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Digital media and network technologies are 

now part of everyday life. The Internet has 

become the backbone of communication, 

commerce, and media; the ubiquitous 

mobile phone connects us with others as it 

removes us from any stable sense of location. 

Networked Publics examines the ways that 

the social and cultural shifts created by

these technologies have transformed our 

relationships to (and definitions of) place, 

culture, politics, and infrastructure.

Four chapters—each by an interdisciplinary

team of scholars using collaborative 

software—provide a synoptic overview along 

with illustrative case studies. The chapter on 

place describes how digital networks enable 

us to be present in physical and networked 

places simultaneously (on the phone while on 

the road; on the Web while at a café)—often 

at the expense of nondigital commitments. The 

chapter on culture explores the growth

of amateur-produced and -remixed content 

online and the impact of these practices 

on the music, anime, advertising, and 

news industries. The chapter on politics 

examines the new networked modes 

of bottom-up political expression 

and mobilization, and the difficulty in 

channeling online political discourse into 

productive political deliberation. And 

finally, the chapter on infrastructure notes 

the tension between openness and control 

in the flow of information, as seen in the 

current controversy over net neutrality. An 

introduction by anthropologist Mizuko Ito and 

a conclusion by architecture theorist Kazys 

Varnelis frame the chapters, giving overviews 

of the radical nature of these transformations.
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Networked Publics is the product of the 2005–2006 research year at the Univer-
sity of Southern California’s Annenberg Center for Communication. A team of 
thirteen scholars spent the year investigating how new and maturing network-
ing technologies are reconfi guring the way we interact with content, media 
sources, other individuals and groups, and the world that surrounds us.

This book accompanies the blog that we maintained during that period, 
now at http: // networkedpublics.org. It aims to be a scholarly introduction to 
the fi eld, synthesizing our own fi elds of research together with what we learned 
as a group. The book should also be understood as our response to the cultural 
material and debates that we brought together at the Networked Publics Con-
ference and Media Festival at the Annenberg Center for Communication on 
April 28 and 29, 2006.

Networked Publics was produced online, using tools such as Writely (now 
Google Docs) and, as such, is one of the fi rst books to be produced through 
collaborative software.
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The era of digital media and networking is no longer in its infancy. The 
nineties were a pivotal decade in which computer networking became a core 
player in communications and media content delivery. During this period, 
the dominant metaphors for information technology changed from computing 
and artifi cial intelligence to networking and communication, and multimedia 
production and playback capabilities became standard for personal computers. 
With the advent of graphical browsers, the establishment of consumer broad-
band Internet providers, and the popular adoption of the internet, computer 
networking expanded its reach beyond hobbyist, research, and government 
communities to the broader public. Although the dot- com boom and bust 
of the late nineties absorbed public discourse surrounding the Internet, both 
during this period and afterwards, the Internet became the backbone for more 
and more of our everyday communications, commerce, and content delivery. 
At the same time, mobile phone technology became more ubiquitous and is 
now one of the most widely used portals to information technology. More 
recently, dynamic visual media such as videos and movies became available on 
the Internet, and increasingly sophisticated infrastructures for social exchange 
have heralded what some technologists are now calling Web 2.0.1

These technological changes are tied to important shifts in society and 
culture. Networked digital media are beginning to be taken for granted in 
everyday life. Although the nature of adoption varies widely by factors such 
as nation, region, class, and gender, an increasing number of people are domes-
ticating networked digital media for their ongoing business, for socialization, 
and for cultural exchange. This is particularly true of the current generation of 
teens and young adults in postindustrial countries growing up with networked 
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digital media as a fact of life. In Japan young people use their multimedia 
mobile phone as their primary communications portal, in the Philippines text 
messaging has revolutionized political mobilization,2 while in Korea total pen-
etration of homes by broadband Internet has enabled radically new forms of 
online sociality.

Our focus in this book, however, is on the United States, which is both 
an unusual and exemplary case. Although the United States has lagged be-
hind other industrial countries in certain areas, such as the adoption of big 
broadband or mobile Internet, it continues to have a leadership role in the de-
velopment of Internet standards, communications software, and related social 
practices, most recently those embedded within so- called social software. Many 
of the contributors to this volume have done research in other countries, and 
our work is informed by an international perspective; however we made the 
decision early on that we would focus our efforts on the national context, where 
we had the most collective expertise. We are not blind to the fact that other 
high- tech and developing countries, leapfrogging their way to wireless Inter-
net, could be considered the cutting edge of contemporary network society and 
culture. Rather, our aim is deliberately parochialized to the specifi cs of the U.S. 
context, with its particular blend of concerns surrounding infrastructural de-
velopment, political expression, intellectual property issues, and certain modes 
of cultural production. We consider the U.S. case as a specifi c, but still broadly 
infl uential, context of networked society and culture.

This introduction provides a preview and framework for the chapters to 
follow. After introducing the background to this book and the conceptual ap-
proach, I introduce themes that cut across the individual chapters by describ-
ing four key trends: accessibility to digital tools and networks, many- to- many 
and peer- to- peer forms of distribution, value at the edges, and aggregation of 
culture and information. These themes are intended as a guiding framework 
for understanding the relation between the chapters in the body of the book, 
organized by the topics of place, culture, infrastructure, and politics.

Framework

The term networked publics references a linked set of social, cultural, and tech-
nological developments that have accompanied the growing engagement with 
digitally networked media. The Internet has not completely changed the me-
dia’s role in society: mass media, or one- to- many communications, continue 
to cater to a wide arena of cultural life. What has changed are the ways in 
which people are networked and mobilized with and through media. The term 
networked publics is an alternative to terms such as audience or consumer. Rather 
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than assume that everyday media engagement is passive or consumptive, the 
term publics foregrounds a more engaged stance. Networked publics takes this 
further; now publics are communicating more and more through complex 
networks that are  bottom- up, top- down, as well as side- to- side. Publics can 
be reactors, (re)makers and (re)distributors, engaging in shared culture and 
knowledge through discourse and social exchange as well as through acts of 
media reception. With the growth of multimedia on the Internet, publics can 
traffi c in both professional and personal media, in new forms of communication 
that often fi nd a route around commercial media distribution. Personal media 
and communications technologies such as telephony, e- mail, text messaging, 
and everyday photography and journaling are colliding with commercial and 
mass media such as television, fi lm, and commercial music. This is what Henry 
Jenkins has described as “convergence culture, where old and new media in-
tersect, where grassroots and corporate media collide, where the power of the 
media producer and the media consumer interact in unpredictable ways.”3 This 
book describes the current state of networked publics at the layers of place, cul-
ture, politics, and infrastructure, examining historical context and speculating 
about an unfolding future.

If networked media ecologies are maturing and becoming more established 
in our everyday lives, we are also still clearly in a moment of transition. We 
write this book not only to describe emergent developments in networked soci-
ety, technology, and culture, but also to provide an accessible text to inform de-
bate about our media future. For example, the chapters in the body of the book 
take on issues such as privacy in the rise of the Internet of things, debates over 
net neutrality, controversies over intellectual property in the culture industries, 
and whether Internet culture supports democracy and deliberative discourse.

