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Not so very long ago the social ‘welfare 
states’ of Europe provided health care for 
everyone and a sizeable amount of money 
for culture, which was generated from tax 
revenue. Many artists and cultural practition-
ers had the opportunity to apply for grants, 
supplemented by patronage, sponsorship, 
selling their work, or even having jobs. The 
contemporary discourse in the cultural sec-
tor has now shifted and takes its cues from 
neoliberal policies of development, adopting 
an ‘everything for the market’ attitude. This 
has led to Europe’s assimilation of a U.S. in-
spired laissez-faire approach to culture, and 
subsequently transformed cultural practices 
into the burgeoning imagination of the ‘crea-
tive industries’. Creative industry is marked 
by a particular condition of state withdrawal 
of financial support for culture while emer-
gent forms of online, networked platforms 
increasingly facilitate private donations. For 
example, electronic money transfers using 
digital technologies have enabled micro-
finance networks that restructure the funding 
support and patronage earlier available to 
cultural practitioners. These have ensured 
an even quicker transfer of the private 
wealth of citizens to individuals within the 
cultural sector, such as with the phenomenon 
of ‘crowdfunding’.

Instead of governmental support, in-
creasingly more and more art workers and 
cultural organisations are being forced to 
engage with crowdfunding as a legitimate 
means to finance artistic practice by draw-
ing on their networks, primarily their friends, 
family, neighbours and colleagues. With 
crowdfunding it now appears as if the network 
will not only provide attention, feedback, and 
reputation but also create a means of mon-
etary support for many of these projects, as a 
surrogate for former governmental or public 
monies. While this reliance on distributed 
networks is celebrated, there is very little 
attention paid to the balance of trade-offs 

and returns in this model. The excessive 
reliance on colleagues or ‘friends’ entails 
other dynamics in these tit-for-tat exchanges, 
which need to be unpacked: affect, exploita-
tion, and indebtedness. Relationships with 
people become even more entangled and, 
unlike money, which is anonymous, broker-
ing agency for artistic projects results in a 
negotiation of social relations. Will crowd-
funding en masse lead to a new model for 
the distribution of wealth as is claimed or is 
it a commodification of one’s very own social 
relations?

What is Crowdfunding?

“Crowdfunding describes the collective 
effort of individuals who network and 
pool their resources, usually via the 
internet, to support efforts initiated 
by other people or organizations. 
Crowdfunding is used in a wide variety 
of activities, including disaster relief, 
citizen journalism, musicians fans, 
political campaigns, startup company 
funding, movie, or free software devel-
opment and scientific research.” [1] 

There are different types of crowdfunding. 
With donation-based models, funders do-
nate to causes they want to support without 
the expectation of compensation (i.e. phil-
anthropic or sponsorship based incentive). 
Equity-based crowdfunding is a model in 
which funders receive compensation in the 
form of equity in the fundraiser’s project or 
revenue from profit-share arrangements. 
Lending-based crowdfunding is where 
funders receive fixed periodic income and 
expect repayment of the original, principle 
investment. The focus within the cultural 
sector is reward-based crowdfunding where 
a non-financial reward, or ‘perks’, usually a 
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limited edition print, or a cultural artefact, is 
manufactured in exchange for contributions.

Crowdfunding craze

Every country seems to have at least one 
national crowdfunding platform, at the mo-
ment of writing there are over 700 sites 
worldwide. In Denmark it is Booomerang[2], 
in the Netherlands VoordeKunst[3] is more 
specific to cultural and art related activities. 
Indiegogo[4] is a worldwide platform where 
you can raise money for anything, including 
for-profit ventures, creative ideas or personal 
needs: facilitating clean water in rural parts 
of the world, partnering with microfinancing 
institutions or helping artists without insur-
ance who need surgery. USA Projects[5] 
is only open to artists, is a non-profit and 
offers limited ‘matching funds’ for every ap-
plicant. In the US the most visible platform 
is Kickstarter[6], which is also the world’s 
largest (and for-profit) funding platform for 
creative projects. Indiegogo has the option 
of ‘flexible funding’ where you can keep the 
money you raise, whether or not you meet 
the goal, whilst Kickstarter and Voordekunst 
have an ‘all or nothing policy’. The Spanish 
site Goteo.org[7], in contrast, only supports 
projects with social, cultural, scientific, edu-
cational, technological, or ecological objec-
tives that generate new opportunities for the 
improvement of society and the enrichment 
of community goods and resources.[8]

What all of these platforms share is their 
use of digital technologies that unite global 
networks, connecting projects with people 
and even monetary support in order to realize 
them. Instead of a few patrons donating large 
sums of money, micropatronage facilitates 
many patrons contributing small amounts 
through the internet. Much like the buying 
of catalogue clothes or Amazon books, etc. 

online reward-based crowdfunding delivers 
the goods in the mail. As with other online 
purchases there is a service charge for the 
transaction, either Amazon Payments in the 
case of Kickstarter, or Pay Pal and banking 
services for other platforms. Just like other 
retailers, the crowdfunding platforms harvest 
a percentage – VoordeKunst and Kickstarter 
take 5% (the latter being profitable according 
to its founders).

