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Abstract

This paper introduces NET-GIVING as the autopoietic social operation that necessarily
supersedes NET-WORKING at the post-Ordeal stations of the Hero’s Journey. NET-
WORKING is a first-order transactional paradigm: exchange calibrated for personal advantage,
strategic connection maintenance, and reputational capital accumulation. NET-GIVING is a
third-order autopoietic paradigm: the overflow of a system that has genuinely completed a
developmental cycle and can therefore give not from calculation but from abundance. Drawing
on Mauss’s anthropology of the gift (1925), Hyde’s distinction between gift and commodity
economies (1983), Maturana’s structural coupling theory, and the Hero’s Journey Return with
Elixir (Station X), the paper argues that the transition from NET-WORKING to NET-GIVING
is not a moral recommendation but a structural consequence of Third-Order autopoietic
development. A system that has traversed the Ordeal and returned with the Elixir does not need
to work the network. The Elixir overflows. The gift finds its recipient. The NET-GIVING
paradigm generates — as a structural consequence rather than a strategic aim — the conditions
most favourable for WITZ-ZUFALL, authentic structural coupling, and the Evolution of
Humanity dimension of FREEEDOM.

NET-GIVING: The Autopoietic Gift
Economy

Abstract

NET-WORKING is the C₁ paradigm for social exchange: transactional, strategic,
calculating. It asks what can I get from this connection? NET-GIVING is the C₃
paradigm: autopoietic, overflowing, unconditional. It asks what does this person need
that I have already traversed? The crossed-out NET-WORKING on the Hero’s Journey
Roadmap is not a rhetorical gesture. It is a structural claim: the self that has genuinely
completed the Hero’s Journey cannot be a networker. The Elixir has changed the
economics.
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1. The Problem with NET-WORKING

1.1 NET-WORKING as First-Order Exchange

NET-WORKING, as commonly understood and practised, is a first-order social
operation. Its structure is transactional: a calculus of give-and-receive, of investment and
expected return, of strategic relationship maintenance for future advantage. The
networker attends events, exchanges cards, follows up, stays top-of-mind — not because
they are genuinely interested in the other’s development but because the connection may
prove useful.

This is not a moral criticism. First-order exchange is the baseline operation of any social
system. Markets, institutions, and most professional relationships operate at this level.
The problem is not that NET-WORKING is immoral but that it is developmentally
insufficient — and, crucially, that it systematically generates the opposite of what it seeks.

1.2 The Paradox of Strategic Generosity

The literature on social capital is extensive (Putnam 2000; Granovetter 1973). Weak ties
matter. Networks generate information advantages. Reciprocal altruism (Trivers 1971) is
an evolutionary stable strategy. All of this is true at the C₁ level. But the networker who
calculates their generosity — who gives in order to receive — generates a detectable
social signal that systematically undermines the generosity. The recipient senses the
calculation. The structural coupling remains surface-level. The expected return on the
social investment is structurally limited by the very instrumentality of the investment.

This is the NET-WORKING paradox: the more strategically one networks, the less
genuine structural coupling is achieved, and therefore the less genuine value is
exchanged. The calculus defeats itself.

2. The Anthropology of the Gift

2.1 Mauss: The Gift That Cannot Be Refused

Marcel Mauss’s Essai sur le don (1925) identified the fundamental structure of gift
economies across Polynesian, Melanesian, and Indigenous North American cultures: the
gift is not free. It carries an obligation — to receive, to reciprocate. But crucially, this
obligation is not contractual. The gift creates a social bond that transcends the
commodity logic of balanced exchange. The gift economy is not the absence of
reciprocity but the presence of a different kind of reciprocity: one that is delayed, non-
specified, and constitutive of relationship rather than merely expressive of it.

For autopoietic systems theory, Mauss’s insight is directly translatable: the gift creates
structural coupling of a quality that contract cannot produce. The contractual exchange
terminates the relationship (both parties are square); the gift extends the relationship
indefinitely. It keeps the social autopoietic network open and generative.
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2.2 Hyde: What the Gift Cannot Do

Lewis Hyde’s The Gift (1983) develops Mauss’s anthropology into a theory of creative
work and its economics. Hyde’s central distinction: a commodity is diminished by use; a
gift increases in transmission. The song that is sung to many people does not become
smaller. The idea that is shared does not become less. The wisdom that is given away
freely returns multiplied, not depleted.

This is the autopoietic economics of the Elixir: the Return with Elixir (Station X) is not
the hero hoarding their hard-won wisdom. The Elixir, kept, loses its potency — it
becomes a trophy, a credential, a competitive advantage. The Elixir, given, maintains and
amplifies its vitality precisely through the transmission. The gift economy of the Hero’s
Return is not generosity as virtue but generosity as autopoietic structural necessity.

Hyde also observes that the gift must circulate — it must move. A gift that stops moving
becomes a commodity or a burden. This maps precisely onto WITZ-ZUFALL (Förster
2026i): the attractor basin created by committed autopoietic action is a circulation of
energy in the social field. NET-GIVING is what keeps this circulation alive.