Our method is interdisciplinary, syncretic, and collaborative. This book is 
a result of a year- long fellowship program at the Annenberg Center for Com-
munication at the University of Southern California, where scholars from a 
wide variety of backgrounds and disciplines convened to consider the present 
and future of networked society and culture. From the outset, we decided 
against producing an edited work that would be simply a record of our di-
verse interests, with each scholar contributing a chapter in the well- established 
mode of an edited collection. To this end, we turned to the technologies that 
we are researching as vehicles for developing a collective intelligence. These 
included wikis, blogs, content management systems, and networked writing 
sites, as well as the usual toolkit of e- mail, instant messaging, and face- to- face 
and telephone conversation. A record of our work can be found at http: // www
.networkedpublics.org. A collaborative writing project, this book has pushed 
each of us beyond our specifi c research projects to consider the relationships 



Mizuko Ito

4

between our different areas of study, working to build conceptual linkages that 
outline the contours of contemporary networked society in broad terms. To 
survey the spread of networked digital culture, it was necessary to sample ar-
eas and theoretical perspectives well beyond the comfort zone of an individual 
scholar. Despite the diversity of approaches that we take in this book, we share 
a collective commitment to an interdisciplinary understanding of sociotech-
nical change. The authors gathered here come from backgrounds as varied as 
engineering, architecture, critical studies, political science, communications, 
history, anthropology, and media arts. Working together demanded that we 
recognize the importance of a wide variety of factors including behavior, econ-
omy, culture, politics, and technology.

When writing about new technologies, it is tempting to focus on the tech-
nologies as the site of interest and the most decisive driver of change; however 
in this book we work actively against a technically determinist frame. One of 
the primary theoretical innovations of contemporary technology studies has 
been the recognition that technology does not stand apart as an external force 
that impacts society and culture. Rather, technologies are embodiments of so-
cial and cultural structures that in turn get taken up in new ways by existing 
social groups and cultural categories.4 As Lawrence Lessig famously argues in 
the case of legal structures being embodied in technical architectures, “law is 
code.”5 Similarly, John Seely Brown and Paul Duguid have argued that infor-
mation has a “social life” that structures its uptake and creation.6 This stance 
is foundational to the interdisciplinary approach we take. Sociocultural factors 
are subject to technical analysis just as technical factors are subject to social and 
cultural analysis. This stance also demands that our writing is not focused on 
specifi c new technologies, but rather on longstanding social, cultural, techni-
cal, and material domains. The chapter topics—place, culture, politics, and 
infrastructure—are meant to locate contemporary technologies within broader 
historical trajectories.

This recognition of the social, culture, and material nature of information 
technology is not only a research commitment; it is also a sign of the techno-
logical times. As computers have moved from being standalone boxes that were 
“computing machines” or “models of the mind” to being networked devices 
for human communication, our popular understandings of computers have 
also changed. We look to the online world as a source of sociality and culture, 
and designers of new online systems recognize that they are engaged in social 
engineering as well as technical engineering. For many, computers and digi-
tal technologies have become intimate, indispensable, and pervasive in their 
lives. More recently, with the advent of portable networked technologies such 
as the mobile phone and RFID (Radio Frequency Identifi cation) tags, as well 
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as  location- based networked systems, we are also being forced to recognize in-
formation systems’ relation to the materiality of diverse objects and places. In 
other words, the interdisciplinary approach that we take in this book is tuned 
to the current moment in networked culture and society, a moment when we 
are actively grappling with the massive convergence of society, culture, places, 
and things via the medium of the Internet.

Our review of networked society and culture is certainly not comprehensive. 
We do not, for the most part, delve into the details of particular technol-
ogies, platforms, or online sites. The reader should not expect coverage of many 
of the developments in online systems that have been most visible in public 
discourse, whether that is multiplayer online games, eBay, blogs, MySpace, 
or YouTube. Our intention is not to rehash material already covered by the 
popular media as well as a growing body of scholarly case studies. Instead, we 
direct our efforts toward reading across these different developments to iden-
tify broader patterns and shifts in culture and society. We mobilize case studies 
that speak to these broader trends, though they may not be the trends that are 
most visible or debated in public culture today. This book is also not intended 
as a theoretical text that proposes a new framework for understanding digital 
networks. In recent years, signifi cant texts have been published that are defi n-
ing the terms of debate in this area. We introduce what we believe to be key 
thinkers and concepts for understanding networked and convergent culture 
and society. Recent theoretical texts that have been particularly infl uential 
to our enterprise are featured in boxes throughout this book. Our goal is to 
bring these theoretical contributions into conversation with one another and 
into relation with the wide range of content areas and examples that we have 
collectively researched. In this way, we have tailored this book to the strengths 
of a collective enterprise and collaborative writing process.

I now turn to an overview of some overarching themes covered throughout 
the book: the accessibility to digital production and networking tools, peer- to-
 peer and many- to- many forms of content distribution and publishing, value at 
the edges, and aggregation of information and culture.

Accessibility
The current growth of networked publics is grounded in the spread of digital 
technologies and networks. Lowered costs of processing power and digital stor-
age, accessibility of various digital production tools, as well as more pervasive 
network infrastructures—particularly through mobile and wireless technolo-
gies—are all important factors. Yochai Benkler characterizes this as one of the 
central shifts toward a networked information economy: “the move to a com-
munications environment built on cheap processors with high computation 
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capabilities, interconnected in a pervasive network.”7 This distribution of pro-
cessing power to larger masses of people is linked to an unprecedented spread 
of the means of cultural and information production and dissemination. It has 
been a decade or so since access to the production of text- based digital content 
through word processing, text messaging, and e- mail became relatively com-
mon in the United States. More recently, easy- to- use Web editors, blogging 
software, and digital cameras enabled multimedia publication using a standard 
personal computer toolkit. Now with the spread of digital video cameras, the 
means to produce video are readily available as a standard package of personal 
computer functionality. Software programs such as iMovie and GarageBand, 
and Web sites like Flickr and YouTube, are exemplary of this new ability in 
everyday life to author rich digital media. Taking this idea further, the chap-
ter on culture describes the growth of amateur digital content being shared 
online, and the growing salience of cultural styles of remix and appropriation. 
Similarly, the chapter on politics describes new modes of  bottom- up political 
expression and mobilization that are enabled when the means of digital pro-
duction are close at hand.

In addition to the distribution of the means of cultural and knowledge 
production, networking infrastructures are becoming increasingly pervasive 
and varied. The intimate presence of the mobile phone in our everyday lives 
is probably the most emblematic shift in this relation of network accessibil-
ity. Users rely on handheld devices to maintain an  always- on relation to in-
formation and personal networks, as well as utilizing them as  ready- at- hand 
digital production devices for snapping photos and crafting text messages. In 
addition, the presence of Wi- Fi and other wireless Internet infrastructures is 
growing, along with experimental efforts in  Internet- connected automobiles 
and  location- based networking services. The chapter on place describes how 
pervasive digital networks are reconfi guring our relation to place by enabling 
simultaneous presence in both physical and networked place. This layer of net-
worked accessibility is tied to a range of social and cultural tensions—drivers 
are distracted by their mobile phones and screens; massive, multiplayer online 
games capture players’ attention at the expense of out- of- game commitments; 
parents and children alike text others from the dining room table; and people 
congregate in cafés only to huddle in front of their laptops. We are still very 
much in the midst of negotiating appropriate social norms in this era of layered 
presence.

The issue of pervasive networked connectivity involves the politics of ob-
jects and infrastructure as well as interpersonal social negotiations. The chapter 
on place describes how locations and objects are becoming part of networked 
publics through technologies such as Geographic Information Systems and 
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RFID tags. As these new systems are deployed to map the traffi c in objects and 
the characteristics of places, we should expect to see a new set of social contro-
versies about privacy and the invasiveness of digital networks. The chapter on 
infrastructure sounds another cautionary note, warning us not to assume that 
networking infrastructures are always deployed in even and equitable ways. 
This chapter describes the policies and politics surrounding the deployment 
of “big broadband,” and the political and economic obstacles that stand in the 
way of cheap, accessible broadband in the United States. The digital divide is 
resilient because the bar of technological sophistication continues to rise. Even 
as larger masses of people gain access to digital technologies and networks 
through mobile phones, big broadband and  state- of- the- art personal comput-
ers remain out of reach for most.

