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Abstract: 
 
While “commons-based peer production” has mainly been studied for immaterial products (free 

software, collaborative encyclopedias, etc.), this contribution aims at exploring the potentialities, 

especially in terms of relation to work and satisfaction of certain needs, that it can have on more 

material aspects of human activities. From the study of peer-to-peer collaborations that have begun 

to help build projects of 3D printing machines (such as the RepRap) and local initiatives in food 

production (Incredible Edible Network), the analysis of these potentialities first seeks to understand 

the ways by which subjectivities can invest in this “commons-based peer production.” As the 

convergence of these activities and the organization of such relationships cannot be taken for 

granted, the article will then analyze how such coordinations are possible, especially if they are to 

be maintained over time. This study will finally attempt to better understand how these non-

conventional forms of work can contribute to the emergence of a mode of production with new or 

original features. 
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Material forms of “commons-based peer production” 

 and reappropriation of living conditions: 

on the socio-political potentialities of experimental productive alternatives 
 
 
 
“Peer to peer” practices are commonly thought of in reference to exchange and sharing of computer 
files, but they also overlap with other domains.  Indeed, they appear to be in expansion in other 
areas and, in certain cases, pertain to political intent. For example, they currently serve as the basis 
for initiatives in the field of transportation (carpooling), energy production (in the form of 
collaborative projects) and food production (from seed sharing to product sharing). 
 
These practices may bring about renewed modalities of coordination and cooperation between many 
actors, without necessarily being confined to informal registers. Different types of work are 
developping without the search for financial compensation, and without hierarchical or salary 
relations. They allow for new forms of production which seem to persist over time and for which 
denomination attempts have begun to be proposed. While being more oriented towards changes in 
the information economy that followed the development of the Internet, Yochai Benkler (2002 ; 
2006), for example, refers to a new model of “commons-based peer production”. 
 
This form has mainly been studied for immaterial products, such as free software, collaborative 
encyclopedias, etc, but rarely for more material productions. Therefore, considering their 

emancipatory appearances, this contribution aims at exploring the potentialities, especially in terms 
of relation to work, that peer production can have on more material aspects of human activities. 
This new model may in fact be another way of looking at needs and how to satisfy them, in this 
case without any monetary medium and appropriation. These productions are not intended to be 
placed on the market. With these practices, it is the very meaning of work that could change. 
 
Some writers, as the philosopher Bernard Stiegler (2011), announce and describe the emergence of 
an “economy of contribution.” Bernard Stiegler also pinpoints a “deproletarianization” to try to 
report a “new organization of work and a new economy of work.” If this “commons-based peer 
production” can actually be considered to contain such potentialities, it seems useful to test such a 
hypothesis by studying it in a more sociological context, as regards both its ins and outs, 
particularly in a period of “economic crisis.” 
 
A mode of production can be characterized by its inputs and outputs (what is necessary for its 
operation and what it is able to achieve). Three complementary angles can thus be taken to analyze 
these potentialities more precisely: the modalities of personal engagement and frameworks of 
relations, the conditions of coordination and organization, and the outputs as a support for (local) 
resilience. 
 
What is indeed interesting is to understand the ways by which subjectivities can invest in this 
“commons-based peer production.” Related activities seem more likely to give the feeling that the 
work thus accomplished has a social purpose and may receive recognition. To what extent can these 
material practices then change the relationship to work, production and consumption? These 
activities also contribute to reconfiguring exchange relations and can be a way to renegotiate more 
practically the networks into which everyday life fits. 
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But the convergence of these activities and the organization of these relationships are not 
straightforward. How are such coordinations possible, especially if they are to be maintained over 
time? In this form of production, collective assemblages seem volatile and if they are based on an 
organization, the latter is rather flexible (but not as devoid of effectiveness). Community dynamics 
can play an important role. In keeping with this idea, how can we talk of division of labor? What 
are the devices that can help stabilize forms of organization? 
 
Moreover, the outputs of these activities appear to be more difficult to qualify with the usual 
categories. To what extent can these non-conventional forms of work contribute to the emergence 
of a mode of production with new or original features? How do these initiatives contribute to 
making new resources available, which could be considered socially and ecologically valuable? 
One can wonder wether this production method can become sustainable and lasting, particularly 
with regard to the availability of potential contributors. 
 
This study is based on an exploration of two types of peer-to-peer collaborations: those which have 
begun to help build projects of machines and equipment, such as the RepRap 3D printer and open-
source hardware developed on contributory bases, and local initiatives in food production, such as 
“Incredible Edible”, an idea which originally started in 2008 in the town of Todmorden, North of 
England, to transform available public spaces into areas for growing food products and put them 
into open access1. 
 
