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CHAPTER I 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 

 

Summary 

 

Social media or ñWeb 2.0ò is an umbrella term for websites that combine 

social interaction with functions like bookmarking, video-sharing, and content 

creation.  Web 2.0 sites like YouTube, MySpace, Facebook and Twitter have had 

an enormous impact on the lives of millions of users worldwide and are part of 

popular culture. The Pew Internet project estimates that three-quarters of people 

online under the age of thirty use social networks (Lenhart et al. 2010).
1
 

Facebookôs popularityðthe site claims to have 400 million active users 

(Facebook 2010)ð has made a celebrity out of the young founder Mark 

Zuckerberg; Fight Club director David Fincher has made a movie about the siteôs 

origin called The Social Network which will be released in 2010. High-profile 

people from Senator John McCain to pop star Britney Spears are committed 

Twitter users, and YouTube serves one billion online videos a month.  

The rapid popularization of these technologies has made social software 

part of day-to-day interactions between friends, families, and coworkers.  The 

historical separation between ñonlineò and ñofflineò life is blurring as people use 

technology to manage their relationships.
2
  People use social media for 
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entertainment, to talk to friends and family, to make and spread their own creative 

content, for political and social activism, work, and play. Wishing someone happy 

birthday on Facebook is a visible display of emotional ties, a reinforcement or 

strengthening of a social bond, and an adherence to modern etiquette. Thus, the 

way people are regarded online has an impact on how they are viewed in ñreal 

worldò or face-to-face interactions. 

 The popularity of Web 2.0 technologies like social network sites, wikis, 

blogs and the user-created content they facilitate prompted the re-emergence of a 

technologically determinist discourse, which attributes transformative social 

change and economic success to social media.  Writers like Yochai Benkler, 

Lawrence Lessig, Henry Jenkins, Jonathan Zittrain, and Cory Doctorow argue 

that internet technologies usher in a new era of increased participation, 

democracy, and creativity compared to inefficient business models, corrupt 

governments, and tightly-controlled corporate culture, and must be protected 

against these dinosaurs at all costs (Lessig 2004; Benkler 2006; Jenkins 2006; 

Doctorow 2008; Zittrain 2008). These authors, and many others, claim that Web 

2.0 makes possible a nodal, de-centralized creative network, emphasizing grass-

roots collaboration over monolithic control. The term ñWeb 2.0ò suggests a major 

shift in online communication, positioning these dynamic, interactive applications 

as something completely new in comparison with the static content and e-

commerce favored by the ill-fated dot-com companies of the late 1990s.  
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At the same time, business media, marketers, venture capitalists, and 

technologists hail companies like Facebook, Twitter and YouTube as the latest 

lucrative iteration of technology-generated wealth (Lacy 2008; Li and Bernoff 

2008; Qualman 2009). Both academic and popular discourse claim that social 

media provides a more democratic, transparent, participatory and profitable 

alternative to flawed and failing social institutions.  

This belief is partially rooted in counterculture social movements like 

free/open source software and counter-globalization activism, which identify 

government and corporate institutions as threats to freedom, democracy, and 

human rights. For example, grassroots media activists claim that ñBig Mediaò 

homogenizes global culture, promotes pro-business content, and fails to impart 

the civic knowledge which is the basis of democracy. This analysis further 

implicates the U.S. government by arguing that large media companies 

monopolize the public utility of the airwaves and sponsor legislation which 

supports the business models of traditional media. Much of this institutional 

critique echoes the progressive evaluation of neoliberalism, or late capitalism, 

which is linked to the widening of the rich-poor gap, environmental degradation, 

imperialism, neo-colonialism, and the human cost of capitalist development. In 

contrast to failing institutions, the internet promised a publicly-funded, 

democratically accessible alternative that would allow individuals to create and 

collaborate on easily-distributed independent content.  
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But this promise has not been realized. The pundits, bloggers, and 

technology makers who celebrate Web 2.0ôs revolutionary potential further a 

totalizing discourse which identifies deep structural problems but positions social 

technologies as solutions to all of them. The technology cannot encompass so 

much complexity, and in furthering a discourse of egalitarianism, whitewashes 

important differences within the often-radical ideologies of Web 2.0ôs discursive 

ancestors and the business models of Web 2.0 companies. The reality of social 

media use stands in stark contrast to this discourse of ideals that functions to 

collapse and hide. This dissertation, based on fieldwork in the San Francisco 

technology scene, is an ethnography focused on the effects of online status and 

self-presentation within a community of social media users.  I aim to bring to light 

some of what the predominant discourse of Web 2.0 has obscured: social mediaôs 

physical and contextual location in a particular entrepreneurial techno-culture of 

Northern California. This is a highly commercial milieu which draws partly from 

a rich history of Silicon Valley technology development, valorizing the young 

entrepreneur, the possibility of massive wealth, and self-actualization through 

constant labor. These capitalist, status-conscious values have influenced the 

affordances of contemporary social media, and how they are perceived and used.  

In this dissertation, I argue that while social media technologies provide 

expansive new opportunities for content creation and dissemination, 

collaboration, and creativity, looking at their use by one specific groupð a set of 

Northern California Web 2.0 workers which I refer to as the ñtechnology 
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sceneòð reveals exactly how and why these tools and applications have not lived 

up to the internetôs early promise. Rather than democratic, collective action, Web 

2.0 applications as they are used in this milieu further a view of the self and 

relationships that is entirely in line with current corporate business models. 

Drawing from advertising, marketing, and celebrity culture, social media 

applications engender an individualistic subjectivity which encourages 

competition for social benefits. To boost their status, these young professionals 

adopt self-consciously constructed personae which are marketed, like brands or 

celebrities, to an audience or fan base. These personas are highly edited, 

controlled, and monitored, conforming to ideals of a work-safe, commercial self-

presentation. The specific modes of status building enabled through social media 

(that is, life-streaming, micro-celebrity, and self-branding) are not accidental but, 

rather, are afforded by the design characteristics of the technical foundations of 

social media. These, in turn, are also not accidental, but reflect the values of a 

network dominated by commercial interest. Although freewheeling creativity, 

rebellion, and non-hierarchical communality still exist online, they are being 

dwarfed by social media applications which are transforming social graphs into 

networks of personal brands competing for the very real benefits of high online 

status.
3
  

While people all over the world create social media technologies, the 

center of Web 2.0 development is the Bay Area of Northern California. Prominent 

tech companies like Google, Facebook, Twitter and Flickr are headquartered 
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nearby, and the Silicon Valley area has been home to cycles of boom-and-bust 

technological development since the 1960s, resulting in a rich infrastructure. In 

the city of San Francisco, the ñtech sceneò is a lively community of social media 

enthusiasts devoted to Web 2.0 technologies, who socialize in person and online. 

It includes people working at venture-backed technology startups and large 

companies, freelancers, social media ñgurus,ò engineers, academics, fanboys, and 

designers, many of whom moved to San Francisco to participate in the 

community. People in the scene create software, form companies, work together, 

and use each otherôs products. Their interactions are chronicled and publicized by 

blogs like TechCrunch, Mashable, and Valleywag, and followed vicariously by 

people all over the world. This scene is in some respects a subset of the much 

larger Silicon Valley technological infrastructure and thus reflects many of its 

values, but is distinct in crucial ways from the cultures of immigrant engineers, 

old-school computer geeks and business people which predominate in the 

southern suburbs (Hayes 1989; English-Lueck 2002; Saxenian 2006).  

The highest-status people in this scene are entrepreneurs, those who have 

successfully created and sold a technology company. The tech scene is rife with a 

powerful mythology of entrepreneurship which places a high value on innovation 

and competiveness, and frames technology work as a meritocracy where the 

smartest and hardest-working people should be rewarded with immense wealth. 

These young professionals are deeply immersed in social technologies, and live in 

an always-on world where the internet augments virtually every human 
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interaction. The social world of the tech scene is as much comprised of and 

organized around digitally mediated communication and interaction as the 

physically proximate. Members of the tech scene use Web 2.0 technologies like 

Facebook and Twitter to present themselves to people in their social lives, 

including friends, family members, and coworkers.  

The San Francisco tech scene is the ñdesign constituencyò of Web 2.0 

technologies, the people who create technological artifacts and the myths, 

contexts, and rituals surrounding them, shaping social systems with a context and 

social agenda (Pfaffenberger 1992). Web 2.0 workers function as both users and 

designers, imbuing social media with values drawn from the larger Silicon Valley 

technology community and contextualizing this software within an idealistic 

ideology of revolutionary change. These values (wealth, visibility, access, 

entrepreneurship) ultimately shape their general interpersonal interactions and 

self-presentation, including how they seek status, and leave traces in the social 

media applications themselves. Studying their highly mediated social lives reveals 

two other characteristics of this distinctive group.  

First, in the tech scene, there is no split between ñonlineò and ñofflineò 

life. The popularity of always-on mobile devices and wireless networking creates 

a set of complex overlaps and interactions between internet and face-to-face 

communication that cannot be explained in terms of ñconvergenceò or 

ñmediatization,ò especially when compared with video, phone, and other 

communicative forms (Jensen 2010). Not only does online status affect face-to-
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face interactions and vice versa, but when all parties are connected though social 

media, it forms what I call a networked audience (Marwick and boyd 2010). The 

networked audience is the real or imagined viewers of digital content who are 

connected to the content creator and each other. Many Web 2.0 sites digitize 

formerly ephemeral social information, causing all manner of complicated social 

problems as this information moves across boundaries and contexts. Examining a 

group in a relatively geographically bounded area who are heavy social media 

users made it possible to observe both how people talked to each other face-to-

face and using social technologies, showing how online status serves as social 

currency in the ñofflineò world.  

Second, the technology scene privileges a wealthy, white, male experience 

of technology. Although the larger Silicon Valley area boasts a racially and 

economically diverse workforce, within the ñtech scene,ò the most celebrated 

members are usually white (sometimes Asian or South Asian) and primarily from 

wealthy or middle-class backgrounds.
4
 This community emphasizes meritocracy 

and frames virtues like intelligence and persistence as gender neutral. Despite 

this, the Web 2.0 press, blogs, and conferences consistently portray entrepreneurs 

as rich, young, white men, prescribing a normative maleness to 

entrepreneurialism which systematically excludes women and people of color 

from the networks necessary to achieve success. Womenôs contributions to 

technology are further devalued through gossip, backstage talk, and media 

discourse. This suggests potential conflicts between the community that creates 
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social technologies and the values of egalitarianism and participation these 

technologies purportedly espouse.  

To understand these complexities, I focus on social status, oneôs position 

in a social hierarchy, which is present in virtually every human association. Status 

may be reflected in skill, credentials, reputation, social or cultural capital, 

resources, or cultural competency (Malaby 2009, chap. 1). The desire for status 

motivates social participation and affects how people present themselves to others 

(Turner, 1988). Because status primarily involves how one is seen by the world, it 

is almost entirely determined by public display and self-presentation (Elliott 2004; 

De Botton 2005).  This is no different in internet technologies. Status is 

omnipresent online and a major motivator for online activity (Lampel and Bhalla 

2007). Because online self-presentation inherently involves representing oneself 

digitally, online identity presentation may be more self-conscious than its face-to-

face equivalent and therefore more instrumental at seeking status. I found that all 

social media technologies demonstrate status, either through features built into the 

application (status affordances) or through user-created mechanisms that stem 

from interaction (emergent mechanisms). In the scene, social media encourages a 

type of radical individualism over collective action, a focus on the self and 

competition with others. These techniques are influenced by technological 

affordances, the design constituency, and the intertwined histories of Northern 

California counterculture and Silicon Valley capitalism. 



    

10 

 

I offer a comprehensive account of how status operates in the social media 

scene, identifying three online self-presentation techniques (that is, life-streaming, 

micro-celebrity, and self-branding) which have emerged in response to social 

mediaôs popularity. I argue that they are linked to commodified notions of the self 

drawn from branding, celebrity culture, and neoliberal ideas of self-governance. 

Social media promotes an individualistic view of technology use which 

encourages and rewards focus on the self and competition with others in a process 

similar to the mythology of an unfettered free market. Self-presentation becomes 

a strategic way to display and garner status, and tangibly translates into material 

rewards. That Web 2.0 has given rise to this sort of self-presentation should not be 

considered obvious or inevitable; in fact when computer-mediated communication 

first emerged, it was theorized as a utopian playground that would break down 

identity constructions (Turkle 1995; Stone 1996). I ask two questions: why was 

Web 2.0 painted as a democratic revolution, and why has it turned out differently? 

I claim that elements of both San Francisco counterculture and Silicon 

Valley capitalism co-exist in Web 2.0, giving rise to self-presentation that is 

portrayed as a revolutionary solution to institutional corruption and 

simultaneously deeply rooted in consumer culture. Silicon Valley culture values 

quantitative, measurable status metrics, the incorporation of business ethics into 

social life, and risk-taking entrepreneurialism (English-Lueck 2002). These values 

have emerged through decades of technology development, of which the dot-com 

and Web 2.0 booms are the most recent.  San Francisco has a parallel history of 
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social activism spanning many decades, from 1960s counterculture to the counter-

globalization and copyleft activists of the 2000s (Saxenian 1996; English-Lueck 

2002; Markoff 2005; Turner 2006). Traces of both histories exist in Web 2.0. 

Scholars have chronicled how early computing pioneers mapped 1960s 

countercultural ideals on to the creation and dissemination of computer 

technologies, resulting in a deep faith in technologyôs ability to bring about 

decentralization, participation, and transparency (Markoff 2005; Turner 2006).  I 

argue that counter-globalization protesters, media reformers, free/open source 

advocates and other contemporary activist movements similarly critique legal, 

governmental, and corporate practices for encroaching on freedom and traditional 

liberal values.  Many of these cultures viewed the early internet as a burgeoning 

alternative, and the Silicon Valley ideology of computerization has positioned 

Web 2.0 as a solution to these institutional failures. Thus, social media applies 

contradictory, yet intertwined ideals of counterculture and capitalism to the self, 

friends, relationships, and interpersonal interactions. People can spread ideas and 

creations to a formerly inconceivable mass audience, but in ways bounded and 

influenced by the confines of modern neoliberal capitalism.  

 David Harvey defines neoliberalism as ña theory of political economic 

practices that proposes that human well-being can best be advanced by liberating 

individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional framework 

characterized by strong private property rights, free markets, and free tradeò 

(Harvey 2007, 2). Neoliberal policies emphasize ñtrade openness, a stable, low-



    

12 

 

inflation macroeconomic environment, and strong contract enforcement that 

protects the rights of private property holdersò (Ferguson 2006).  Margaret 

Thatcher, Bill Clinton, George W. Bush and Tony Blair are notable for their 

adherence to neoliberal policies such as welfare reform, deregulation, and 

privatization (Larner 2000).
5
 Neoliberalism is also an ideology of the integration 

of these principles into daily life; neoliberal discourse reproduces by encouraging 

people to regulate themselves ñaccording to the market principles of discipline, 

efficiency, and competitivenessò (Ong 2006, 4). Aihwa Ong identifies 

ñtechnologies of subjectivity,ò which use knowledge and expertise to inculcate 

this expertise in individual subjects. Exploring such technologies reveals how 

neoliberalism is experienced, and how these subjectivities are formed.  

I argue that social media is a technology of subjectivity which educates 

users on proper self-regulating behavior.  Internet and mobile technologies create 

the expectation that white-collar professionals should always be on the job, 

decreasing personal agency and creating conflicts between the often-contradictory 

demands of work and home life (Middleton 2007). Social media encourages 

status-seeking practices that interiorize the values of Silicon Valley, which is a 

model of neoliberal, free-market social organization. In the technology scene, 

market-based principles are used to judge successful social behavior in oneself 

and others, extended through social media. Status increases up to a point with the 

ability to attract and attain attention online.  The ability to position oneself 

successfully in a competitive attention economy becomes a marker of reputation 
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and standing.  Web 2.0 discourse is a conduit for the materialization of neoliberal 

ideology. I isolate three self-presentation techniques rooted in advertising and 

marketing to show how social media encourages a neoliberal subject position 

among high-tech San Francisco workers: micro-celebrity, self-branding, and 

lifestreaming.  

Micro-celebrity is an emerging online practice that involves creating a 

persona, sharing personal information about oneself with others, performing 

intimate connections to create the illusion of friendship or closeness, 

acknowledging an audience and viewing them as fans, and using strategic reveal 

of information to increase or maintain this audience.  In other words, the micro-

celebrity practitioner thinks of him or herself as having a fan base, and works 

strategically to entertain and increase this audience. Regardless of how many 

people are actually watching the micro-celebrity, he or she positions him or 

herself as something to be watched. Contemporary American popular culture 

ascribes immensely high status to celebrities, but the fragmentation of mass 

culture has created ever-increasing concentric circles of tabloid fixtures, reality 

stars, and subcultural heroes who are familiar to far fewer people than pop star 

Madonna or actor Brad Pitt. Combined with the popularity of social media, the 

twin processes of celebrification and fragmentation have transformed celebrity 

into set of practices, self-presentation techniques and subjectivities that spread 

across social graphs as they are learned from other individuals (Marwick and 

boyd 2011). Social mediaôs accessibility has transformed celebrity from 
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something a person is to something a person does, and exists on a continuum 

rather than as a singular quality.  

I distinguish between two types of micro-celebrities: achieved and 

ascribed. Achieved micro-celebrity is a conscious set of choices an individual 

makes to boost their visibility, status, and popularity, such as becoming an online 

model or hosting a video show. Ascribed micro-celebrities are assigned celebrity 

positions through the production of celebrity media about them, such as paparazzi 

photos or gossip blog posts. For example, neither Apple founder Steve Jobs nor 

Mark Zuckerberg strategically try to increase their audience, but Silicon Valley 

gossip sites have ascribed micro-celebrity to them due to their other 

accomplishments, fostering interest in their private lives and non-work activities. 

The creation of celebrity media for and about the tech scene interpellates 

technology workers as an audience, assigning worth and status to their industry. 

Micro-celebrity strategies draw heavily from the celebrity and entertainment 

industries, producing discourse about individual tech workers rife with familiar 

tropes and symbols such as the femme fatale or the aspiring Young Turk. And 

like these discourses, they are full of ideological presumptions about appropriate 

and normative behavior. For example, tech blogs and scene members consider 

Julia Allison, a New York media personality, to be a ñfamewhoreò and 

ñoversharerò and castigate her accordingly. She fits a pre-existing trope of the 

fame-hungry starlet which regulates acceptable feminine behavior. Fully 
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understanding micro-celebrity as a set of practices reveals many such ideological 

underpinnings.  