Peer- to- Peer and Many- to- Many
From the growing accessibility of digital tools and networks have come new 
means and practices for distributing digital content. As the chapter on infra-
structure notes, from its inception the Internet has relied on an open end- to-
 end (E2E) architecture that has prioritized the free fl ow of content from the 
ends, rather than being selective about types of content or where the content 
traveled. As the Internet has scaled up, and as networking applications have 
become more sophisticated, this E2E architecture has helped support cultures 
of peer- to- peer (P2P) media distribution and many- to- many (M2M) forms of 
communication.

From the eighteenth century to the present day, media and knowledge 
were largely compartmentalized into either interpersonal talk and dialog or 
the mass copying and physical distribution of objects such as paper, tapes, 
CDs, and DVDs. On one end of the spectrum,  large- scale media distribution 
was controlled by commercial industries and their one- to- many infrastructure 
of broadcast and commodity distribution. On the other end, personal commu-
nication was dominated by one- on- one or  small- group talk through modalities 
such as physical gatherings and telephone conversations. Local and amateur 
media existed in the form of pamphlets, zines, and community media of vari-
ous kinds, but access to these media forms was limited in terms of resources 
and reach. P2P Internet tools enable the M2M distribution of amateur and 
niche content as well as the one- to- many distribution more characteristic of 
commercial media.

Anyone with access to an Internet connection has a soapbox with which 
to try and reach their audience, even if that audience is spatially dispersed. 
P2P distribution systems such as Napster, Kazaa, and BitTorrent, M2M shar-
ing platforms such as DeviantArt, Flickr, Fanfi ction.net, and YouTube, and 
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social networking tools such as MySpace, LiveJournal, and Facebook radically 
expand opportunities for individuals to share media and information directly 
with others in a social context. With sites such as eBay, Amazon.com, Lulu, 
Etsy, and Yahoo! Auctions, tangible objects fl ow through P2P networks, spur-
ring new forms of microenterprises built on secondary market exchange. All 
of these sites also function as content aggregators that enable niche creators 
and specialized audiences to fi nd one another. This new mode of M2M dis-
tribution has resulted in what Chris Anderson has described as the long tail 
of media distribution, where sites like Amazon.com are increasingly making 
money from the small sales of large numbers of niche products rather than just 
massive sales of bestsellers.8 Aggregation of M2M distribution also means that 
media content that may have started in a niche has the potential to reach mas-
sive audiences, as we’ve seen in the cases of the Drudge Report, Red vs. Blue, 
or YouTube celebrities.

Yochai Benkler sees these decentralized networks of communication and 
exchange as major catalysts of the shift to a networked information economy 
that is displacing the industrial information economy. In this economic model, 
“decentralized individual action—specifi cally, new and important cooperative 
and coordinated action carried out through radically distributed, nonmar-
ket mechanisms that do not depend on proprietary strategies—plays a much 
greater role.”9 In a similar vein, Michael Bauwens sees P2P as an increasingly 
salient form of human dynamic that is social, economic, and political in nature, 
and goes so far as to suggest that it is the “premise of the next civilizational 
stage. . . . It’s a form of human  network- based organisation which rests upon 
the free participation of equipotent partners, engaged in the production of 
common resources, without recourse to monetary compensation as key mo-
tivating factor, and not organized according to hierarchical methods of com-
mand and control.”10 As both Benkler and Bauwens suggest, lowered barriers 
to the means of distribution have meant that the reach of nonmarket sharing 
of knowledge and culture has expanded dramatically.

In the early days of the Internet, Howard Rheingold described a culture of 
“virtual community,” characterized by supportive interpersonal interaction.11 
This culture of  community- based sharing is still very much alive in many 
corners of the Internet—in LiveJournal communities, online game guilds, 
MySpace networks, mailing lists, and Yahoo! groups. But these interpersonal 
networks have been radically augmented by sharing between relative strang-
ers mediated by new sociotechnical systems. People provide content free and 
anonymously to others via P2P systems such as BitTorrent or Kazaa, muddy-
ing the boundaries between what some see as sharing and others have labeled 
piracy.12 One- time visitors to these interpersonal networks scatter comments 
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on blogs, and anonymous others browse and comment about personal photos 
on sites such as Textamerica and Flickr. Social network and reputation systems 
on eBay and Amazon.com, Technorati link tracking for blogs, and comment 
“karma” on sites like Slashdot help us navigate and prioritize the massive mar-
ketplace for M2M exchange.

P2P networks have different dynamics in the spread of information, tending 
toward more viral word- of- mouth circulation rather than top- down dissemina-
tion. As the chapter on culture describes, a wide range of players have exploited 
this—including activists packaging political messages in catchy videos, es-
tablished commercial media using blogs and reader participation, marketers 
employing these same techniques in viral advertising campaigns, and bands 
and fi lmmakers making use of promotional sites to generate buzz through P2P 
networks. Not surprisingly, there has been a backlash to astroturfi ng, or public 
relations campaigns that attempt to simulate grassroots behavior. A text mes-
sage, or Short Message Service (SMS), zapped from friend to friend has proven 
to be a potent tool for organizing spontaneous political protests as well as more 
playful gatherings of fl ashmobbers. Technologists are also exploring the poten-
tial to use these P2P dynamics to design wireless-mesh networks that rely on 
relaying network traffi c between individual users rather than a centrally man-
aged network. These viral models are described respectively in the chapters on 
politics, place, culture, and infrastructure.

The growth of P2P traffi c in commercial content has led to a wide range 
of opportunities as well as new social problems. The most high- profi le battles 
have been with respect to P2P exchange of commercial works such as music, 
television, and movies. Culture industries are struggling to regulate and mon-
etize the traffi c of their content over P2P networks. This has led to high- stakes 
battles over intellectual property policy and digital rights management tech-
nologies.13 Some of these dynamics are described in the chapter on networked 
public culture. The underlying issue is the tension between openness and con-
trol in the fl ow of culture and information. In an E2E environment, people also 
begin to see value in fi ltering, regulating, and prioritizing the fl ow of content. 
This tension appears in the debate over network neutrality, as described in the 
infrastructure chapter. Commercial content providers are beginning to explore 
alliances with Internet service providers to fi lter network traffi c in order to 
prioritize commercial content delivery of P2P traffi c. A similar tension is at 
work in the domain of politics. Although the Internet has spurred a rise in 
online political discourse, it has been diffi cult to channel these conversations 
in ways that conform to the norms of productive political deliberation. The 
chapter on politics describes the struggle of political activists and theorists to 
foster political deliberation.
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Value at the Edges
In their discussion of business strategy in an era of globalization, John Hagel 
and John Seely Brown suggest that we should increasingly look to the edges—
the edges of companies, markets, geographies, and demographics—to fi nd in-
novation. They look to the E2E architecture of the Internet as both an enabler 
and a metaphor for value creation at the edges.14 The current growth of activ-
ism at the ends of the network and media ecology has implications for a wide 
range of social, cultural, and economic domains. For example, in politics, the 
Internet has led to a growing visibility of  smaller- edge political actors who can 
make their voices heard in political blogs, make small campaign contributions, 
coordinate events via viral SMS exchange, or mobilize supporters through net-
worked activist groups. In a similar vein, the chapter on networked public 
culture focuses on the changing relationship between media producers and 
consumers, describing the cases of the industries for music, anime, advertis-
ing, and news. The growing activism of media audiences in, what Jenkins has 
called, a “participatory media culture”15 reverberates back to media industries, 
reconfi guring the relationship between the edge and the core. The result is new 
confi gurations of media markets characterized by proliferating  special- interest 
groups that dwarf what was previously considered the mainstream. This is the 
core of what Chris Anderson has described as the long- tail phenomenon in 
media markets.16