As it was difficult to investigate simultaneously on multiple, rhizomatic terrains (although France 
was the main field considered), the research was undertaken taking advantage of the possibilities to 
observe these experiments at a distance2. Many of these abounding initiatives present themselves on 
the Internet while using it as a vector of diffusion3. They offer access to their motivations and their 
arguments. They can also give descriptions of activities undertaken. Their reflections, works, and 
the debates behind them, can also be followed remotely via social networks, mailing lists, 
discussion forums, wikis, etc., frequently set up to ensure their collective functioning and advances. 
On these bases, which can be identified and classified to form a corpus of documentary material, the 
inquiry can then identify and characterize the justifications and promises that are put forward, 
therefore start accessing rationalities, follow ranges of activities (Bidet, 2012) and make links 
between them, while ensuring the consideration of all constraints and resources that underpin them. 
All the traces left enable us to follow networks (Latour, 2005) which, in fact, ensure the 
implementation of these initiatives and experiments, the nature and shape of which will variably 
ensure their stability and durability4. 
 
From these two experimental fields, one oriented towards digital manufacturing, the other in food 
production, and to assess the conditions of possibility of a material form of “commons-based peer 
production”, the analysis will go deeper into the previous three angles. It will first be shown that for 
material goods, unselfish frames of mind are also possible and can be exercised towards productive 

                                                 
1 The corresponding local groups were recently estimated at around fifty in the UK and three hundred in France (Julian 
Dobson, “10 Steps Toward an Incredible Edible Town”, Shareable, December 3, 2013, 
http://www.shareable.net/blog/10-steps-toward-an-incredible-edible-town, retrieved on February 22nd 2014. The 
movement is now spreading in many other countries and can be followed on the Internet through a “Google map” where 
new locations in the world are updated, in a spirit that is also conceived to promote interactivity (See “Incredible edible 
world interest map”, http://www.incredible-edible-todmorden.co.uk/blogs/incredible-edible-world-interest-map, 
retrieved on March 21st 2014). 
2 Meetings and interviews were conducted with members of the local hackerspace in Nice (the Nicelab), which has built 
its 3D printer on the model of the RepRap. 
3 It may thus be an important contribution as empirical material (texts, photos, videos, etc.), if methodology is properly 
adapted (Barats, 2013). 
4 Regarding this analytical approach, see also Callon, 1991. Entry through networks has proved useful for understanding 
the development of alternative practices in food production. See Goodman, DuPuis and Goodman, 2011. 
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activities by stimulating their own forms of work (1). Social relations and forms of coordination 
will then be analyzed, especially as they can facilitate and help these activities gain momentum (2). 
By reconnecting (evolution of) work and (evolution of) production systems, we will conclude by 
providing elements to evaluate the alternative routes and the potentialities that this type of 
productive activity seems to open in the socio-economic order, including providing new capabilities 
and resources to the lives of individuals and groups (3). 
 
 
 
1) Motivational hooks and possibilities of personal investment 
 
Selfless contribution to a collective project corresponds to a particular type of activity that involves 
certain frames of mind. For personal investment to occur, it takes, therefore, a minimum of 
concordance between values or compatibility between interests. For this reason, it is first useful to 
reappraise the purport of these collaborative projects, in order to understand how they can get 
subjectivities to invest in them and the corresponding motivation to be maintained 5. 
 
 
 1.1) Characteristics of an open and collaborative mode of production based on voluntary 
contributions 
 
As commonly conceptualized and described, “commons-based peer production” specifies processes 
rather than types of products. What Benkler pinpoints in the extension of functioning in networks 
(made possible by new information technologies) and what he tries to analyze is a new way of 
organizing production. It combines decentralization, cooperation, lack of ownership. It is based on 
the sharing of resources between actors, also considered in a rather individual perspective, willing 
to cooperate with each other without necessarily knowing each other (Benkler, 2006, p. 60). Wikis, 
which can be defined as evolutive documentation websites maintained on the Internet, are a prime 
example for him. 
 
The voluntary contribution is thus a gift of personal time that benefits a given community while 
making for the production of a common realization. Freedom is such that the degree of involvement 
may vary without being perceived as harmful, thus leaving the possible ranges of contributions 
wide open, from the more limited to the more constant one. If Yochai Benkler’s description is 
followed, this form of production, which may involve a large number of individuals, can effectively 
work for intangibles in the fields of information, knowledge and culture. 
 
Unlike intangible commons, material commons require physical activities, in the sense that they are 
involved in physical environments (Ostrom, 1990). Contribution thus appears to be of a different 
nature, as confirmed by the two experimental fields we studied. 
 
 
 1.2) Promises and potential of interessement of the RepRap project 
 
The RepRap Project (short for REPlicating RAPid prototyper)6 developed from these principles of 
an open and collaborative model. The intention was to make a 3D printer available (in three 
dimensions, on the principle of additive manufacturing by successive layers of material) to permit 

                                                 
5 Especially if one considers that making someone take an interest in something, particularly an innovative project, is 
also an activity that, for its success, may require its own devices, namely devices of “interessement”. See Akrich, 
Callon, Latour, 2002.  
6 For an overview of the origins and design of this machine, see Jones, Haufe, Sells, Iravani, Olliver, Palmer and 
Bowyer, 2011. 
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the remanufacture of identical models to itself, through an open source design and with the lowest 
possible cost. The project was formally born in 2005 (initially as a blog) on initiative of the British 
academic, Adrian Bowyer, a senior lecturer in the Mechanical Engineering Department at the 
University of Bath. Following a collaborative principle, the project was extended to create a 
community around its progress. Participants are therefore not bound by strictly professional 
relationship, let alone hierarchical and contractual ones. 
 