The second self-presentation strategy, self-branding, is an example of 

enterprise discourse. In enterprise discourse, ñcertain enterprising qualitiesðsuch 

as self-reliance, personal responsibility, boldness, and a willingness to take risks 

in the pursuit of goalsðare regarded as human virtues and promoted as suchò (Du 

Gay 1996, 56).  It is a technology of subjectivity (Ong 2006) which encourages 

people to regulate their self-presentation along strictly work-friendly lines. Self-

branding, or the strategic creation of identity to be promoted and sold to others, is 

a staple of career counseling and employment advice as chronicled in bestsellers 

like Crush It (Vaynerchuk 2009) and The Four-Hour Work Week (Ferriss 2009a). 

The need to self-brand is thus offered as a solution to economic uncertainties. 

Self-branding intrinsically requires social media technologies, since self-

promotion on a wide scale is impossible without the affordable distribution that 

the internet provides. Although Web 2.0 discourse positions self-branding as a 

way to find personal fulfillment and economic success, it explicitly instructs 

people to inculcate a self-conscious persona which positions self-promotion, 

visibility, and comfort with idioms of advertising and commercialism as positive, 

high-status virtues. A successful self-brander is a tireless self-promoter who 

focuses entirely on work. I argue that this persona is an ñedited self,ò requiring 

emotional labor to maintain a business-friendly self-presentation despite the 

advocacy of transparency and openness by social media culture. This self-
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monitoring can be quite stressful for its practitioners. Although the type of 

freelance project-based culture that is optimal for self-branding can be creatively 

fulfilling, the difficulty in continuous self-monitoring demonstrates the disconnect 

between neoliberal ideals of identity as self-regulating, entrepreneurial, 

enterprising, and responsible, and the reality of day-to-day life. Successful self-

branding is possible only for a few, yet advocates position it as a universal 

solution to the structural problems of neoliberal work conditions.  

Lifestreaming is the ongoing sharing of personal information to a 

networked audience, creating a digital portrait of oneôs actions and thoughts. 

Lifestreaming consists of two parts, tracking personal information and 

broadcasting it to an audience. The tracking portion involves the codification and 

digitization of previously ephemeral material such as food eaten or books read, 

while the audience component requires people to make ongoing choices about the 

information they will publicize. Because most people in the tech scene lifestream, 

the audience is networked, meaning that they are connected to the lifestreamer 

and each other. The social digitization of information combined with the 

networked audience creates emergent social information, revealing relationships 

and actions that were previously obscured. This creates conflict and drama in the 

lifestreaming community. However, lifestreaming has affective benefits like 

intimacy, social bonds, and support. Each lifestreamer defines his or her limits of 

personal information disclosure to maximize status and positive benefits while 
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minimizing negative impacts. While the individual is rarely so calculating, the 

ongoing maintenance of the lifestream is a recognized form of labor.  

Although I present these three strategies as distinct, they are interlinked 

and overlapping. Celebrity discourse is different from self-branding jargon, but 

since the celebrity is literally a person-as-commodity, it serves as a model for both 

micro-celebrity and self-branding practitioners. As a result, there are themes 

which permeate all three techniques. Two of these themes are authenticity and the 

networked audience. 

 

Authenticity 

 

The three strategies, life-streaming, micro-celebrity, and self-branding, 

share an emphasis on authenticity, transparency, and truthfulness. This value 

stems partly from the belief in transparency as a check on abuse of power, which 

is found in many contemporary social movements. For example, free and 

open/source software advocates promote the availability and modifiability of 

source code as a way to ñreorient power and knowledgeò (Kelty 2008, 10-11). 

There is also a strong cultural belief in the value of being oneself. Carl Elliott 

calls this ñthe notion of authenticity as a moral ideal: the idea that we each have a 

way of living that is uniquely our own, and that we are each called to live in our 

own way rather than that of someone elseò (2004, 29). But authenticity is not an 

absolute property that can be excavated. David Grazian writes, ñauthenticity itself 

is never an objective quality inherent in things, but simply a shared set of beliefs 
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about the nature of things we value in the worldò (2003, 12). Authenticity is a 

social construct that is always positioned in contradistinction to something else. In 

this case, authenticity is positioned as a more honest and valuable alternative to 

the banal conformity of middle-class life (Grazian 2003), particularly the 

homogeneity supposedly furthered by mass culture and large corporations.  

Much of Web 2.0 ideology claims that social media allows for more 

authenticity than broadcast media, as it cuts out the corporate and institutional 

middle-men which constrain individualism and self-expression. Because self-

presentation online is often tightly constrained, the normative impetus to be 

honest and truthful results in a performance of authenticity. Micro-celebrity is 

framed as a more authentic and interactive version of ñtraditionalò celebrity 

because micro-celebrity intrinsically involves direct interaction with fans using 

social media (Senft 2008). Even traditional celebrities are seen as more authentic 

when using tools like blogs or Twitter, because they sidestep the filters of 

corporate entertainment, such as agents or managers (Marwick and boyd 2011). In 

both these situations, successful self-presentation requires an appearance of 

authenticity. Celebrities who use Twitter to broadcast press releases rather than 

answering fan questions or sharing tidbits of information about themselves are 

looked down upon. As a result, revealing personal details becomes a way to 

appear authentic while maintaining carefully constructed personae that fit within 

an acceptable image. Similarly, virtually all lifestreamers publicize an edited 

version of their day-to-day actions rather than an uncensored dump of 
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information. While authenticity is held up as a virtue, social media encourages 

highly constructed and edited forms of self-presentation that are carefully created 

to boost popularity and gain status without alienating potential ñcustomers.ò  

 

The Networked Audience 

 

The common phrase óI think, therefore I amô is woefully 

inadequate in cyberspace. Even óI speak, therefore I amô is not 

enough. In cyberspace, the more appropriate phrase is óI am 

perceived, therefore I amô (Markham 2005, 795).
6
 

 

Self-presentation is dependent on context and audience (Goffman 1959). 

In linguistics, studies of ñcode-switchingò examine how language is leveraged for 

different communicative ends based on ñdomain,ò or situation (Stockwell 2002, 

9).  In contemporary American culture, the ability to culturally code-switch is 

associated with high-status, elite individuals (Peterson and Kern 1996). Online, 

perception from others is necessary for identity construction (Markham 2005). 

Online identity is both the sum and traces of a personôs online content and 

actions; identity cues can be gleaned from an e-mail address, a nickname, or a 

digital picture. More self-conscious identity performances have been analyzed in 

internet spaces like social network sites (boyd 2007; Livingstone 2008), blogs 

(Reed 2005; Hodkinson and Lincoln 2008), dating sites (Ellison, Heino, and 

Gibbs 2006) and personal homepages (Papacharissi 2002; Schau and Gilly 2003). 

The ability to code-switch or vary identity presentation is compromised in many 

online spaces which exhibit ñcontext collapse,ò or the simultaneous existence of 
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multiple audiences such as friends, co-workers, relatives and so forth (boyd 2008; 

Marwick and boyd 2010).  

The predominant popular way of thinking about audience comes from 

broadcast media. This audience model implies a shared experience of viewership: 

people in a movie theater collectively focused on the screen, or a family clustered 

around the television. The traditional broadcast audience follows a one-to-many 

content model in which a single institutional source provides content to a mass, 

undifferentiated audience.  

Work in media studies during the 1980s reconceptualized audiences as 

active, maintaining that the meaning of a media text is negotiated. Rather than 

consuming without thought, audiences use interpretive lenses and bring individual 

experiences to bear when making meaning from media (Radway 1984; Fiske 

1989). Conceptualizing the ñaudienceò as a stable entity that congregates around a 

media object has been displaced with the ñinterpretive community,ò ñfandom,ò 

and ñparticipatory culture,ò concepts that assume small, active, and highly 

engaged groups of people who do not simply consume content, but produce their 

own as well (Baym 2000; Jenkins 2006).  

In contrast, the networked audience consists of real and potential viewers 

for digital content that exist within a larger social graph. The viewers are 

connected to each other as well as the content creator, using social media to 

maintain an active, communicative network. While the broadcast audience 

imagined a mass audience for institutional content, the networked audience 
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flattens a personôs social connections into a singular digital mass, the ñfriends 

list.ò Although digital content creators do not know, and can never know, 

precisely who exists in the networked audience, it contains familiar faces; it is 

both potentially public and personal. Like the broadcast audience, the networked 

audience includes random, unknown individuals, but, unlike the broadcast 

audience, it has a presumption of personal authenticity and connection. 

 Members of the networked audience take turns serving as creator, 

commenter, spectator, and lurker. Facebook users write status updates to be seen 

by their audience as they simultaneously watch videos or read notes posted by 

friends. Because social media users broadcast content to people who in turn 

broadcast content to each other, there is a rich social context for each piece of 

digital information. This opportunity for communication influences how speakers 

respond and what content they create in the future. 

 In social contexts like the tech scene, where boundaries between offline 

and online are liminal and constantly shifting, the networked audience becomes 

the norm for social media use. While every site has lurkers and much social media 

content is theoretically available to the larger public, using such sites does not 

simply involve creating and disseminating content, but viewing what other people 

have contributed. When there are existing relationships between people connected 

through social media, whether strong ties or weak acquaintanceships, the 

networked audience comes into play. It is the networked audience that perceives 

the user, determines social norms, and gives feedback.   
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Case Study: The San Francisco Tech Scene 

 

 

Context  

 

Technology use is context-dependent. Popular narratives about Web 2.0 

often fall into familiar technologically determinist tropes, which assume that 

adoption of a particular technology causes similar behavioral changes and social 

effects regardless of context (Smith and Marx 1994). In contrast, historical 

analyses of science and technology show that political, economic, and social 

differences in places and times affect how technology is deployed, used, and 

regarded. The printing press, for instance, is often positioned as the cause of the 

Protestant Reformation via the Gutenberg Bible; this ignores the rise of anti-

clericalism, the breakdown of feudalism, the rise of urbanism and the merchant 

class, the Renaissance, and so forth (Eisenstein 1980; Howell and Prevenier 2001, 

137). Likewise, American teenagers, Japanese teenagers, West African 

entrepreneurs and Egyptian activists demonstrate different patterns of mobile 

phone use, and understand and talk about their own technology use distinctly (Ito, 

Okabe, and Anderson 2009). When technology use is generalized, it often has a 

North American bias. Although my fieldwork took place in California, I am 

cognizant that this project involves a very particular, and in many ways unusual, 

set of technology users.  

The discipline of media studies has developed a sophisticated 

understanding of the importance of context. In contrast to virtual ethnographies of 
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online communities with participants drawn from across the globe, media 

ethnography emphasizes how people in a particular place understand their own 

media use (Ginsburg, Abu-Lughod, and Larkin 2002). Since the same media 

product can be interpreted in wildly different ways by audiences in different 

countriesðKatz and Liebesôs study of the prime-time soap Dallas showed that it 

was understood variously as an imperialist screed, a cautionary tale about 

capitalism, and mindless entertainmentðthe audienceôs meaning-making 

processes must be taken into account when interpreting a text (1993). This project 

applies the principles of media ethnography to online social media in order to 

understand praxis, understanding, and discourse around social media among Web 

2.0 workers in San Francisco.  

This is particularly necessary when investigating social status. Status is 

always relative; the social psychology literature defines status as ñrank-ordered 

relationships among people associated with prestige and deference behaviorò 

(Huberman, Loch, and Önçüler 2004, 103; Ridgeway and Walker 1995). While 

traditional conceptions of high and low culture assumed a single cultural field 

(Bourdieu 1984), other theorists reject the model of a single space of distinction in 

favor of one in which multiple, overlapping taste cultures exist (Gans 1974; 

Ollivier and Fridman 2001). Gansôs concept of a taste culture acknowledges 

modern diffuse networks which share values and ñaesthetic standardsò (Ollivier 

and Fridman 2001, 3). Although attributes like wealth or education are 

symbolically significant across different social groups, ñtaste culturesò may share 
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complex systems of status markers and practices, such as knowledge of television 

shows or possession of a designer purse.  In this case, I am examining the status 

structures, markers and practices among technologists in San Francisco.  

While I could have chosen to study Web 2.0 in any culture with high rates 

of social media use, I chose the San Francisco tech scene for three reasons. First, 

this group conceptualizes and builds social media technologies; their social sphere 

is the intended context for Web 2.0. The Bay Area is considered the global home 

of social media applications and discourse and many of the most influential 

people in technology live here. Examining their environment, interactions, and 

norms reveals that the values of the tech scene are reflected in the software they 

build. Second, San Francisco tech workers have extraordinarily high rates of 

social media use. They are early adopters of many social media platformsð

Twitter was popularized within this group years before it disseminated into the 

mainstreamðand epitomize the crumbling division between online and offline 

life. Although the tech scene represents one end of the bell curve of Web 2.0 

adoption, it presents an opportunity to identify social patterns that exist elsewhere. 

Finally, I wanted to avoid the discourse of ñdigital nativesò that maps technical 

proficiency to young people and often furthers a paternalistic attitude towards 

things like social network sites, video games, and texting (Livingstone 2008; 

Marwick, Murgia-Diaz, and Palfrey 2010).  The tech scene is made up primarily 

of twenty-to-fifty -something professionals, and this project shows that such 

practices are not dependent on age, and are by no means restricted to teenagers.  
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The San Francisco Tech Scene 

 

Generally if you don't say you're based in SF, people think you're 

not relevant (Loic LeMeur, founder of Seesmic, 2009). 

 

To examine the impact of social media on social status, I conducted 

ethnographic work from 2006-2010 in a community that has developed around 

San Francisco social media companies, which I call ñthe tech scene.ò There have 

been several excellent critical studies of the technology culture of Santa Clara 

County, also known as Silicon Valley, centered in the cities of Palo Alto, 

Mountain View, Cupertino, Sunnyvale, and San Jose (Saxenian 1996; English-

Lueck 2002; Saxenian 2006). This area is synonymous with the technology 

companies located there, such as Apple, Google, Intel, Oracle, Sun, and Yahoo. It 

boasts a diverse population with skilled immigrants, expensive real estate, well -

funded public schools, and technological saturation (English-Lueck 2002, 11). 

The political sensibility of Silicon Valley is of a decidedly libertarian bent, 

espousing self-improvement, social mobility, and a deficit of ñwork-life balanceò 

(Rogers and Larsen 1984; Bronson 2000; Borsook 2001; English-Lueck 2002). 

The mix of ethnic diversity and higher-than-average technology use has created 

an image of Silicon Valley as ultra-modern and representative of the future. 

English-Lueck writes, ñThe things that make Silicon Valley distinctiveðits 

technological saturation and complex range of identitiesðare not merely 

interesting cultural artifacts in themselves. They are significant because both the 

pervasiveness of technology and identity diversity are coming to define the 
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emerging global cultureò (2002, 8). Like New York advertising men in the 1950s, 

Silicon Valley technology workers embodied modernity in the 1990s.  

The City of San Francisco is north of Silicon Valley. It is a very different 

landscape from the Valley; Apple and Google run shuttle buses to-and-from their 

ñcampusesò so that younger, hipper employees can choose to live amongst the 

lively social life of the city, rather than the family-oriented climate of the southern 

suburbs. In contrast to the tech monocultures of Silicon Valley, technology 

companies headquartered in San Francisco tend to be startups: smaller, newer, 

with younger employees, longer hours, and a greater possibility of being acquired 

by Google or accruing lucrative pre-IPO stock options.  While San Francisco and 

Silicon Valley are both parts of the overall Northern California technology 

community, the cityôs tech enthusiasts tend to be younger, ñcooler,ò less family-

oriented, and more likely to work for a risky, high-pressure startup. San Francisco 

also has a lengthy and storied history of countercultural activism, art, and liberal 

politics, which are largely absent from the more staid cities of the Valley. Despite 

these important differences, technology workers in both San Francisco and 

Silicon Valley largely share an ideological belief in technology as a solution to 

social problems.  

I conducted fieldwork in a technologically-saturated group of people who 

primarily live in San Francisco and work with social media in some capacity,  

whose members refer to it as the ñtech scene.ò This scene is sprawling and 

inclusive, containing founders of venture-backed startups, rank-and-file corporate 



    

27 

 

workers, freelancers, people in other industries who love social media, 

ñcarpetbaggerò opportunists, and a mishmash of students, designers, artists, 

businesspeople, and ñinternet celebrities.ò People in the tech scene enjoy 

socializing, and hold events nightly, primarily in San Francisco proper. 

Community members hang out face-to-face at parties, workplaces, events, and 

conferences, and keep in touch using social technologies, mobile devices, instant 

messenger, and e-mail. Their immersion in social technologies is incredibly high 

and online interaction plays a large role in forming and maintaining social bonds.  

There are significant differences between the technology scene and the 

hacker-engineer culture of Silicon Valley studied by June Anne English-Lueck 

(2002). Often, Silicon Valley engineers are stereotyped as socially maladjusted, 

unable to make friends, working late hours into the night, weird, or cranky. In 

contrast, social software workers are undeniably social. They are ñhipster nerds.ò 

They consume popular culture, dress more-or-less fashionably, go to bars, clubs, 

and restaurants, rent houses in Tahoe, snowboard, date, have lots of friends, throw 

big parties, and go to see bands. I cannot say whether these differences are real or 

a matter of perception, and, if they are real, whether they can be attributed to 

location, job types, the products that they work on, or something else entirely. 

Nevertheless, despite these differences, there are some ideological similarities 

between social media enthusiasts and more ñtraditionalò hacker-engineers.  

Many of the social norms documented by anthropologists and journalists 

in Silicon Valley are equally applicable to San Franciscoôs tech-obsessed culture. 
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In fact, these mores may be common elements of what Manuel Castells calls the 

four layers of Internet culture: ñthe techno-meritocratic culture, the hacker culture, 

the virtual communitarian culture, and the entrepreneurial cultureò (Castells 2001, 

37). These layers are difficult to separate, but they include a strong belief that 

intelligence and drive is an indicator of success, an almost mythological belief in 

entrepreneurialism, the ñdo it yourselfò ethic common to zine writers, hackers, 

grassroots media activists, and cyberdelic freaks, and an idealized view of the 

internet as a utopian space. Silicon Valley culture also includes a deep faith in 

technological solutions, specifically computerization, or the idea that widespread 

adoption of computer technologies will lead to positive social change, in this case, 

increased participation, democracy, and community (Iacono and Kling 1995).  

This almost-contradictory combination of ñtechnological determinism and 

libertarian individualismò that runs through Silicon Valley and San Francisco was 

dubbed ñThe Californian Ideologyò by Richard Barbrook and Andy Cameron in 

1996 (p.3).  