With an expanded network, individuals are able to reach out to a poten-
tially larger and more varied pool of culture and information. While debates 
on globalization in the heyday of mass media suggested that interconnection 
would lead to the homogenization of culture, in the Internet era the opposite 
appears to be the case. What we are seeing now is a proliferation of niches in 
subcultures, such as  English- language fandoms of Japanese animation, a case 
described in the culture chapter. Teens anywhere in the United States can 
gain access to niche media from Japan that they would never have been able 
to get their hands on even a decade ago. Nevertheless, in the blogosphere, 
this tendency has been criticized as creating an echo chamber: bloggers and 
audiences are connecting, at greater frequency and fi delity, with people who 
share their opinions, relying less on the standards of neutrality espoused by 
the mainstream press. At a lower level of granularity, we also see this in the 
telecocoons17 described in the chapter on place. Mobile phones, Wi- Fi hot spots, 
and networked automobiles create personal cocoons of private connectivity and 
conversation so people can stay connected with the people they feel most com-
fortable with. At the same time, these technologies have also been criticized 
as leading to social insularity, as people shut out engagement with copresent 
others in favor of their remote, but intimate, relations.
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This tendency toward niches, peer cultures, and  special- interest groups has 
been widely criticized as leading toward a fragmentation in common culture 
and standards of knowledge. This critique has been particularly noticeable in 
the case of news, where professional journalists worry about the breakdown of 
civic culture and journalistic standards as people turn to the blogosphere for 
news and opinion. This case is described in the culture chapter. Similarly, the 
politics chapter describes how deliberative democrats worry that online politi-
cal discourse is just chatter and is rarely elevated to the level of true delibera-
tion that can have political clout. Within infrastructure policy, this concern 
manifests in the griping of network providers who bear the expense of wiring 
the communications backbone. These providers feel that they are providing 
services for the edges without being able to recoup revenue back to the core. 
Commercial content providers have a similar complaint—they feel they are 
providing investment and value into cultural resources that get exploited by 
the edges without the circulation of revenue back into the industry. Commer-
cial content and network infrastructure providers are joining hands to lobby 
for the rights of the core to regulate and capitalize on the value being traffi cked 
at the edges, through digital rights management schemes and fi ltering and by 
the prioritizing of network traffi c.

Aggregation
As networks expand, the dynamic tension between the broader network and 
individualized niches becomes more pronounced. This is a dynamic that Man-
uel Castells has famously dubbed the relation between the network and the 
self,18 a relation that, in the conclusion of this book, Kazys Varnelis suggests 
is undergoing a fundamental shift. The growth of value at the edges is linked 
to the aggregation of a growing range of media content through the Internet 
and various mechanisms of searching and fi ltering. As the Internet has evolved 
from a medium for the exchange of text, to include pictures, sounds, video, and 
3D worlds, the scope of the culture and knowledge that is available for digi-
tal aggregation and access has expanded dramatically. We not only exchange 
text and pictures to family and friends, but also links to video and other rich 
media. Search companies like Google and Yahoo! are busily constructing new 
systems to aggregate and fi lter video, particularly after YouTube entered the 
public eye. Game systems like Second Life are putting forth  three- dimensional 
online worlds as  general- purpose interfaces to knowledge, culture, and socia-
bility, hoping to renew the desire for a  three- dimensional metaverse ignited by 
cyberpunk authors such as William Gibson and Neal Stephenson.19 Further, 
as described in the chapter on place, the embedding of networks in location, 
the creation of networks of location (as in the case of Google Earth), and the 
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possibility of an Internet of things20 is also on the horizon. Objects and places 
are the next targets for aggregation into the digital network. As networks in-
creasingly pervade the nooks and crannies of physical space through portable 
objects and  place- based infrastructure, we have opportunities for an  always- on 
sense of networked connectivity and a layering of presence in various physical 
and online places.

The effects of this  large- scale aggregation of knowledge and culture are 
varied and often contradictory. Scholars such as Jenkins and Benkler note more 
powerful and distributed collective intelligences that are enabled by new net-
working systems. Benkler describes a wide range of cases such as Wikipedia 
and SETI@home as instances of what he calls “commons- based peer produc-
tion”: “radically decentralized, collaborative, and nonproprietary; based on 
sharing resources and outputs among widely distributed, loosely connected 
individuals who cooperate with each other without relying on either market 
signals or managerial commands.”21 Jenkins suggests that “consumption has 
become a collective process”22 and describes examples of highly mobilized fan 
and gaming groups who develop vast stores of collective knowledge about their 
hobbies. Political groups such as MoveOn.org suggest a new model of leverag-
ing network aggregation for political mobilization.

This aggregation effect in the nonmarket sector also has a counterpart in 
the commercial sector. Anderson’s analysis of the long tail describes the pro-
liferation of niches as tied to the business success of  network- based content 
aggregator sites such as Amazon.com or Rhapsody.23 Niches feed the aggrega-
tors and vice versa in a cycle either virtuous or vicious, depending on your per-
spective. The advent of sophisticated recommendation and reputation systems 
also feeds the tendency of individuals to rely on aggregator sites as channels 
to niche interests and products. Although network participants may not rely 
on centralized sources of knowledge such as mainstream news sites or infor-
mation portal sites, they increasingly turn to search engines and aggregated 
service sites. The presence of Google as a new information industry behemoth 
with unprecedented power is testament to the power of aggregation services at 
this current moment in network society. Network aggregation is taking new 
forms as objects and locations become integrated into digital networks. The 
chapter on place describes current speculation about the role of everyday ob-
jects as they become increasingly networked. The incorporation of geographic 
information systems into our everyday lives is well under way with the advent 
of services such as Google Earth and MapQuest. Now aggregated geodata is 
accessible to corporations and individuals, allowing companies such as Claritas
.com to map the relation between places and lifestyle demographics, or Zillow
.com to sell real estate by letting individuals fl y in virtual space over neighbor-
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hoods mapped to property values. These systems highlight the ways in which 
aggregation often crosses certain boundaries of privacy, boundaries that are 
likely to become more pronounced if objects are also transmitting informa-
tion to the network. Bloggers, webcams, and camera phones now upload a 
steady stream of information to the Internet—information that can be easily 
searched, tagged, and reblogged. Already we are seeing a series of moral pan-
ics surrounding privacy and accessibility to personal information on sites such 
as MySpace or Facebook, a louder echo of earlier social problems when search 
engines fi rst began crawling Net newsgroups and  mailing- list archives.

With this we return full circle to the issue of accessibility and ubiquity of 
the network. The four themes I have outlined—accessibility, P2P and M2M 
distribution, value at the edges, and aggregation—are threads woven through-
out the chapters to follow. The chapters address these technosocial trends in 
more depth, within specifi c domains and case studies. Collectively, they trace 
the contours of an emerging set of networked publics, describing their histori-
cal evolution and suggesting the current controversies that are likely to shape 
their future.
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Contemporary life is dominated by the pervasiveness of the network. With 
the worldwide spread of the mobile phone and the growth of broadband in 
the developed world, technological networks are more accessible, more ubiq-
uitous, and more mobile every day. The  always- on,  always- accessible network 
produces a broad set of changes to our concept of place, linking specifi c locales 
to a global continuum and thereby transforming our sense of proximity and 
distance.