The principle of openness is at the core of the project from its inception: plans and instructions are 
supposed to be delivered to the public without the need for anything in return. The desired ideal is 
to succeed in designing a machine which can reproduce all of its components (instead of currently 
more than half of them, since difficulties remain which are related to electronics and the extruder 
that serves printhead). The realization of this wish is left in the hands of volunteer techies willing to 
join the project and add their creative potential to it. The technical challenges are numerous, but do 
not exclude the joint pursuit of a machine that can be easy to assemble and use7. 
 
In the project and the community that takes it up, the issue of control of technological development 
also crosses that of ownership of the means of production. This way of reactivating the Marxist 
project with technology is present in the reasoning of Adrian Bowyer himself. This type of machine 
reduces the dependence of the consumer: “The self-copying rapid-prototyping machine will allow 
people to manufacture for themselves many of the things they want, including the machine that does 
the manufacturing. It is the first technology that we can have that will simultaneously make people 
more wealthy whilst reducing the need for industrial production.” The process started would be a 
different kind of revolution: “So the replicating rapid prototyping machine will allow the 
revolutionary ownership, by the proletariat, of the means of production” (Bowyer, 2004). 
 
If it is not the machines themselves (which remain to be assembled by buyers), it is the knowledge 
about them that is offered as commons. Interested individuals and groups can get free plans via the 
Internet. Parts that are not yet “printable” can, in principle, be found in shops in large cities. Once 
the machine is available, files to make more or less current objects can be downloaded on the same 
principle, through sharing sites such as http://www.thingiverse.com. For the instigators of the 
project, it is in this chain of potentialities that effects are expected, at the top of which we find this 
“wealth without money” sketched by Adrian Bowyer (2004). There would be no need for large 
investments: a “self-replicating” machine would render manufacturing capacities widely available 
for every individual willing to grasp them (and at least very good handyman in the current state of 
technology). Apart from stimulation related to technical improvements which are still possible and 
expected, potential contributors interested in the project can thus find promises of broader 
implications in it, specifically reaching out to the world of material consumption. 
 
 
 1.3) Promises and potential of interessement of Incredible edible 
 
Since its launching in the small English town of Todmorden in 2008, the Incredible edible initiative 
has taken the appearance of a real movement with international ramifications (under the label of 
Incroyables comestibles in French-speaking countries). Production of commons between peers is 
embodied there in forms of community gardens, reclaiming spaces, however small they are, which 
can be accessible to anyone in order to produce fruits and vegetables available for free. In the 
hypothesis and the narrative that are also made, the small scale does not mean that productivity will 
be insufficient. In local groups who have repeated the experiment, “shared abundance” has even 
become a theme and a rallying slogan. 
 

                                                 
7 On technical choices that these leanings may involve, see Söderberg, 2013, especially p. 129 et p. 134. 
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In addition to the easily and almost immediately comprehensible sense of the project, the initiative 
appears to be open and relatively flexible: “What attracts people is that the process is very simple. 
There is no sign-up form to complete. Just install a tank and plant, Cédric Derouin explains [a 
restaurant worker who implanted the initiative in Saint-Nazaire]”8. The approach is also supposed to 
be collaborative: it is not simply growing one’s personal or family garden. The initiative, based on 
the principle of sharing is often taken as a way to constitute a community while reclaiming urban 
space. Public places, when they can be laid out, are indeed considered as potential productive 
ground for foodstuff for the benefit of the community (leading to construe public space and streets 
beyond their usual value of thoroughfare, especially when they are essentially meant for traffic). It 
is the relationship between places, their uses and the people which thus tends to be problematized 
through food. 
 
Moreover, the exchanges that are contemplated are not only for food. They also concern the 
knowledge and experience that participants are expected to share as well, so they can improve their 
skills if needed, for growing plants in particular. In France, the Colibris network, inspired by the 
agroecologist Pierre Rabhi, joined the initiative and links it with a spirit close to a form of popular 
education: “This collective approach is part of a pedagogy based on the exchange of know-how and 
the sharing of experience. It is for example a way to make the children familiar with gardening 
methods in a funny and friendly atmosphere. The Incredible Edible is thus a great tool for popular 
education in ecology, which reconnects the citizen to its natural environment and its local 
resources.”9 The French branch of the Slow Food movement, in a continuation of its concern for the 
preservation of culinary delights, has also added to it an educational dimension which is expected to 
restore or maintain concerns for taste: “Incredible Edible is not just gardens scattered in the city but 
it is also taste education: courses on horticulture, on how to preserve fruits and vegetables or how to 
make one’s own bread are offered.”10 
 
Under a new label, it is also the trace of older experimentations that is more or less consciously 
reactivated, in this case the shared / community gardens (Baudry, 2011). These gardens were also a 
way to reclaim the urban space, so that it could take up another use value without being restricted to 
certain categories of people. The Incredible edible movement comes up as a new critique of the 
food system, the industrial logic of which is not obvious to the majority of citizens. Planting as a 
concrete action appears to be a means of reclaiming holds for an existential security and a form of 
control over food. Food choices, but also the way food is produced, are problematized through a 
return to contact with plants, edible fruits and vegetables. They lie again within a local group who 
can thus try to reduce its dependence, with regards to both the various branches of food industry and 
the major distribution channels, while strengthening community ties. 
 