Although the culture of social media is geographically centered in San 

Francisco, it simultaneously exists as a social imaginary which transcends a 

particular place. Silicon Valley is a ñtechnopole,ò a model for technologically-

aspiring regions (Castells and Hall 1994) and idealizes an ultra-modern, 

economically dynamic future (English-Lueck 2002, 8). As a model of neoliberal 

economic development, there are Silicon Valley equivalents, or siliconia, 

worldwideðSilicon Alley in New York, Silicon Gulf in the Philippines, Silicon 
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Wadi in Israel, Silicon Saxony, Cwm Silicon in Wales, Silicon Beach, Silicon 

Corridor, Silicon Prairie, and so forthðwith varying levels of success (Dawson 

2001; Wikipedia contributors 2009). Silicon Valley as an imaginary exports the 

Californian Ideology as a universal solution to localized problems. Similarly, the 

media visibility and idealization of successful Northern California tech companies 

like Facebook and Twitter have engendered a world-wide fan base which follows 

business developments and social machinations of the Web 2.0 scene through 

blogs and Twitter feeds. San Franciscans have a vested interest in maintaining this 

image, and are quick to argue that they are at the epicenter of world-wide 

technology development (their use of the term ñthe tech sceneò to describe what is 

actually a technological sub-culture is revealing).  

The scene also functions somewhat as a mythic center. Far-flung 

entrepreneurs, academics, and venture capitalists who live across the world 

imagine themselves to be connected through technology (and thus beyond place), 

but still ground themselves in the Californian Ideology of the Bay Area.  Social 

media workers from San Francisco, New York, Tokyo, Paris, Austin, and London 

stay in close touch via instant messenger, blogs, Facebook, Twitter, and Skype, 

touching base at conferences and industry events, often forging strong personal 

and professional relationships between people who only meet in person once a 

year. While there are geographic and cultural differences between technopoles, 

the scene functions as a shared set of assumptions, beliefs, and norms that 

maintain common interests across geographical boundaries.  
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The Community, the Scene 

 

I primarily use the word ñsceneò to refer to the social network of San 

Francisco technologists because that is how informants describe it. Although the 

unquestioned use of emic terminology can be problematic, I think the widespread 

adoption of ñsceneò reveals the great importance attributed to both socialization 

and participation by its members. Computer enthusiasts are often viewed as 

isolated or strange, but ñsceneò affiliates often-geeky technologists with 

something young, cool, and exciting. A scene is a ñsocial scene,ò referring to a 

network of friends and acquaintances that socializes around a common interest, 

such as the music scene, where the term originated (Hesmondhalgh 2005). While 

this term has been widely used in popular music scholarship and youth studies, it 

has not gained wider currency (Straw 1991; Shank 1994; Straw 2002; 

Hesmondhalgh 2005). Although ñsceneò is somewhat contested within these 

disciplines, its origin in the music scene provides two valuable insights.  

First, ñsceneò implies the simultaneous existence of geographic specificity 

and globalization. Will Straw uses the term to emphasize how a community in a 

particular time and space can connect to larger cultural forces. Straw argues the 

spatiotemporal location of a scene, such as Northern California in the first decade 

of the twenty-first century, provides a historical tradition that members can draw 

upon but are not limited to. Scenes exhibit ñattentiveness to change occurring 

elsewhereò (Straw 1991, 374) and respond to global trends and forces. With 
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regard to the tech scene, Northern California has a long history of innovation with 

deep traces that strongly affect contemporary internet and software production. 

However, members are connected through social media to a global network of 

enthusiasts. The boom-and-bust cycles of the Bay Area have given rise to 

constantly renewed and updated technologies that are enthusiastically adopted by 

scene members.  

 Second, Barry Shank argues that the music scene produces a series of 

ñtemporary identificationsò which encourage people to participate in cultural 

production: ñspectators become fans, fans become musicians, musicians are 

always already fansò (1994, 131). Like local music scenes, the technology scene 

creates popular cultural products with low barriers to entry and myriad 

opportunities for participation. This fertile creative environment encourages the 

pursuit of personal projects. When a member of the tech scene begins attending 

conferences, she may first imagine herself as a speaker, and later take steps to 

become a speaker, or even organize her own conference. Like musicians, 

technologists believe that their scene reflects the spirit of ñdo it yourselfò culture 

which emphasizes openness, meritocracy, and discovery.  

There are other commonalities between music and technology scenes. 

Both scenes make media, which has a broader reach, a sense of audience, and the 

presence of fans and fannish dynamics. Each scene has a complex mythology of 

ñmaking it bigò which functions as a persistent motivation for participation, 

whether by signing a major-label contract or selling a company. Because the 
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music scene is the epitome of a cool, hip social milieu (Leland 2004), its use by 

technologists allows them to shed their geeky, antisocial image in favor of one 

that is dynamic, fun, and aspirational. 

I also use ñsceneò because it allows me to skirt the endless debates over 

use of the term community when applied to technologically-mediated groups. The 

traditional definition of community involves solitary groups of densely-knit 

neighbors located in a common geographical space (Wellman and Gulia 1999). 

This idealized gemeinschaft is often valorized as an ideal state, before 

urbanization, media, crime, television, etc. alienated neighbors from each other. 

By this measure, virtual community, which Howard Rheingold defines as ñsocial 

aggregations that emerge from the Net when enough people carry on those public 

discussions long enough, with sufficient human, feeling to form webs of personal 

relationships in cyberspaceò (2000, xx), is simply a weak substitute. This division 

between ñofflineò and ñonlineò communities has been debated at length, with 

some scholars arguing that the internet decreases community, some that it 

increases community, and still others that it changes community (Markham 1998; 

Rheingold 2000; Wellman, Boase, and Chen 2002; Wilson and Peterson 2002).  

The interaction and blending of ñonlineò and ñofflineò has rendered many of these 

debates moot, but the word ñcommunityò is no longer analytically useful 

primarily because it is so contested. However, my informants often used 

ñcommunityò in a colloquial sense, and when asked, firmly agreed that the scene 

functioned as a community. As a result, my use of community is in this vernacular 
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sense rather than a precise analytic terminology, similar to how Annalee Saxenian 

uses the term to describe Silicon Valley as ña prototypical high-tech communityò 

(1996, 18). 

 

Gender 

 

It is impossible to discuss ñstatusò without understanding how genderôs 

role in determining status undermines claims of the tech scene as meritocratic and 

Web 2.0 technologies as democratic. Although there are high-status, visible 

women in this social context, the valorization of entrepreneurship and 

engineering, along with a systematic devaluation of womenôs contributions, 

maintains a status hierarchy in which the primary beneficiaries are male. In the 

omnipresent status mythology of the scene, success comes when a brilliant, hard-

working man builds a company from scratch. The entrepreneur is always 

gendered male in press coverage and at conferences, unless there is a special 

event for ñwomen entrepreneurs.ò In this mythology, women are girlfriends, 

wives, or even ñsecretariesò or ñreceptionists.ò It is intensely difficult for a 

woman to fit into an entrepreneurial subjectivity which has remained virtually 

unchanged since the 1980s, creating a vicious circle in which there are few 

women entrepreneurs to serve as role models or mentors for younger women.  

This sexism does not manifest in obvious barriers to professional 

advancement. In fact, several female engineers I talked to vociferously opposed 

the idea that the scene was sexist. They claimed that if a woman was ñgoodò 

(technically skilled), she would succeed. Organizations that advanced ñwomen in 
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techò were sometimes viewed with suspicion as raising the profile of unqualified 

women.
7
 That there is an absence of obvious barriers to advancement in 

employment does not, however, mean that the scene is not sexist. In fact, this is a 

very basic understanding of structural oppression in which a lack of brute barriers 

signifies a lack of bias. To the contrary, my interviews and interactions with 

members of the scene revealed subtle sexism and bias towards women in all 

levels of the community.  

First, employment numbers show the male domination of the larger tech 

industry. Only 3 percent of tech companies and 1.9 percent of high-tech 

companies are founded by women, and women-founded business receive venture 

capital at far lower rates than men (Robb and Coleman 2009). This is despite 

recent studies which have found virtually no differences between female and male 

entrepreneurs in terms of education, wealth, or technical knowledge (Cohoon, 

Wadhwa, and Mitchell 2010). According to the Bureau of Labor statistics, women 

make up 19 percent of hardware engineers, 21 percent of software engineers, and 

22 percent of computer programmers. Overall, computer and mathematical 

professions are 75 percent male (National Center for Women and Information 

Technology 2007; Dines 2009). In Free/Open Source software development, 

researchers estimate that only about 1.5 percent of contributors are women 

(Nafus, Leach, and Krieger 2006; Holliger 2007). While some of these numbers 

can be explained by the lack of women in computer science, this begs the 

question of why there are so few women in computer science, and why that 
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number has decreased since the 1980s (National Center for Women and 

Information Technology 2010).
8
 Professional roles which do attract women, such 

as project management, marketing, graphic design, human resources, and public 

relations are low-status in the scene, dismissed as not ñrealò tech jobs, or framed 

in opposition to the more masculine work of programming. While there are many 

women in the tech scene, and many men who do not program, the gender 

inequities within the computer industry affect how women are perceived overall.  

Second, men and women are treated differently in both private and public 

discourse. Women are sexualized and their accomplishments are frequently 

underestimated or dismissed. I repeatedly heard informants attribute a womenôs 

success to her involvement with a successful man, which was echoed in blogs and 

online discourse. Womenôs appearances and dating lives are publicly judged and 

commented upon and used as ammunition against their professional success.  A 

venture capitalist told me that he believed women were like children who could 

not control their emotions. A female entrepreneur told me she would not be taken 

seriously if she wore jeans and a t-shirt to a meeting like Digg founder Kevin 

Rose, but if she wore a suit venture capitalists assumed she had no technical 

knowledge and ignored her. Menôs participation in technology is taken for 

granted, while womenôs is de-emphasized and even discouraged. These attitudes 

are not atypical for male-dominated professional cultures, but they are still 

troublesome.  
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Third, there is a deeply-gendered boundary between information-sharing 

and ñTMIò (too much information). Using social media for self-disclosure 

increases status up to a point, after which the person is typically categorized as an 

ñattention whore,ò ñoversharer,ò or ñdesperate.ò Anthony Hoffmanôs critical 

discourse analysis of media coverage of oversharing found that the term was 

overwhelmingly negative, primarily applied to women, and had ñthe effect of 

creating a devalued subclass of information sharing online,ò mostly comprised of 

ñsex and romance, intimate relationships, parenthood and reproduction, and so 

onò (2009, 71). I observed a similar pattern of normative judgment around 

information-sharing, as the most prominent examples of ñattention whoresò in the 

scene were women and gay men. This suggests that people whose gender 

presentation is not heterosexual and male are more likely to be criticized for their 

information disclosure and lose status as a result. Analyzing gender demonstrates 

disconnection between the ideal of meritocracy and the reality of structural 

inequality.  

 

 

Research Methods 

 

 

Fieldwork 

 

This ethnography is based on nearly four years of fieldwork among Web 

2.0 workers in the San Francisco technology scene (2006-2010). I became 

interested in this community the summer after the first year of my Ph.D. program, 

when I took a job working for a social networking startup in San Francisco. 
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During those three months, I went to tech parties and events, made friends with 

tech professionals, and found inspiration in the enthusiasm and excitement of the 

second internet boom, which reminded me of my experiences working in the 

Seattle dot-com boom from 1998-2001. These friendships gave me broad access 

to the technology scene, and I returned the next summer to conduct some pilot 

interviews for what I began to conceptualize as a project about online status. From 

September 2008 to May 2009, I lived in San Francisco for the purposes of 

fieldwork. I have since stayed in touch with many of my informants via e-mail, 

seen them at conferences, and conducted informal fieldwork among their 

equivalents in New York City. Fieldwork included three primary parts, 

interviews, participant observation, and online ethnographic observation.  

 

Interviews 

 

I conducted formal interviews with thirty-four members of the technology 

scene and talked to many, many more in casual settings. I used three criteria to 

pick interviewees: people who spanned a range of genders, ages, roles, and 

familiarity with the scene; people who frequently came up in conversation or were 

recommended by others, a technique called ñsnowball samplingò (Patton 2002, 

237); and people willing to talk to me. Even the most novice members of the 

scene had very specific ideas of who was important, and while I failed to get 

interviews with some of the most prominent people in the scene,
9
 my interviews 

provided a basic understanding of how the scene was structured and allowed me 
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to begin mapping out who ñmattered.ò  I believe I successfully chose a diverse 

group of people for formal interviews. I interviewed nineteen men and fifteen 

women, of which seven were people of color, and five identified as lesbian, gay, 

bisexual, polyamorous, or queer. They ranged in age from early twenties to fifties, 

and employment status varied from CEO to unemployed. Some of my informants 

had lived in San Francisco for decades, while others had lived there for less than a 

year.  

The interviews were between forty-five minutes and three hours, and 

usually took place in a public setting like a coffee shop or restaurant, although 

sometimes I interviewed people in their apartments. All participants signed 

consent forms and allowed me to use their own names, but several talked about 

subjects during their interviews which they indicated were ñoff the recordò or 

required the use of a pseudonym. I conducted semi-structured interviews, 

meaning that I had a standard set of questions but usually let each interview take 

its own course. During my first few interviews, I took hand-written notes, but 

quickly learned to tape-record so I could better pay attention to my subjects. After 

I had completed about twenty interviews, it became much easier to find 

informants as other people in the scene could vouch for me. The interviews were 

transcribed by an online service. I proofed the transcriptions by listening to 

recordings of the interviews as I coded them, in most cases re-transcribing the 

majority of the interview. I used Atlas.ti to code each interview using an emergent 
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coding scheme. I coded each interview two or three times, and referred back to 

the interviews frequently while choosing quotes and writing individual chapters.  

 

Participant Observation 

 

I participated in the tech scene both in-person and using social media 

technologies. For the former, I attended between two and five tech events a week, 

sometimes several on the same night. I went to meetups
10

 about mobile 

technology, virtual currency, using Web 2.0 to improve the urban environment; I 

went to Mashable parties, TechCrunch parties, the Facebook Christmas party; I 

attended to Women 2.0 events, Girls in Tech events, lectures, round-tables, 

panels, book launch parties, and conferences. I also participated in many informal 

social events, like rock shows, birthday parties, picnics, restaurants, and bar 

gatherings. I learned what coffee shops were the most popular places to work 

(Sugarlump, Ritual Roasters, and Coffee Bar) and spent hours there, sometimes 

joining other people for ñco-workingò sessions.
11

 I also co-worked at spaces 

formally set up for this purpose, including CitizenSpace and PariSoma. I took 

regular fieldnotes on these excursions; I was asked several times if I was a 

journalist, as I would be standing on the sidelines of an event scribbling in my 

notebook. I typed up my fieldnotes and coded them both by hand and using 

Atlas.ti.  

To contextualize my involvement in the scene, I will relate the story of the 

first event I went to upon moving to San Francisco in 2008. This was one in a 
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series called ñLunch 2.0,ò open networking events (with free food!) held at tech 

company offices. I arrived exactly on time and was, awkwardly, one of only four 

or five people there. Thus I learned my first lesson: scheduling is much less 

precise in San Francisco than in New York. The office was a floor of a large 

office building in downtown San Francisco, sparsely populated with scattered 

cubicles, fluorescent lights and long tables stacked with sandwiches and salads. 

We were greeted by professionally-dressed women who ushered us in and 

instructed us to choose nametags with colored dots to identify our roles. We could 

pick from ñengineers,ò ñheadhuntersò (recruiters who work for many companies), 

ñCEOs,ò ñVCs,ò or ñjournalistsò (I chose the latter, figuring it at least implied 

information-gathering). As people trickled inðprobably 60-70 percent men in 

their twenties to fifties, white, Asian, and Southeast AsianðI had my first taste of 

tech scene networking. Go up to someone you donôt know, say hello, exchange 

business cards, explain what you do, determine mutual interest or some sort of 

networking possibility, and move on to the next person. As a doctoral student who 

had just started fieldwork, I lacked an ñelevator pitch.ò This is a short (one- to 

three-minute) summary of your company or project which you can rattle off to 

others. Successful VCôs (venture capitalists), recruiters (who look for ñtalent,ò 

aka developers and engineers), and CEOs are extraordinarily effective at this. By 

the end of fieldwork, I had become very good at it, as well as the small talk and 

questions that are necessary to network successfully.  But at this event, I stumbled 

over my words and lost the attention of my co-networkers.  
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Because I was a researcher, most people were not interested in my work, 

and, by extension, me. A woman named Vickie told me ñThis is just a recruiting 

event, hi5 is just looking for engineers." The company didnôt provide a 

presentation or any sort of speech; everyone showed up for the free lunch and to 

make connections within the community, and hi5 hoped that it might attract talent 

to their company (they also gave out free t-shirts). If you were an engineer 

looking for a job, a recruiter looking for an engineer, a CEO looking for funding, 

or a VC looking for an investment opportunity, you were of interest. The 

instrumentality of these events quickly became clear to me. You met people to see 

if you could potentially get anything from them; you did not necessarily want to 

meet people for friendship, dating, or any other reason. I did meet two of my 

future informants at this event, Dale Larson and Anu Nigram, as well as a CEO 

who later hired me for a freelance writing gig. By any standards, this would be 

counted as a success. But at the time, I felt like an outsider, awkward and gawky. 

It took many months of talking to people and reading blogs and tweets to become 

familiar and comfortable with the practices I saw on display at this event.  

 

Online Observation 

 

I participated in the life of the community online as well as in-person. I 

read Twitter every day, many times a day, although it did not become fully 

integrated with my life until I bought an iPhone in December 2008, and I did not 

start using TweetDeck, a more ñadvancedò Twitter client, until May 2009.  I also 
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observed Facebook, Flickr and various blogs, particularly Valleywag, 

TechCrunch, and Mashable, on a daily basis. I consider this project to represent 

multi -sited ethnography, but it was difficult to draw a distinct boundary around 

data collection. This is due to the networked nature of modern internet 

communications where, unlike discrete tools like Usenet or Second Life, 

comments, links, and aggregators mix and mash-up information in very non-

discrete ways. To find relevant online sites, I relied on my own experiences, links 

posted on Twitter, information from informants, and news stories.  

 My primary tool for participation was Twitter. Although I had signed up 

for Twitter in February 2007, it was not until I began fieldwork in September 

2008 that my Twitter use increased significantly (see Error! Reference source 

ot found.).
12

 (This participation included actively monitoring my followers; when 

I started fieldwork, I had 447, but by the time I left San Francisco in May 2009, I 

had over a thousand). I tweeted about mundane subjects, talked to informants, 

shared information from my own life, and met interviewees using Twitter.  