In the following chapter, we explore both the networking of space and the 
spatiality of the network, identifying a series of key conditions: the everyday 
superimposition of real and virtual spaces, the development of a mobile sense 
of place, the emergence of popular virtual worlds, the rise of the network as 
a  socio- spatial model, and the growing use of mapping and tracking technol-
ogies. These changes are not simply produced by technology. On the contrary, 
the development and practices of technology (as well as the conceptual shifts 
that these new technological practices produce) are thoroughly imbricated in 
culture, society, and politics. To be clear, the new is not good by default. The 
conditions we observe are contested and give rise to new tensions as much as to 
new opportunities. With connection there is also disconnection, and networks 
can consolidate power in the very act of dispersing it. We will examine both 
the plusses and minuses of these conditions throughout the chapter.

Taken together, these changes are already radical. But it is likely they will 
be only the fi rst steps in restructuring our concept of spatiality toward a reality 
of which we can only be partially aware, just as the fi rst theorists of modernism 
could only partially understand the emerging condition of their day.

Place: The Networking of Public Space

Kazys Varnelis and Anne Friedberg

1
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Simultaneous Place: Networked Publics

“One hundred dollars for three thousand minutes,” a  twenty- fi ve- year- old man 
with a Farsi accent repeats into his mobile phone. The scene is the local Star-
bucks, where you’ve gone to get away from the all- consuming distraction the 
Internet introduces into your life. You’ve intentionally left your phone in the 
car in order to be blissfully unaware of any professional or personal obligations 
that might take you away from your task. You’ve even left your laptop behind 
so that you won’t be tempted by the queue of e- mails to catch up to. You’re in 
the café with your Moleskine notebook—a non- networked object ubiquitous 
among the digerati—trying to start an essay on the role of place in network 
culture and fi nding that the only way forward is to detach yourself from the 
network as much as possible. But the people surrounding you have other ideas. 
The man behind you is trying to commit himself more deeply to the network, 
purchasing a plan that will allow him to talk on his mobile phone for one- tenth 
of his waking hours every month. A woman next to you is browsing the Inter-
net with her laptop, a late- career executive is thumbing his Blackberry, two 
students are studying together, and some teenagers are hanging out listening 
to music on their iPhones. While one texts her friends, the other downloads 
music from the iTunes store. A thirtysomething man is on his laptop working 
on a screenplay, while a few people are just reading books or the paper. You 
are all somehow drawn together by the lure of the generic (but branded) caf-
feinated beverage and the desire to share a similarly generic, but nonetheless 
communal, space with other humans with whom you are likely not to have any 
direct interaction.

This is, as far as humanity goes, a scene that is simultaneously age- old and 
unprecedented. We gather at the communal watering hole as we always did; 
only now we don’t reach out to those around us. Instead, we communicate with 
far- fl ung souls using means that would be indistinguishable from magic for all 
but our most recent ancestors.

That we open at a coffeehouse is not incidental. For theorist Jürgen Haber-
mas, when the public sphere emerged in the early eighteenth century, it did so 
in the context of the café, the learned society, and the salon.1 Together with the 
rituals of coffee drinking, the café increasingly provided both forum and fuel 
for critical debate about the latest pamphlets, newsletters, and broadsides. But 
the public sphere was not so much a physical place as a discursive site in which 
a literate public could conduct rational and critical debate. The assembly and 
dialogue that constituted this emerging public sphere occurred as much within 
the pages of newly circulated printed materials as it did within the walls of the 
coffeehouse. And yet, although Habermas’s ideas of the emancipatory potential 
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of the public sphere were dependent on open models of communication and 
participation, the café maintained its own invisible divides of power and access. 
The spaces that Habermas championed as the original outposts of this delibera-
tive democracy were not open to women, or to men not of the appropriate race, 
class, or ethnicity. Instead, women conducted different modes of deliberative 
discourse in separate spaces, such as the tea table and the public laundry.

What kind of public do we have in the café scene of our quotidian present? 
Women sit alongside men, and the patrons vary widely in age and ethnicity. 
But they are not engaged in debate or dialogue with each other. If they come 
together, it is simply to establish an ambient visual experience of bodies in 
near proximity, which is as psychically necessary in this wired and wireless age 
as it was in the days of Australopithecus. The material space of Starbucks is de-
signed to facilitate this through its neighborhood location, its anonymous yet 
familiar design choices, its comfortable furniture, and the carefully calibrated 
background music. But if these individuals don’t interact with the other café-
goers verbally, they are engaged in a calculated copresence: while comfortably 
sipping coffee or its commodifi ed equivalent in the franchised design of this 
local Starbucks, they are—via a network connection, mobile phone, or wireless 
laptop—in another place.

Of course, much has happened since the  eighteenth- century café inaugu-
rated public life in Europe’s great cities. The newspaper, penny novel, and 
other printed matter offered new forums for the literate public; arcades, bou-
levards, and other public spaces shaped the bourgeois city. Poet and art critic 
Charles Baudelaire championed the man on the street—the fl âneur—who moved 
through this newly forged urban milieu with the privilege of a bourgeois gentle-
man in public space: “To be away from home, and yet to feel at home; to be-
hold the world, to be in the midst of the world yet to remain hidden from the 
world.”2 In refl ecting on these changing confi gurations of public and private 
on the streets of modernity, German cultural critic Walter Benjamin wrote: 
“The street becomes a dwelling for the fl âneur; he is as much at home among 
the facades of houses as a citizen is in his four walls. . . . The walls are the desk 
against which he presses his notebooks; news- stands are his libraries and the 
terraces of cafés are the balconies from which he looks down on his household 
after his work is done.”3

Not everyone had the bourgeois male’s privilege. The fl âneuse, if she was to 
navigate public space on her own without being thought of as a product for 
sale, was safest in the cathedrals of consumption, department stores that en-
couraged other new behaviors. Consumerism was born out of the need to create 
desire for the products of the industrialized machines of capital and to award 
women new agencies, a new “purchase” on public space.
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As the nineteenth century drew to its end, the pedestrian mobility of the 
fl âneur and fl âneuse was augmented by the many machines of transport—trains, 
streetcars, buses, moving walkways, escalators, elevators—that not only accel-
erated movement but produced new social behaviors. “Before the development 
of buses, railroads, and trams in the nineteenth century,” writes sociologist 
Georg Simmel, “people had never been in a position of having to look at one 
another for long minutes or even hours without speaking to one another.”4 
Yet, as both Simmel and Baudelaire observed, the only way that humans could 
navigate the overwhelming condition of the metropolis was by disconnecting, 
by shutting off their connections to this multitude of others.

Cultural critics observed that such detachment increased during the twen-
tieth century as people fl ed decaying cities to suburbs. Public space became 
increasingly privatized and virtualized, with networks of individuals being 
replaced by television broadcast networks, and individuals becoming less and 
less citizens and more and more consumers.5 For these critics, it wasn’t just 
television that produced these changes. The public sphere was being evacu-
ated, and along with it place—as well as its deeply etched social and historical 
meanings—was quickly disappearing. In her book The Death and Life of Great 
American Cities, Jane Jacobs linked the decline of the city and the collapse of 
the public sphere, arguing that a vital sense of civitas depends on an archi-
tectural infrastructure that encourages frequent, random face- to- face interac-
tions within an urban community. For Jacobs, both modern urban planning 
and the detached  single- family house in the suburb inhibited those vibrant 
interactions.6

Perhaps the crescendo of this gloom came only a decade and a half ago 
when anthropologist Marc Augé made his dismal conclusion about the na-
ture of human interaction in physical space in his Non- Places: Introduction to an 
Anthropology of Supermodernity. Augé suggests that our sense of place, as old as 
humanity, is coming to an end. Building on Marcel Mauss’s idea of place as 
a “culture localized in time and space,” Augé distinguishes places—locations 
in which individuals with distinct identities form human relationships that 
in turn accrete, creating the sediments of history—from non- places—spaces 
of transition absent of identity, human relationships, or the traces of history. 
Augé’s non- places are in- between spaces, sites of transit for humans (airports, 
airplanes, freeways, parking garages, but also refugee camps and shantytowns), 
data (the space in front of the computer screen), and goods and capital (the space 
in front of the ATM, the shopping mall, the supermarket). This new world of 
non- place, Augé writes, privileges the fl eeting, ephemeral, and contingent.