Apart from the potential appeal from a health and environmental quality point of view (especially 
for the most worried consumers), these local experiments have the advantage of appearing 
replicable relatively easily. If necessary, adaptability and resourcefulness are put forward, for 
example by adapting or building bins and boxes for places where soil is less readily available. Trust 
is an implicit condition, since the productions are ensured without any claim of ownership. People 
taking the crops would have no reason to take more than they need. Or at least a sense of 
responsibility is expected on the part of others. 
 

                                                 
8 Cited in Aline Leclerc, « Légumes en accès libre, nouvelle idée solidaire », Le Monde, December 27th 2012, p. 9 (my 
translation). 
9 « Planter avec les Incroyables Comestibles », http://www.colibris-lemouvement.org/revolution/planter-ce-que-nous-
mangeons/5-actions-pour-planter-ce-que-nous-mangeons/je-plante, retrieved on March 6th 2013 (my translation). 
10 « Comment une ville peut devenir autosuffisante en fruits et légumes », 10/09/2012, 
http://www.slowfood.fr/comment-une-ville-peut-devenir-autosuffisante-en-fruits-et-legumes, retrieved on March 6th 
2013 (my translation). 



 7 

 
 1.4) Possibilities of building meaning and production of motivations 
 
The commitment in this mode of production has a subjective component from which the 
collaborative work can be built. But this is not a strictly personal interest, or else it also becomes 
dependent on possibilities of success of the project. 
 
A survey was made in the 3D printing community in 2012 by Jarkko Moilanen and Tere Vaden 
(2012, 2013), respectively from the University of Tampere and from Aalto University in Helsinki 
(Finland). The typical member is a man of over 30 years, living in Europe or the United States, and 
having a higher education. Out of the 350 respondents, many identify with the “maker” movement 
(which extends the do-it-yourself principle to technological objects) and seem to express this 
identification with greater ease than the one with “peer production”. The motivation to participate in 
joint projects has more to do with considerations in terms of fun, possibility to choose the projects 
in which to take part and how to contribute, i.e. without any constraints such as relations of 
subordination in a paid job. The satisfactions derived from this commitment do not depend on 
payment, but on a more practical interest. 
 
In the case of the RepRap project, the motivations of the contributors seem to resemble those of free 
(besides the milieus have affinities and links among them). As Maryline Meyer and Francois 
Montagne summarized about “developers”: “If some of them embody the classical model of 
economic man anticipating the monetary gains of a contribution to libre software, many others 
enjoy the task they carry out because it is intellectually stimulating, socially useful, but also because 
it enables them to share an identity with others” (Meyer et Montagne, 2007, p. 403, my translation). 
 
As in many open collaboration projects, the point is to try to achieve collectively a common 
realization. Unlike what now inevitably affects the majority of activities of production, property and 
competition relations are not supposed to play any role. 
 
Concerning motivations, the spirit of Incredible Edible may seem a little less original if one 
considers the proximity and affinity ties it has with the spirit of shared gardens (Baudelet, 2005a). 
Exchange and conviviality are fundamental. What is produced and sought is not only food, but also 
social bond (Baudelet, 2005b). With its desire to use plants to reclaim abandoned urban spaces, the 
approach of “guerrilla gardening” already includes some similar assumptions, in a form of activism 
notably directed towards the restoration of more place for “nature” in town (Reynaud-Desmet, 
2012). 
 
In these experiments, some time (most frequently outside of working life) is given to activities 
beyond self-interest. This time itself can be freely modulated (accepted tasks may sometimes not 
take long). The activities undertaken are not imposed upon. As a field of extension of a “commons-
based peer production”, material issues lead to other justifications and promises: proximity, 
conviviality, abundance, self-reliance, resilience. The founders of Incredible edible in Todmorden 
have thus displayed their goal: food self-sufficiency for their city by 201811. Capacities associated 
with the RepRap almost allow to present this type of machine as a way to reduce dependences 
regarding the access to certain objects. These justifications help reinforce the meaning that can be 
found in these projects and related activities. 
 
 
 

                                                 
11 The goal was repeated in the title of a brochure to present the initiative: Aiming to make Todmorden self sufficient in 
food by 2018. A different way of living, Incredible Edible Todmorden, 2010, 26 p. 
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2) Coordinations 
 
If these collaborative projects can develop, it is because they are based on activities that are not 
limited to the production of more or less concrete goods. If they are to last, these collective 
initiatives also need regular relationships between interested actors. Hence the importance of 
coordinations which, while helping to sit networks (Callon et al., 1999), enable to adjust 
expectations and put some order in the activities. 
 
 
 2.1) The flexible assemblage of voluntary participations 
 
At a collective level, peer production has revealed features that may have advantages (Bauwens, 
2005). It relies on voluntary contributions under flexible collaborations, which may eventually form 
large groups. A priori, this production is not organized centrally and, if any organization there is, it 
often remains floating, which makes for adaptability to suit the progress of projects. The 
relationships between participants remain “horizontal” and potential coordinators do not take 
advantage of formalized hierarchical positions. As for the development of free software, the activity 
can be described as “hybrid”, combining productive work and voluntary commitments (Demazière, 
Horn and Zune, 2010, p. 285). 
 