    

43 

 

 

Figure 1: TweetStats for authorôs Twitter account (courtesy of TweetStats.com) 

 

Formally collecting online data was difficult for two reasons: access to the 

applications, and the sheer volume of information I was collecting. While 

virtually all the Twitter accounts I monitored were public, Twitterôs search 

function is limited to two to three weeks, making it difficult to find older 

information. To save public tweets, a friend built a simple application called 

ñTweetCatcherò which output all the public tweets of people I was following into 

a .csv file.  I used Friendfeed and the RSS reader built into my e-mail client to 

capture as many of my friendsô tweets as possible.  I saved thousands of tweets, 

which were prohibitively time-consuming to hand-code and organize. As a result, 

I used tweets as a different sort of data, on a somewhat ad-hoc evidentiary basis to 

flesh out descriptions and perspectives on events and anecdotes that appear in the 

dissertation. In this document, Tweets appear in Courier font for easy 

identification. 
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Facebook was virtually impossible to use for data collection. I could not 

use my own personal Facebook account, as I was connected to many more people 

than my ethnographic subjects, and because social network sites are not ñpublicò 

in the same way that Twitter accounts are. Much data is restricted to friends. I 

believe it is unethical to use protected data without gathering full consent from 

informants, so I declined to use my personal account for formal data collection. 

Creating an additional account for research violates the Facebook terms of 

service, and repeated requests to the service for greater access for research 

purposes went unanswered.  As a result, while I observed interaction on Facebook 

on a daily basis, I did not formally collect Facebook data. The blogs and Flickr 

accounts of most of my informants were public, so I judged them allowable for 

data collection.  

 

Reflections on Method 

 

 

ñVirtualò Ethnography? 

 

Ethnographic studies of computer-mediated communities during the 1990s 

and early 2000s primarily conceptualized online spaces such as Usenet groups or 

single chat rooms as discrete, and studied them in isolation (Reid 1994; Cherny 

1999; Baym 2000; Hine 2000; Kendall 2002). There were several reasons for this. 

At the time, internet communication was primarily conceptualized using spatial 

metaphors, which positioned the ñonlineò realm as a separate ñcyberspaceò or 

ñsphere.ò This differentiation gave credence to the heady utopian claims of 
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ñrupture and transformationò (Coleman 2010b) that the internet would herald in 

post-humanism, break down gender and racial barriers, and create new 

subjectivities (Negroponte 1995; Turkle 1995; Stone 1996). This also allowed 

pundits and policymakers to compare the ñvirtualò and ñreal,ò debating the 

validity of ñonlineò communities or communication. Second, because there were 

far fewer internet users, meeting and befriending strangers online was common. 

While even the earliest ethnographies of computer-mediated communication 

chronicled in-person meetings of online community members, it was still possible 

to isolate a group of people whose primary communication was through a single 

online medium. Third, using the internet required sitting down at a computer and 

using a modem to ñlog on,ò which made it possible to draw a clear, bright line 

that divided internet use from non-use.  

 While some ethnographies still focus on single online spaces (Boellstorff 

2008), internet researchers have since recognized the necessity of an anthropology 

of the internet that breaks down the divisions between ñvirtualò and ñrealò or 

ñonlineò or ñofflineò (Orgad 2008; Baym 2009; Garcia, Standlee, and Bechkoff 

2009). Media convergence has created a multiplexity of communication options, 

including face-to-face contact, instant messenger, e-mail, text messaging, mobile 

and landline telephones, and a cacophony of emerging technologies like Skype, 

video chat, YouTube videos, blog comments, tweets and Facebook wall posts 

(Van Cleemput 2010). While there are social norms and technological affordances 

that govern the appropriate uses of these media (for example, is it appropriate to 
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break up with someone with a text message?), people use combinations of these 

media to talk to their friends, family, and acquaintances (Kim et al. 2007; 

Stephens et al. 2008; Van Cleemput 2010). Which of these are ñrealò and which 

are ñvirtualò? Is using a mobile phone to call someone ñofflineò communication, 

but using that same phone to send a Twitter direct message ñonlineò? These 

unanswerable questions show that these divisions are no longer analytically useful 

terms. 

So what are the methodological implications of this move away from a 

strict delineation between online or offline? Just as media anthropology has called 

for situating media use as embedded practice, I believe that digital media must be 

studied as a practice that takes place in a specific geographic location (Abu-

Lughod 1998; Mankekar 1999; Ginsburg, Abu-Lughod, and Larkin 2002). Ten 

years ago, Miller and Slater wrote that ñ[internet] spaces are important as a part of 

everyday life, not apart from itò (2000, 7). Moreover, internet use informs social 

and cultural processes and discourse; as Christopher Kelty writes: 

In the 21st century, in which e-mail, chatrooms, instant messaging, 

independent media, blogs, Google, mobile phones, pagers, 

Friendster, and other media are also concrete means of discussion, 

argument, and assertion, we can broaden the notion of 

Tischgesellschaft (coffeehouse society) to that of a far-flung, 

technically mediated, and dynamically networked 

Schreibtischgesellschaft (desktop society) (2008, 203).  

 

This both implies the necessity of multi-sited fieldwork rather than isolating a 

single online component, and of examining technologically-mediated 

communication when conducting primarily ñofflineò ethnography (Burrell 2009). 
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Garcia et al. agree: ñRather than deciding in advance to conduct an ethnography 

of an online site or community, the ethnographer should first choose their topic of 

interest, and then define the field in terms of whether and how that topic involves 

different modes of communication or technological locationsò (2009, 56). 

Examples of this approach include studies of free/open source communities 

(Kelty 2008; Coleman 2010a), danah boydôs look at teenage use of social network 

sites (2008), Jeff Jurisôs examination of the anti-corporate globalization 

movement (2008), Ito et al.ôs exploration of teenage mobile phone use (Ito, 

Okabe, and Anderson 2009), and several excellent ethnographies of Silicon 

Valley employees (English-Lueck 2002; Malaby 2009). This work positions 

technology use within broader social frameworks which affect how technology is 

used and viewed. Such studies help to illuminate the complex interactions 

between people, places, and devices, and reveal how people make social meaning 

of their relationships to technology.  

 

Studying Up 

  

Studying privileged American professionals like technology workers calls 

into question the validity of ñstudying upò to answer larger cultural questions; in 

other words, why I chose to study a wealthy, advantaged group. Laura Naderôs 

germinal article ñUp the Anthropologistò (1972), called for American 

anthropologists to turn their analytical lenses on their own country, particularly in 

regard to what Hugh Gusterson calls the ñcapitalist processes of production and 
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stratificationò like banks and law firms (1997, 115). Naderôs essay responded to 

Cold War governmentsô use of anthropology for colonization and counter-

insurgent tactics, and urged anthropologists to trace connections between elites, 

systems, and politics as a way to restore democracy (Nader 1999). But 

ñrepatriated ethnography,ò or the study of oneôs own culture, primarily resulted in 

studies of marginalized American populations like drug addicts and prostitutes 

rather than corporate executives or politicians (Gusterson 1997). Gusterson 

writes, ñThe cultural invisibility of the rich and powerful is as much a part of their 

privilege as their wealth and power, and a democratic anthropology should be 

working to reverse this invisibilityò (1997, 115). Priyadharshini writes, 

Because the task is one of "blowing the cover" of power, or, as 

Saskia Sassen (2000) puts it, to "excavate" file workings of such 

power in both its productive and repressive manifestations, the 

questions that studying up can usefully investigate include: How 

does power accrue at some points within dominant discourses? 

How are those who appropriate and enjoy power enabled to do so? 

What are the terms and conditions that make this possible? (2003, 

429) 

 

Ethnographies of privileged groups can provide a sophisticated understanding of 

the operation of power in spaces where access is typically restricted, and thus 

made invisible. 

 I chose American technology workers precisely so I could uncover the 

power that they wielded in technology. Like movie producers or television show 

runners, the creators of new media shape the images and frameworks through 

which we see ourselves and others. But while the political economy and social 

context of the mass entertainment industries have been analyzed at length, there 
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are very few critical examinations of the production culture of Web 2.0, and its 

specificity is obscured. It is my goal in this work to uncover the assumptions 

about power and privilege that go into normative prescriptions of technology use, 

and to unravel the mythological image of the industry in favor of one that is more 

nuanced.  

 Studying up is not without methodological and ethical dilemmas. Esther 

Priyadharshini points out that unlike marginalized groups, ñthe powerful are those 

who are in a position to determine not only who studies them, but also how they 

are studied, for how long, and the manner in which they are representedò (2003, 

427). Diane Forsythe, who studied doctors and computer scientists, warned that 

ñif you publish things about powerful people that they do not agree with, they will 

not necessarily like ité unless they are people of great generosity, they may not 

wish you to write more of the sameò (1999, 8). Not only was my access to many 

powerful people restricted, there is a significant overlap between academia and 

industry in technology studies. As a graduate student, it was not in my best 

professional interests to alienate members of this group. To the contrary, 

increasing my status in the scene could potentially lead to tempting rewards, such 

as conference invites and press coverage.  My goal in this project was to provide a 

measured critique of the technology scene, not an obsequious or celebratory 

biography, but I found myself admiring the intelligence, drive, and creativity of 

its participants.  I struggled with potentially alienating people who were very kind 

to me, who I respected, and who might help me professionally. 
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I thus attempted to strike a balance between measured, objective critique 

and the realities of my situation.  While interviewees signed consent forms and 

authorized the use of their real names, I was mindful of the more controversial 

statements they made and have anonymized remarks that seemed particularly 

damaging; after all, I am not writing an exposé. I also expect many of my 

informants to readðwell, perhaps skimðthis project. While most graduate 

students are overjoyed if anyone besides their committee reads their dissertation, I 

kept the possibilities of a larger audience in the back of my mind as I wrote. I am 

fully aware that some of my claims, particularly those pertaining to sexism, may 

be received poorly, but I stand behind my data and analysis and am prepared to 

defend it if necessary.  

Another methodological issue involved the difficulty in interviewing 

people with extensive media training.  I found that people who were used to 

giving interviews, particularly CEOs, gave smooth answers to questions without 

revealing anything inadvertently, making it very difficult to get below this 

practiced surface. My interview with LinkedIn CEO Dan Nye, for example, was 

saturated with public relations material; Nye steadfastly avoided discussing his 

own experiences or expressing anything besides the carefully-vetted company 

party line (I had similar experiences with Rapleaf CEO Auren Hoffman, 

StumbleUpon CEO Garrett Camp, and Digg CEO Kevin Rose, although they 

veered off-book a bit more than Nye). Using these interviews as evidence 

required understanding that how people choose to represent themselves to 
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interviewers is as important as the content of their interviews. A few days after 

our interview, I bumped into Garrett Camp at a bar. He expressed visible concern 

that he had said something inappropriate during our interview; it was clear that he 

had been worrying about it. I was surprised, as it was a very safe, bland, interview 

by my standards, particularly compared to subjects who had discussed their 

relationships and gossiped about others at length. A CEO is the public face of his 

or her company, and is required to self-censor to seamlessly reflect a flawless 

surface. Significantly, it is exactly this type of self-censorship that I identify in 

status-seeking self-presentation.  

 

Situating Myself 

 

After four years in this sub-culture, I am accepted as an insider. I am close 

to many people in the scene (for the most part I did not interview close friends, 

but grew friendly with several interviewees). While most people I spoke to knew I 

was conducting ethnographic work, people frequently shared personal 

information and anecdotes with me because of our friendship that I do not feel 

comfortable using. I struggled between insiderness and objectivity, a well-

documented tension among ethnographers. Raymond Madden writes, ñThe 

ethnographic manner of being with people is to find a way to get close, but not so 

close one canôt step back againé One acculturates and socializes to the point of 

being comfortable with representing the ethnographic context, but one doesnôt 

give over totally to the cultural and social immersionò (2010, 79).  
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My ability to maintain a ñstep backò is complicated by my own status 

position in the scene, which has risen since I began this work. This can be 

attributed to several things. First, I participated in the technology scene. While I 

did not go so far as to adopt the principles of self-branding or micro-celebrity 

(although I briefly considered it as a sort of extensive participant observation), I 

spent a lot of time networking and attending events, met journalists and bloggers 

who referred to me in print and online, and appeared in the lifestreams of my 

informants, increasing my visibility. This showed that I had access to high-status 

people, a major status symbol in the scene. Second and more importantly, my 

partner quit his programmer job at Google to become the third employee of 

Foursquare, a location-based social software product which went from three 

employees in 2009 to ñthe next Twitterò in 2010, receiving two rounds of venture 

capital and a lot of mainstream press coverage. I learned a lot about the inner 

workings of venture capital, networking, and the technology press, including 

watching his co-founders transform into tech celebrities as they appeared on the 

covers of magazines and spoke at major conferences. This insider perspective was 

deeply useful to me in my research, but it also presented something of a 

conundrum. While I do not believe in true objectivity, I do think researchers 

should at least strive to be objective in their work. I cannot, in any way, be 

objective about a company that I am so close to. As a result, I try not to comment 

on Foursquare in the press, at conferences, and for the most part, in this 

dissertation. After a few missteps, I have decided that it is unethical for me to talk 
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about the company from a research perspective. When Foursquare appears in this 

dissertation, it is with these disclaimers (it is mentioned infrequently, since it did 

not launch until a month before I concluded fieldwork, although my partner also 

worked on its predecessor, Dodgeball).  

This project reveals many of the difficulties and tensions inherent in 

conducting ethnography in mediated social contexts. Throughout the dissertation, 

I draw from both online and offline interactions to understand how they 

collectively compose a fragmented, overlapping, but coherent community. In the 

next section, I walk through each chapter of the project, highlighting the primary 

theoretical contributions to the disciplines of media and internet studies.  

 

Chapter Summaries 

 

The second chapter of the dissertation examines the origins of the San 

Francisco technology scene, questioning how social media technologies became 

ñWeb 2.0ò and linked to the promise of institutional rupture. I argue that Web 2.0 

discourse is technologically determinist, attributing transformative social change 

and economic success to social media. This chapterôs historical exploration 

contextualizes the development and popularization of social media in order to 

understand why it has been framed this way. I do this by tracing three threads of 

technological and historical roots that give rise to the modern concept of Web 2.0: 

technology, ideology, and community.  
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First, I position contemporary social media as the latest instantiation of 

computer-mediated communication technologies like Internet Relay Chat, Multi-

User Dungeons, Usenet, bulletin board systems and proprietary networks like 

Prodigy, AOL, and CompuServe. This history shows that Web 2.0 is not a radical 

schism with the past, but simply a different way to frame pre-existing 

technologies. Two developments have facilitated social mediaôs current 

prevalence: the popularization of broadband internet access, and Ajax, a 

combination of JavaScript and XML which makes it possible to build web 

applications that rival desktop software in functionality. But for the most part, the 

technical capabilities of social media are not groundbreaking.  

Second, claims of Web 2.0ôs revolutionary nature are influenced by a 

myriad of different subcultures and historical developments that portray 

institutions as undemocratic and doomed to fail, while believing that internet 

technologies are capable of solving structural social problems. I examine four 

counter-cultural movements (hacker culture, zines, grassroots media activism, and 

techno-utopianism) which formulated parallel institutional critiques of 

government and multinational corporations, identifying these behemoths as 

threats to democracy and freedom.  At the same time, Silicon Valleyôs long-term 

technological history engendered a mishmash of libertarianism, techno-

utopianism, and meritocracy identified as ñThe Californian Ideology.ò I examine 

this ideology as well as the origins of Web 2.0ôs emphasis on ñentrepreneurial 

laborò and creative workplaces, pioneered during the dot-com era (Neff, 
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Wissinger, and Zukin 2005). This history leaves certain capitalist structures 

unquestioned, while relegating others to the heap of the past. Capitalism as a 

system, the technology industry, and free market competition are accepted, while 

the ideologyðnot necessarily the realityðof Web 2.0 paints intellectual property, 

copyright, ñBig Mediaò and government as hopeless relics.  

Third, the technology scene was brought into being through a series of 

events, including the Webzine conferences, Tim OôReillyôs Web 2.0 and 

FooCamp conferences, the SuperHappyDevHouse ñhackathon,ò South by 

Southwest Interactive in Austin, and BarCamp. These events brought together 

predominantly young, white male developers who were committed to both the 

core Web 2.0 principles of openness and transparency and the validity of 

entrepreneurial, venture-backed startups. This chapter establishes the cultural and 

technical roots of Web 2.0 ideology and argues that it embodies a strain of 

revolutionary activism that, rather than rejecting institutional capitalism, embraces 

it. Web 2.0 as a discourse trumpets the radical principles of counter-cultural 

movements, but dampens them through the emphasis on profit and business 

context.  

In the third chapter, I introduce status as my primary analytical concept. 

Status allows examination of the interplay of social relations with factors like 

reputation, social capital, knowledge, money, occupation, accomplishments, race, 

gender, and class. In this chapter, I outline the status structure of the Web 2.0 tech 

scene and look at how it is replicated in the media created by and used for 
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socializing in this milieu. In the tech scene, status is contingent on valuing 

openness, transparency, and creativity, which manifests as participation in the 

culture of techno-business, sharing personal information online, and the ability to 

command and maintain a large audience.  These values are integrated with the 

entrepreneurship, technical knowledge, wealth, and intelligence long-valued by 

Silicon Valley, creating an atmosphere more akin to celebrity culture and 

marketing than the idealism of a democratic open society. I use a Values in 

Design approach to understand how social media displays and maintains the 

complex inequalities between high and low status people in the scene. I look 

closely at the status affordances and emergent status signals of the microblogging 

platform Twitter to explain how technical infrastructure affects the way that status 

plays out in different contexts.  I show how the status structure of the scene is 

deeply influenced by the ethos of Web 2.0 as described in the first chapter. Thus, 

the self-presentation practices described in the rest of the dissertation are deeply 

influenced by the commercial networks of the technology scene.  

 The fourth chapter discusses micro-celebrity. I briefly overview the 

history of celebrity, different perspectives on celebrity and fame in media and 

cultural studies, and identify and explain the changes in celebrity brought about 

by social media. I then examine micro-celebrity as a practice. Micro-celebrity can 

be understood as a mindset and set of techniques in which the subject views his or 

her friends or followers as an audience or fan base, maintains popularity through 

ongoing fan management, and carefully constructs and alters online self-
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presentation to appeal to others. I look closely at how micro-celebrity operates 

within the technology scene, using a case study of relative newcomer Adam 

Jackson to exemplify micro-celebrity practice. Next, I look at how people in the 

tech scene talk about micro-celebrity. Micro-celebrity can be understood as either 

a status people achieve or an ascribed position people are assigned. I discuss the 

Silicon Valley gossip blog Valleywag in depth, analyzing how the blog ascribed 

celebrity to certain people but still distinguished between ascribed and achieved 

celebrities.  

