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1. Introduction 

Peer production is often assumed to be a virtuous and public-spirited 

undertaking, a networked socio-economic system of production, that is highly efficient, 

promotes individual agency, harnesses collective knowledge, creates robust technologies 

and information and contributes to sustaining the public domain in the internet era. As 

an organizational innovation enabled by network technologies, peer production is also 

closely associated with the rise of social networking technologies, practices and 

platforms in the 2000s and an ethos of participation, sharing and remix. The centrality of 

virtue and pragmatism to the academic conceptualization of peer production has also 

informed how adjacent practices associated with participatory media and the platforms 

of the sharing economy1 are imagined in everyday network culture and in the metaphors 

used to describe and explain these new forms of communicative and market exchange. 

This connection is not coincidental—if we look closely at the cultural history of 

metaphors such as remix and sharing, we find an explicit connection to the literature of 

commons-based peer production, in particular the work of Yochai Benkler, whose 

theorization of information commons and non-market production was expanded to apply 

to other realms of cultural practice. Peer production may have helped to describe and 

explain new forms of online collaboration but there lurks a tension at the heart of 

theorizations of peer production and participatory media: that is the tension between 

virtue and pragmatism, between a belief that particular kinds of networked spaces and 

practices can enable the development of personal and social virtues and also be more 

efficient than other forms of production. This tension becomes more visible in adjacent 

 
1 Adjacent practices are those practices that are commonly associated with peer production such as crowd-

sourcing, user-generated content, online labor market platforms etc. but do not meet specialized academic 

definitions. See Benkler 2016 for a discussion of distinctions. 
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practices and the platforms of the sharing economy where ethical debates about agency, 

property, privacy and collective rights abound and where utopian rhetoric can appear to 

act as a cover for the corporate drive for efficiency over ethical concerns. This chapter 

considers how this tension can be understood by examining how the ideals of peer 

production were shaped by its own cultural and intellectual history and how this plays 

out in broader conversations about participatory media, online collaboration and what 

has come to be called the “sharing economy.”  

 

2. Commons-Based Peer Production and Adjacent Practices 

Yochai Benkler (2002a) coined the term “commons-based peer production” to 

describe new collaborative practices that were enabled by digital network technologies, 

promoted decentralized organization, harnessed diverse motivations for participation and 

separated “governance and management from property and contract” (Benkler, 2017, p. 

265). Exemplary practices include free and open source software production (e.g., 

Linux) and the open access production of online information resources such as 

Wikipedia. Participants on such projects were understood to be self-selecting and 

empowered agents, choosing and executing their contributions to collaborative projects 

outside of the influence of market incentives and hierarchical organizational structures. 

The fruits of their collective labors were held in common rather than privately owned. 

Although the Free Software approach was originated by programmers who objected to 

the increasingly proprietary nature of software in the mid-1980s after two decades of 

open and collaborative work (Stallman, 2002), it was the success of free and open source 

software like Linux and online projects like Wikipedia in the 2000s that prompted 

industry and academics to take notice. Peer Production did not only produce successful 

results, it also did so with surprising efficiency, desired outcomes that challenged 
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economic and managerial orthodoxies about centralized top-down decision-making and 

market incentives. Wrote Benkler (2016), “Peer production is the most significant 

organizational innovation that has emerged from Internet-mediated social practice” (p. 

91). It seemed nothing short of revolutionary. 

Commons-based peer production, however, was more than just an efficient 

innovation, it was theorized to be a more ethical mode of production, one of the ways in 

which the new economy would not be evil. This approach to organizing talent and labor 

efforts using online media and communications technologies, not only produced better 

results, it was theorized by Benkler and Nissenbaum (2006, also in this volume) that 

decentralized networked organization could promote the cultivation of virtues. It could 

do so by enabling a person to dedicate themselves to more personally rewarding 

activities, the promotion of individual liberty and innovation in the service of the 

common good. According to Benkler and Nissenbaum (2006), “Socio-technical systems 

of commons-based peer production offer not only a remarkable medium of production 

for various kinds of information goods but serve as a context for positive character 

formation” (pp. 394-395). The contrast with neoliberal political economic assumptions 

about self-interested actors pursuing private goods in an iron cage of bureaucracy where 

actors were structurally stripped of meaningful agency, was sharp and clear.  