Places are fi lled with individual identities, language, references, and unfor-
mulated rules; non- places are spaces of solitary individuality. Much as at our 
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Starbucks, that anonymity is shared by many. According to Augé, we are all 
passengers on an airplane or drivers on a highway, our identities lost. Infor-
mation in the world of non- place is conveyed through disembodied texts and 
voices offering prescriptive information: “No smoking in the airport,” “Flight 
140 to Madrid departs at gate 25,” “Have your passports ready and customs 
forms fi lled out,” and of course, “Please take the ticket.” If modernity, Augé 
concludes, was still deeply tied to place and history—indeed, historical nar-
ratives were key to that moment—supermodernity leaves us in a realm fi nally 
devoid of history. To be fair, Augé issues a disclaimer, noting that non- place 
and place are only conceptual poles. He admits that there is no such thing as 
pure non- place—after all, for an aviation buff, airport worker, or true road 

Box 1.1 Mobile Communications and the Public Sphere
From Richard Ling, The Mobile Connection: The Cell Phone’s Impact on Society (San Francisco: 
Morgan Kaufmann, 2005), 193.

In “The Tragedy of the Commons,” Garret Hardin discusses the ways in which 
common resources are progressively used up by the individualistic rationality of 
participating actors. If we consider the public sphere as a type of commons, the 
mobile telephone brings up two issues. The fi rst is what we might call a type of 
audio pollution of the public sphere because of the increasing number of mobile 
telephone calls. This may be a transitory problem. Just as noise pollution from 
other sources was seen as a problem during certain phases of technological devel-
opment, the developments themselves and our ways of dealing with them have 
resulted in a code of behavior that soon removed the problem. SMS, for example, 
is one adjustment, as are other developing forms of courtesy. Here it seems that 
the sense of the commons is being reasserted through various adjustments.

The other issue is the withdrawal from the public sphere. As Jane Jacobs 
noted, the thing that makes the public sphere vibrant is the continual contact 
with unexpected forms of interactions. Not all are pleasant, and not all are 
sought. Nonetheless, there is vitality and a roundness that arise from our inter-
action with a variety of others, no matter how perfunctory. Seeing the legless 
beggar, watching a street musician, giving directions to the tourist, and seeing 
the exotic hair color and shockingly mismatched clothes of the older woman are 
all elements that inform us as to the mood and sprit of our local situation. Bet-
ter this than some  Stepford- like existence in which all is neatly tucked into the 
same pattern and alternatives are not only frowned upon, but eradicated.

At a milder level, being part of the public sphere means that we are available 
to tell another passenger on the bus that this is the bus stop they asked about. 
It means being able to ask another what the time of day is or to comment, no 
matter how obliquely, on the weather. Clearly when we are in the public sphere, 
we are only minimally social. Nonetheless there is a social component. There is, 
however, the possibility that ICTs and mobile communication will take a small 
bite out of the already minimal sociability that is available in this sphere.
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warrior, the airport has history, and a highway engineer’s trained eye can iden-
tify just when an overpass was built. Nor is there pure place—all places are 
non- places for those who have not accumulated lived experience within them. 
Nevertheless, Augé concludes, our era is increasingly dominated by non- place, 
our existence doomed to solitude.7

But what of place today? To be sure, the old world of public space has not 
magically returned. Our Starbucks is a generic space in which many alight 
temporarily, not a place defi ned by the kind of encounters that might have 
occurred in Vienna’s Café Central where Trotsky, Freud, and Loos came every 
day. Our Starbucks is not a place where random individuals chat with one 
another about the issues of the day, at least not usually.

But face- to- face encounters are only one level of human interaction: the Star-
bucks anecdote suggests that, for some reason, we still have an urge to gather 
together, even if in our solitude. And this idea of solitude is deceiving: a great 
deal has changed since Augé’s day. The proliferation of mobile phones and the 
widespread adoption of  always- on broadband Internet connections in homes 
and offi ces in the developed world means that we are not necessarily alone even 
if we are not interacting with those in close physical proximity to us.

On one level, what we observed in Starbucks was a generic space of anonym-
ity, its caffeinated habitués lost in the crowd. But on another level it is a place 
where these individuals share their proximity with others similarly engaged 
in a place that is networked and elsewhere. For those who gather in these hot 
spots to engage with the network, being online in the presence of others is the 
new place to be, the bodily presence of the other cafégoers easing the disconnect 
with the local that the network creates.8

Mobile Place: The Rise of the Telecocoon

In The Social Impact of the Telephone, Ithiel de Sola Pool explains how the tele-
phone made possible the modern city, with its concentrated downtown core 
and increasingly dispersed suburban sprawl. In de Sola Pool’s analysis, the tele-
phone enabled remote surveillance of the factory by managers who could then 
work in city cores, highly packed environments where they could meet other 
managers for face- to- face meetings in skyscrapers—a building type viable only 
once the telephone had made messenger boys obsolete. As de Sola Pool points 
out, this technology was successful because of its context. Telephones reshaped 
the city by symbiotically exacerbating certain trends; capital had accumulated 
and specialized to the degree that further growth demanded the concentration 
of managerial, service, and information industries in the city core and manu-
facturing on the periphery.
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The telephone was a technology that both encouraged sociability and main-
tained intimacy at a distance. Unlike radio’s monologic address to many, the 
telephone distributed its dialogic potential to individuals, allowing relation-
ships to be constructed and maintained in a world marked by greater migra-
tion as well as interstate and international commerce.9 Television, on the other 
hand, succeeded in the 1950s and 1960s in part because it offered a compen-
satory sense of belonging in rapidly expanding suburban environments (and 
rapidly shrinking urban environments) within which individuals already felt 
isolated.

As cultural theorists like Marshall McLuhan and Joshua Meyrowitz remind 
us, not only did television knit a global village of telepresent images by broad-
casting live across its early networks, the medium produced a simultaneous 
doubling of place. Broadcast historian Paddy Scannell writes: “Public events 
now occur, simultaneously, in two different places: the place of the event itself 
and that in which it is watched and heard.”10

In this regard, it is crucial to understand that humans organize space in 
such a way that it is a medium of its own. The city, as communications theo-
rist Ronald F. Abler observed, is itself a communication device.11 Until re-
cently the two primary means of browsing this communication device have 
been on foot—the method of the fl âneur or fl âneuse—and with the automobile. 
The latter anticipates the condition of a mobile, networked world in that the 
automobile—which transports its driver and passengers in the comfort of a 
private interior—has always been a mobile communication device, a viewing 
machine; its windscreen a membrane that both protects the driver and frames 
the view. As automobile speed and design effi ciency increased, so did a network 
of expanding roadways and highways—most notably the Interstate Highway 
System, itself a prototype for the Internet and a network of networks. As Jean 
Baudrillard asserted in his 1983 quip about the “private telematics” of driving, 
“the vehicle becomes a kind of capsule, its dashboard the brain, the surround-
ing landscape unfolding like a televised screen.” It’s no surprise the emerging 
metaphor for screenic access to Internet in the early 1990s was the “informa-
tion superhighway.”12

Automobiles are, in a sense, transitional mobile devices, accustoming in-
dividuals to browsing while in motion and to the experience of mobility with 
access. Car radios and, by the late 1970s,  citizen- band radios (or CBs) con-
nected the driver to information and communication beyond the vehicle. With 
mobile phones and Global Positioning System (GPS) devices providing access 
to a more browsable, pervasive network, we can access networked place with a 
wind- in- the- hair mobility—riding the train, walking down the street, sitting 
on the bus, or driving in car. Often, the car itself acts as an active agent. For 
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example, systems such as General Motors’s OnStar offer automatic monitoring 
of automobiles via special cellular transmitters and GPS units. After automati-
cally conducting a monthly checkup on the car’s health, OnStar e- mails both 
the automobile owner and vehicle dealer with the results and, if an airbag 
has been deployed, telephones the OnStar call center immediately with the 
vehicle’s coordinates.