I also discuss the experience of micro-celebrity, the motivations for it and 

the positive and negative consequences. I use New York tech celebrity Julia 

Allison as a case study to show how micro-celebrities are scrutinized and their 

actions policed, much like mainstream celebrities. Many micro-celebrities 

experience the negative aspects of mainstream celebrity without the protections 

and benefits available to the truly famous. Finally, I look at celebrity as a status 

system and analyze the pictures, blogs, tweets, and so forth produced as part of 

micro-celebrity which exemplify what I call aspirational production. Aspirational 

consumption is the act of buying things in an attempt to occupy a class or social 

position higher than oneôs current status, but aspirational production is the 

production of cultural content in an attempt to claim a certain status position. 

Aspirational production also applies to community creation of media about micro-

celebrities to emulate a mass celebrity culture. It interpellates members of the 
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technology scene as spectators in a culture that is as high-status as that of 

celebrities.  

 The fifth  chapter looks at the discourse and practice around self-branding 

in the social media scene. Self-branding is a technology of subjectivity that 

encourages the creation and presentation of an ñedited self,ò which requires 

emotional, immaterial labor to successfully pursue. I explain my choice to use the 

often vague and overused concept of neoliberalism, specifically positioning 

neoliberal ideology as a form of governmentality which furthers methods of self-

governance. I review the concept of self-branding and how it is talked about and 

experienced in the technology scene. To understand how people learn to self-

brand, I look at two business self-help texts, Gary Vaynerchukôs Crushing It and 

Tim Ferrissôs The Four Hour Work Week. Both books are how-to guides on 

becoming a successful entrepreneur using social media, but also function as 

explicit instruction manuals in surviving without an economic safety net.  

Creating and promoting identity through social media becomes the linchpin for 

financial success. I introduce the concept of immaterial emotional labor to 

describe the practices that people go through to create and promote this self, 

which involves creating and establishing relationships with others, revealing 

vulnerable information in a performance of authenticity, and complete 

identification with the enterprise subject. Thus, neoliberal ideology is converted 

into books, seminars, and videos, instantiated technologically through social 

media, and operationalized through self-presentation strategies and interpersonal 
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practices. I frame self-branding as a neoliberal fantasy of how social media could 

best be used.  

In the final chapter, I examine lifestreaming as an instantiation of the Web 

2.0 ideal of transparency, in which software is used to create an image of a public 

life through tracking and broadcasting personal data. By sharing personal 

information with others, people receive benefits such as affective ties to a 

community, support, and social status. Openness thus requires the social 

digitization of previously ephemeral material. Lifestreaming affects the real-world 

social life of participants as the emergent layer of social information can lead to 

conflict and drama. While people idealize the ñopen,ò in practice people carefully 

choose what to conceal or reveal, as they are always cognizant of the impact of 

performing to a networked audience. As a result, some participants feel anxious 

and overwhelmed. To understand these processes, I think of them as publicizing 

the self to a networked audience. Social status and visibility serve as powerful 

motivators, and the interconnectedness of lifestreamers result in both benefits and 

drawbacks. The ideals of openness ignore the dangers of transparency and serve 

the business models of Web 2.0 software, which profit from user-disclosed 

information.  

 I conclude the dissertation by summarizing the major research 

contributions of this work, discussing the online/offline split and how I tackled it 

during fieldwork, and suggesting some future directions for research. 
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Conclusion 

 

I briefly considered titling this dissertation after the web slang term 

ñNSFW,ò which warns web surfers that a link contains something inappropriate 

for the workplace, such as nudity, crude language, or violence. While this project 

is quite safe for work, NSFW reflects how business norms affect Web 2.0 

workersô self-presentation strategies. Online self-presentation must quite literally 

be ñsafe for workò to accrue status and benefit its creator. Whether this entails 

promoting oneôs image as a company would promote a brand or celebrity, or 

adhering to a single, verifiable identity so that status can persist across sites, 

people adhere to online norms that increase status. In the technology scene, online 

status-seeking is immensely important because it has tangible impacts on face-to-

face communication. High online status opens doors, and the lines between 

cultural, social, and financial capital are blurred. But what is high status in social 

media typically benefits technology companies and sustains neoliberal discourse. 

A verifiable identity makes it possible to leverage status across websites, but it 

also makes it simple to track people as they move around the web. A strong self-

brand is a self-regulating mechanism that functions as a response to economic 

uncertainties. And while the social information created and shared through social 

media strengthens social ties, it does so in a limited way. ñAuthenticityò and 

ñbeing yourselfò become self-marketing strategies that encourage instrumental 

emotional labor. Social media furthers an individualistic, competitive notion of 
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identity that encourages individual status-seeking over collective action or 

openness.  

I do not subscribe to a concept of technological determinism in which 

social media causes people to see and behave some way. Instead, I am interested 

in what acts are rewarded, and what is viewed as normal, among a particular 

group of users. Not everyone uses social media in the ways that I describe in this 

dissertation. Perhaps only a small percentage of people do. Groups of people 

interpret and use technologies according to their own traditions and values. But 

the San Francisco tech scene is doubly significant, as it both produces social 

media and influences how others view it. I chose to conduct fieldwork in the Web 

2.0 community in San Francisco not only because of its membersô high rates of 

social media use, but because the social norms of the tech scene are, in many 

ways, the social context of Web 2.0. Many of the loudest voices in public 

technology discourse belong to this group: they appear on television and radio to 

discuss new technology, meet at South by Southwest Interactive and FooCamp, 

write op-eds and bestselling non-fiction books, and read each otherôs blogs. Tech 

companies write press releases and stream press conferences promoting their 

creations as revolutionary and ground-breaking.  The specificity of this social 

context to Web 2.0 is not often acknowledged, and the whirlwind of hype, both 

positive and negative, comes from the people most acquainted with these 

technologies, with the most to gain from their use. It is also the people who create 

Web 2.0 technologies who share these norms and values. While social media is 
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used in a dizzying variety of ways world-wide, many of the presumptions about 

use and users follow from Silicon Valley and San Francisco culture. In this 

dissertation, I try to shed some light on these taken-for-granted assumptions. 

Understanding the presumptions and discursive notions of self, other, friendships, 

and status promoted within the technology scene helps us to uncover some larger 

notions embedded in social media applications themselves; but this does not 

imply that users will receive or act upon these notions in the same way that the 

technology scene does. 

Who are the leaders in this culture? They are the same people that 

technology discourse has celebrated for fifty years: young, white, rich, men. The 

communicative infrastructure of the Valley rewards quantifiable metrics, like 

venture capital raised, number of Twitter followers, company valuation, employee 

number, and stock options. While the technology scene couches this in arguments 

about ñmeritocracyò that are identical to those used by Web 2.0 celebrants, in 

reality, those deemed successful at social media generally fit a certain mold. 

Those who donôt, like Leah Culver, the young entrepreneur constantly belittled by 

gossip blog Valleywag, are criticized for falling outside the box. The techniques 

that are required to achieve status in the tech scene do not celebrate, for instance, 

outspoken women, discussion of race in technology, or openly gay entrepreneurs. 

An amassing of attention is excellent, but to get attention, it is best to fit a narrow 

set of social norms.   
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When I started this project in July 2007, the economy was vastly different 

than in 2010. Like the dot-com boom before it, Web 2.0 was hyped as a 

revolutionary schism with the past which would transform the world for the 

better. Those claims are heard less frequently nowadays. People who spoke 

lovingly of a new age of participation and equality facilitated by Web 2.0 are now 

contributing to nuanced critiques of social software that involve visual culture 

analysis, the commercial contexts of user interaction, and larger cultural impacts 

(Silver and Massanari 2006; Lovink 2008; Nakamura 2008; Zimmer 2008; 

Hindman 2009). This project was conceived as a response to a celebratory 

rhetoric which has significantly diminished.  

However, that does not mean that the critique of Web 2.0 in this 

dissertation is irrelevant. The techniques that people use to gain status in the 

sceneðlifestreaming, self-branding, and micro-celebrityðare in many ways 

prescient. They reflect a fragmented economy that celebrates individualism as it 

eliminates job security, a popular culture based on celebrity, publicity, and 

attention, and an incredible rise in the number of social technologies available to 

the average American. Social media represents a cultural shift in the broadcasting 

and sharing of personal information, one with long-term implications on social 

interactions, privacy, social status and social hierarchy.  

  



    

64 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER II 

 

A CULTURAL HISTORY OF THE TECHNOLOGY AND IDEOLOGY OF 

SOCIAL MEDIA 

 

 

 

Introduction 

 

In the middle of the 2000s, social media, or ñWeb 2.0,ò entered the public 

consciousness seemingly from nowhere. Publisher Tim OôReilly coined the term 

ñWeb 2.0ò in 2004 to refer to companies who survived the dot-com boom by 

embracing ñthe web as platform,ò ñcollective intelligence,ò data openness, 

iterative software development, rich user experience, and ñsoftware as a serviceò 

(O'Reilly 2005). At the time, OôReilly was promoting his companyôs Web 2.0 

conference, which cost $2800 to attend, featured sessions like ñThe Architecture 

of Participationò and ñSo, Is This a Bubble Yet?ò and boasted A-list tech speakers 

like Boing Boing blogger Cory Doctorow, Creative Commons founder Larry 

Lessig, Amazon CEO Jeff Bezos, entrepreneur Mark Cuban and tech blogger Om 

Malik. By collapsing such disparate phenomena as free/open source software, 

remix culture, and social network sites into one umbrella term, OôReilly obscured 

important differences of opinion, but the epithet ñWeb 2.0ò stuck. By 2006, the 

technology industry was bubbling over with enthusiasm for social network site 

success stories, YouTube celebrities, user-created content, and exciting young 
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entrepreneurs like Mark Zuckerberg of Facebook and Kevin Rose of Digg. Fox 

bought MySpace for $770 million and Google bought YouTube for $1.65 billion 

as Time magazine named ñYouò its Person of the Year (Grossman 2006). In 

intellectual circles, Lawrence Lessig (2004), Henry Jenkins (2006), and Yochai 

Benkler (2006) influenced the way people thought of technology, ñfree culture,ò 

ñparticipatory culture,ò and the ñnetworked information economy.ò In business, 

ñThe Long Tail,ò a theory formulated by Chris Anderson, editor-in-chief of Wired 

magazine, postulated that the internet and fragmented mainstream culture created 

infinite niche audiences for cultural products (2006), while The Wisdom of 

Crowds put forth the idea that collective intelligence could surpass individual 

smarts (Surowiecki 2005). Blogs like TechCrunch, BoingBoing and Mashable 

fueled readers with a steady diet of stories and gossip about the possibilities of 

these new, liberating technologies.  

The Web 2.0 ideology promised freedom from ñBig Mediaò and the 

subsequent democratization of celebrity and entertainment, new forms of 

activism, and the potential of open, transparent information of all kinds, 

collectively organized by individuals. It celebrated the adoption of social 

technologies as a precursor to a better, freer society, and framed the collection and 

sharing of information as the bedrock of this ideological revolution. Any protocol 

or institution that prevented people from accessing information and using cultural 

products as malleable raw materials for creativity, like the Recording Industry 

Association of America, the Sonny Bono Copyright Extension Act, or Digital 
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Rights Management, became an obstacle to overcome, through organized, 

collective action if necessary. These developments seemed doubly exciting 

because popular wisdom had all but written off the web after the 2001 dot-com 

crash, concluding that people didnôt pay for online content, Amazon was the 

victor in the e-commerce wars and that the money, the funding, and the attention 

had left the internet, possibly for good. Web 2.0 shone a spotlight back on the 

young entrepreneurs, geeks, content creators and ñthought leadersò of the Bay 

Area, brought technologically determinist utopianism back to the frontlines, and, 

in the process, created new investments, high company valuations, and fortunes.  

Like many emerging forms of media, Web 2.0 is often portrayed as a new 

age, rupture, or paradigm shift (Gitelman 2006), although it is simply the latest 

iteration of computer-mediated communication technologies (CMC) invented in 

the 1960s, such as e-mail, Internet Relay Chat (IRC) and dial-up networks like 

America OnLine.  Popular discourse framed these technologies many different 

ways over the years. The internet, for instance, has been described as a universal 

library, an ñinformation super-highway,ò interactive television, a threat to 

children, the catalyst for an economic revolution, the cause of ñpost-humanò 

subjectivity, and a publishing platform. That the most recent instantiation of CMC 

is considered democratic, participatory, and a challenge to institutional structures 

is due to an intertwined history and geography of the Northern California 

landscape from which it emerged. In this chapter, I examine the emergence of the 

San Francisco technology scene, and how social media technologies became 
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ñWeb 2.0ò and promised institutional rupture. I argue that ñWeb 2.0ò is a 

technologically determinist discourse that attributes transformative social change 

and economic success to social media. This chapterôs historical exploration 

contextualizes the development and popularization of social media in order to 

understand why it has been framed this way.  

Northern California is an economic center with a long history of 

generating immense wealth from technologies, including transistors and micro-

electronics, video games and dot-com companies. The Bay Area also has a strong 

countercultural presence, with prominent influences from punk rock, counter-

globalization activism, Burning Man, techno-utopianism, and free/open source 

hacker culture. Fred Turner, among others, has documented the close ties between 

1960s counter-culture like the New Communalist movement and early computer 

pioneers (Markoff 2005; Turner 2005; Turner 2006). This history has engendered 

a discourse popularly known as ñThe Californian Ideology,ò the belief that 

increased adoption of computer technologies brings positive social consequences, 

that entrepreneurial technology culture is meritocratic, and that an unfettered free 

market is the best way to ensure prosperity for all, which is widespread in Silicon 

Valley (Barbrook and Cameron 1996). But Web 2.0 discourse is not simply the 

latest iteration of the Californian Ideology. Web 2.0 discourse selectively draws 

from the anti-institutional rhetoric espoused by countercultural formations, maps 

them onto technology, and positions social media as a solution to institutional 

failure. These countercultural movements are not discrete, but overlapping and 
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simultaneous. For example, anti-corporate activists and zinesters both argue that 

media consolidation has homogenized mass media, creating toothless journalism 

that does not check corporate or government power.  In Web 2.0 discourse, blogs 

and Twitter facilitate ñcitizen journalism,ò a bottom-up form of media which will 

compensate for these shortcomings. Thus, Web 2.0 situates itself in allegiance 

with the institutional critique of mainstream media provided by the 

counterculture, but positions social technology as the solution (see Figure 2).  By 

doing so, the term whitewashes important differences within these formations, 

such as the debate over proprietary versus open-source software. 

 

Figure 2: Ideological Roots of Web 2.0 

 

Web 2.0 ideology therefore contains both shifts from and continuities with 

Silicon Valley history. Google, for example, which owns YouTube, Blogger, and 
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various other Web 2.0 products, is enormously wealthy and profitable while 

paying lip service to collaboration, creativity, and social responsibility, inspired 

equally by dot-com and Burning Man culture (Turner 2009). Facebook founder 

Mark Zuckerberg claims the site can be used for radical protest and anti-

government activism, but it also mines user data for profit and has come under 

strict scrutiny for its privacy policies (McCarthy 2008). While most of the activist 

countercultures I discuss in this chapter reject structural capitalism, Web 2.0 

discourse assigns views capitalism, particularly venture-backed startups, as an 

agent of political change.  

This chapter frames Web 2.0 as a discourse, or a way of thinking about 

technology in the world. To unravel the assumptions within it, I examine the 

technology, ideology, and community of Web 2.0.  In the first third of this 

chapter, I trace the origins of contemporary social media to pre-web CMC like 

IRC, Multi-User Dungeons (MUDs),
13

 Usenet, bulletin board systems (BBS) and 

dial-in networks like Prodigy, AOL and CompuServe. I identify two technical 

developments which facilitated social media adoption: the popularization of 

broadband internet access and Ajax, which allowed developers to build web-

based applications as interactive as those designed for desktop computers. In the 

second part, I look at four counter-cultural traditionsðhacker culture, zines, anti-

corporate activism, and techno-utopianismðand identify their contributions to 

Web 2.0 ideology. I relate the history of San Francisco techno-capitalism, 

specifically the dot-com boom and the cyber-libertarian Californian Ideology, and 
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its contribution to Web 2.0ôs form of creative capitalism, emphasis on personal 

fulfillment through work, and valorization of startups.  In the third section, I 

examine the emergence of the Web 2.0 scene, a community of technology 

workers in San Francisco.  A collection of individuals, predominantly white male 

developers committed both to the core Web 2.0 principles of openness and 

transparency and entrepreneurial, venture-backed startups, congregated at a series 

of events in the mid-2000s. These included the Webzine conferences, the 

SuperHappyDevHouse ñhackathonò, Austinôs South by Southwest Interactive 

conference, and BarCamp, an ñunconference.ò Meandering through these origin 

stories shows that framing social media as revolutionary was far from inevitable; 

rather, this is a specific, ideological discourse with a history. ñWeb 2.0ò 

applications are not deterministically transformative, but a continuation of pre-

existing cultural forces.  

 

Part One: The Technology of Web 2.0  

 

Social media and Web 2.0 are more-or-less equivalent buzzwords that 

refer to user-generated content published online through channels that combine 

collaboration and participation, such as video, audio, blogs, and so forth. Today, 

both terms are used expansively to indicate any website or application that 

facilitates interaction between people, data-sharing, open exchange of 

information, and user-contributed content, such as social network sites, mobile 

applications, or instant messaging services. Theorists often discursively construct 
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Web 2.0 in opposition to media that disallow this type of collaboration and 

connection, like traditional ecommerce sites, copy-protected content, and print 

newspapers and magazines. Popular Web 2.0 sites include microblogging 

applications like Twitter; news aggregators like Digg; photo sharing sites like 

Flickr and Photobucket; social network sites like MySpace, Facebook and 

LinkedIn; video-sharing sites like YouTube and Vimeo; blogging platforms like 

Tumblr, Blogger and WordPress; mobile software like Foursquare and Gowalla; 

user-contributed content sites like Wikipedia and DeviantArt; peer production 

marketplaces like Etsy or CafePress; and a host of forums, peer-to-peer sites, and 

other social software that facilitates interpersonal communication. Because both 

social media and Web 2.0 are jargon, they are not terms that have commonly 

understood requirements for inclusion and are often applied to technologies that 

existed in the dot-com era, like user-written reviews.  