Benkler and Nissenbaum (2006) brought together a rising interest in virtue ethics 

in political philosophy with work in science and technology studies on the material and 

technical constraints and affordances of networks, arguing that organizational structures 

of peer production could foster many moral and political virtues including autonomy, 

independence, liberation, creativity, productivity, industry, benevolence, charity, 

generosity and altruism. Peer production practices, they argued, created a context for 

virtuous engagement and practice. Benkler and Nissenbaum claim (2006), “Peer 
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production can be said to provide a social context in which to act out, and a set of social 

practices through which to inculcate and develop, some quite basic human, social and 

political virtues” (p. 419). By developing rules for engagement and a space in which the 

individual had access to easy, low-stakes opportunities to engage in virtuous practice 

(e.g., working towards a common good for its own sake) they were more apt to engage 

and be virtuous. Subsequently, the success of these virtuous actions would feedback and 

in turn promote the exercise of new virtue. Virtuous acts made the system of production 

more efficient but this efficiency in turn promoted the exercise of more virtue.  

These early academic theories about peer production, also came to be associated 

in the academic literature (e.g. Jenkins, 2005; Lessig, 2008) and in everyday discourse      

with other disruptive technologies, platforms and practices including those we might call 

adjacent practices such as crowd sourcing (e.g., Amazon’s Mechanical Turk and 

ReCAPTCHA), online markets for labor and services (e.g., Uber, Airbnb) and user-

generated content (e.g. social media platforms and practices). Although Benkler (2016) 

explicitly distinguishes these adjacent practices from his theorization of commons-based 

peer production, academics interested in theorizing these related socio-technical 

platforms and industries interested in marketing their innovations to a wider public, 

often cited and built upon Benkler’s early theorizations of peer production, tapping into 

common rhetoric about the virtue and efficiency of non-hierarchical organization, and 

the value of participation and sharing in the networked environment (e.g. Jenkins, 2006; 

Lessig, 2008). Collaboration and decentralization were celebrated. Mass participation 

would disrupt the worst sins of corporate bureaucracy and transform the conditions of 

labor into something less alienating, more personally and socially rewarding; remix 

culture and the sharing economy were born.  
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Yet, these adjacent practices are also the site where in recent years undesirable 

outcomes and ethical concerns have become more evident. The sharing economy seems 

to have launched new, quasi-legal forms of exploitative labor practices, contributing to 

problems associated with precarious work and widespread inequality and sidestepped 

regulations intended to protect citizens, workers and consumers. Popular media now 

regularly asks if Uber is taking its workers for a ride, questioning why a multi-billion 

dollar company is allowed to avoid paying legislated benefits such as sick leave and 

holiday pay and its independent contractors have no power to negotiate the rate they are 

paid. Meanwhile many cities ponder whether short term rental platforms such as Airbnb 

are compromising the availability of affordable housing and changing the character of 

local communities. How could it be that structures and approaches that were thought to 

promote the development of social and personal virtues could also produce such 

perverse and ethically questionable outcomes? In the next section I highlight the 

rhetorical dimensions of network culture to show how particular ideals about the value 

of participation and collaboration as positive behaviors are embedded within the 

metaphors we use to imagine internet culture. I also consider scholarly critiques of peer 

production and its claim that participation is always an unquestionable good. 