In the past few years, there has been an 
increase in the demand for monetary remu-
neration of artistic projects via crowdfunding 
initiatives. Artists are pressured to ask their 
colleagues to support their artistic endeav-
ours (financially and not just with a ‘like’). It 
is routine now, as a cultural practitioner in the 
US, to receive during the course of a week 2 
or 3 emails or updates on various social me-
dia platforms asking for financial donations 
to support individual projects. The average 
crowdfunding campaigns are between the 
$1000 and $10000[9] and ‘rewards’ or ‘perks’ 
are offered in return, the type dependant on 
the amount of the donation. Assuming one 
would support 8 projects a month at €50 
per each project, one would pay out €400 a 
month. If one were to pay out €4800 a year for 
two years one would spend €9600 on others’ 
projects. Let’s say one wants to put a project 
on Kickstarter and one is asking €9600 from 
all contacts, colleagues, neighbours, friends 
and family. Could one trust those who one 
supported to contribute in return? Would all 
(192 people) also pay €50 for one’s own 
project? Are these social networks strong 
enough and contacts close enough so that 
they would each, so to speak, pay each other 
back? Statistics show that of the money that 
is contributed to a crowdfunding campaigns, 
75% comes from an already known network 
and only 25% from random or unknown 
contributors.[10] In this reciprocal relation-
ship would one be able to divide up not only 
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personal time but also personal wealth in 
order to produce one’s own works as well as 
supporting others’ artistic projects?

Crowdfunding: Why not?

The networks of support that one calls 
our communities are ostensibly garnered to 
consume whatever one supplies. Facilitated 
by digital technology, crowdfunding draws 
on one’s own social network to finance 
these artistic and cultural projects, yet the 
practitioner also needs to fulfil the crowd’s 
(and one’s network) requests. Concomitantly 
these online initiatives bring about a range 
of emotional and affective labour issues, 
tit-for-tat exchanges, indebtedness or the 
repercussions of gifting. In an attempt to 
understand the link between digital technolo-
gies and new forms of remuneration in online 
contexts, let us examine issues of value, 
affect and ethics that are all tied up in the 
monetization of social relations through the 
following hypotheses:

1. Crowdfunding draws on 
notions of community, acts 
of volunteerism and the herd 
mentality for support

Following the herd has always been part of 
human nature and nowadays crowdsourced 
activities, where groups of people come 
together to accomplish tasks, have been oc-
curring offline as well with online events. The 
crowd as patron in the digital age is presently 
the motor of crowdfunding platforms. Closely 
converging with acts of volunteerism and 
‘do gooding’ neighbourly support, the crowd 

has been the basis for many foundations of 
community help. In past decades U.S. vol-
unteerism has fulfilled a certain percentage 
of incommensurable labour that keeps the 
economy going and provides community ac-
tivities for retirees. Since 2010 the present UK 
governmental ‘Big Society’ policy demands 
participation from the public in the form of 
time and unremunerated labour. Based on 
these previous models of volunteerism and 
doing community good, crowdfunding “uses 
[the campaigner] to tap into a deep-seated 
belief in our culture that volunteering is an 
important social value”[11] and to draw on 
the neighbourhood[12] for not only time but 
help in the form of financial support.

If not time then on what does the public 
spend their money and why? Behavioral 
economist Dan Ariely’s book, Predictably 
Irrational draws on research[13] conducted 
with test cases regarding valuations that 
challenge the assumption that people know 
their tastes.As a reversible business model 
he refers to the story of Tom Sawyer. Tom 
has to whitewash the picket fence and does 
the chore instead with feigned pleasure, 
making his friends consider the task a privi-
lege and to be so envious that they not only 
takeover the job of painting the white picket 
fence but to pay him for it. In Twain’s words, 
Tom “had discovered a great law of human 
action, without knowing it—namely, that in 
order to make a man or a boy covet a thing, it 
is only necessary to make the thing difficult to 
attain.”[14] This scarcity value or ‘Tom’s law’ 
questions economic assumptions regarding 
experiences being pleasant or unpleasant 
and whether people reliably know what they 
like, or not. This degree of uncertainty may 
be very substantial in regard to people’s 
preferences, even if they are familiar with 
the experience. Therefore the valuation of 
goods and experiences has an arbitrary 
component “yet after one valuation has been 

Renée Ridgway: CROWDFUNDING OR FUNDING THE CROWDS ...



42

APRJA Volume 2, Issue 1, 2013

made people provide subsequent valuations 
that are scaled appropriately relative to the 
first- [forming] ‘coherence’.”[15]

2. Crowdfunding is not a 
sustainable solution as a 
replacement model of public 
support for arts and culture.

Public funding for culture is neither a solution 
nor does it differ so much from actuarial appli-
cations for crowdfunding. These subsidy ap-
plications entail enormous amounts of prepa-
ration, bureaucracy and experience, years of 
previous ‘work’, along with a high risk factor. 
After ‘free labouring’, the application appears 
before a board of paid ‘experts’ who decide 
the fate of the application and whether it gets 
funded- more likely not- resulting in unpaid 
labour for the applicant. ‘Cultural gambling’ is 
perhaps not the solution to creative endeav-
our yet when one weighs the odds it might 
provide more autonomy and higher financial 
return to the artist or cultural practitioner than 
crowdfunding.