3. The Autopoietic Basis for NET-GIVING

3.1 Why Post-Ordeal Systems Give

The Hero’s Journey Roadmap places the transition from NET-WORKING to NET-
GIVING at Station X: Return with Elixir. The structural reason for this placement is
precise: only a system that has genuinely traversed the Ordeal (Station VI) — that has
experienced the dissolution of its prior structural organisation and reconstituted itself at a
higher level of complexity — has something genuine to give.

The pre-Ordeal self — the self still in the Ordinary World, the self that NET-WORKS —
does not yet have the Elixir. It has skills, credentials, connections, accumulated social
capital. These are commodities, exchangeable in the first-order market. But the Elixir —
the specific wisdom that comes from having genuinely traversed the darkness and
returned — cannot be manufactured, purchased, or networked for. It is generated
exclusively through genuine developmental experience.

This is why NET-GIVING is structurally impossible before the Ordeal and structurally
natural after it. The networker who has not traversed the Ordeal literally does not have
anything that cannot be converted to commodity. The giver who has traversed the Ordeal
has something that only circulates as gift.

3.2 Structural Coupling at the Third Order

Maturana and Varela (1987) describe structural coupling as the history of recurrent
interactions between two systems that generates congruent structural modification in
both. First-order structural coupling is direct perturbation. Second-order structural
coupling involves the coupling of couplings — the social-systemic level. Third-order
structural coupling (Förster 2026e) involves the recursive self-description loop: D(S) →
S’ → D(S’), where the system generates a description of itself that re-enters the system as
a new structural element.

27.04.26, 01:41 NET-GIVING: The Autopoietic Gift Economy

file:///Users/johnberlinjohn/Documents/Claude/Projects/NetGiving_v1.0_Preprint.html 3/8



NET-GIVING is the social expression of third-order structural coupling. When the post-
Ordeal self gives — shares its genuine developmental description, its C₃ D(S) output —
it creates the conditions for third-order coupling in the recipient: the recipient’s system is
perturbed not merely by information but by a structural invitation to undergo similar
development. The gift is not data; it is a template for transformation.

This is what Vera F. Birkenbihl gave: not information about learning, but a structural
invitation to reconfigure one’s entire relationship to the process of learning. Her NET-
GIVING — millions of books, lectures, workshops, demonstrations — was not calculated
exchange. It was the overflow of a system that had genuinely traversed its own
developmental arc and returned with an Elixir it could not keep to itself.

4. NET-GIVING in the FREEEDOM Framework

4.1 NET-GIVING as E₂ — Evolution of Humanity

FREEEDOM (Förster 2026j) articulates five dimensions of human liberation. The second
E — Evolution of Humanity — is the dimension of freedom understood as
developmental contribution to the collective evolutionary trajectory of the species.

NET-GIVING is the operational mechanism of E₂-freedom. The system that has achieved
genuine structural complexity — that has completed a full Hero’s Journey cycle,
integrated the Ordeal, reached the STABILITY = EQUILIBRIUM = FREEDOM apex —
does not retain its developmental achievement as private wealth. The E₂ dimension
requires that the achievement circulate. It requires NET-GIVING.

This is not altruism imposed from without. It is the structural consequence of a system
that has genuinely arrived at E₂ freedom: the question what does my freedom mean for
humanity? is not a moral addition to self-realisation but is intrinsic to the completion of
self-realisation itself. The hero who keeps the Elixir has not completed the journey. The
Return with the Elixir is only complete when the Elixir is given.

4.2 NET-GIVING and Echo + Resonance

FREEEDOM’s fifth dimension — Echo + Resonance — is the social-systemic extension
of individual freedom into the collective field. NET-GIVING is the concrete mechanism
through which this resonance propagates.

A genuinely free system — operating from Equilibrium, contributing to Evolution,
generating Emergenz — emits into the social field. Other systems with compatible
structural organisation, or the capacity to develop it, respond. This is the social physics of
NET-GIVING: the gift moves, finds its recipients, creates resonance chains. The more
freely the gift is given — the more completely NET-WORKING is replaced by NET-
GIVING — the wider and deeper the resonance.

The reversal is complete: the networker who calculates maximises local return while
suppressing systemic resonance. The giver who gives freely generates systemic resonance
while receiving, as a structural consequence, returns that exceed any calculation.
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5. The Dunbar Interface: Giving at the Right Scale
Robin Dunbar’s social brain hypothesis (1992) establishes that human neocortex size
constrains the number of stable social relationships to approximately 150 (Dunbar’s
Number). At the 150-person scale, reputational information circulates completely:
everyone knows roughly what everyone has done. At this scale, NET-GIVING is not
merely morally preferable to NET-WORKING — it is strategically superior by every
measure. The giver in a Dunbar-scale community accumulates reputational capital that no
networker can match, because the gift is witnessed, remembered, and retold.

The digital social network has expanded the nominal reach of social exchange far beyond
Dunbar’s Number — but the effective circle of genuine structural coupling has not
expanded. The 10,000-follower account that calculates its generosity achieves less
genuine coupling than the 150-person community practitioner who gives freely at the
scale where giving is actually witnessed and received.