 

3. Participation, Collaboration and the Rhetorical Dimensions of Network Culture  

  Both “remix” and “sharing” are now common metaphors used to describe online 

communication and distribution practices, but this was not always the case. Recent 

scholarship (Borschke, 2017; John, 2017) on the origins, history and rhetorical 

significance of both terms, tracked the rise of their metaphorical usage to the first decade 

of the 21st century, coinciding with and, as I will highlight, drawing upon the 

development of scholarly theories of peer production practices. The shared historical 
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context for these concepts is the 2000s, a decade that ushered in the era of widespread 

broadband access to the internet in much of the world and witnessed the rise and 

adoption of peer to peer technologies and social media. It was also a decade of conflict 

between everyday users and the media and entertainment industries over intellectual 

property, amidst new user expectations about access and the development of a culture of 

downloading and archiving. These conflicts were an important backdrop for the 

development of remix and sharing as metaphors that could be invoked to describe, 

explain and, as I will argue, defend new technologically-enabled social and cultural 

practices as well as promote the rising valuing of participation and collaboration.  

  Metaphors work by analogy: they help turn the unfamiliar into the 

understandable, by describing something new in terms of something familiar (c.f. 

Borschke, 2017, p. 33-40; Herman, 2008; Lakoff & Johnson, 1980; Loughlan, 2006). In 

the online space, we rely on many metaphors of remediation without much thought—

from your desktop to the cloud, much of our life online and off is animated by 

metaphors. But no metaphor arrives fully formed and the cultural history of everyday 

network metaphors provides an opportunity to consider how the values, assumptions and 

social contexts that underpin them developed. As Nicholas John (2017) observed in his 

book The Age of Sharing, “[T]he cultural and discursive association between the internet 

and the values of sharing is not a natural given. Tarleton Gillespie’s observations 

concerning the term ‘platform’ are equally apt here: ‘A term like ‘platform’ does not 

drop from the sky, or emerge in some organic, unfettered way from public discussion’ 

(Gillespie, 2010, p. 359). This, of course raises the question of where it does come from” 

(p. 45).  

  Remix is a metaphor that came to us from the recording studio, the DJ booth and 

the dance floor (Borschke, 2017, pp. 33-112) and whose meaning has broadened, used to 
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describe media made from extant media and many new expressive practices and forms 

enabled by digital reproduction technologies and networks. In the context of debates 

about intellectual property in the network environment, “remix” also has ideological 

heavy lifting to do, serving to defend and normalize everyday copying practices (e.g. 

posting a YouTube video on Facebook or producing a meme as a form of political 

comment) and new forms of collaborative authorship from intellectual property regimes 

and efforts to expand their scope. Similarly, John (2017) examines how “sharing,” a 

word with both distributive and communicative meanings, offers a versatile rhetorical 

framework for making sense of a wide range of participatory practices enabled and 

encouraged by social media platforms (e.g. sharing your opinions, your photos, links to 

stories etc.) and other digital and network technologies and media. Both “remix” and 

“sharing” perform imaginative work in the rhetorical construction of everyday network 

culture; in particular, they help to make sense of the digital reorganization of 

communication and distribution, storage and transmission, in the network sphere. Both 

metaphors also tend to have positive normative connotations including openness, 

fairness and equality, opening up a utopian space for describing new practices and 

imagining new possible futures. But in the context of unwanted unethical outcomes, 

these same positive connotations can serve different rhetorical purposes. The virtuous 

connotations of sharing—being open, considerate, selfless (or at least not selfish), 

working for the common good—can also offer a cover from scrutiny from negative 

outcomes, sidestepping ethical questions about labor exploitation and the monetization 

of personal data by adopting and promoting the language of sharing.  

  It would be easy to write off undesirable uses of these metaphors as buzzwords 

or corporate spin, but the same metaphors favored by the technology industries were also 

adopted and promoted by scholars of social media and network culture. Both “remix” 
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and “sharing” offered useful rhetorical frameworks that helped to describe and explain 

the blurring of distinctions between communication and distribution in the online space 

and to consider the possibilities of personal empowerment, public engagement afforded 

by then new technologies. Remix was a form and practice with origins in the creative 

use of analog media formats and technology was redefined to be quintessentially digital; 

alongside neologisms such as “produsage” (Bruns, 2008), remix aimed to signify a 

perceived shift from the so-called passive consumption of the 20th century to the 

participatory engagement characteristic of user generated content in the 21st; it is also 

often presented as a tactic of resistance to the corporatization of culture, a practice that 

could transform copying into ‘sharing’ (Borschke, 2017). ‘Sharing’ was another 

constitutive network activity and to share in the online space was to participate in its 

construction, a mass collaboration that was thought to empower users—to turn them into 

netizens—and lead towards a more egalitarian future.  