With the proliferation of screens in cars, as well as cellular, satellite, and 
Bluetooth connectivity, the driver’s interface is hypermobile. Whether a car is 
hurtling or crawling through space, the driver’s telematic connection to GPS 
information continually updates its location. The windshield now competes 
with a multitude of screens, from dash- mounted LCDs (Liquid Crystal Dis-
plays) that display navigational maps and Bluetooth phone keypads to DVD 
players to  heads- up displays on the windshield.

Telecommunications researcher Rich Ling suggests that the fl exibility the 
car gave to individuals and our newfound ability to coordinate with others via 
the mobile phone are leading to a radical reconfi guration of social coordination. 
Whereas in modernity individuals would coordinate activities in their work 
and personal lives amongst each other according to schedules, today, Ling 
observes, we are able to move away from the mediating system of the schedule 
toward direct contact between individuals. In part, this emerges as transporta-
tion systems themselves become more complex and more prone to delays. As 
recently as two decades ago, being in transit meant being out of touch, but 
today midcourse adjustments can be made rapidly amongst individuals. If a 
parent is stuck in traffi c, the other one can forego a shopping trip to pick up a 
child from school. As a consequence of the slack that the mobile phone gives 
to time- based agreements, Ling notes that schedules have softened and, as it 
is possible to notify others that one is running late while en route, tardiness is 
more acceptable.13

With all of the comforts available inside the networked car (called variously 
a Swedish, German, or Japanese phone booth), the automobile easily accommo-
dates the spatial function that Ichiyo Habuchi has deemed the telecocoon. In 
relation to mobile phone use by Japanese teenagers, Habuchi describes the tele-
cocoon as a virtual networked space created by young friends and lovers out of 
a constant, steady stream of conversation that keeps them in touch even when 
they are apart. The telecocoon maintains intimacy at a distance, facilitating 
private encounters in public spaces. Instead of an architectural plan or spatial 
design, the telecocoon relies on networking technology to create private space, 
thereby overcoming the problems that distance introduces into our lives. In 
Japan, Mizuko Ito observes, the home is too family oriented and too crowded 
to accommodate friends, so teens resort to their mobile phones, or keitai, to 
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text their close friends, maintaining silent conversations the entire time they 
are away from their friends. Keitai, Kenichi Fujimoto writes, are “territory ma-
chines” capable of redefi ning the notion of public space, transforming a subway 
train seat, a sidewalk, a street corner into the user’s “own room and personal 
paradise.”14 In other countries, however, where talking aloud is more accept-
able, Rich Ling observes that “forced eavesdropping” can be an embarrassment 
to the involuntary audience, the phoner being so absorbed in conversation that 
they he or she never becomes aware of the context.15

Mobile phone use has skyrocketed from 5 million subscribers in the United 
States (11 million worldwide) in 1990 to 225 million (2.7 billion worldwide) 
in 2007.16 Forbes rightly calls it “the most personal and ubiquitous gadget 
ever devised.”17 Part of daily life in Japan and Europe, the telecocoon has only 
recently spread widely in the United States as mobile companies have begun 
providing  inter- carrier SMS transmission and promoting the services, most no-
tably by enabling SMS voting through the American Idol television program.18 
Mobile companies have also extended the telecocoon to a tele- umbilical for a 
younger set. When the Firefl y was introduced in 2005 as the “mobile phone for 
mobile kids,” it was the fi rst such device designed and marketed for elementary 
school children (small enough for a child’s palm, with fl ashing lights, a glow-
ing body, and just fi ve keys, easily preprogrammable, with parental and emer-
gency phone numbers). Marketed as a safety device—like placing a tracking 
sensor in a kid’s hand or pocket—the Firefl y tethers children to the reach of 
the parental voice. Perhaps with the Firefl y, parents will feel safe letting their 
children roam the streets alone again.19

Epitomized by the iPhone, mobile phones are increasingly capable devices, 
with digital cameras, games, e- mail and Web access, and video playback capa-
bility already integrated into many models. “Text me” may refer interchange-
ably to a message sent over an instant messaging network such as AOL Instant 
Messenger (AIM), to a message sent from mobile phone to mobile phone, or 
even to a message sent from computer to mobile phone. Third generation, or 
3G, cellular networks such as EV- DO (Evolution- Data Optimized) and  built- in 
Wi- Fi make it possible for many mobile devices to connect to the Internet at 
broadband speeds, allowing subscribers to access streaming audio and video 
and even videoconference. Meanwhile VoIP (Voice Over Internet Protocol) 
services such as Skype offer alternatives that bypass the mobile carriers’ pricey 
long distance and international rates, an alternative made more viable by hand-
sets that can swap from mobile to Wi- Fi networks.

More recent research by Ito suggests that the widespread introduction of 
cameras into phones is more likely to have an impact on the way the telecocoon 
develops as individuals share “an ongoing stream of  viewpoint- specifi c photos 



Kazys Varnelis and Anne Friedberg

24

with a handful of close friends or an intimate other.”20 It may be that in the 
future we won’t see complex gadgets trying to be all things to all people, but 
rather more devices like the Sony PSP (PlayStation Portable) gaming platform, 
a dedicated gaming device capable of connecting to the wireless Internet to 
network players together or download updates. Although browsers are built 
into the PSP system to enable connections by games, barring hacking, they 
remain hidden to users. Instead of one converged device offering one form of 
access to the network, multiple devices and objects (like cars, toys, and cam-
eras) may acquire network access. Some of these, such as newer Tamagotchi or 
the Nintendo DS game system, will have their network access limited to ad 
hoc, local networks, encouraging group use.21 Similarly, even though the new 
Apple iPhone readily connects to the Internet over Wi- Fi and runs a version 
of the Mac OS X operating system, as of this writing it appears likely to be 
restricted to running only programs the company authorizes.

Shaping their identities through networking technology and living in  keitai- 
created telecocoons with their intimate friends, Japanese teenagers are today’s 
fl âneurs. But American teenagers have followed suit as their social networks 
have become more and more  device- enhanced. The way that Japanese teenag-
ers use their keitai is, as Ito points out, contingent on their particular cultural 
context, but that’s precisely the point. Just as the fl âneur served as a  stand- in 
for broader cultural shifts in modernity, so, too, might the Japanese teenager 
indicate the symptomatic conditions of early  twenty- fi rst- century cultural life, 
demonstrating how we inhabit localized time and space as well as telematic 
worlds in which we can be copresent with others at a distance.