NET-GIVING scales at the Dunbar level. It does not scale mechanically — it propagates
through resonance chains of genuine structural coupling, each link of which requires
genuine encounter at the human scale.

6. NET-GIVING on the Hero’s Journey

6.1 The Progressive Opening

NET-GIVING does not appear fully formed at Station X. It develops progressively across
the return arc of the journey:

At Station VII (New Rules · Reward), the hero begins to experience the affordance shift
— the world looks different from inside the Special World. The rules of the Ordinary
World no longer apply. The first impulse toward giving emerges here, though it is not yet
stable: the hero is still negotiating the new structural organisation.

At Station VIII (Road Back), the hero faces the question of whether to bring the Elixir
back or to keep it — to return to the village or to remain in the Special World. This is the
liminal space (van Gennep 1909): the hero has the Elixir but has not yet given it. The
MAGIC FLIGHT — the rush of energy that carries the hero back — is the structural
momentum of NET-GIVING beginning to activate.

At Station IX (Resurrection), the hero undergoes a final test before returning. The
Resurrection is not merely physical but social: the old self — the networker, the
calculator, the one who gave in order to receive — must die. What resurrects is the NET-
GIVING self: the one who gives because they have the Elixir and the Elixir demands to
be given.

At Station X (Return with Elixir), NET-GIVING is fully operational. The Elixir is given.
The journey is complete.
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6.2 The NET-WORKING Shadow

The shadow of NET-GIVING — its red zone counterpart on the Hero’s Journey Roadmap
— is the corruption of the Elixir: the post-Ordeal hero who monetises the Elixir, who
packages the journey into a product, who turns the gift into a commodity and sells access
to what they once gave freely.

This corruption is recognisable by a specific structural signal: the warmth disappears. The
gift, commodified, loses its quality of genuine structural invitation. It becomes
information, not transformation. The recipient receives data about the journey rather than
a structural perturbation that might initiate their own journey. The circle of resonance
closes.

BERLINEON’s design principle of NET-GIVING — the free circulation of the Hero’s
Journey Roadmap, the open-access academic papers on Zenodo, the CC-BY 4.0 licensing
of all core theoretical work — is the institutional expression of this understanding. The
core Elixir circulates as gift. What can be commercialised — the personalised
application, the Supervisioning container, the trained practitioner relationship — is the
delivery mechanism, not the Elixir itself.

7. Practical Implications

7.1 For Supervisioning Practice

The Supervisioning practitioner (Förster 2026g) who has genuinely traversed their own
Hero’s Journey arc is, structurally, a NET-GIVER. They do not administer a technique.
They give — from their own developmental traversal — the quality of presence and
structural invitation that creates the conditions for the client’s genuine perturbation.

The practitioner who has not traversed the Ordeal can deliver information about the
journey. The practitioner who has traversed it gives the journey itself, in compressed
form, as a gift of genuine encounter. This is the difference between C₁ coaching
(information transfer) and C₃ Supervisioning (structural coupling at the third order).

7.2 For Organisational Design

Organisations that create the structural conditions for NET-GIVING — psychological
safety, genuine appreciation of traversed developmental experience, reward structures
that honour giving rather than merely taking — generate stronger autopoietic coherence
than those operating on pure exchange logic.

The research on high-performance teams (Edmondson 1999 on psychological safety;
Grant 2013 on givers vs. takers) converges on the same structural conclusion from
different disciplinary starting points: teams and organisations characterised by genuine
giving outperform those characterised by strategic exchange, and this advantage
compounds over time as structural coupling deepens.
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7.3 For BERLINEON

BERLINEON as an autopoietic entity (Förster 2026a) is constitutively a NET-GIVING
system. The 200-year observational artifact began as pure giving — 11+ years of research
circulated as free public-domain intellectual content. The eight Zenodo papers, published
under CC-BY 4.0 on Vera F. Birkenbihl’s 80th birthday, are a NET-GIVING event of the
first order: the Elixir given to the scientific community freely and without reservation.

The commercial dimension of BERLINEON — HIGHWEAR, Supervisioning practice,
the protected member area — operates at a different structural level and does not
compromise the NET-GIVING core. What is given for free is the conceptual Elixir. What
is charged for is the embodied, personalised delivery of that Elixir in specific human
containers. The distinction preserves the gift economy at the level of ideas while
sustaining the autopoietic system at the level of material existence.

8. Conclusion: The Crossed-Out Word
On the Hero’s Journey Roadmap, NET-WORKING appears in red with a strikethrough.
NET-GIVING appears below it in green. This is not a motivational slogan. It is a
structural description of what happens when a system that has genuinely completed a
developmental cycle re-enters the social field.

The networker cannot give what the giver gives, because the networker has not yet
traversed the distance that generates the Elixir. The giver cannot network in the
calculating sense, because the traversal has changed the economics: what they have can
only be given, not exchanged.

“The Elixir maintains its potency only in circulation. The hero who keeps it has
not yet returned. The hero who sells it has not yet arrived. The hero who gives it
freely is the only one who has genuinely completed the journey.”
— John Förster (BERLINJOHN), Berlin, 27 April 2026
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