  The utopian character of these metaphors and their rise in the 2000s was also 

deeply informed by scholarship on peer production and its celebration of personal liberty 

and the common good in parallel with innovation and efficiency. Peer production’s 

combination of virtue and pragmatism proved to be an attractive model for explaining 

modes of socio-technical change and new business models that promoted efficient 

production and innovative outcomes. The whole world could work smarter not harder if 

participation and collaboration were promoted as desirable network actions. 

Participation and collaboration, however, are not inherently positive or always ethical. 

Many of the ethical questions that arise with regards to peer production and adjacent 

practices relate to this ambiguity. Kreiss, Finn, and Turner (2011) critiqued the utopian 

character of many scholarly claims about peer production, questioning the claim that it 

was an inherently positive force of change and challenging the optimism of Web 2.0’s 
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early theorists (e.g., Benkler, 2002; Castells, 2007; Jenkins, 2006; Lessig, 2004; Shirky, 

2008). “We do not believe that networked information exchange necessarily levels that 

social playing field, or that networked modes of social action are replacing their 

industrial antecedents,” they wrote (Kreiss, Finn, & Turner, 2011, p. 244). They 

questioned academic orthodoxies and claims that peer production necessarily promoted 

agency, ethical and egalitarian relationships, adaptability and efficiency. Even the claim 

that peer production was outside of markets and property regimes, they charged, might 

not only be wrong, but it might work to “obscure the ways in which technologically 

enabled peer production may be changing our lives for the worse” (Kreiss et al., 2011, p. 

244). The unbridled optimism, they charged, might be less about the present than it was 

a tacit critique of industrial bureaucracy in the recent past. 

 

If peer production offers flexibility and egalitarian interpersonal relations, 

bureaucracies seem to many to confront workers with rigid, hierarchical social 

relations. If bureaucracies hoard wealth and power, peer production distributes it. 

If bureaucracies breed psychologically divided ‘organization men,’ peer 

production supports the whole person. Above all, peer production promises to 

liberate the individual subjects of mass consumer culture by fashioning them into 

active producers (Kreiss et al., 2011, p. 244)  

 

   

Yet, as Kreiss et al. argue, these hopes do not necessarily come to fruition. As the 

widespread use of open source software has shown, the practice is compatible with 

commerce and bureaucracy and free labor may benefit private firms and bureaucracies 

more than individuals. Incentives to participate in the online sphere also contribute to the 

erosion of boundaries between private selves and public activities, an experience that 

may have many undesirable consequences. If status and reputation come from making 

free contributions to mass projects, those with paid positions that encourage their 

participation have advantages that independent actors do not. Participation and 
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collaboration are more ambiguous than their idealizations. Peer production might not 

always produce ethical outcomes let alone promote virtuous character traits. 

 

4. Utopian Thinking and Copyright Conflicts 

  The expectation that virtue and efficiency coincide and are promoted by the 

practices of peer production influenced how we think about and idealize other forms of 

networked participation and collaboration; this expectation is baked into the metaphors 

we have adopted to animate our online lives. A tacit critique of the recent past and a 

response to pressing debates and conflicts around intellectual property is another 

characteristic of this shared lineage. In this final section I draw attention to how conflicts 

over copying and recirculation shaped how we reimagined participation and 

collaboration in the context of digital and network technologies and why these actions 

tend to be positively associated with the promotion of ethical outcomes and virtuous 

character attributes. 

 A key tenet of commons-based peer production is a commitment to the 

perpetuation of an information commons. It is important to note that this is a 

commitment to weak protection of intellectual property rather than no protection at all—

share and share alike licensing, for instance, aims to protect the commons from 

enclosure even while it protects users’ liberties. In order to understand the significance 

of such protections, we should consider the special status of copies and copying in the 

Free and Open Source Software movement and why its role is considered so crucial in 

promoting and guaranteeing freedom, cooperation and creativity.  