Yochai Benkler argues that social media facilitate peer production,  which 

marks a shift from a model of industrial information economy in which content 

was centrally produced and distributed by commercial entities (television stations, 

movie studios, radio stations, newspapers) to one in which individuals and groups 

of citizens create, annotate, and distribute media, the ñnetworked information 

economyò (2006). This shift brings about actual changes in interaction, but the 

underpinnings remain the same. As Gitelman argues, ñmedia are more properly 

the results of social and economic forces, so that any technological logic they 

possess is only apparently intrinsicò (italics mine) (2006, 10). Claims of Web 
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2.0ôs revolutionary nature are influenced by a myriad of different subcultures and 

historical developments that portray institutions as undemocratic and doomed to 

fail, while positioning internet technologies as solutions to structural social 

problems. This history leaves certain capitalist structures unquestioned, while 

relegating others to the heap of the past. Capitalism as a system, the technology 

industry, and free market competition are accepted, while intellectual property, 

copyright, media industries and government are painted as hopeless relics. 

Despite these ideological roots, the collapsing of contradictory political 

philosophies into ñWeb 2.0ò has dampened much of this critique. Most Web 2.0 

companies embrace intellectual propertyðFacebook, YouTube, and Twitter are 

all proprietary platforms.  

Similarly, the communication technology popularized by social media did 

not originate in a flash of blue light. It was developed gradually in an ongoing 

process. Social media combines elements from earlier forms of computer-

mediated communication, including tools developed in military, corporate, and 

hobbyist circles. 

 

Historical Context 

 

Social media gradually developed over forty years, beginning with 

invention of the internet, originally a military technology named ARPANET. 

Although Arpanet was created by the US Department of Defense (DOD) in 1969 

to share technical papers and scientific data, the instantaneous, non-

geographically bound communication medium quickly lent itself to non-
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academic, non-governmental use. Despite the DODôs strict stipulation that these 

networks be used only for research or government-related purposes, the ARPA 

administrators turned a blind eye to the development of discussion groups and e-

mail
14

 (Segaller 1998; Griffiths 2002). By 1973, 75 percent of the traffic on what 

was now known as Darpanet
15

 consisted of e-mail, mostly between academics and 

researchers (Sheldon 2001). The two most popular discussion groups, or 

ñlistservs,ò were devoted to science fiction and, interestingly, e-mail itself.  

Griffiths writes that the latter, known as ñhuman-nets,ò 

éwas devoted to the social implications of the e-mail medium 

itself, and it helps define the moment when the e-mail users began 

to realize the full implications of the communication tool they were 

using (2002, 3).  

 

Darpanet quickly extended beyond its intended use and became a source of both 

entertainment and meta-textual discussions about technology, both characteristics 

of the internet ever since.  

At the same time, computers became more accessible. While the computer 

of the 1950s and 1960s was a room-size behemoth, the microcomputer hobbyist 

movement and ñpersonal computer revolutionò of the late 1970s and early 1980s 

brought desktop PCs (ñsingle-userò computers) into the homes of thousands of 

average middle-class Americans (Abbate 2000, 186-187). In the early 1980s, 

arcade and console-based video games enjoyed a huge rise in popularity (Kent 

2001). While home systems like the Atari, the Apple IIe, and the Commodore Pet 

were primarily intended for non-networked applications like programming, 

gaming and word processing, modems made it possible to log into a remote 
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system via a phone line. Independently run dial-up networks, like UNIX-based 

computer conferencing, bulletin board systems devoted to hacking and gaming, 

and social spaces like the Whole Earth óLectronic Link (the WELL) proliferated 

across the US (Abbate 2000; Naughton 2000, 186-9; Hafner 2001; Sternberg 

2008). Eventually, proprietary commercial services like America Online, Prodigy, 

and CompuServe connected users via modem to walled computer networks, 

where people could shop, post on message boards, play games and chat with other 

users. Although these networks did not connect with the internet until the 1990s 

(each network was closed, so users could only communicate with people using the 

same system), they familiarized users with applications like e-mail, newsgroups, 

and chat (Abbate 2000, 203-4). By the time the first web browser launched, these 

early services had set groundwork for a fairly significant portion of the population 

to be comfortable with online communication, creating spaces where people with 

common interests could meet, share information and form social networks that 

often spilled over into real-world interactions.  

Simultaneously, the Darpanet incorporated other elements of social 

computing besides e-mail, including Usenet, MUDs, and IRC. Two Duke 

University post-graduate students invented Usenet, a network of topical 

discussion forums, in 1981 as a substitute for Arpanet, which they could not 

access (Abbate 2000, 201-2; Griffiths 2002; Pfaffenberger 2003). Today, Usenet 

consists of hundreds of thousands of public discussion forums, organized 

hierarchically by topic. Rec.arts.tv.soaps, for instance, is reserved for discussions 
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of soap operas. Usenet forums, or ñnewsgroups,ò are asynchronous and persistent; 

readers can reply to messages (ñpostsò or ñarticlesò) posted days or weeks before, 

which are more like e-mails or essays than the quick bursts of conversation in chat 

rooms or virtual worlds (Hauben & Hauben 1997). Roy Trubshaw and Richard 

Bartle wrote the first MUD program in 1980 while PhD students at the University 

of Essex (Wikipedia contributors 2010a). A MUD, or Multi-User Dungeon, is a 

textual chat world that allows many players to connect at once for gaming or 

socializing. MUDs allow users to create characters, virtual spaces, and objects 

within a house, world, or universe-like environment that is used as a backdrop for 

real-time, synchronous chat. In 1988, Internet Relay Chat, a protocol for casual 

online socializing, was invented by a Finnish PhD student named Jarkko 

Oikarinen (Sternberg 2008). Users connect to an IRC server, like freenode.net or 

undernet.org, pick a nickname or ñnick,ò and join channels, or rooms. There are 

thousands of channels on most IRC servers, covering an enormous variety of 

topics; channels can be created by any user, and cease to exist when all users 

leave. Channels range from general chat like #hottub or #20somethings to more 

specific interests like #gaymuscle or #latinmusic;
16

 some are transient, while 

others are well-established communities, with regular users, customs, and slang 

(Liu 1999). Within channels, communication is synchronous and rapid, with 

many people ñtalkingò at once; users can also create private, one-to-one chats 

with other users.  



    

76 

 

These textual internet technologies were different from Web 2.0. They 

were unimodal, non-commercial, their code was made widely available for 

replication or alteration, and they typically ran on academic networks. But like 

todayôs social media, millions of users used these applications to talk, meet, and 

create ñvirtualò communities.  Although IRC, Usenet and MUDs had an early 

adopter user base that differs from todayôs internet population; were built within 

non-profit, academic contexts; and involved purely textual environments, in many 

ways, current social media technologies build upon patterns established in these 

early forms of social software.  

In 1993 NCSA released the first web browser, Mosaic, which made it 

possible for anyone to access the World Wide Web, popularizing the internet as 

we think of it today.  The internetôs rapid growth during the 1990s can be 

attributed to two factors: the development of usable browser technology, 

combined with increased opportunities to access the internet. First, before Mosaic, 

most internet applications were solely textual and required some degree of 

familiarity with fairly sophisticated technology. E-mail, for example, was 

primarily accessed through UNIX or VAX/VMS systems and required users to 

learn unintuitive commands. Mosaic, on the other hand, was simple to use, free to 

download and greatly decreased the average personôs barrier to entry (Segaller 

1998, 295-6). Second, the NSF took over the Darpanet in 1984 and eventually 

rescinded the DODôs ban on commercial internet use. This opened the door for 

thousands of commercial ISPs to provide dial-up connections, many of them 
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cheaper than the proprietary AOL and CompuServe networks (Segaller 1998, 

297; Abbate 2000, 197-2000).  As home use increased, schools and workplaces 

began to offer internet connectivity as a matter of course. As a result, the number 

of internet users increased exponentially during every year of the late 1990s 

(Coffman and Odlyzko 2001). In 1997, which marked the beginning of the dot-

com boom, the number of websites grew from 640,000 in January to 1.7 million 

in December. By the end of 1998, there were more than 300 million websites 

(Sheldon 2001).  

The early Web was markedly non-commercial. Although Amazon was 

founded in 1993 and eBay and Craigslist in 1994, most sites in the early 1990s 

were personal homepages, the precursors to both blogs and social network sites. 

Personal homepages and ñvanity domainsò were individually-created, 

independently run personal websites that showcased individualsô thoughts, 

pictures, interests, portfolios, resumes, and so forth (Papacharissi 2002; Schau and 

Gilly 2003). Webcams began operating in 1991, and in 1996, the first camgirl, 

JenniCam, started broadcasting a constant internet feed, foreshadowing video-

blogging and lifecasting (Senft 2008). Both LiveJournal and Blogger launched in 

1999, popularizing online journals and weblogs.  

These user-created content sites were clear precursors to Web 2.0 

applications, but had little impact on the dot-com boom discourse of 1997-2001. 

Most of the celebrated dot-com companies concentrated on e-commerce, selling 

things over the internet, like Amazon.com, eBay, and Drugstore.com.  Another 
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type of dot-com company hired copywriters and designers to create e-zines, web 

magazines and online newspapers like Slate and Suck. Although ñNew Economyò 

companies parroted the mantra ñcontent is king,ò this content was professionally-

created rather than contributed by users.  While the dot-com boom normalized the 

internet as a lucrative business platform, it did not, for the most part, monetize 

computer-mediated communication. There were, of course, exceptions. 

Epinions.com relied on user reviews. The Internet Movie Database began as a 

project on the Usenet group rec.arts.movies, and was populated with user 

contributions. Geocities provided free hosting for personal homepages in 

exchange for banner ads, while ChickClick was an advertising network for slick, 

feminist-oriented content created by women. But most user-created content, like 

personal homepages and webcams, was largely non-commercial. This 

distinguishes dot-com companies, or version ñ1.0ò of the popular internet, from 

Web 2.0. Terry Flew explains the shift from 1.0 to 2.0: 

[A] move from personal websites to blogs and blog site 

aggregation, from publishing to participation, from web content as 

the outcome of large up-front investment to an ongoing and 

interactive process, and from content management systems to links 

based on tagging (folksonomy) (Flew 2005). 

 

Although the early internet primarily consisted of ñuser-created content,ò the term 

in its current usage did not exist in the late 1990s. The first social network site, 

SixDegrees, was founded in 1997, but it was not until Friendster launched in 2002 

that social network sites became widely popular. Friendster was followed by 

MySpace (2003), LinkedIn (2003) and Facebook (2004). Web 2.0 exemplar 
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Delicious was founded in 2003, Flickr in 2004, YouTube in 2005, and Twitter in 

2007. These branded applications, many owned by large media conglomerates,
17

 

represented the ñnewò wave of social media. 

 

 

Contemporary Technological Developments 

 

Web 2.0 as an ñeraò is not demarcated based on a particular technological 

innovation, as some popular Web 2.0 sites were technically possible during the 

dot-com era (blogs, for example). But two technological developments made Web 

2.0 possible: browser applications and broadband internet access.  

When Tim OôReilly talked about the ñweb as platformò in his Web 2.0 

conferences, he was referring to the ability to run intricate applications within a 

web browser without using a Java applet or Flash animation. These applications 

are made possible by XMLHttpRequest, a JavaScript application programming 

interface included in web browsers beginning in 2002. Essentially, 

XMLHttpRequest lets developers build applications which retrieve information 

from a web server without reloading a web page. XMLHttpRequest is a key part 

of the Ajax group of technologies (Ajax is a portmanteau of ñasynchronous 

JavaScriptò and ñXMLò) which allow users to manipulate information within the 

browser, such as Google Maps, Meebo, or Facebook. Ajax makes it possible for 

developers to build web-based applications that rival desktop software for 

functionality. For example, before Ajax, web-based mail like Hotmail required a 

page refresh every time the user received, read, wrote, or sent a message, which 
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was slow and clunky in comparison to desktop clients like Outlook or Eudora. 

The integration of XMLHttpRequest into browsers made web applications a 

viable alternative to desktop software, popularizing ñcloud computingò where 

user data is stored in centralized corporate servers rather than the desktop. Even 

sites that are not full-on web applications use Ajax to lighten server load or 

improve user experience (Wikipedia contributors 2010b).  

A second development was the mainstreaming of broadband internet 

technologies in the United States. In 2002, 12 percent of Americans were using 

high speed internet access such as cable modems or DSL (Horrigan and Rainie 

2002). By 2006, that number had jumped to 42 percent, and in 2009 63 percent of 

Americans had broadband internet at home (Horrigan 2006; Horrigan 2009). The 

common wisdom among technology pundits is that two technologies were the 

ñkiller appsò of broadband: peer-to-peer file sharing (p2p) and streaming video 

(Malik 2005; Karaganis 2009); both are extolled as exemplars of Web 2.0ôs 

participatory, decentralized nature.   

Today, by far the most traffic worldwide (in bytes) comes from peer-to-

peer file sharing, which lets people easily copy and download digital files from 

each other (iPoque 2007). P2p was popularized by the mp3-sharing network 

Napster, which relied on a central database to share files, was declared illegal, and 

subsequently shut down in 2001. Many other popular p2p applications came to 

prominence in its wake, including Gnutella, eDonkey, SoulSeek, LimeWire, and 

Kazaa, many of which were similarly challenged in the courts. In 2001, Bram 
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Cohen invented the BitTorrent protocol. BitTorrent is decentralized and allows 

for the quick transfer of very large filesða 1.5 GB download of a high-definition 

DVD can take only an hour or so using Bittorrent and a high-speed internet 

connectionðand quickly became the standard for file sharing (Andersson 2009). 

Because BitTorrent is a protocol and not a website, it is much harder to shut 

down, and although file-sharing copyrighted content remains illegal in the United 

States, BitTorrent is thriving.  

Of course, all this free sharing of (primarily) copyrighted digital content 

did not go unnoticed. The legal battles between large media corporations, most 

notably the Recording Industry Association of America, and the developers of 

peer-to-peer software applications, individual users, and the operators of 

BitTorrent trackers, are well-documented (Vaidhyanathan 2003; Lessig 2004; 

Benkler 2006; Johns 2010). In his book Piracy, Adrian Johns documents the rise 

of the ñintellectual property defense industry,ò ña coherent, global, high-

technology enterprise, standing alongside the better-known sectors of digital 

media and biotechnologyò (2010, 498). This industry attempts to protect 

intellectual property of all kinds, from designer bags to pharmaceuticals and 

agriculture, using legislation, global policing, and surveillance (2010, 499).  It has 

been extremely visible in its defense of media and software copyrights, and is 

absolutely loathed by digital advocates as a result. Vaidhyanathan writes: 

If the music and film industries continue to tighten the reins on use 

and access, they will strangle the public domain and the 

information commons. This trend presents a much greater threat to 

American culture than just a chilling effect on scholarship. 
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Shrinking the information and cultural commons starves the public 

sphere of elements of discourse, the raw material for decision-

making, creativity, and humor (2003, 248). 

 

Larry Lessig writes, ñthe war to rid the world of Internet ñpiratesò will also rid our 

culture of values that have been integral to our [American] tradition from the 

startò (2004, 10).  

These assertions and others like them are an integral part of Web 2.0 

discourse. They position the internet as the bearer of traditional American values 

like creativity and democracy, and intellectual property as an outdated remnant of 

the ñindustrial information economyò wielded by ñBig Mediaò to clumsily defend 

their business models.  As a result, technologists of all stripes have become well-

versed in the intricacies of copyright law. For instance, Biella Coleman argues 

that free/open source software projects function as ñan informal law education, 

transforming technologists into informal legal scholars who are experts in the 

legal technicalities of F/OSS as well as proficient in the current workings of 

intellectual property lawò (2009, 422). Similarly, there is a quasi-religious 

advocacy of p2p software as a literal instantiation of Web 2.0 principles, and 

therefore a tangible threat to repressive institutions. As Andersson writes, ñfile-

sharing structures remain uniquely interactive and collaborative, considering that 

they are in many ways akin to the current óWeb 2.0ô paradigm (a paradigm which 

stresses openness, interactivity and reliance on free, user-generated content)ò 

(2009, 65).
18

  By this measure, protecting file-sharing and other Web 2.0 

technologies is necessary to protect the very basis of liberalism. 
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The other technological advancement that spurred broadband adoption 

was streaming video. Web browsers have supported animations and video since 

1993, but streaming video was rare until broadband internet access and faster 

CPUs became standard. Online cams like the CoffeeCam (1991, online in 1993) 

and the FogCam (1994) showed still pictures, refreshed regularly: the CoffeeCam 

updated every three minutes (Elais 2004). Likewise, early ñwebcastingò networks 

like Pseudo.com, which featured stations with original programming called ñ88 

Hiphop,ò ñCherrybombò and ñSpaceWatch,ò used RealPlayer to stream video. 

But these videos were so low-resolution that they broadcasted individual frames 

from cameras rather than continuous streaming video (Platt 2000). Flash 

animation was the medium of choice for early memes like ñAll Your Base Are 

Belong to Usò (2000) and web series The Goddamn George Liquor Program 

(1997) and Homestar Runner (2000-present). As broadband adoption increased, 

sites like NewGrounds (1995) and CollegeHumor (1999) collected viral clips such 

as ñStar Wars Kidò (2002) and ñNuma Numaò (2004) and became massively 

popular. During the 2004 elections, the elaborate Flash cartoon ñJibJabò became a 

sensation; that same year, the first video blog, Rocketboom, launched (Baron 

2010). However, online video was still primarily something people watched, 

rather than something people created.  

This changed once YouTube was founded in October 2005 by three 

former PayPal employees, Steve Chen, Chad Hurley, and Jawed Karim (Time 

2006) and acquired in October 2006 by Google, who paid $1.65 billion for the site 
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(Chmielewski and Gaither 2006). YouTube let users easily upload and share 

videos, which could be embedded and watched from blogs, social network sites, 

and other web pages. According to YouTube, in 2006 the site served one hundred 

million videos and sixty-five thousand uploads per day and twenty million unique 

users every month (Google Inc. 2006).
19

  The Nielsen Company, which tracks 

internet statistics, noted that YouTubeôs traffic increased 297 percent between 

January and June of 2006, with an average visit of 28 minutes (NetRatings, Inc. 

2006). The siteôs popularity was generally attributed to its ease of use; before 

YouTube, uploading and serving streaming video required technical knowledge or 

expensive software, and viewing video online often did not work (Gomes 2006). 

