist chosen to exhibit at the 
biennial Manifesta 4 in Frankfurt am Main, proposed a "conceptual" project 
consisting of selling his place in the show to other artists on ebay. Sal Randolph 

won the bid for fifteen thousand and ninety-nine dollars, which allowed her, as 
she puts it, to transform Manifesta into Free Manifesta : "If I could buy the rights 

to be in the show, I realized I could turn around and give them away to anyone 
who wanted them … It was a strange idea, but thrilling: the possibility of 
choosing to participate without needing anyone’s permission. If artists are often 

like sleeping beauties waiting for some curator princess or prince to kiss them on 
the lips, here was the chance to wake up from that passivity, the chance to 

parachute into the kingdom without passing the proper gates." This unwarranted 
favoritism, granted to someone wealthy enough to buy it, was thus transformed 
into generosity, the gift of an artist to her less fortunate peers. Free Manifesta 

brought together the works of over three hundred participants, among them, 
forty participants traveled to Frankfurt to produce works in public space. Sal 

Randolph notes that "Free Biennial and Free Manifesta attracted a kind of 
artwork rarely seen or discussed in the art world today.”39 

 

  

Figure 3a. and 3b. Sal Randolph, Free Biennial (2002) and Free Manifesta (2002). These 

two free “biennials” open to all, took place in the public space in New York for the first 

and in Frankfurt as part of the biennial Manifesta for the second. 

 

These events illustrate the way broadcast gifts work. "Instead of requiring a 



11 

 

disinterested (altruistic) gift, the projects were driven by a synergy of self-

interests.” Unlike gifts in traditional economies that are mandatory, binding and 
expensive, broadcast gifts are open, they leave room for personal choice; they 

may be refused without penalty; what is given is balanced with what is received 
from the entire project and individual effort is amplified by the group dynamics." 
40 
 

  
Protest Gifts? 
 
 
Other artists offer a "positive challenge". On 12 November 2008, Steve Lambert, 

the Yes Men and their friends handed passersby in the streets of several U.S. 
cities copies of a fake edition of the New York Times they had made. Dated July 
4, 2009, it announced the end of the war in Iraq. In the upper left corner of the 

first page, the motto of the Times "All the News That's Fit to Print" was replaced 
by "All the News We Hope to Print". 

 

  
     
Left: Steve Lambert, Andy Bichlbaum of the Yes Men and their friends, New York Times 

Special Edition (November 12, 2008). This false issue of the New York Times was 

distributed to passersby in the streets of several American cities. Dated 4 July 2009, it 

announced the end of the war in Iraq. Right: Aram Bartholl, Dead Drops (2010), courtesy 

of DAM Gallery & xpo gallery. This "anonymous, offline, peer to peer file-sharing network 

in public space” takes the form of a USB key in a cemented wall. 

 

 "Un-cloud your files in cement!" Proclaims the website Dead Drops, a project 
initiated by Aram Bartholl in 2010. A dead drop is a cache that allows people to 

exchange secret messages without physically meeting. Bartholl’s "anonymous, 
offline, peer to peer file-sharing network in public space” takes the form of a USB 
jump drive in a cemented wall. Simply connect a laptop to download or upload 

files: you remain incognito. Launched in New York, the project has spread around 
the world: on the project website, today’s map of the locations attests to the 

presence of 1339 jump drives worldwide which together contain more than 7303 
gigabytes of data. 41 

 

 



12 

 

Spiritual nourishment and the state of being 

indebted 
 
  
The gift is incompatible with equality. There is always a debt, the balance tips 
one way or the other. To be connected is to be bound. 

 

In our era of 24/7 where "time is money", does it make sense to devote time to 
creating and maintaining relationships? Jacques Godbout thinks that the need to 
give is fundamentally human: it comes from the fact that we are all initially in a 

state of debt. And therefore our identity is constructed insofar as we make active 
what we received by giving in turn. When the baby offers up the contents of his 

potty, what parent would refuse this gift? 

 

Sal Randolph launched her free biennials with the idea that she would not select, 
modify or filter the work of other artists according to her own tastes and 

preferences. She write that she was “fairly sure that an unedited show would be 
more alive and interesting than anything curated could be, but I actually 
expected a great deal of the work in the Free Biennial to be ‘bad,’ and to be 

personally challenging to me in that way. In fact, I was surprised to discover that 
overall level of the work was very high. It seemed that artists selected 

themselves for the show based on something like curatorial criteria — affinity 
with the ideas & participants, a desire to work in a different kind of context, and 
an interest in freedom and experimentation.”42 

 

Conversely, as many folktales show, a gift that cannot find a receiver, a gift that 

is not accepted, not used, ceases to be a gift and can even become a poison. 
Lautréamont’s injunction "Poetry must be made by all. Not by one" should have 

as its corollary that poetry made by all should be read by (at least) one. 
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