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The Internet has brought dramatic changes to global society, but whether these 

changes are in our best interest or for intensifying capitalist power is still up for 

debate. While optimists praise its empowering potential, some scholars see the 

Internet as a means for the deepening and widening of commodification, hegemony, 

exploitation, surveillance and control. There is now a growing interest in thinking 

how these pitfalls can be avoided, how digital media can articulate true alternatives 

to global capitalism. Since Marx, theory and practice have repeatedly demonstrated 

that capitalism is simply not sustainable; it has spread poverty, brought ecological 

disaster, and disarticulated the rich cultural heritage of communities around the 
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globe. However, it is only superficially that communism is the other of capitalism. 

Communism is an equally materialist system still geared towards the allocation of 

material resources. Buddhism defines the immaterial condition of wellbeing of the 

mind as the real wealth, and so it escapes from both the ‘right’, and the 'left' sides of 

materialism, which still monopolises contemporary political debate. 

 

This project, then, is located at the intersection of New Media theory and Buddhist 

studies. I started to connect these two seemingly dissonant fields while travelling 

through Laos. There, I witnessed for the first time the practice of alms giving that 

takes place every morning across the Buddhist world. At the time, I was also working 

with the questions of voluntary collaboration within computer-mediated societies. 

Travelling SE Asia I realised that, almost invariably, an opportunity for collaboration 

was part of every instance of Buddhism in a social space. Buddha images covered 

with myriads of golden leafs, soundscapes collectively created by temple visitors as 

they dropped coins in copper bowls, meal sharing temple gatherings, unsupervised 

donation boxes in remote places, monumental statues slowly built through gift 

aggregation, even tons of gold lying in the vaults of the central bank of Thailand 

given by the lay community to a monk in order to help secure financial autonomy for 

the nation. Eventually, my questions started taking shape: what are the common 

themes in all these practices? What is the underlying operation, the shared seed 

that, while evolving into a mesmerising diversity of shapes and practices invariably 

reproduces an unchanging ethos of collaboration? Is it a seed that can also grow in 

contemporary, computer mediated communities? 

 

Other Problems 

 

In the context of this conference focused on notions of inter-cultural ‘exchanges’, I 

would like to briefly point at two problematic trends in the way outsiders like me 

construct discourses about Buddhism.  

 

First, discourses of otherising: the projection of preconstructed narratives on the 

other; narratives that circumscribe the other to the realm of fantasy. A supernatural 

identity that effectively, politically, decretes that the other cannot really exist. 

 

Second, discourses of saming, the lazy extrapolation that miraculously decides that 
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the other is like me. Saming is a subtle cooptation tactic: to validate the other by 

conceding participation in my categories actually reinforces the structures of 

domination. Buddhism is sometimes praised because 'it is like Christianity, it also 

advocates love and compassion', or because 'it is like science, it is also methodical 

and lacks a god'. These insidious 'compliments' effectively discard the meaningful 

otherness of the other, the possibility of really learning something new, of 

meaningful, equipotential exchanges.  

 

Only if we manage to drop labels structured to undermine the very possibility of 

dialogue, the other may emerge as a legitimate source of knowledge. 

 

 

Inner Life of the Commodity 

 

Marx defines the commodity in the following terms: 

 

A commodity is, in the first  place, an object outside us, a thing that by its 

properties satisfies human wants of some sort or another. 

 

This definition is at the core of materialist economics, where the commodity is the 

irreducible building atom. It is further explained through a footnote to Nicholas 

Barbon’s basic theory of value and desire: 

 

―Desire implies want, it is the appetite of the mind, and as natural as hunger 

to the body... things have their value from supplying the wants of the mind. 

 

Capitalism thrives under two principles that feed each other: that craving is ‘natural’ 

and that anything one might crave should be commodified. Buddhist societies are set 

outside materialism by objecting to the idea that catering to desire satisfies the 

needs of the mind. Buddhism does not stop at seeing craving as 'natural': the noble 

truth is that it is suffering. Buddhism demystifies desire by understanding it as a 

hindrance of the mind that needs deconstruction.  

 

Decommodification is achieved by deserting the commodity system, what Paolo Virno 

calls Exodus, a collective and foundational withdrawal from Empire. But, Exodus in 
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our time is not achieved through displacements in space but by overcoming delusion: 

through an internal transformation, an alternative ontology here and now. The 

Buddhist term is awakening: a radical change of state while remaining in the same 

place.  

 

The P2P movement 

 

One such radical change is the one from traditional centralized media to the P2P, 

many to many, decentralised model that is now beginning to show signs of maturity. 