Just as automated blogging tools like WordPress and Blogger made it possible to 

publish content online without HTML knowledge, YouTube made it simple to 

create and share streaming video. YouTube quickly became a central repository 

for viral clips, pirated media, old television shows, user-created content, video 

blogs, music videos, and animations. Mainstream media portrayed YouTube as 

part of a revolution that would liberate people from the bland entertainment 

products pushed by ñthe big fiveò consolidated media companies, create its own 

celebrities, and allow every person to become their own broadcaster. (Despite 

these claims to media independence, the first major YouTube ñhitò was ñLazy 

Sunday,ò a digital short produced by Saturday Night Live.) The New York Times 

quoted Clay Shirky describing YouTube as ña new technology with new 

expectations, including interactivity and egalitarianismò (Leland 2006, 3).  
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Newsweek wrote ñItôs the dawn of the democratization of the TV and film 

businessðeven unknown personalities are being propelled by the enthusiasm of 

their fans into pop-culture prominence, sometimes without even traditional 

intermediaries like talent agents or film festivalsò (Stone 2006, 38). All of this 

was made technically possible due to both increased broadband adoption and the 

plummeting cost of data storage.   

It was not inevitable that these technical developments would be framed 

within an ethos and aesthetic of liberatory, idealistic participatory technology. 

YouTube, for example, is owned by Google, one of the biggest media companies 

on the planet, and its power was tempered somewhat by deals brokered with 

various media companies, which pulled copyrighted content and forbade 

embedding of certain videos (Seidenberg 2009). (Like a hydra, this content 

usually pops up elsewhere; sites like Surfthechannel.com consolidate clips of 

television shows and movies posted unlabeled and anonymously on YouTube.) 

Likewise, in 2008, NBC launched Hulu.com, a United States-only, legal, 

advertising-supported alternative to YouTube that lets people watch high-

definition copyrighted television and movie content; in 2009, it became the 

second-biggest video site on the web, but still only streamed 308 million videos 

per month compared to YouTubeôs 5.2 billion (MacMillan 2009).
20

 In order to 

understand this confluence of corporate capitalism and revolutionary ideology, we 

must analyze cultural forces as well as technology.  
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Part Two: The Ideology of Web 2.0 

 

Web 2.0 is more accurately described as a set of applications and general 

philosophy of information and technology than a technical development. This 

philosophy espouses transparency, openness, creativity, participation, and 

freedom. It holds that if you allow people to collaborate and create their own 

contentðwriting, news reporting, entertainment, music, videosðthe grassroots 

results will be superior to those produced by mainstream media or any centralized 

organization: more diverse and less subject to interference from corporate 

interests. Social media is said to facilitate activism, direct interaction with 

corporations and governments, and creative forms of protest. The discourse of 

Web 2.0 celebrates individual use of the raw material of popular culture for self-

expression, and frowns upon attempts by large corporations or media 

conglomerates to rein in this creativity. The political arm of Web 2.0, such as it is, 

is focused on net neutrality, copyright reform, peer-to-peer advocacy, and 

government reformðLarry Lessig, the founder of Creative Commons and the 

Free Culture movement, launched ñChange Congress,ò a campaign against 

government corruption and the influence of special interests in the Senate, with 

Howard Deanôs former campaign manager, Joe Trippi (Change Congress 2009). 

Cory Doctorow, the science-fiction writer and co-author of popular blog Boing 

Boing, is a hard-core copyright activist who widens his scope to include 

proprietary technologies of all kinds, whether Monsantoôs genetically-engineered 

seeds that last only a season or printer cartridges that automatically stop working 
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after a certain period of time (Robinson 2008). These beliefs, which draw heavily 

from hacker and free/open source software development, are seemingly 

antithetical to the libertarian, free-market ethos of entrepreneurial capitalism that 

also characterizes Web 2.0. 

To understand Web 2.0 culture, it is necessary to look beyond the typical 

Silicon Valley celebration of capitalism and technology. Social media ideology is 

not just another rotation of ñthe Californian Ideologyò (Barbrook and Cameron 

1996), because it positions technology as a social, political, and economic 

solution to institutional failure that is simultaneously profitable. The problems 

that social media ostensibly solves are drawn from myriad nodes of influence. In 

this chapter I identify four of them: hacker culture, grassroots media activism, 

punk rock/zine ñDo It Yourselfò (DIY) aesthetic, and the ñcyberdelicò rave 

culture of pre-dot-com San Francisco. These four nodes critiqued institutional 

elements of mainstream 1990s and 2000s culture. Free/open source software 

provided a political and economic critique of proprietary software and, by proxy, 

intellectual property. Grassroots media activists argued that mainstream 

journalism had failed to provide a check on government or corporate power. Punk 

rock and zine culture encouraged people to create alternatives to homogenized 

corporate entertainment. The techno-utopian rave culture provided communitarian 

alternatives to mainstream ways of life.   

Web 2.0 discourse positioned social technology as a way to solve these 

failures. This argument maintained that social media would provide a superior 
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alternative to the failures of journalism, government and media by encouraging 

institutional transparency, openness, and participation and making it possible for 

people to create their own superior alternatives. Activists claimed that the intrinsic 

decentralization of the internet would break down information asymmetry and 

give individual citizens equal access to broadcast and distribution technologies, 

ending monopolistic media practices. Many of the social media technologies 

lauded by early proponents were themselves open and designed to be 

participatory (wikis, for example), encouraging rhizomatic models of cooperation 

and coordination rather than top-down hierarchies. 

Many of the countercultural philosophies examined in this chapter 

emphasized the structural deficits of corporate capitalism, calling for ñdropping 

outò and creating alternatives outside the mainstream. Rather than rejecting 

capitalism, however, Web 2.0 ideology fully embraced it. The excitement around 

Web 2.0 companies positioned the entrepreneur as the mythic hero of Web 2.0 

and venture-backed startups as the epitome of high-status. While it is possible to 

see startups as an implicit critique of corporate software production, this is not 

generally how they were viewed by the Web 2.0 scene. Startups were certainly 

cooler than large companies, but Google and Yahoo! were not seen as 

representations of corporate failure but merely ñless coolò than startups.
21

 The 

hardcore anti-capitalist ethos of hacker culture and punk rock was overshadowed 

by a neoliberal ethic of Silicon Valley in which the free market became the 

purveyor of choice and creativity. For instance, while drawing from free/open 
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source ideology, Web 2.0 companies built and promoted proprietary formats. 

Social media allowed capitalism to be an agent of social change without 

challenging the mainstreamôs structural inequalities. Web 2.0 selectively draws 

from elements of San Francisco counter-cultures (hippies, ravers, Burning Man, 

the all-ages 924 Gilman Street punk club in Berkeley, the punk zine 

Maximumrocknroll) while embracing Silicon Valleyôs technologically-fueled 

economic success.  

 

Hackers 

 

On the one hand information wants to be expensive, because it's so 

valuable. The right information in the right place just changes your 

life. On the other hand, information wants to be free, because the 

cost of getting it out is getting lower and lower all the time. So you 

have these two fighting against each other (Stewart Brand 1984 in 

Clarke 2001). 

 

The hacker ethic of information sharing and ñdo it yourselfò is at the core 

of social media ideology, deeply woven into the free and open-source movement, 

and translated to non-software milieus through the work of Larry Lessig and 

Yochai Benkler. The popular image of the hacker is either an anti-social young 

man hunched over a laptop, wreaking malicious and illegal havoc,
22

 or a curious, 

talented technological aficionado (Nissenbaum 2004a; Coleman and Golub 2008).  

This dichotomy of ñblack hatò versus ñwhite hatò hackers belies that in actuality, 

hacking is a philosophy and a diverse, varied global subculture of programming 

enthusiasts devoted to openness and transparency (Levy 1984; Coleman and 

Golub 2008). A ñhackò is a clever and elegant solution to a complicated problem, 
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originally technical, but now applicable to other aspects of life, popularizing 

terms like lifehacking (solving everyday problems to increase productivity), 

brainhacking and so forth (Raymond 2003; Wikipedia contributors 2010d). 

Although hackers are often maligned and grouped with spammers, phishers, 

ñcyber-terroristsò or malware distributors, the liberal ideals embodied in the 

hacker ethic remain much in evidence in technologically mediated cultures, and 

are intimately tied to the philosophy and culture of social media and its affiliated 

projects (Coleman and Golub 2008; Coleman 2009). 

Hacking has a long and (arguably) noble history, as many computer 

pioneers come from the hacking community (Thomas 2002).
23

 While the first 

groups of hackers inhabited the hallowed halls of MIT, by the early 1970s, the 

center of hacking culture had moved to the Stanford Artificial Intelligence Lab, 

the Stanford Research institute, Xerox PARC and the burgeoning microcomputer 

DIY culture in Silicon Valley (Levy 1984, 140; Markoff 2005). The Northern 

California homebrew computer culture which was the birthplace of Apple 

Computing was comprised of hobbyists, hippies influenced by the anti-war 

movement, phone phreakers, engineers and programmers, and drew from 

ñtechnologically politicizedò community projects like the Berkeley Peopleôs 

Computer Club. The Homebrew Computer Club was organized around principles 

of information sharing, exploration, decentralization, and meritocracy (Levy 

1984, 218).  This early microcomputer community significantly impacted the 
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complex sociotechnical geography of the Bay Area, and profoundly influenced 

the development of software as an industry.  

The political philosophy of many hackers is often summarized as 

ñinformation wants to be free,ò emphasizing openness and transparency. In other 

words, everyone should be able to understand how things work, and everyone 

should be able to tinker with technologies, political systems, the workings of city 

governments, and so forth (Thomas 2002; Coleman 2009). Steven Levy 

summarizes the Hacker Ethic as:  

A common philosophy that seemed tied to the elegantly flowing 

logic of the computer itself. It was a philosophy of sharing, 

openness, decentralization, and getting your hands on machines at 

any costðto improve the machines and to improve the world. This 

Hacker Ethic is their gift to us: something with value even to those 

of us with no interest at all in computers (1984, 7).  

 

Levy defines three phases of hackers: MIT mainframe hackers, the 

microcomputer DIY movement, and the video game programmers of the early 

1980s. For the first two groups, the Hacker Ethic allowed everyone to profit. 

Freely circulating information and collaborating on iterative hardware and 

software improvements were valuable to all when there was no possibility of 

profiting from anything proprietary (Turner 2006).  

For example, the first microcomputer available for home use, the Altair 

8800, appeared on the cover of Popular Mechanics in 1975. Unlike buying a 

computer today, an Altair came as a bundle of circuit boards and transistors which 

had to be soldered together by hand. The company manufacturing the hardware, 

MITS, could barely keep up with the demand and worked directly with hardware 
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hackers to improve the product, giving out data sheets on the chips, encouraging 

hobbyists to write code for the machine and build devices like i/o boards and 

joysticks (Levy 1984). In 1976, two college students surmised that MITS would 

need some sort of operating system; they called the company and proposed 

writing a version of BASIC for the Altair. BASIC is a programming language, 

appropriate for a computer like the Altair without a lot of storage space. One of 

the students hacked a version of BASIC together in 8 weeks; the other flew to 

Albuquerque to pitch it to MITS, who bought it. (The hacker was Bill Gates and 

the pitcher Paul Allen, who both promptly quit school to found Microsoft.) Gates 

and Allen soon realized that lots of homebrew hobbyists were using their version 

of BASIC without paying for it. Gates wrote ñan Open Letter to Hobbyistsò which 

was printed in the Altair newsletter, the Homebrew Computer Club newsletter, 

and various other publications. It read, in part: 

As the majority of hobbyists must be aware, most of you steal your 

software. Hardware must be paid for, but software is something to 

share. Who cares if the people who worked on it get paid? 

(Markoff 2005, 285) 

 

The letter caused a commotion in the hobbyist community and an explicit 

conflict between the Hacker Ethic and the realities of proprietary software. 

Several alternatives were raised: some members wrote their own versions of 

BASIC, one wrote what he considered a better version and sold it for five dollars, 

and another member, Jim Warren, founded a journal about ñfree and very 

inexpensive softwareò saying that ñthere is a viable alternative to the problems 

raised by Bill Gatesé when software is free, or so inexpensive that itôs easier to 
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pay for it than duplicate it, then it wonôt be óstolen.ôò (Levy 1984, 232). But the 

lines between the collaborative Hacker Ethic and the proprietary, paid ownership 

model of software had been drawn. Levyôs book chronicling the conflict inspired 

Whole Earth Catalog founder Stewart Brand to hold a hackerôs conference in 

1984, where one session focused exclusively on maintaining the hacker ethic in 

the face of proprietary software; the participants concluded that being a hacker 

was a set of personality traits, and that while open information access was an 

excellent ideal, it was ultimately ñonly an idealò (Turner 2006, 137). 

The ideals of the Hacker Ethic were transformed and codified in the free 

software movement, founded in 1983 by MIT student Richard Stallman (who had 

missed the golden age of MIT hacking and deeply regretted it). Stallman was 

(rightly) concerned with the prospect of large software companies, rather than 

hobbyists, dominating the computer industry. Most of Stallmanôs hacker friends at 

MIT had left to form software companies, and he was disgusted with 

monopolistic software practices, non-disclosure agreements, and locked-down 

source code, which he considered a betrayal of his principles (Levy 1984; Kelty 

2008). Coleman and Golub write: 

In 1984, [Stallman] founded the Free Software Foundation in order 

to further the values of reciprocity, pedagogy and scientific 

openness he had learned among the MIT hackers and to halt the 

intrusion of copyrights and patents in software. Stallman was a 

hacker, and so he realized his liberal ideals in a technological 

idiom and he linked his political goals to one of the most popular 

operating systems among the technical community, UNIX (italics 

mine) (2008, 261). 
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Stallman founded the GNU project (ñGnu is Not Unixò), a free, non-commercial 

operating system with shared source code available to anyone who wanted it 

(Kelty 2008, 191). GNU was a technological instantiation of Stallmanôs 

commitment to ña liberal version of freedom that invoked the virtues of sharing 

and pedagogyò (Coleman and Golub 2008, 261). Along with the software, he 

authored the GNU manifesto outlining the ñfour freedomsò of software: ñThe 

right to use, distribute, modify and redistribute derivative versionsò (Coleman and 

Hill 2004) This ideal became an integral part of free/open source philosophy, 

which notes that ñit is the right of every user to use, modify, and distribute 

computer software for any purposeò (Coleman and Hill 2004). Freely available 

source code not only encouraged learning and tinkering, it actively worked 

against monopolistic, proprietary software practice. Thus, it was a technological 

solution to an institutional problem.  

Stallmanôs model of ñfree as in speechò (rather than ñfree as in beerò) 

software would ultimately be challenged by Eric Raymond and Bruce Perenôs 

model of ñopen-sourceò software; Raymond and Perens thought the latter sounded 

more professional and pro-business, causing various conflicts with Stallman and 

other members of the community (Jordan 2008, chap. 5). Today, free and open 

source software is a significant alternative to proprietary models of technological 

development. Jordan writes, 

Free Software / Open Source software is freely available; freedom 

here means that the programmes often need not be paid for but 

more importantly and fundamentally that the code that constitutes 

the software can be taken and adjusted for free as long as any 
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changes made to the code are, in turn, made available to anyone 

else to use or adjust (2008, 43). 

 

Beyond software, free and open source software (FOSS) is a culture and a 

community. Chris Kelty divides FOSS into five parts: ñcreating a movement, 

sharing source code, conceptualizing openness or open systems, writing copyright 

(and copyleft) licenses, and coordinating collaborationsò (2008, 97). Jordan 

similarly identifies three aspects of FOSS as community, object, and property: the 

social organization by which software is made, the creation of software, and the 

theories of property that rise from FOSS (2008, 46). Today, Google, Microsoft, 

IBM and many other stolid software companies release some open source 

software, and independently-developed programs like Apache, Mozilla, Linux, 

Ubuntu and Songbird are used by hundreds of millions of users, a significant 

alternative to proprietary software.   

 Equally significantly, the philosophy of free/open-source has been 

extended to non-technical projects (Jordan 2008). Kelty writes that ñFree software 

is about making things publicò (italics mine) (2008, x). This liberal commitment 

to public-ness can be seen in a variety of efforts. User-contributed content 

leverages the community aspect of open source to solve complicated problems, 

culminating in projects like Wikipedia, the ñfree encyclopedia that ñanyone can 

editò (Wikipedia contributors 2010e). The OpenCourseWare initiative provides 

free, searchable online access to course materials from schools like MIT and Tufts 

(OpenCourseWare Consortium 2010). Similarly, the Open Access movement 

advocates that peer-reviewed academic articles be freely available to anyone, not 
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just people affiliated with institutions that hold expensive journal subscriptions 

(Budapest Open Access Initiative 2010).  

Yochai Benkler chronicled such developments in his 2006 book The 

Wealth of Networks. Benkler claimed that new models of commons-based peer 

production pioneered by FOSS would lead to advancements in individual 

autonomy, democracy, freedom, and justice, unless they were threatened by pre-

existing industrial actorsðlike Big Mediaðdetermined to continue exclusive 

rights-based models, like copyright. Benkler argued that the internet was allowing 

for a shift from an ñindustrial information economyò to a ñnetworked information 

economyò that focused on non-market, individual, decentralized production using 

non-proprietary strategies (2006). Benklerôs work resonated with the Free Culture 

movement sparked by Larry Lessig, who explicitly refers to Stallman as the major 

influence for his beliefs in the introduction to Free Culture (2004). The free 

culture movement applies the ideals of the free software movement to all creative, 

cultural works, asserting that people should have the right to create 

ñtransformative worksò (such as fan-fiction or mashups), comment on mainstream 

culture, and so forth. It has spurred a variety of other activist movements such as 

copyleft, Creative Commons, ñcultural environmentalism,ò and the general 

internet activism of the Electronic Frontier Foundation, which says ñThe 

Electronic Frontier Foundation (EFF) thinks that innovation is inextricably tied to 

freedom of speech, and innovators need to be protected from established 

businesses that use the law to stifle creativity and kill competitionò (Electronic 
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Frontier Foundation 2010). This bundle of activism, theory, and philosophy is the 

primary driving force behind much of the idealism of Web 2.0 culture, as it 

explicitly positions internet culture as a solution to institutional failure. However, 

in reality Web 2.0 software often diverges from the baseline legal requirements 

for FOSS. While the ideology was adopted, much of the practice was not. 

 In the next section, I examine the 1990s DIY culture which furthered the 

critique of corporate-controlled media and positioned individually-created 

creative products as a superior alternative to homogenized content.  

 

Zines, Punk Rock and DIY Media 

 

Zines are photocopied magazines written by individuals and distributed 

through the mail and independent bookstores. While fanzines originated in 

science fiction fandom, by the 1990s zines ran the gamut from obscure topics like 

hacking, The Brady Bunch or thrift stores (2600, Teenage Gang Debs, Thrift 

Score) to autobiographical accounts of personal experiences (Cometbus, Doris, 

Dishwasher). Zines were either sold for small amounts of money or exchanged 

through a barter system, and often emphasized the futility of wage slave labor and 

the lower middle class existence. Stephen Duncombe, in his definitive academic 

study of zines, writes: 

In an era marked by the rapid centralization of corporate media, 

zines are independent and localized, coming out of cities, suburbs, 

and small towns across the USA, assembled on kitchen tables. 