In a different way from those of business or administration, peer production rests on capacities of 
coordination among the participants in these groups or communities. These participants are not 
necessarily the most advanced specialists and can also be more diverse actors with a more or less 
occasional interest. Beside the physical distance that may separate them, they do not necessarily 
have acquaintance links, even if these links can be created and developed over the exchanges. For 
material products that interest us, work organization thus appears to be in similar conditions to those 
in which the production of free software is realized (Demazière, Horn, Zune, 2007, especially p. 
101-102). 
 
Regarding the forms of peer production he studied, Yochai Benkler (2002, 2006) has already shown 
and analyzed their ability to also find solutions for the distribution of tasks without the need to 
return to solutions derived from the operation of market or firms. The more projects will interest, 
the more a task will have chances to find the appropriate person to carry it out, thus with the skills 
and resources readily available. Added to this is the advantage of dividing into smaller tasks: “[…] 
when a project of any size is broken up into little pieces, each of which can be performed by an 
individual in a short amount of time, the motivation to get any given individual to contribute need 
only be very small” (Benkler, 2002). 
 
More specifically, Benkler pointed out to three favorable conditions for peer production: 
modularity, granularity and low-cost integration. If the production process is divisible, each module 
can easily be produced independently of the other, and efforts to collect the results can then be 
developed at different times, with different capabilities. Granularity refers to the size of the tasks: it 
will be easier for the smaller ones to attract potential contributors, including those who are willing 
to pay a small effort. Tasks of differing importance will contribute to attracting contributors who 
may have different motivations and desires of personal investment. Finally, it is better if the 
integration process of the contributions in a finished product is not too heavy, while making for the 
removal of those that are unsatisfactory (which, in this case makes the apparent redundancy 
potentially useful). 
 
For collaborative productions with a more material output, other conditions, however, must be taken 
into account. Relationships cannot remain in “virtual” community networks only and activity must 
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eventually be embodied in physical spaces. It is also necessary to test common realizations. 
Physical realization and demonstrations of the results remain, therefore, a test which has to occur. 
 
 
 2.2) RepRap : a project that depends on the dynamics of a “virtual community” 
 
The dynamics of the RepRap project relies on its community. If the initiative originates in a 
university laboratory, like Fab@Home, another important project born at Cornell University, it has 
benefited from a more and more expanding network, which has acquired an international 
dimension, notably through possibilities of communication on the Internet. This network promotes 
the sharing of knowledge through discussion, documentation and mutualising of improvements on 
the various models of machines. 
 
The RepRap 3D printer has also fostered a community who contribute to finding forms of support 
for the assembling of parts and components of the machine. An easy solution is to google your 
query to quickly get to a “wiki” (http://www.reprap.org/wiki/RepRap) that provides technical 
support, so that even the most motivated people can follow the progress of the project and the 
various attempts to improve it. The corresponding site also emphasizes this community dimension 
(“Reprap.org is a community project, which means you are welcome to edit most pages on this 
site, or better yet, create new pages of your own”12). The results of tests on specifications (materials 
used, for example) or suggestions for improvement can be presented by this intermediary to the 
community. And anyone who is interested can find plans and explanations to make their own 
machine, in agreement with the open spirit of the project. 
 
The RepRap project thus joins principles that are frequently implemented for other “open source” 
projects. This open approach, by a form of implicit agreement, makes for the reactivation of the 
work of other people. 
 
 

2.3) Incredible edible: territorial links, but not only 
 
Regarding Incredible Edible, relationships more readily befit territories and more local 
communities. They can also participate in the appeal of the project, also putting forward the quality 
of links and public spaces. These relationships may also be broader, between different remote 
groups. Partly due to the media coverage, the town of Todmorden has in fact become a place to visit 
for people and groups from more or less far places (not just Britain) and who wish to see concrete 
achievements. 
 
Resting on the relationship to food, the project is actually close to an educational purpose. Schools 
in Todmorden have been solicited for participation. More broadly, in this education spirit oriented 
towards food, several courses have been set up on vegetable farming and preservation of harvested 
products. 
 
An effort to structure the process, especially for local groups who want to embark on it, has  been 
made by the French branch of Incredible Edible, under the leadership of the NGO “Incroyables 
comestibles de Fréland” (Haut-Rhin), and François Rouillay, a member, has played a leading role in 
the implementation of the initiative in France from 2011. The “5 steps method” is commonly taken 
for the start of any new group. The experimental dimension is well complemented by a 
tendentiously performative ambition: “1. We take a photo in front of the sign of the town,” “2. We 
share photos on the Internet and communicate with others,” “3. Everyone pays their contribution to 

                                                 
12 http://reprap.org/wiki/RepRap , retrieved on March 7th 2014. 