P2P is enhanced by technology, but its core is equipotentiality as the better power 

structure. Michel Bauwens defines P2P in the following terms: 'P2P specifically 

designates those processes that aim to increase the most widespread participation 

by equipotential participants'. According to this definition, phenomena as diverse and 

unrelated as Anonymous, the Arduino platform, CouchSurfing or Occupy Wall Street 

can be said to participate of the P2P movement. Equipotentiality puts P2P essentially 

at odds with governmentality and capital, and at the center of the growing possibility 

of global revolution.  

 

The term 'movement' might wrongly be understood as implying the existence of 

deliberate or centralised coordination; however, the preceding term (P2P) proposes a 

redefinition of coordination itself. 'Movement' suggests a collective displacement like 

Virno's Exodus, an overarching phenomenon at the crossroads between spontaneous 

trend, transformation in the global imaginary, and the coordinated endeavour of 

leaderless multitudes.  

 

Currently, the challenge is to transition from immaterial P2P production, e.g. free 

software, into P2P production ‘expanded beyond the immaterial sphere in which it 

was born’. Achieving material P2P production is one of the most important challenges 

to overthrow the dominating system. It requires a social agreement about generosity 

in the physical realm. This is why it is important to study offline dynamics of 

decommodification like those of existing Buddhist communities: it is only by 

recognising that we are living in revolutionary times, but only to a certain degree, 

that we can make the best out of them. Regardless of technological inventions the 

deeper strata of what it means to be human, the thing that the universe is made of, 

the facts and mysteries of birth, age, illness and death, will remain unchanged.  
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Searching for insight on generosity I studied a project created by monks in Sri 

Lanka. It consists in saving cows from the slaughterhouse by raising funds from the 

community, and then giving the cow to a poor family that could use it for farming 

and milk. As a result of the process the cow is seen as a new member of the family. 

It is a good example of decommodification (of the cow) through collective action 

driven by Buddhist principles.  

 

Understanding De-cow-mmodification 

 

For the next section, I will present a couple of brief descriptions from one of the 

participants in the project followed by my own analysis. The following passage lets us 

peek into the supra-material economies that inform the operation. 

 

Bhante [Seelagawesi, the monk] knows one layperson, who voluntarily always 

is looking for cows to be rescued, either to prevent them from being sold to 

slaughter house, or to buy from slaughterhouse. First option is better, 

because you prevent seller from an unwholesome deed. 

 

So, why is it better to ‘prevent seller from an unwholesome deed' if apparently the 

objective (the cow being saved) would be achieved just the same? Because the 

considerations guiding this operation, its economies, are ultimately focused on 

improving karma. Scholar Ken Jones defines karma as 'willed mental activity that 

leaves a trace, or 'karmic residue' in the personality'. These noetic residues of a 

person's actions determine their future in the sense that 'habitual patterns of 

behaviour become deeply ingrained, shaping a distinctive personality (...) Sow a 

thought and you reap a habit; sow a habit and you reap a personality; sow a 

personality and you reap a destiny'. In this sense, karma as mental action, or mental 

quality, and destiny form one single concept of unparalleled attention in our 

community. Karma can be said to act as a multidimensional economic and index at 

the nexus of the mind and the cosmos. An expanded version of what Bataille called 

general economy. Because the goal that shapes actions in this assemblage is the 

improvement of karma, we will call it a karmic assemblage.  

 

Anyone who comes across Bhante, will hear about that occasion of a cow to 
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be rescued. 

Bhante determines his mind to find some money, and the money will come. 

He never asks someone straightly, but he tells people (who want to make 

merit, who want to do something good) about events to be organized. 

 

The certainty conveyed in the phrase ‘and the money will come’, rather than 

expressing belief in magical forces or luck, or even optimism, is a sign of the 

principles that rule the community. The basis of that certainty is a powerful 

agreement about merit and its value. 

  

It is especially easy to misunderstand the Buddhist concept of merit because it 

happens to use the same signifier (the word 'merit') the Western world uses for 

something different. In Buddhist culture merit exists as a substantial thing, a kind of 

wealth that anyone can systematically produce and accumulate. Understanding merit 

meant for me the discovery of a system with the potential to be translated into 

network communities and P2P projects. Production and accumulation of merit, I 

think, holds the key to articulating collaboration and overcoming materialistic 

constraints, in the construction of an alternative economy for the world.  

 

Upon seeing the cow and the family improve their destiny, the participant 

experiences a sense of concrete existential meaningfulness and cosmic belonging. As 

a monk explained to me 'rescuing a life is beneficial for anyone'. That tangible feeling 

is a trace of Buddhist merit. To make merit one must engage in actions that are 

beneficial to one’s mind, and many of those self beneficial actions are actions that 

are beneficial to others. In a merit economy self interest and altruism overlap. 

Collective happiness, rather than material growth, is the expected result in merit 

economies. 