They celebrate the everyperson in a world of celebrity, losers in a 

society that rewards the best and the brightest. Rejecting the 

corporate dream of an atomized population broken down into 
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discrete and instrumental target markets, zine writers form 

networks and forge communities around diverse identities and 

interests. Employed within the grim new economy of service, 

temporary, and ñflexibleò work, they redefine work, setting out 

their creative labor done on zines as a protest against the drudgery 

of working for anotherôs profit. And defining themselves against a 

society predicated on consumption, zinesters privilege the ethic of 

DIY, do-it-yourself: make your own culture and stop consuming 

that which is made for you (1997, 2). 

 

Notably, many of the claims made about zinesðsmall, independent, self-

expressive, user-created, alternatives to Big Mediaðare identical to those made 

about YouTube videos and blogs. Also notable is the strong political ethos that 

Duncombe describes. While some zine writers were explicitly political, whether 

punk rock, feminist or libertarian, the overall experience and process of writing 

and distributing a zine required certain elementsðñborrowingò photocopies and 

computer time from an employer, corresponding with like-minded zinesters and 

fans through the mail, and utilizing the barter systemðwhich were explicit 

rejections of corporate capitalism.  

This ñdo-it-yourself ethicò was partly rooted in American punk rock. In 

the 1980s, punk rock bands, most of which were either label-less or signed to 

small, independent record labels, created an alternative set of institutions to 

facilitate sharing and spreading music ignored by mainstream radio and MTV. 

These included ñBook Your Own Fucking Life,ò a photocopied book of 

information about different venues where an independent band could set up a tour 

(now at http://www.byofl.com); mail-order record and zine distributions; small 

music venues (often the houses of punk fans); zines like Maximumrocknroll and 
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Punk Planet; silk-screen and sticker companies, and a variety of instructional 

information on everything from building an amp to cooking a vegan breakfast. 

This idea of ñdoing it yourselfò became one of the key elements of the American 

punk rock ethic. Daniel Sinker, former editor of Punk Planet, writes: 

Punk has always been about asking ñwhyò and then doing 

something about it. Itôs about picking up a guitar and asking ñWhy 

canôt I play this?ò Itôs about picking up a typewriter and saying 

ñWhy donôt my opinions count?ò Itôs about looking at the world 

around you and asking ñWhy are things as fucked up as they are?ò 

and then itôs about looking inwards at yourself and saying ñWhy 

arenôt I doing anything about this?ò (2001, 10) 

 

DIY was cultural production of music, writing, or art that explicitly acted as 

political resistance (Moore 2007). Listening to bands on independent labels
24

 was 

an explicit rejection of corporate America. Writing a zine was a way to express 

viewpoints absent from mainstream culture. This dichotomy of independent vs. 

mainstream meant that ñselling out,ò whether by signing to a major label or 

putting a bar code on the cover of a zine, was strictly policed. While not all 

zinesters were involved in punk rock, the two shared an emphasis on 

independence from mainstream, capitalist media and ñwage slavery.ò  

 Although zines and zine culture still very much exist (see zineworld.com 

for an overview), many zinesters and punk rock businesses have moved online to 

reach larger audiences. In the late 1990s, a series of conferences in San Francisco 

called Webzine explicitly brought together a class of zinesters, dot-com 

professionals, and early web publishers like Fray, Suck, ChickClick, Bust and 

Maxi, in a celebration of independent publishing which drew lines of 
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commonality between zines and personal homepages. The influence of DIY can 

be seen today in music blogs, the feminist crafting community (epitomized by 

Etsy.com), the Maker Faire, grassroots media activism, and ex-zinesters who 

maintain blogs and personal homepages. Most importantly, the ethic of ñdoing it 

yourself,ò of learning from others without a profit motive, of self-expression, of 

focusing on obscure interests and sharing personal experiences, was woven into 

the creative fabric of Web 2.0ðbut simultaneously depoliticized. For instance, 

the equation of zines with blogs is vociferously debated in the zine world. Barnard 

College librarian Jenna Freedman writes: 

While blogs can be a very empowering medium, there arenôt many 

people out there capable of fully hosting their own blogs. 

Therefore, there is usually an Internet service provider that has the 

power to pull the plug on something it deems offensive, be it 

because of politics, sex, religion, copyright, or anything else. Itôs 

also much more difficult for the average blogger to be truly 

anonymous than it is for a zinester. Being able to violate copyright 

and readersô ethics or sensibilities have their good and bad points. 

Part of what makes zines what they are and what makes them so 

great is the total freedom not afforded to, but taken by the zinester 

(2005) . 

 

Freedman identifies one of the major differences between zines, the DIY 

aesthetic, and its online equivalents: the lack of anti-capitalist ethos and rhetoric 

around ñselling out.ò  There is no shame, for instance, in using Ning, a venture-

capital backed social media startup, to start an online community about zines 

(http://wemakezines.ning.com). Although zines and DIY culture celebrated the 

individual and rejected Big Media, they did this as part of rejecting the overall 

structural inequality of labor. In the next section, I look at the counter-
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globalization movement of the 2000s, which responded to perceived abuses of 

government and big corporations by explicitly positioning online, independent 

journalism as a solution to many of these problems.  

 

The Anti-corporate Movement, Blogs and Grassroots Media Activism 

 

The anti-corporate movement protested the rise of multi-national 

corporations, their environmental impact, the homogenization of mass culture, 

media consolidation, and the pervasiveness of advertising, as chronicled in Naomi 

Kleinôs No Logo (1999), Eric Schlosserôs Fast Food Nation (2001), the films The 

Corporation (2003) and Super Size Me (2004), and magazines Adbusters (1989-

present), Stay Free! (1992-2007) and The Baffler (1988-present). Anti-corporate 

activists called for the support of small business, boycotts of major multinational 

corporations, ethical consumption, and events like ñBuy Nothing Dayò and ñTurn 

Off Your TV Week.ò Simultaneously, counter-globalization movements used 

networked, distributed structures and technologies to create non-oppressive 

collaborative strategies and principles. Jeff Juris writes that counter-globalization 

organizations enact a ñdual politics: intervening within dominant publics while 

generating decentralized network forms that prefigure the utopian worlds they are 

struggling to createò (2008, 9). Thus, the movements themselves are instantiations 

of political principles, many influenced by anarchism (Graeber 2004; Graeber 

2009).  
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 In 1999, the World Trade Organization met in Seattle, WA and was 

greeted by what was later called ñThe Battle in Seattleò or the ñWTO riots.ò
25

 The 

first independent media center (or IMC, usually referred to as ñIndymediaò) was 

set up in Seattle to document the WTO protests, ñacting as a clearinghouse for 

publicizing the goals of the protesters, posting first-person reports, photographs, 

sound recordings, and digital video footageò (Jenkins and Thorburn 2003, 4).  

The Seattle IMC served as an organizing model for other groups and by 2006, 

there were 150 IMC groups in 50 countries, with about 5000 members (Pickard 

2006a, 317). Indymediaôs slogan ñbe the mediaò displays its commitment to 

participatory media as a core component of radical democracy, which was built 

into the very fabric of the organization. Victor Pickard writes: 

Indymediaôs radical democratic practice entails an active 

renegotiation of all power relationships by democratizating the 

media (exemplified by an interactive web-based interface), 

leveling power hierarchies (exemplified by consensus-based 

decision-making), and countering proprietary logic (exemplified 

by open-source software) (2006b, 20).  

 

The WTO protesters adopted techniques from activist and anarchist history, 

specifically affinity groups, small groups of activists with personal ties who work 

together on collective action, networked together in a rhizome-like structure, used 

by anarchist groups since the Spanish Civil War (Smith 2001, 10). Indymedia 

centers similarly drew from the techniques and philosophies of other radical 

groups to create a non-hierarchical, anti-authoritarian model of organizing 

through decentralization and consensus-based decision making. Specifically, the 

IMC adopted free/ open-source software philosophy to manifest the principles of 
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radical democracy in their technological infrastructure, ñsuch as de-privatizing 

technology, increasing and de-centralizing participation in news production, and 

leveling bureaucratic hierarchiesò (Pickard 2006b, 27). The second principle of 

IMCôs ten ñprinciples of unityò maintains that ñopen exchange of and open access 

to information [is] a prerequisite to the building of a more free and just societyò 

and the ninth reads ñAll IMCs shall be committed to the use of free source code, 

whenever possible, in order to develop the digital infrastructure, and to increase 

the independence of the network by not relying on proprietary softwareò (Pickard 

2006b, 25-26).  

While the principles of unity were formulated by Indymedia as a global 

organization, Indymedia originated in late-1990s Seattle, a major center for dot-

com activity and the home of multinational technology corporations including 

Microsoft, Nintendo, and Amazon.com, as well as a top-10 computer science 

school at the University of Washington. Seattle Indymedia and the IMC as a 

whole were technologically driven, using e-mail lists to organize members and a 

web interface to publish news stories, videos, and other user-generated content. 

The principles of free/open source software that IMCs espoused were seen as 

equally important to equality and democracy as their activist commitments. 

Pickard writes, ñin the case of Indymedia, the technology and institutional 

structure are mutually constitutive. Undoing one would disable the otheré the 

radical openness of Indymediaôs technology is predicated on a radical democratic 

institutional structure; this structure could not exist without internet 
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communications, especially on the global network levelò (2006b, 36). Using 

participatory publishing software and FOSS became a way to live the principles 

of counter-globalization activism in day-to-day life.
26

  

Significantly, the ability for anyone to publish a news story through the 

IMC newswires was seen as a way to challenge the corporate media coverage of 

radical politics in general and the WTO protests specifically, which was widely 

seen as inaccurate due to media consolidation. In 1996, the Telecommunications 

Act dissolved a number of laws that regulated how many media outlets a 

company could own. The resulting mergers concentrated media ownership in six 

huge companies, including Disney and Viacom, who control virtually all 

television, newspapers, publishing, mainstream film, radio, and music publishing.  

Scholars like Lance Bennett, Robert McChesney, and Eric Klinenberg have 

thoroughly documented the impacts of media consolidation on the corporate news 

media. These include a decrease in foreign and local news coverage, a reliance on 

mainstream sources, a decrease in minority viewpoints, a decrease in substantive 

educational content, an increase in cross-promotion and sponsor-driven content, 

and a pro-government, pro-capitalist bias (McChesney 2000; Bennett, Lawrence, 

and Livingston 2007; Klinenberg 2007). These problems were especially relevant 

during the post-September 11
th
 Bush Administration, as progressives criticized 

corporate media for cheerleading the war effort and failing to critically investigate 

policies or provide historical context for government decisions (Bennett, 

Lawrence, and Livingston 2007).  
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Online publishing allowed people with views outside the mainstream to 

voice their opinions and practice amateur investigative journalism. The highly 

visible, politically radical projects of the IMCs and their ilk were gradually de-

emphasized in favor of a more moderate, liberal impulse. During the beginning of 

the second Iraq War, ñwarbloggingò spread ñtrustworthy alternative views 

concerning the objectives of the Bush Administration and Pentagon and the 

corporate media spin surrounding themò (Kahn and Kellner 2004, 92). In 2002, 

then-senator Trent Lott made a pro-segregationist remark at a birthday dinner for 

venerable former Dixiecrat Senator Strom Thurmond. While it was largely 

ignored by the mainstream media, who treated it as a minor tidbit, it was picked 

up by two major liberal blogs: Talking Points Memo and Eschaton. A few days 

later, the New York Times began covering the story, and two weeks later, Lott 

stepped down (Rosenberg 2009, 144-146). Blogs exemplified the FOSS maxim 

ñgiven enough eyeballs, all bugs are shallowò (Raymond 1999): citizen journalists 

working together could compensate for the deficiencies of mainstream media 

(Gillmor 2006).   

As these examples show, by the early 2000s journalists, academics, 

technologists and pundits were heralding blogs as the new frontier of participatory 

journalism, and they were grandfathered in as a Web 2.0 technology. But the term 

ñweblog,ò coined by Robot Wisdom editor Jorn Barger, was essentially a new 

name for online journals or link lists, which had existed on personal homepages 

for years (Rosenberg 2009, 79). Early bloggers like Barger, Justin Hall, and David 
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Winer had previously been active on Usenet, personal homepaging, and e-mail 

newsletters, respectively. Similarly, online journaling sites like LiveJournal and 

Diaryland, both founded in 1999 with audiences primarily of young women who 

wrote about their personal experiences, were generally ignored in the media 

coverage of blogs. In fact, even though at least half of weblogs are written by 

women, the majority of media coverage of blogs focused on ñfilter blogs,ò which 

contain links to external content and are primarily written by adult men (Herring 

et al. 2004).   

Weblogs did not go uncriticized. Geert Lovink argued that far from being 

revolutionary, blogs are a form of ñcreative nihilismò which tear down the 

institutional structures of mass media without providing an alternative, merely 

creating unpaid replacements for journalists while furthering libertarian political 

beliefs (2008). Mainstream blogs are usually hosted in heavily commercial, 

privatized space which diminishes their democratic potential and hinders 

ñobjectivityò (Kahn and Kellner 2004; Kim and Hamilton 2006; Deuze 2008). In 

Republic.com, Cass Sunstein claimed that the blogosphere would result in ñecho 

chambersò where people with similar political beliefs would talk only to each 

other, creating political isolationism (2002).
27

 This proposition has been fiercely 

debated, with some scholars finding the ideological divide between right and left-

wing bloggers widening over time, while others find the opposite effect 

(Hargittai, Gallo, and Kane 2008; Lawrence, Sides, and Farrell 2010). Still others 

find weblogs a poor substitute for professional political content, arguing that 
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amateur production produces substandard writing and cannot make up for 

investigative reporting or foreign news coverage (Keen 2007). Cammaerts 

identifies several other critiques of blogsô participatory potential, including 

government censorship, appropriation by elites, and the possibility of encouraging 

anti-democratic publics (2008). 

Indymediaôs struggles with the professionalization of online content 

demonstrate some of the problems involved in positioning user-contributed 

content as an alternative to professional journalism.
28

 Pickard writes: 

As an institution, Indymedia is torn between aspiring to become a 

credible news institution able to challenge corporate mainstream 

representations, and wanting to be inclusive so as to not repel large 

numbers of people who may not be ableðdue to lack of privilege 

and educationðto produce content according to mainstream news 

quality standards (2006b, 35). 

 

Grassroots media activism positioned blogging as an accessible way for everyone 

to participate in democratic journalism, but Indymedia found it difficult to 

separate itself from the norms of Big Media. It was tricky to find untrained 

contributors who could create coverage of the same quality as mainstream media. 

And the legitimacy of online journalism was often measured by whether Big 

Media picked up a story, as in the Lott case. The truly radical leftist anti-corporate 

principles of the IMCs were submerged in the media emphasis on more liberal 

online journalism.  Although blogs and independent media were positioned as an 

anti-institutional alternative, the realities of dealing with capitalist structures were 

more complex.  
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In the next section, I look at San Franciscoôs ñcyberdelicò rave culture of 

the 1990s which patterned a communal, participatory utopian philosophy after the 

transparency and collaboration facilitated by the early internet, as exemplified by 

Burning Man. Many key participants in techno-utopian culture played significant 

roles in both the dot-com and Web 2.0 periods.   

 

Cyberdelic Utopianism 

 

The dot-com era was preceded by a utopian culture focused on the 

revolutionary potential of raising consciousness through computer networks, 

strongly influenced by Marshall McLuhan, rave culture, psychedelic drugs, and 

the idea of a tribal, collective dimension. In his book Cyberia, Douglas Rushkoff 

describes the denizens of this cyberdelic culture: 

éthe people I met at my first rave in early 1990s San Francisco 

claimed they could experience this same boundless, hypertext 

universe without the use of a computer at all. For them, cyberspace 

can be accessed through drugs, dance, spiritual techniques, chaos 

math, and pagan rituals. They move into a state of consciousness 

where, as if logged onto a computer, the limitations of time, 

distance, and the body are perceived as meaningless. People 

believe that they move through these regions as they might move 

through computer programs or video gamesðunlimited by the 

rules of a linear, physical reality. Moreover, they say that our 

reality itself, aided by technology, is about to make a wholesale 

leap into this new, hypertextual dimension (1994, 3). 

 

Clustered in San Francisco, the cyberdelic subculture was a mish-mash of 

electronic music, ñneopaganism,ò ecstasy and LSD, ñsmart drugs,ò online 

communities, computer hacking, and freewheeling theories about universal 

consciousness linked together by fractals and memetic theory.  It advocated a do-
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it-yourself approach to altering consciousness and reality, using immersion in 

ñcyberspaceò to achieve psychedelic bliss. Many of the shamans of this culture 

were former hippies: Timothy Leary, Stewart Brand, Terrence McKenna, and 

John Barlow (founder of the Electronic Frontier Foundation and former Grateful 

Dead lyricist). They appeared at raves, gave lectures, and were quoted in 

magazines like Mondo 2000 and Extropy; Leary famously stated, ñthe PC is the 

LSD of the 1990sò (Rucker, Sirius, and Mu 1992; Dery 1997; Rothstein 2006; 

Wikipedia contributors 2010c). Radical theorists surmised that the internet would 

allow participants to tap into a cyber-consciousness, creating a post-human body 

that was stronger, better, and more evolved than the meat-space self. While these 

theories ran the gamut from William Gibson-esque insanity to the more practical 

ñvirtual homesteadingò accounts of Howard Rheingold, what these theorists had 

in common was the idea of the internet as a utopian space where people could 

overcome the difficulties of their everyday lives.  

 Also crucial to cyberdelic culture was the idea of rejecting the mainstream. 

Rudy Rucker, one of the Mondo 2000 founders, describes the audience for one of 

his talks as: 

 éreality hackers, nuts, flakes, entrepreneurs, trippers, con-men, 

students, artists, mad engineersðCalifornians with the naïve belief 

that a) There is a Better Way and b) I Can Do It Myself. To put it 

in a clear gelatin capsule for you, Iôd say that (a) and (b) are the 

two beliefs that underlie every single entry in the Mondo 2000 

Userôs Guide. The way that Big Business or The Pig does things is 

obviously not the best way; itôs intrusive, kludgy, unkind, and not 

at all what you really wanté Now, thanks to high-tech and the 

breakdown of society, youôre free to turn your back on the way 

ñtheyò do it, whatever it might be, and do it yourself (1992, 10). 




















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