What makes crowdfunding so attractive 
is that anyone can do it, if one has a posse 
(patrons) on social media to back it up, in 
other words finance it. In an era in which 
the cultural sector has less and less grant 
money and more and more art marketing 
of commodities, crowdfunding is an alterna-
tive to grant-giving foundations. “Kickstarter 
combined fundraising with opinion polling, 
marketing with grant-writing. Supposedly 
its original appeal was the “one-to-one 
relationship with the artist, without layers of 
grant. And weren’t donors just a precursor 
to grants?”[16] Kickstarter has become the 
most talked-about example of this democra-
tizing technology: an arts organization for the 
post-gatekeeper era.”[17] Is this technology 

really democratizing and which white picket 
fence along with its gate is being painted, by 
whom and for how much?

Historically the US in general has pro-
vided less support for the arts and culture from 
tax revenue (the exception being the WPA) 
than Europe, where longstanding state fund-
ing and interest for culture has existed along 
with preservation trusts.The last fifty years in 
the US the cultural sector has progressively 
depended on private donations from benefac-
tors and patrons as a form of philanthropy. 
The largest governmental support comes 
from the NEA (National Endowment of Arts), 
and depending on the state’s politics, more 
or less money for culture, along with vari-
ous city grants. Therefore, as a recognized 
system of patronage, the US has nationally 
embraced crowdfunding more quickly, in par-
ticular Kickstarter, which is being rumoured 
to be ‘the people’s NEA!’[18]. Recently it 
supposedly surpassed the funding for the 
arts provided by the NEA, although this was 
later retracted as the total amount included 
design, innovation and product development.
[19] No wonder Wired magazine recently 
assessed Kickstarter not as the champion 
of artistic underdogs but as “a lab for daring 
prototypes and ingenious products.” [20]

Across Europe cultural organizations 
are now also being forced by their govern-
ments to gather up private donations as 
well as crowdfund because they receive 
funding from their respective ministries[21]. 
In Brussels, millions of European Union 
monies earmarked for culture is even be-
ing distributed to certain organisations in 
the Netherlands so that they can organise 
seminars to teach cultural practitioners how 
to crowdfund![22] In the US Kickstarter has 
now started working with “private founda-
tions, arts councils, and city governments 
to wrap their minds around what Kickstarter 
can mean to them as a ‘compliment’ for their 
ongoing efforts.”[23]
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The present financial crisis and initiation 
of austerity measures continue to force dras-
tic reduction in state funding for the culture 
industry all across Europe. Crowdfunding is 
seen as a surrogate or ersatz model, serving 
as a replacement for state responsibility. Yet 
taxpayers would then be paying double, first 
with taxes that are distributed by how politi-
cians see fit to spend them i.e. diminishing 
support for culture, health care and educa-
tion; then with distributing taxpayers’ ‘sur-
plus income’ with crowdfunding initiatives. 
Workers in the ‘culture industry’ are now all 
being asked to crowdfund instead of/along 
with applying for state or governmental public 
funding, because these forms of public mon-
ies are diminishing and no longer (or barely) 
exist.

3. The successful rhetoric 
of crowdfunding campaigns 
masks the fact that the finan-
cial reward not only fails to 
account for the free labour 
but does not even pay for all 
of the material and personnel 
costs involved.

Crowdfunding is now being advertised in the 
media as a solution to ‘interference’ by the 
state and as less of a tax burden for citizens 
because the cultural sector receives less 
money. In turn people feel more empowered 
because unlike their tax money, they have a 
choice in deciding what projects should be 
funded and what not. To an outsider, crowd-
funding looks normal, fair or even logical in 
present day capitalism. It promotes the illu-
sion of democracy and participation by allow-
ing the funder to choose where s/he spends 

her money, instead of governmental control 
and authority. Yet, with this obfuscation, what 
is largely ignored is the invisible labour that 
goes into every crowdfunding project.

In order to crowdfund one has to do a lot 
of lobbying, social media advertisement and 
emailing. First, there is the labour involved in 
organizing the campaign on the crowdfund-
ing platform: making the introductory video, 
sending out emails, posting on all social me-
dia sites and lest we forget, emailing remind-
ers. The time, energy and labour involved in 
running the campaign, (some campaigners 
even outsource the work to professional PR 
firms) not to mention the numerous updates 
and “thank-you’s” afterwards all add up 
to the eternal indebtedness of successful 
campaigns.

The individual artist’s investment of 
labour, materials and time involved in the 
production of works for the ‘reward-based’ 
crowdfunding model cannot be overlooked. 
For example, the production of prints, pho-
tographs, small objects and even designing 
and printing t-shirts all cost time and dedi-
cation, not to mention the risk of not being 
able to distribute them if the funding is not 
accrued. If one is funded and wants to re-
main in the network one just tapped into then 
one needs to package the rewards, invest in 
postal supplies as well as round up friends in 
order to send them out. Organizations, es-
pecially not-for-profits also are being asked 
to crowdfund but they don’t have the staff, 
the resources or the volunteers to organize a 
crowdfunding campaign besides all the regu-
lar work involved in keeping the organization 
up and running.