 

The following graph, which I have titled merit productivity principle, articulates how 

the practice of giving (dana) is in itself productive. 
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Merit Productivity Principle 

 

The diagram shows how merit articulates relationships between the material and 

immaterial realms. It shows how, in the act of giving exchanges occur not among 

individuals but they rather between the mind and the universe. Simply, the universe 

reacts to good-willed giving by giving merit back. Collective understanding of this 

principle allows Buddhist communities to mine the cosmos for merit, so to speak, 

focusing on merit production as a systematic activity integral to everyday life. The 

serene happiness of Buddhist people, far from being exotic and idiosyncratic, is the 

result of the systematic practice of trade and mining of merit within the cosmos. 

Once the idea of an economy that operates in multiple interconnected dimensions 

settles, the Western eye might readjust to see that the Buddhist community is 

actually a fervently industrious one.  

 

Merit short-circuits the Marxist definition of the commodity: ‘A commodity is, in the 

first  place, an object outside us, a thing that by its properties satisfies human wants 
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of some sort or another’. It might seem that merit fulfils the definition as merit is, 

apparently, exchanged for money or labour, but this starts to become less clear once 

we ask: where, exactly, is merit? Is it ‘outside us’ as Marx defines? The answer is 

that merit is neither outside nor inside us because it is neither thing nor thought but 

rather a property, a quality, a condition of volition from the immaterial realm. This 

takes us to a central defiance to Marxist theory: because it is produced exclusively 

through autonomous volition, it is only the individual who makes merit. The 

fascinating implication is that in a merit economy, to play in Marx’s terms, the means 

of production can never be alienated. The nature of this sui generis anti-commodity 

is that, paradoxically, it is neither abundant (in the sense that it has to be made) non 

scarce, and at the same time it is non rival. 

 

Through voluntary collective action commodities are rescued from the materialist 

system and brought back into the karmic general economy as commons. 

Decommodification occurs as a community gains awareness that something is not a 

commodity (like the cow’s life, the environment, time, music, hospitality, land, 

health, colours, and so forth), and recommonification occurs after resources are 

mobilised through voluntary collective action. 

 

Another important concept is the field of merit, defined as 'an individual or group 

that is a particularly worthy recipient of a gift'. Generosity towards worthier goals 

accrues more merit, like planting a seed in more fertile land yields more food. Hence, 

fields of merit. As people make more merit, their own field of merit intensifies too, 

consolidating a recursive flow. Generosity and selflessness result in total enhanced 

wellbeing: in the mind, the body and society. Interestingly, Bhante Passadika 

explained to me that 'even if you don’t have money to contribute you can still earn a 

small amount of merit by posting positive comments in the Facebook group’s page'. 

The concept of the field of merit in this case was effortlessly translated into an 

existing ICT mediated realm. 

 

From here, the challenge is to think of how can ICT be shaped after merit economy. 

Experimentally, I have translated the basic principle of merit into a formula. The 

formula itself  is probably deeply flawed, but what is important is an idea: that the 

Buddhist system, karmic assemblages and merit economies, might be abstracted and 

translated, using mathematic and algorithm experimentation, into social systems 
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that express the Buddhist insights that foster generosity, collaboration and 

happiness.  

 

Let's take, for instance, the following statement:  “Even if one gives a small amount 

with a heart full of faith one can gain happiness hereafter. The alms given consisted 

of a little rice crust, but as it was given with great devotion to an eminent Arahant, 

the reward was rebirth in a magnificent celestial mansion”  

 

What this statement tells us is that the merit-generating power of a gift is 

determined by the receiver's merit (i.e. field of merit) and the qualities of the givers 

mind, and that the gift itself plays a minor role in the final result. Therefore: 

 

 

  

These terms belong to different realms: g, the gift, is a material quantity, while m 

and c belong to the immaterial realm of the giver's mind and e to yet another realm: 

the receiver's mind. This multidimensionality is a key characteristic of merit 

economies; and the vital operation to organise production while transcending 

materialism. Buddhist ontology is a complex system that thoroughly explains 

existence through a delicate mesh of entangled taxonomies that encompass the 

whole universe, time, mind, and matter. The challenge is to translate this 

multidimensional system into digital currencies, network protocols, social networks, 

software, etc., that expresses this entangled ontology.   

 

The P2P 'third mode of production' as theorised by Michel Bauwens, informed by the 

karmic assemblage as a practical and philosophical framework can enable, as 

Bourdieu puts it, 'universes in which  people have an interest in disinterestedness 

and generosity'. An articulated overlap of the karmic assemblage and the network 

society is in this sense pregnant with the possibility to build a global future where 

societies oriented towards wellbeing thrive. 