  Almost three decades before the term peer production was coined, programmer 

and activist Richard Stallman began thinking about how to protect the collaborative 

intellectual culture of software development and users from the rise of proprietary 
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software in the nascent software industry. He called this approach “free software” and 

codified his position in a manifesto associated with the development of a free operating 

system GNU. In this manifesto Stallman (2002) states:  

 

Free software means software that respects users’ freedom and community. 

Roughly, it means that the users have the freedom to run, copy, distribute, study, 

change and improve the software. Thus, “free software” is a matter of liberty, not 

price. To understand the concept, you should think of “free” as in “free speech,” 

not as in “free beer.” We sometimes call it “libre software” to show we do not 

mean it is gratis. (p. 3) 

 

 This manifesto demanded four essential freedoms  including the freedom to use 

software without conditions, the freedom to read the source code and to modify or tinker 

with it; it also recognized the important role that copies played, explicitly demanding the 

freedom to “redistribute copies so you can help others” and to distribute copies of your 

modifications and implicitly acknowledging the role of copying in reading, studying and 

changing or improving code. Stallman was arguing for a freedom from constraints that 

copyright and patent laws imposed on users, but he also implied that these negative 

liberties would guarantee certain kinds individual and social virtues—liberty, agency, 

helping others, benefitting the whole community. Autonomy was not incompatible with 

generosity and fellowship, and it was through copying as a mode of sharing that self-

reliance could be reconciled with community mindedness (Benkler & Nissenbaum, 

2006, pp. 407-408.)  

  Free culture advocates in the 21st century demanded similar rights for users, 

including the freedom to modify and distribute other kinds of cultural works (e.g. music, 

text, images, video) without consent or compensation. Cheap digital technologies and 

online networks took reproduction and distribution out of the hands of industry, making 

these actions accessible to anyone with a computer and an internet connection; they even 
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potentially transformed what were previously seen as exclusively industrial economic 

activities into potential forms of participation and collaboration online. Distribution 

could be a form of communication; communication could result in distribution; this was 

the affordance of the digital copy. Simultaneously, industries which benefitted from 

existing copyright regimes first sought to protect (via enforcement, punitive actions, 

education campaigns etc.) and expand the scope of copyright protection. Later they 

began to develop ways of monetizing this everyday social production and exchange of 

copies. It is in the context of this struggle between users and industry that the rhetoric of 

remix and sharing comes into being.  

  Lawrence Lessig’s books Free Culture (2004) and Remix (2008) entered into 

these debates between the mainstream media and entertainment industries who benefited 

from existing copyright regimes and networked users who wanted on-demand access to 

their favorite music, films, television etc. and also wanted to use and adapt copyrighted 

media in the social networks where they were spending increasing amounts of time. To 

defend these new forms of technologically-enabled social participation and expression, 

Lessig invoked the metaphors of remix and sharing to describe, explain and defend the 

place of copying practice in network culture. John (2017, p. 74) attributes the 

popularization of the term the “sharing economy” to Lessig and highlights Lessig’s 

reliance on Benkler’s theorizations of peer production, and the new value of voluntary 

unremunerated participation over other kind of labor. Writes John (2017), “In Lessig’s 

discussion. The ‘sharing economy’ refers to all interactions that do not involve money 

… his paradigm of the sharing economy …  is Wikipedia, because ‘Its contributors are 

motivated not by money, but the fun or joy in what they do’ (Lessig, 2008, p. 162.)” (p. 

74). Of course, Lessig was also a key promoter of remix as a  descriptive and 

explanatory metaphor and his book aimed to defend users by showing that these new 
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practices of reproduction and circulation were a kind of speech—an explicit echo of 

Stallman’s argument about free software as a kind of speech—and a potentially creative 

and innovative type of speech at that. If the intention of copyright was to promote 

knowledge and innovation, then copyright laws had not caught up with what new 

technologies enabled. Copyright was not just an obstacle to user’s liberties; it was 

double damned for being inefficient and an obstacle to innovation.  

