Reputation

DW: And I think the conclusion is that no, in the end it was better for us financially to give our stuff away free.  'Cause it created a huge amount of good will, it built, it gave us a reputation that we didn't have before, so reputations are valuable, it's probably part of why I have this job now, is I developed a reputation.  Also, a vice president at Sun, um, Eric Schmidt, who's now the president of Google, had a slush fund.  He said, You guys are cool, here, thud, and the $17,000 Sun Ultrasparc just arrived one day for us.  So, he sent us a very expensive computer gratis because he thought our work was cool.  Y'know, that was, that was a really valuable experience (769-775)

In the field of computer science, roughly since 1993, the notion of reputation and the associated notion of social capital have become terms that actors themselves use to explain a phenomenon that is arguably present in any economy, but that seems most strange to computer programmers and scientists.  The phenomenon is that of non-calculative exchange.  It isn't simply non-monetary, for there are ways of justifying trades and exchanges in terms of a simple (calculable) notion of barter (one in which each exchanged item is compared to a third non-present measure of worth).  Non-calculable exchange however, is what is represented for Dan Wallach when, in return for the manner in which he announced a bug, he is given a Sun Sparc workstation worth $17,000.  Such an exchange can't be captured by a notion of barter, precisely because, like all gift economies, it includes no notion of clearance (cf. Mauss, Bourdieu, Logic of Practice).  That is, the transaction is not over when the gifts are exchanged.  For each gift given extends a time horizon within which an obligation is set up.  The gift of the workstation binds Dan to a particular set of norms (roughly, releasing info about bugs first to a company, and then to the public).  The repetition of these norms builds the reputation.  The more Dan cleaves to the norms set up by these gifts, the more his reputation grows.  Should he at any point choose to evade these norms (as, perhaps, in the case of Diebold, where he goes straight to the public), two things must follow: a) he must already have enough of a reputation to take this risk (otherwise there are no norms to guide action) and b) he risks the reputation, and thereby risks its repeated strengthening by following the norms of practice set up in this instance.

CK: It seems like the incentives too are different, that if, if you can y'know, if there's an incentive like a bounty, to find bugs, that's different than in the open source world where finding bugs is kind of a drag but at least you can fix it.  Right, or

DW: Yeah, and but there's still reputation to be gained

CK: Yeah

DW: If you find a serious flaw in a widely used program, then, you know you have the, some amount of fame, from, y'know, your name being associated with having found it.  And y'know I also realized that there's a whole research pipeline here.  (829-839)

DW: Right, but y'know, I mean, like a, a contrast I like to draw is between my experience with finding Java security flaws and with the idea of someone demanding payment for finding bugs.

CK: Um hm

DW: And how, I came out better in the end.  Yeah, I was able to land a good summer job, we got the free computer, and you know, I got the reputation that followed me into, y’know, and helped me get my job.

CK: Um hm

DW: So, y’know, demanding payment is of dubious legality and clearly unethical

CK: Um hm

DW: And impractical, it just didn’t, wa-, in practice isn’t worth any of those costs. (1414-1423)