If one actually paid a decent wage to 
all of the people involved in helping with the 
campaign, one would be loosing much of the 
money raised. The production costs of organ-
izing a €10000 campaign will have already 
used up some of the funds for the project that 
is to be executed when funded. The actual 

Renée Ridgway: CROWDFUNDING OR FUNDING THE CROWDS ...



44

APRJA Volume 2, Issue 1, 2013

costs of organizing, raising money and car-
rying out the campaign are therefore not 
funded. It is the people who actually do most 
of the work (the campaigner) who are not 
paid enough (if anything at all) and then only 
if the project is successful, i.e. if the amount 
of funding requested has been raised.[24]

4. Crowdfunding campaigns 
make invisible affective and 
unpaid labour by reducing 
the process to questions of 
meeting the threshold finan-
cial reward, social network-
ing, lobbying, etc.

Although everyone gets to feel good 
revelling in the fact that they are participating 
in a ‘creative project’, these activities that 
people enjoy are also shamelessly exploited. 
Tapping into the kindness and generosity of 
other people includes using the ‘users’ of the 
internet- those who are ‘campaigning’ as well 
as the ‘backers’ themselves who decide how 
and where they distribute their surplus in the 
form of contributions. Frequently disregarded 
is the free labour and affect that has been 
brought about by all the family, friends, 
neighbours and colleagues who have been 
solicited and coerced to read the emails, 
Facebook posts, emails, hyperlinks, etc. 
involved in the campaign in the first place, 
not to mention the labour involved in getting 
someone to bail one out at the last minute to 
make one’s crowdfunding goal.

“With crowdfunding, much like the 
ego-centricity of social media, we are 
asked to gather cash from the network, 
which is the same as gathering ‘friends’ 

and being ‘liked’.”[25] As with many 
invitations one feels obliged to con-
tribute, but this time the transactions 
are towards monetizing one’s social 
relationships within the networks that 
one belongs to. “Kickstarter demands 
this social fabric, but only extracts 
from it, giving nothing of social value 
in return. It is up to us, those who run 
the campaigns, to invest the labour 
and capital back into our communities 
to keep them running, and to keep 
them sustaining us. In this light, the 
10 percent taken off the top is a form 
of usury, taxation. We’re paying for 
harnessing the economic power of our 
community, yet how does the com-
munity benefit?”[26]

With the general equivalent, in the case 
of money for example, terms of exchange are 
fixed. This commensurability is something 
we do with anonymous exchange, using 
money to pay for goods and services where 
we do not know the parties involved. But with 
services rendered with colleagues or ‘friends’ 
or even family, other dynamics play a role in 
these intimate exchanges. Does crowdfund-
ing really promote solidarity as it claims or 
is it rather a series of tit-for-tat exchanges? 
Indebtedness surfaces and even though the 
debt is only temporary and resolved with 
reciprocity. one knows that gifting is never 
equal. And unlike money, which is anony-
mous, the results of brokering agency for 
one’s project are a continued negotiation in 
social relations.

5.Crowdfunding is another 
form of underpaid or un-
remunerated labour that 
ultimately monetizes the 
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network of social relations, 
mostly those friends, family, 
neighbours and colleagues 
who contribute.

“The digital economy is an important 
area of experimentation with value 
and free cultural/affective labour. It 
is about specific forms of production 
(web design, multimedia production, 
digital services and so on), but it is 
also about forms of labour we do not 
immediately recognize as such: chat, 
reallife stories, mailing lists, amateur 
newsletters and so on. These types 
of cultural and technical labour are 
not produced by capitalism in any 
direct, cause-and-effect fashion, that 
is they have not developed simply as 
an answer to the economic needs of 
capital. However, they have developed 
in relation to the expansion of the 
cultural industries and they are part of 
a process of economic experimentation 
with the creation of monetary value out 
of knowledge/culture/affect.”[27]

Ultimately, is not about the amount of funding 
for cultural practitioners generated from the 
‘creative projects’ but for the crowdfunding 
platforms accruing their network of friends, 
family and colleagues who support them. 
These social relations are in this way com-
modified and, ultimately, monetized. The 
crowdfunding platforms desire that this net-
work of backers who know the campaigner 
(75%) can be later harvested and made 
aware of other projects by visiting their sites 
and discovering more projects they can sup-
port to become the 25% of the unknowns for 
other projects. With the sharing of links, data, 
views and visits the users are tracked and 
their interests and favourites stored like many 

other websites that collate personal data. 
This network becomes the investor group of 
future projects, for those for-profit as well as 
for not-for-profit crowdfunding platforms. But 
not only does crowdfunding gather investors 
together, it makes potential campaigners out 
of them.

Accruing their cut of the private wealth 
from these networks as well as the members 
themselves is the goal of all crowdfunding 
platforms. Much like future investment, the 
numbers of investors add up and are able 
to keep investing in what could essentially 
be a Ponzi or pyramid scheme. And like all 
true community endeavours this sense of 
belonging is supported by reciprocity- a re-
turn financially in the form of contributions to 
those forthcoming projects. “The true product 
for sale on Kickstarter is not your art project, 
but your community and networks.” [28] With 
Kickstarter the founders have values that 
determine the form of the creative projects 
which include favouritizing the campaigners 
who ‘respect this process’ and “who think 
through the rewards for backers, get the word 
out and engage an audience. In other words, 
the process doesn’t shape the aesthetic. It is 
the aesthetic.”[29]

6. Crowdfunding data so far 
shows that risky and experi-
mental projects are less likely 
to be supported. Will this lead 
to crowdfunding giving form 
to art?