 

5. Conclusion 

  My aim, in tracing the genealogy of these metaphors and their relationship with 

peer production and its intellectual antecedents, is to highlight that many of the 

assumptions that underpin remix and sharing as favored modes of participation and 

collaboration were in a sense reactive —they aimed to defend. That said, I acknowledge 

that they were reactions to real threats to freedom and agency and their utopian character 

offered possible solutions. Embedded in the history of these ideas are fears but also 

hopes and possibilities. My efforts to disentangle description from normative 

assumptions is not an effort to dislodge words and concepts from their current uses and 

aims but to use their cultural histories to unpack sources of tension, to help us to 

understand how actions that promote virtues might also promote inequalities.  

  The 2000s were an era of blue sky and utopian thinking about the possibilities 

created by the internet and new forms of networked social organization, communication 

and distribution. These ways of imagining network technologies came about in the 

context of a number of key socio-technical changes and innovations including the 

widespread adoption of broadband connectivity, the growth of social media and the 

proliferation of peer to peer distribution technologies. Commons-based peer production, 

as exemplified by free and open source software production and online knowledge 
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projects such as Wikipedia, offered a description and explanation of a specific set of 

practices and products that were not easily described or explained by traditional 

economic or organizational theories. Peer production with its efficient, non-hierarchical 

practices and projects seemed to defy classic economic explanations of self-interest and 

market rewards, and instead offered the possibility of personal liberty and agency 

through an ethos of participation, collaboration, the common good and collective rights.  

  These utopian possibilities were attractive prospects to both social media 

entrepreneurs and the academics who aimed to defend these new networked practices 

and innovations against intellectual property regimes that limited their use. Drawing and 

expanding upon the ideology of Free Software developed in the 1980s and its particular 

interest in the regulation of copies and copying, critics pointed out that to limit a 

person’s right to copy in a networked digital environment, was tantamount to limiting 

their right to speak, to comment and, in the case of software, to read, to learn and to 

tinker. The context of debates on intellectual property in the 2000s, was a perfect storm 

in which technological disruption and user innovations butted up against existing 

copyright, patent and trademark laws and a media and entertainment industry clamoring 

for longer, stronger, and more expansive intellectual property regimes. There was much 

to be critiqued about this struggle, both from the standpoint of most artists for whom 

copyright was a poor form of remuneration for labor and from users who were in a new 

position of having their rights to expression, access, and use trammeled. There were little 

guys to defend and big fish to fry. However, as my earlier work on remix suggests, there 

are problems for scholars of culture when the metaphor used to describe a phenomenon 

and critique its recent past also obscures that same history (Borschke, 2017). Similarly, 

Kreiss, Finn, and Turner (2011) noted that peer production’s ethical ideals were less a 

description of the present than they were a critique of the recent past. Efforts to extend 
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the ideals of peer production into other parts of culture such as music, video and art, 

were also more defensive than they were descriptive or explanatory. Remix would 

defend the meme makers and video satirists; but sharing could also provide a virtuous 

cover for new forms of commercial exploitation. 

  Although scholars like Benkler are careful to distinguish commons-based peer 

production from its adjacent practices, it is here in the extensions of these ideals where 

the cracks in the facade are more evident and pronounced. The “sharing economy” is not 

merely a misnomer, the ethical problems regarding new forms of labor exploitation and 

related concerns about agency, property, privacy and collective rights in the context of a 

drive towards precarious employment and the monetization of personal data exploit a 

tension between virtue and efficiency in theories of peer production. The drive to defend 

ethical ideals and practices with instrumental thinking about efficiency is problematic. 

This is not to suggest that peer production is inherently unethical—it is not—or that we 

should not consider how our systems of production can serve both individuals and the 

public good, rather it encourages us to think deeply about how our hopes and our fears 

are embedded in utopian thinking and to consider what we might learn from these 

tensions. Appeals to the efficiency of virtue not only render the idea of moral excellence 

as instrumental, but they also offer an instrumental defense of both unethical intentions 

and outcomes.
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