 10 

Incroyables comestibles at home,” “4. We make collective actions to become a citizen force,” “5. 
We sensitize elected representatives to support this solidary citizen movement.”13 
 
While being favourable to short circuits, these experiments attempt to operate other types of 
networks, less dependent on forms of agro-industrial production. They have also organized 
themselves as networks, which could help strengthen their structuring. For the whole project, a 
network has even been set up, described as such, with its website and Facebook page which claims 
to federate initiatives: “The Incredible Edible network is an umbrella group for members who 
believe that providing public access to healthy, local food can enrich their communities”14. 
 
Special attention is also given to the presentation and communication of initiatives. Each plantation 
has signs with common logos and short explanatory messages (e.g. “Food for Sharing” and “Help 
yourself, it’s free!”). These are all devices of interessement targetting passers-by. In order for the 
initiative to be extended, a ripple effect is in fact frequently expected: “The idea is that people who 
help themselves then replant” (explains Linda Mouti, a student who launched the initiative in 
Versailles with other volunteers from the city Rotaract-equivalent of Rotary for the youths15). 
 
 
 2.4) The maintenance of weak cooperations through digital tools 
 
As with other communities, information and communication technologies have facilitated 
exchanges and links. They have become an instrument of coordination in their own right. Thus, peer 
production is another expression of the “strength of weak cooperation”. The term is to be 
understood as the forms of cooperation that can arise from “weak ties” among people whose 
relationships will first go through “digital” channels and both distant and fluctuating sociability 
(Aguiton, Cardon, 2007; Cardon, Crepel, Hatt, Pissard, Prieur, 2008). 
 
Incredible edible groups are often organized by region or town, with their Facebook page to 
publicize information and news. These pages, and other online social networks, enable reporting 
initiatives and call for goodwill for some anticipated or ongoing operations. Based on another 
principle, the RepRap wiki can also be used as a space for capitalization and exchange. The site 
www.reprap.org also offers a series of forums to identify user groups (by geographical area in 
particular) and to connect people who wish to build one of these machines16. Through these types of 
platforms, actors who do not necessarily know one another can get in touch more easily and begin 
to make their projects concur. Tips and tricks can also be shared through these channels, which also 
tend to be used and function as forums. 
 
In these initiatives, sharing can consequently be conceived broadly. It is also about showing 
experiences and transmitting knowledge. With form of realism, this stake can even be highlighted 
more than the physical productivity: “In Paris, for example, it is not possible to feed people by 
planting for food here and there. By planting in public spaces, our goal is more educational. Some 
children do not even know how tomatoes grow! With the Incroyables Comestibles, the experience 
is real”17. The activity then slides towards a training work, aiming at a more social productivity (in 

                                                 
13 « Lancer les Incroyables Comestibles dans sa ville ou son village : la méthode en 5 étapes », http://www.incredible-
edible.info/?p=2051, retrieved on June 16th 2013; my translation. 
14 http://incredibleediblenetwork.org.uk/, retrieved on March 14th 2014. 
15 Cited in « Des bacs à légumes pour tous dans la rue », Le Parisien, 20.05.2013, http://www.leparisien.fr/espace-
premium/yvelines-78/des-bacs-a-legumes-pour-tous-dans-la-rue-20-05-2013-2817029.php, my translation. 
16 « RepRap User Groups », http://forums.reprap.org/index.php?19, retrieved on March 24th 2014; my translation. 
17 “Nathan Dubois, who voluntarily runs initiatives in the French capital”, cited in Camille Chaumereuil, “Incroyables 
Comestibles : partageons notre nourriture”, Say Yess, 12 février 2014, http://www.say-yess.com/incroyables-
comestibles-partageons-notre-nourriture/ , retrieved on March 23th 2014 (my translation). 
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the sense that such cooperations will not only produce material goods, but also at the same time 
capacities, such as in the horticultural domain). 
 
 
The form and nature of networks are important in these experiments. Thanks to the common 
frameworks that are built, they can lengthen and remain convergent. As usual, it is the strength of 
the networks formed which helps make achievements sustainable. Informal rules can be set up and 
help organize cooperation. Under evolving forms whose building is also underway, knowledge is 
passed on, as part of a network learning. Existing NGOs (for projects like hackerspaces or for 
saving seed varieties, for example) and their networks are also a reservoir of resources that can 
easily nourish a dynamics (by reducing “transaction costs”, to use the perspective that inspired 
Yochai Benkler). 
 
 
 
3) Outputs 
 
If the aggregation of these activities tends to install a particular mode of production, it is not only 
useful to specify its bases, but also to characterize its scope and potential benefits (in terms of 
individual and collective well-being, etc.). These experiments convey a renewed apprehension of 
resources to which one can have access. For individuals or groups, 3D printers such as the RepRap 
are likely to increase access to fabrication tools. Incredible Edible is working to restore livelihoods, 
produced by the populations themselves. At the same time, the spirit of participation is also sought 
to strengthen these dynamics. 
 
 
 3.1) A way of expanding the availability of manufacturing tools 
 
For holders of the project, the RepRap is a way to show that the design and development of 
machines can be made without necessarily being centralized and dedicated to large industrial actors. 
The founding logic is not to get commercial value and monetary profit: it is not market-oriented and 
essentially directed to the use value. As the machine is designed on the “open source” principle, 
anyone (at least with some minimum technical skills) may feel authorized to copy it, or even to 
distribute copies of it for other people or groups. 
 