Crowdfunding platforms serve as a partner 
for supporting the less traditional forms of 
art commodities (films, theatre décor, dance/
performance, orchestras, community art, 
etc.) and provide a means to finance artistic 
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activities that do not receive public monies. 
It is seen a new fusion model where private/
public partnerships have become the status 
quo. For some crowdfunding is understood 
as a method to raise private funds by the 
artist in combination with subsidies or for the 
general public who are interested in cultural 
endeavour. Crowdfunding is now becoming 
part of institutional policy where this public 
support would be considered ‘matching 
funds’ to subsidy and those projects that are 
‘crowdfunded’ would receive positive advice, 
i.e. funding. [30]

Projects that are crowdfunded are usu-
ally those that are the most popular, much 
like Google’s Page Rank where the indexing 
of linking, views and hits is ranked higher. 
This imposes on artistic freedom, because 
the project is now dependent upon popular-
ity, not necessarily the content or value. The 
most successful crowdfunding campaigns 
are projects that are very popular, the art-
ist (musician, actress) already known with 
an extensive fan club.[31] More obscure 
projects would need a particular use-value 
for a specific interest group in order to be 
financed. If you want to develop a project for 
a niche culture or a small audience then you 
either have to find your interest group, who 
wants to see the project financed or your own 
network, who wants to see you employed 
and not collecting welfare (which doesn’t re-
ally exist anymore in most countries). Or you 
might get lucky with the sway of the crowd.

It is those projects that question, shock, 
startle and perhaps scandalize the status 
quo, which can’t be contained within a box 
and are not especially palatable to the general 
public that do not get funded. “Experimental 
projects, risky or critical, cost more funding 
and are marginalized within the general con-
text of crowdfunding platforms.”[32] Populist 
politics extends and ever-increasingly deter-
mines the radical potentials and subversive 
intention of some forms of artistic and cultural 

activities.
Crowdfunding platforms such as 

VoordeKunst and Kickstarter benefit from 
the mix of design prototypes, innovation 
proposals, architectural community plans, 
book productions, film financing and ‘art’ 
campaigns that fall under their category of 
‘creative projects’. At least a third of these 
projects are rounding up funds for technol-
ogy: gewgaws, gadgets, games and music 
projects with films being second only to game 
design. Not only involved in financing design 
products, Kickstarter is creating new markets 
and the founders see their approach “as a 
new alternative within a larger framework. 
Commerce shapes cultural output in subtle 
ways. Money demands answers. People 
want to put money into things that they think 
will be successful, and to be successful you 
have to participate in the market, and the 
market has very specific rules.A Kickstarter 
project, as a form, really does open up what 
forms art can take, Strickler (one of the 
founders) muses.” [33]

Is ‘art’ really taking on other forms as 
these projects are being crowdfunded? 
These conceptual ideas are similar to the 
artistic proposals in grant writing, only now 
(if they are popular enough) they are being 
financed by individuals instead of the state. 
The ‘creative projects’ are being marketed 
as pre-purchases, with backers receiving 
a share of the artistic practice in the form 
of artifacts, some perhaps worthy, others 
definitely not. Are these successful ‘creative 
projects’ art or are they not rather examples 
of good ‘cultural entrepreneurship’,[34] as is 
increasingly expected of artists and creative 
practitioners all over the world in our neo-
liberal societies. It is an investment of time, 
energy, labour and creativity on the part of 
the campaigner to be geared toward the 
market; concomitantly the backer feels like 
a shareholder, an investor in a speculative 
‘creative project’ where not only the material 
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reward is the pay-off, but the enticement of 
future backing of one’s own crowdfunding 
campaign.

7. The distributed nature of 
funding facilitated by global 
technology networks offers a 
promise of support and sub-
sidy that is disproportionately 
larger than the available 
corpus of anonymous private 
donations.

Drastic cuts to the public sector and funds for 
culture has led to an explosion of crowdfund-
ing projects. The people who initiate them 
are acutely aware of the high-risk potential 
of these projects because there isn’t enough 
public wealth available to finance all these 
projects. Moreover, the new model of patron-
age for the distribution of private wealth, to 
support the cultural sector, is riddled with a 
fundamental paradox: in order to seek finan-
cial support the cultural practitioner has to 
become a source of support for other stake-
holders in the network. Our relationships with 
others then becomes even more entangled, 
with added exchanges of money between 
colleagues that incite mutual support, yet 
more often than not, financing is not recip-
rocated: those who once were supported 
do not like the project, the reward, are not 
interested or are cash-poor, indebted to the 
bank or unable to support others when called 
upon for a return.

The inherent trust implied in these 
networks builds relationships, in which one 
is mutually dependent on others. Where one 
once supported each other morally, with time 
and attention, a crowd of interest, one is now 

asked to finance the preproduction of the 
forthcoming goods, whether that be a film, 
a video, an installation, a community project 
or even more material production, such as 
a publication or fabrication of a monument. 
The actual product, the ‘creative project’ is 
pre-financed based on the trust contained 
within those social relations, the track re-
cord of the campaigner and whether it is a 
‘good idea’. What about the results from this 
exchange? Would one’s bonds be stronger 
with each other because of supporting each 
other’s projects? If money were tied into the 
equation would it then deepen one’s relation-
ships with others?  Would one need to stay 
in contact like the mafia in order to be ‘paid 
back’ for example or would this also only 
happen virtually?

In regard to public funding for the arts, 
Kickstarter believes that it can be “wielded as 
a tool for public agencies to show that there 
is an incredible appetite for creative works in 
the public sphere. They see the ”enormous 
public outpouring a support for creative pro-
jects on Kickstarter sites and others as fodder 
for fighting for increased government support 
in the arts and culture sectors, as there is 
obviously an enormous appetite for crea-
tive engagement demonstrated through the 
explosive growth in this form of funding.”[35] 
Why would this private financial support of 
the general public encourage sustainability 
or incite increased governmental funding for 
‘creative projects’? Rather it shows that as 
long as people, patrons and backers donate 
their surplus to crowdfunding campaigns 
there is less of a need for public monies to 
finance cultural production. The question 
remains then whether all of these backers 
would be able to support each other in terms 
of financial reciprocity.
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Funding the crowds

1. From governmental taxa-
tion to taxing our networks to 
tax deductions  

So besides taxing the network that supported 
one’s cultural endeavour one is paying tax 
on what one receives and yet others don’t 
pay tax at all. Throughout history a model 
of patronage has been developed where 
wealthy private benefactors have invested in 
and supported culture, through philanthropy 
and donations to society. The same situa-
tion remains, however- those with money 
still decide what will get funded with their 
surplus. This type of redistribution of surplus 
has enabled patrons to support cultural 
projects as tax deductions and to finance 
many foundations for culture. Contributing 
to a crowdfunding campaign can be another 
viable means to avoid paying (more) tax.[36]

Philanthropy, although having the 
appearance of gifting, illicits control and 
censorship as well as reputation and atten-
tion with the recognition of the name of the 
patron. The wealthy may use crowdfunding 
as a tax write-off, being the donors, as long 
as they don’t receive anything, otherwise it 
would constitute a purchase. In contrast with 
reward crowdfunding one pre-purchases 
concepts and buys a reward as if shopping 
online. With digital transactions crowdfund-
ing now enables the micropatron is to be 
rebranded as a donor, with her name ap-
pearing in the credits of the film, on the sides 
of the building, next to the murals, on all 
publicity posters, etc. Crowdfunding remains 
a patronage model without liberation.

As a campaigner, the money you 
receive with crowdfunding is subject to tax 
and depending on one’s status as a cultural 

entrepreneur, small business person, or free-
lancer, taxation occurs without the benefits 
of either employment or the ability to use 
the campaign as a tax-write-off. Rather the 
crowdfunding campaign is viewed as in-
come.[37] One is taxed on the small amount 
one receives as the crowdfunding platform 
siphons off a percentage along with the 
transaction companies.

Certain types of crowdfunding, such 
as equity models, have benefited from the 
recent legislation in the US, such as the 
JOBS ACT, although some would argue that 
this has just made it easier to speculate and 
extract money from the crowds instead of 
creating jobs and structured labor conditions.
[38] Other countries have analyzed crowd-
funding networks along with those projects 
that appeal to smaller interest groups, or 
niche communities. Governmental legisla-
tion in Spain appears to be limiting the 
crowdfunding platforms from receiving funds 
from financial capital, as equity crowdfunding 
does, because the legislation for it does not 
yet exist. [39] Certain organizations however 
are interested in initiating law firms that would 
enable setting up a legal framework govern-
ing crowdfunding platforms worldwide and 
those who would use them, donors (backers) 
as well as campaigners.[40]

2. Monetization of social 
relations

In Marxist theory capitalism is unified through 
the exchange of unknowns by the obfusca-
tion of interaction between people and their 
relations. In social exchange, relations do 
not have the anonymity of money but rather 
provide reciprocal returns in broader terms, 
open-ended networking models and tit-for-
tat exchanges between people.[41] With 
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the present online monetary exchanges 
between willing parties that occur during 
crowdfunding campaigns, social obliga-
tions are made to appear as if they were 
relations between things instead of people. 
The reifying effects of universalised trade in 
commodities, involves a process Marx called 
“commodity fetishism” meaning that social 
relations become expressed as relations 
between things; for example, price relations.
[42] This commodification process describes 
how something without value is assigned a 
market value, which can replace social value. 
However, commodity fetishism not only per-
verts the realities of society’s economic base 
but moreover commodifies the entire social 
relations of capitalism.[43]