By expecting continuous technical advances, the collective ambition that accompanies the project is 
to make 3D printing accessible to the entire population. The RepRap, with IT capabilities to scan 
and modify the characteristics of objects, is seen as a means of extending the possibilities of 
customization to familiar products suitable for this process (Sells et al., 2009). With this type of 
machine, the production of objects becomes more widely available and seems to be oriented 
towards a different path, since it may not only be done in a less standardized way, but also less 
massified than the industrial system which prevailed in the 20th century. Furthermore, if the 
machine can copy its own pieces, another advantage is that it becomes easy to repair: finding the 
holder of another machine is enough, or, for the furthest-sighted people, it is now possible to print 
each piece in advance and store it in the event of potential failure (Sells et al., 2009, p. 578). 
 
For actors who can seize it, this three-dimensional printing technology also opens up spaces for 
innovative uses, which can themselves follow the path of collaborative production. This possibility 
has been explored for example for equipments of wind power generation, also on a collaborative 
basis (Kostakis, Fountouklis, Drechsler, 2013). The technology being relatively new and still far 
from maturity, the uses that are made of it, however, still largely fall within experimentation, and 
there can be many tests before reaching the expected objects. The Internet has also become a 
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common relay to display these experiments (often with pictures, explanatory guides and manuals), 
keep them alive and upload videos which demonstrate the possibilities realized. 
 
 
 3.2) Improvement and control of livelihood 
 
In their onw way, the Incredible Edible experiments show that public areas can be understood and 
used as common spaces for food production. This particular type of short circuit echoes a 
widespread desire to eat “local”, fresh and better products. Commonly accompanied by a 
communication to tell the story of the work done, this shortening of supply networks turns to be 
used as mobilising exemplification, encouraging individuals to change their food consumption 
towards a more “local” approach, i.e. focusing on proximity. 
 
Productions themselves are not included in the circuit of monetary exchange. And if there seems to 
be a gift, viewing it as such does not seem entirely relevant, since the relationship can remain 
anonymous and the producer does not necessarily know who the consumer is and vice versa. 
Formally, there is no obligation to reciprocate anyway. And there is no selection beforehand of who 
will receive it. Experimentation is thus supposed to be perpetuated by sharing and free acquisition, 
that is to say principles for which each local group must be able to demonstrate the possibilities of 
implementation in the food domain. The challenge would lie in the demonstration of the possibility 
of an alternative, rather than in an attempt to compete with the productivity of “modern” 
agricultural systems. Amélie Anache, who is the instigator of the Paris version of the project, 
expresses it this way: “The important thing is not the “quantity produced” but rather to aim at high 
productivity in a small space.” 18 The argument could also find connections and confirmations in a 
more institutional register, as the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) has worked for 
example to show the productive potential of “micro-gardens”19 and their usefulness for families 
with low revenue. 
 
By inviting people to take a different look at inhabited areas, the movement is trying simultaneously 
to intervene in the production of collective representations of the urban world. If the unifying 
hypothesis is that food production can return to town, the latter actually tends to be conceived as a 
set of spaces to regain. It is the city itself that can become “edible”, —an idea much talked about in 
interested circles in conjunction with that of a “resilient city”: “The challenge is to revive the idea 
of an edible city, where each green space has a use other than to be looked at, where every public 
space gives way to a collective and non-exclusive ownership, where “abandoned” spaces are no 
longer in this situation and subject to an “edible” development”20. 
 
To achieve this, activities are not confined to sow, plant and harvest, and also have other 
constraints. It is necessary to identify available spaces, with owners who are willing to play the 
game (since this practice can affect the right of occupancy and use of space). For lack of plots of 
land, planting can be done in tanks and other more or less patched containers (with incentives to use 
recycled materials, such as wood pallets). It is also necessary to find seeds and plants, provide 
compost, and maintain selected areas. For seeds, the network organization, with more or less close 
relationships, becomes a support again. Concern for biodiversity can also bring connections with 
actors engaged in related causes, as the Kokopelli association in France, whose members support 
the dissemination of seeds from organic agriculture. Jointly, in an extensive process, the 

                                                 
18 Cited in « Les Incroyables comestibles à Paris », 02/04/2013, http://acteursduparisdurable.fr/actus/les-incroyables-
comestibles-a-paris, retrieved on March 7th 2014 (my translation). 
19 FAO, « With micro-gardens, urban poor “grow their own”, Factsheet 6, 2010, 
http://www.fao.org/ag/agp/greenercities/pdf/FS/UPH-FS-6.pdf  
20 « Vers une ville comestible », http://villepermaculturelle.wordpress.com/2012/03/20/vers-une-ville-comestible/, 
retrieved on February 14th 2014 (my translation). 
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apprehension of commons tends to move upstream in the harvested production, thus effectively 
seeds, the gathering of which must also be planned. This anticipation may be an additional 
opportunity to introduce recommendations, such as the following example that was posted on the 
Facebook pages of local Incroyables comestibles groups: 
“It's almost winter, 
Every day we can retrieve and store seeds, for the coming Spring to be like no other. 
Only select seeds of ancient or surely reproducible vegetables, not hybrid vegetable seeds, or F1 
hybrids, or GMOs, which are degenerating”21. Through successive associations, the approach thus 
tends to engage stakeholders in a form of local resource management. Part of the logistical 
problems can even be forgotten regarding the distribution, since anyone can help themselves 
directly (thus eliminating a set of transaction costs). 
 