Unlike the factory’s position in the sup-
ply chain where the manufacture and the 
people involved in the production of goods 
is hidden, crowdfunding attempts to make 
transparent the production process of the 
social factory including the amount raised 
so far, along with the acquisition of these 
goods (rewards) and services (the future 
project) by the consumer. Although acquiring 
the commodity (the reward) does not reveal 
the labour involved in the production of the 
reward by the campaigner, in crowdfunding 
the campaigner is usually known (75% of 
backers) and backers are now being asked 
to make a contribution using a universal 
equivalent, in this case money, in the form 
of digital micropayments. Alienated labour 
is replaced with community activities in the 
form of participation. Increasingly individuals 
feel obliged to contribute to the projects of 
others (especially during the financial crisis): 
friends, family, neighbours and colleagues 
are contributing cash in order to maintain 
their social relations within their networks. 
In turn these networks become commensu-
rated through the online money-form and the 
social relations between the individual work-
ers (campaigners) and the donors (backers) 

are objectified and reified.
Through this private distribution of 

wealth it becomes progressively difficult to 
create a surplus by those who work precari-
ously, because of financialization of debt in 
which people are forced to pay back educa-
tion, loans, credit cards, mortgages with 
higher interest. Debt rises yet wages do not. 
If no new value is created in the form of sur-
plus how will other crowdfunding projects be 
financed? With the advent of technological 
advancement ideas are much more easily 
transformed into commodities, along with an 
expansion of goods for market exchange. 
Notwithstanding all of the contributors to be 
seen as future benefactors of other projects, 
with the crowdfunding platforms selling their 
data to third party profiteers or future systems 
of advertisement that are all made possible 
by digital technologies.

This monetization, in the sense of com-
modifying something not usually marketed 
(social relations), is the causality of crowd-
funding. It now takes the form of not only giv-
ing one’s time, or attention, but the commodi-
fication of one’s very own social relations. In 
turn, these social relations are monetized 
and all of us, who are online and participat-
ing, are contributing to the commodification 
of this subjectivity. Crowdfunding is yet an-
other model of surplus redistribution as part 
of a larger economic shift, brought upon by 
technology in the form of digital transactions 
and exacerbated by austerity measures. It 
helps keep capitalism in place by gearing all 
cultural production to the market by invest-
ing in futures, the presale of projects, which 
have yet to be determined.

Crowdfunding is being touted as a 
‘new economy’ where buying personal or 
hand-made commodities occurs online from 
people we know instead of from larger com-
panies or retailers who take the profit. Yet the 
micropayment does not buy into a collective 
or a communal project but rather supports the 
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authorship of the designated ‘campaigner’. 
The new ‘work’ that is produced from the 
crowdfunding campaign corresponds to ex-
clusive access to the commodity- ownership. 
The rewards in the crowdfunding production 
process remain for private consumption 
with indebtedness to the patrons by the 
campaigner. The campaigners accrue the 
symbolic capital with the help of social me-
dia, rumour and contributions, along with the 
further production of the ‘creative project’, 
their visibility increases and this ‘valorisation’ 
process adds value. The attention gained 
by the crowdfunder during the course of the 
campaign reinforces the circular course of 
capitalist production and enables the future 
productions of new commodities, generated 
from the labour power-producing surplus 
from the backers.

With the campaigner retaining the ‘rela-
tions of production’ along with sharing this 
spotlight with the crowdfunding platform, the 
production of new capital will continuously be 
generated in the form of these new commodi-
ties -the creative projects. In other words it is 
like the ever-expanding production needed 
to continue the manufacture of commodities 
and the continual process of producing more 
and selling more. Yet as surplus increases will 
this be kept in private pockets or distributed 
elsewhere, toward sustainable commodities 
or even savings, or will it be re-donated back 
to other creative projects, hence ‘funding the 
crowds’?

3. A new model for the distri-
bution of wealth?

As crowdfunding sites (700+) continue to 
mushroom worldwide they are a force to 
be reckoned with. Many of these platforms 
include the previously mentioned types of 

crowdfunding: donation, lending, equity 
and reward. Debt crowdfunding is also ex-
panding with growth the past year with only 
more expected in years to come. The legal 
framework for all types of crowdfunding will 
be most likely be passed into legislation 
in the US and Europe in the coming year. 
Crowdfunding platforms are becoming more 
and more international, harvesting money 
from people all over the world, with free API 
technology made available to make it even 
easier for groups of people to charge and 
collect money for any activity. The past year 
(2012) the amount of donations from plat-
forms has doubled, even tripled and this year 
promises to see an increase as the trend of 
crowdfunding spreads as even more people 
find it an acceptable means to raise money 
from their networks for their causes. Yet the 
statistics show that the ratio of 75% known 
and 25% unknown funders has remained the 
same. [44]

Often incorrectly attributed to Karl Marx, 
it was actually Louis Blanc, French politician 
and historian who, in 1839, championed co-
operatives and stated, ‘each according to his 
abilities, to each according to his needs.’[45] 
Steve Bell, cartoonist for the Guardian, al-
tered Blanc’s text to ‘each according to their 
vulnerability, each according to his ‘greed’ in 
regard to the demands of UK’s ‘Big Society’.
[46] One could also rewrite Blanc’s state-
ment in regard to precarity and crowdfunding 
as ‘each according to his ‘flexibility’, each 
according to his ‘greed’. With equity theory 
people see financial distribution based on 
‘to each according to his contribution’ as fair, 
although not all cultures abide by the same 
value system nor wish to or are able to par-
ticipate to the same degree. In this respect, 
contemporary society’s embrace of crowd-
funding as a new means of global funding is 
not without critique, especially in regard to 
the monetization of social relations. Is this 
leading to self-sustainability in which our own 
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networks create not only the monetary sup-
port for the production of activities outside of 
the market, but also produce goods (food for 
example) directly for private consumption?

Instead of being just another model that 
redistributes surplus there are alternatives to 
support cultural production that can be devel-
oped from crowdfunding. A future scenario 
might include a financial model in which the 
amount that we contribute to the crowdfund-
ing campaign is a certain percentage of 
collective authorship in the project that will 
be financed. In this collaborative endeavor, 
the audience (those who contribute financial 
support) obtains distributed ownership of the 
works that are financed. If crowdfunding is 
made successful with the financial support 
of the multitude, so shouldn’t we also be 
speaking of co- or multi-authorship? The 
campaigner ostensibly retains authorship yet 
Indiegogo for example keeps all of the online 
campaign for itself.[47] If the commons are 
fronting the cash why are the commons not 
reaping the benefits?

By breaking down the system of pri-
vate property and looking at crowdfunding 
projects where communal good is supported 
by the community, for the community and 
of the community, we come across some 
examples of ‘alternative crowdfunding’. Now, 
more than ever, shared authorship and col-
lective agency is what makes things happen. 
Producers and users are coming in much 
closer contact with one another and in the 
process the roles in between ‘artist’ and ‘audi-
ence’ are multiplying.[48] Perhaps eventually 
the ‘donors’ who support the projects might 
join in the production.[49] Crowdfunding 
projects are not usually released with a free 
license, but there could be projects designed 
to fulfill this criteria, like ‘crowdfunding the 
commons’ where the ‘results can be shared, 
reused, remixed, copied, replicated in what-
ever form.’[50] Therefore ‘crowdfunding is a 
promising field because it can address many 

of the dynamics that underlie the crisis of 
the cultural economy and its transformation 
from a commodity to a commons-based 
environment.’[51] This is what the premise 
of goteo.org embodies, a ‘social network for 
co-financing and collaborating with creative 
projects that further the common good.’[52] 
In other words, “those who use the plat-
form to raise money should control the 
platform, collectively, and share in the ben-
efits generated.”[53] Organisations such as 
Brickstarter are attempting to improve upon 
the Kickstarter model into a social economy. 
The voices of the people contained within the 
platform gather together and use tools to form 
collaborative proposals, communities are 
involved in the experience and can follow the 
progress of the project as well as participate. 
In order to reach a ‘technical democracy’ the 
manner in which ‘hybrid forums’ and civic 
engagement play a crucial role is key – of-
fline in the public aspect of confrontation and 
discussion, along with the organization and 
execution of the project; online with the col-
lating of funds to facilitate it.[54]

Crowdfunding in its present form is not 
a self-sustaining model.[55] The campaigner 
is unremunerated for most of their labour and 
paid substandard wages for the production 
of the project. Networks are of the highest 
value and tapped into by the campaigner 
and harvested by the platform. Financing is 
sought from patrons (workers) who decide to 
spend their surplus income as funders. The 
funders do not end up with financial returns 
for their investment nor do they share in 
the authorship. Instead, with reward-based 
crowdfunding, they receive a perk, a token- 
an artifact of limited value. At the same time, 
personal relationships are commodified by 
an exchange of money that was previously 
not demanded between these networks of 
people. As Dmitri Kleiner points out, ‘[a]s 
such, it can never grow beyond the level of 
the retained income workers can sustainably 
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divert from consumption, at the expense of 
workers’ savings. This means, that crowd-
funding cannot directly have a significant 
effect on the social distribution of wealth 
unless what it funds is itself something that 
itself directly challenges political or economic 
power.’[56]

A series of questions remain unan-
swered: Isn’t crowdfunding just another 
‘polite’ form of begging, specifically donation 
crowdfunding? Is the decision to support a 
campaign by the backer based on the quality 
of the project or the backer’s relation with 
the person? Are backers able to discern 
the quality of the project? Are the backers 
just going along with the crowd or are they 
relying on the reputation of the campaigner 
and the implied trust involved in their re-
lationships with others and the potential 
kickback? Do they see their expenditure 
as a purchase, an investment or promoting 
solidarity? Will supporting those projects one 
trusts eventually lead to engagement with 
unknown crowdfunding projects by others, 
trusting total strangers and sharing wealth? 
Will crowdfunding lead to wider support for 
others and mutual interest in the form of a 
sharing economy, only what is shared is the 
general surplus of private capital of individu-
als? Why should one engage in these forms 
of expenditure that add to the growth of 
crowdfunded cultural activities and service 
neoliberal agendas worldwide?

As technology enables an even quicker 
flow of capital the state is no longer held 
accountable and it is increasingly private 
bodies, either individual or corporate, who 
decide what will be financed and for how 
much. Developing new cultural economies in 
our existent neo-feudalistic societies means 
looking beyond micro-networked patronage 
models such as reward-based crowdfund-
ing. That is, if one wants to be remunerated 
for cultural endeavour that isn’t exclusively 
market driven.
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