 
 3.3) Synergistic tools: maps and participatory digital applications 
 
The approach of the Incredible Edible has begun to meet other initiatives whose spirit is also akin to 
the production of commons between peers, but which, to this end, make more use of IT tools. 
Participatory online mapping has now extended to the geographical inventory of food resources and 
becomes another method of stimulating exchanges. An example is offered by the site 
plantcatching.com, accessible in English and French, offers. As contributions are made to 
disseminate information, the map becomes and additional intermediary for linking: 
“PlantCatching connects you with gardeners in your area and lets you do two very simple things: 
1. Find plants, seeds and bulbs, gardening materials and even fruits and vegetables given by fellow 
gardeners, either anonymously in a public area, or personally at or near their property. 
2. Share your passion by giving your plants, seeds, bulbs and your own harvest crops so that 
existing members of the site or even passers-by can catch, plant and admire them, or eat them”22. 
On its website and on a related principle, the Todmorden team offers a map allowing visitors to see 
the places where there is surplus of eggs23. 
 
Similar initiatives have been developed for other productions and other cities or wider areas. Fruit 
City claims to collaboratively identify all the fruit trees in public spaces in London24. Fallen Fruit 
began as an art project in a close logic in Los Angeles in 2004 and has afterwards spread out to 
other cities25. 
 
Applications for smartphones have even become available. The Paris NGO Vergers urbains, which 
promotes an “edible city” and more space for fruit trees in cities, has for example translated an 
“open source” application of this type (Boskoi26) into French. Through the application, everyone 
should be able to list their findings and post them on the map of the corresponding site. With this 
other form of contribution and if the season is appropriate, food commons can be identified and 
then seem almost permanently accessible. 
 
 

                                                 
21 This recommandation was taken from Nature to Share, « L'info Francophone du partage alimentaire en continu 
24h/24h. » 
22 http://plantcatching.com/fr , retrieved on February 18th 2014. 
23 http://www.incredible-edible-todmorden.co.uk/resources/todmorden-egg-map, retrieved on March 9th 2014. 
Regarding the promotion of the initiative and the joint invitation to eat local eggs, see also “Every Egg Matters and the 
Todmorden Egg Map Launch”, http://www.incredible-edible-todmorden.co.uk/blogs/every-egg-matters-and-the-
todmorden-egg-map-launch/?c=Produce , retrieved on March 9th 2014. 
24 « Fruit City is a growing map and network of all the fruit trees in public spaces in London. » 
(http://fruitcity.co.uk/about-2/, retrieved on February 18th 2014). 
25 See « Fallen Fruit Biography », http://fallenfruit.org/about/, retrieved on March 9th 2014. 
26 http://boskoi.org/ , retrieved on March 9th 2014. 
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Conclusion: evolving potentialities? 
 
This contribution aimed at showing that “commons based peer production” can also have a 
transformative potential when it is experienced in the physical world. The intention was to 
reconceptualize these experiments together, so as not to see them simply as new areas of more or 
less collective activities. Carriers of these initiatives manage to attract, recruit and mobilize people 
to the point of eventually forming communities which succeed in expanding. A different type of 
production system (distributed, open, collaborative, contributive, non-market) thus seems to 
emerge. Productive forces discover themselves, discover their potential, and strive to maintain it. 
 
Through their promises and practices, these projects also convey an alternative imaginary; they try 
to find a form of abundance, in which the main logic is not accumulation. These collective actions, 
even from small and variable contributions, conceive themselves as creating commons, far from the 
logics of appropriation. 
 
A production is made available for the community without the necessity to give anything in return. 
The product from work belongs to no one in particular. Moreover, the resources that are made 
available have the advantage of being renewable as long as they are maintained. Experiments such 
as Incredible Edible help start a reconnection to livelihoods. Specifically, if we adopt Yochai 
Benkler’s terminology, Incredible Edible, in their own way and withouth necessarily being aware of 
it, offer to reorganize food production by being based on principles of modularity and granularity in 
small and adaptable decomposable tasks. And for individuals who are more engaged in these 
activities, they can be a way not to be assigned to a position of passive consumers, since they also 
tend to become co-producers. 
 
Of course, the way of collaborating may vary according to the intended production and may require 
different mediations (typically, a more or less intense use of computer communications). The “cost” 
of entry in these cooperations is more or less important, depending on the nature of production and 
the degree of sophistication. Knowledge may indeed be necessary, particularly as people invest 
more energy in their project. 
 
Distant collaboration has its limits (thus sharing dilemmas and difficulties that have already been 
identified for free software [Demazière, Horn, Zune, 2007]). As contributions are free, investments 
can be differentiated and more or less intense. Some receptiveness is also necessary from potential 
contributors. As for volunteering, interest for a project can be volatile. And consequently keeping a 
sufficient mass can prove to be difficult. 
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