Real Virtual Worlds

In his 1831 novel about  fi fteenth- century France, Notre Dame de Paris, Victor 
Hugo crafted a now famous statement for the lips of the abbot of that church: 
“This will kill that. The book will kill the building.” For Hugo, Gutenberg’s 
marvelous invention put an end to architecture’s role as a communication 
medium. From “the origin of things to the fi fteenth century,” Hugo wrote, 
architecture “was the great book of mankind, . . . the principal register of 
mankind.”22 The printed book, however, was a far more effi cient medium for 
communicating with individuals. In contemporary terms, it had the advan-
tage of broader bandwidth and mobility. Hugo’s decision to stage his novel 
in the fi fteenth century was by no means whim: the print literacy that Hugo 
described beginning its radical spread with Gutenberg only truly became a 
mass phenomenon in his own day.
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If Hugo was largely correct about the capacity of the book to replace the 
building as text, what about the possibility that the network might replace the 
building as dwelling place—that virtual space will replace real space?

A decade ago, visionaries such as William Mitchell suggested that with the 
development of the Internet, the downfall of the modern city was upon us. In 
their view, the new problem was how to create the “city of bits,” the electroni-
cally mediated spaces for the lives that we would be leading online, which were 
as sure to replace the modern city as it, in turn, replaced the village.23

The provocative visions of a universal,  three- dimensional cyberspace, such 
as those shown in Michael Benedikt’s seminal Cyberspace: First Steps, have not 
come to pass.24 At the time, with our vision of the future colored by cyberpunk 
novels like William Gibson’s Neuromancer, it seemed plausible that we would 
inhabit virtual cities, our bodies becoming wetware and the spaces and social 
formations surrounding them increasingly neglected.25 But VRML (Virtual 
Reality Modeling Language), the much- touted  three- dimensional counterpart 
to HTML (the hypertext markup language typically used on the Web), hasn’t 
resulted in one commonly used site. Although the Web has become graphi-
cally more sophisticated, when we visit it we navigate a two- dimensional in-
terface. Corporate presences on the Internet appear to us as brochureware, not 
as virtual structures that we can enter into and inhabit. Indeed, the Web is 
curiously nonspatial, a step back from the use of the desktop and fi le folders to 
represent relationships between data.

In retrospect, the all- digital “city of bits” seems to be a historical artifact, the 
product of a digital culture in which the user was tied to a CRT (cathode- ray 
tube) screen. The key technological devices that shape our lives—telephones 
and computers as well as the telematic networks that connect them—are now 
mobile, free of specifi c contexts but implicated in situational contexts, coloring 
those situations just as those situations color their contexts in turn.

Today, however, as the previous sections on place and mobility suggest, 
rather than having one body withering away in front of the screen, it is pro-
gressively more common to navigate two spaces simultaneously, to see digital 
devices and telephones as extensions of our mobile selves.

But was the prophecy all wrong? To some degree, this world predicted by 
the  techno- futurists has come to pass. The Web is a growing presence in our 
lives. Mobile phones, e- mail, and browsing for information are increasingly part 
of the everyday experience of many people. Shopping in particular is becoming 
more and more virtual for many consumers. If the dot- com crash demonstrated 
that some business models such as Webvan or Pets.com were not immediately 
viable, other models have proven more profi table.  Bricks- and- mortar stores 
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have been seriously challenged by mail- order megastores such as Amazon.com 
and  content- delivery services such as iTunes that offer lower prices while also 
making available a wider variety of long- tail products (commodities that are 
purchased too infrequently to be stocked in normal stores but that collectively 
rival the share of the market controlled by hits). When we  window- shop, it is 
more frequently in the window of our Web browser.

Moreover, for millions of people, the Internet offers an alternate reality in 
the form of Massively Multiplayer Online Role Playing Games (MMORPG). 
Blizzard Entertainment—owners of the most popular MMORPG, World of 
Warcraft (WoW)—boasts that it has some eight million dedicated players. 
Even taking into account corporate hyperbole, the fact remains that the popu-
lation of one game alone exceeds that of Los Angeles. Edward Castronova calls 
such MMORPGs “the fi rst settlements in the vast, uncharted territory that lies 
between humans and their machines.”26

Immersed in these spaces, players occupy avatars, virtual  stand- ins for their 
earthly selves that they can craft to their liking, choosing an appropriate name, 
hair color and style, clothing, color, gender, race (by this we mean not only in 
the familiar sense, but elven, dwarven, or orc as well), and pet.

But does the body wither away? As The Matrix—the fi lm that, more than 
any other, is our cinematic allegory for contemporary life—suggests, the fl esh 
and its avatar are linked, and everyday reality and the virtual worlds of the 
games collide. To take one example, after a player in WoW died of a stroke, 
her friends organized a virtual funeral for her. But they did so in a contested 
zone on a WoW server in which players routinely fi ght other players. A hostile 
party mounted a raid against the grieving teammates and posted the video on 
the Net, causing a controversy among gamers. If monsters generated by the 
game’s algorithms had perpetrated the ambush, the players would not have 
complained, but that other players did so raised questions about moral behav-
ior and the limits of reality in MMORPGs.27

Conversely, since MMORPGs are typically based on economic models in 
which characters generate virtual currency by killing monsters or completing 
other tasks and spend that currency on virtual items, many millions of dollars a 
year are generated in the buying and selling of these virtual goods. Even though 
the legality of the activity has been called into question by some MMORPG 
companies, this has led to the development of gold farming, in which individu-
als, working for low wages in China and Indonesia, obtain gold or rare virtual 
items that they then sell for real money. In China some one hundred thousand 
workers spend  twelve- hour days farming gold, but this isn’t merely a question 
of outsourcing—estimates suggest that there are more players of MMORPGs 
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in China than in any other country and the Chinese government estimates that 
some  twenty- four million individuals played online games in 2005.28

Even though they are still rather early in their development, MMORPGs 
seem to have the capacity to feed back into real culture. John Seely Brown and 
Douglas Thomas suggest that World of Warcraft effectively teaches players 
how to manage teams in the successful accomplishment of complex tasks.29 
MMORPGs such as Second Life make possible online meetings of individuals 
dispersed in space and time. Such meetings would be more effective than vid-
eoconferencing, it is argued, since even if a participant is replaced by an avatar, 
the full range of  three- dimensional motion in an MMORPG affords a more 
intimate experience than the fl attened world of videoconferencing.

MMORPGs have yet to become mobile. Developers have produced alter-
nate reality games (or ARGs) such as the viral marketing stunt “I Love Bees,” 
but these have so far failed to capture a broad following.30 Still, as MMORPGs 
continue to rise in popularity, they suggest another aspect of the quality of 
network culture: that increasing numbers of us have, or will have, alter egos 
that dwell as much in virtual, networked worlds as in this one.

The Network and Its Socio- Spatial Consequences

Throughout both this chapter and the book as a whole, we observe how network 
culture’s focus on the node’s position in a broader (technological and social) net-
work has supplanted digital culture’s drive to abstract the world into discrete, 
computable elements. The transition toward network culture is not merely 
technological, it is deeply tied into societal changes. In The Rise of the Network 
Society, Manuel Castells analyzes how society is moving toward more networked 
forms of organization in production, power, and experience. Corporations, fi -
nancial markets, criminal activities, and political groups that were structured 
as vertically integrated hierarchies in modernity are organized as networks in 
our own time.31 This condition is by no means placeless. On the contrary, Saskia 
Sassen has identifi ed the “global city” as the key site for the new global econ-
omy. The global city, she concludes, is “a function of a network of cities” that 
takes precedence over any individual role that these cities might play. In Sas-
sen’s analysis, these key metropolitan areas do not function independently but 
rather act as nodes in a planetary economic system—highly concentrated sites 
in which interpersonal communications take place and which are intimately 
connected in a single global economic and communicational network.32

The social infrastructure emerging in the global city is augmented by a con-
centration in network topology. Far from the mythical distributed ideal that 
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ideologists of technology claim it to be, the network has its own physicality, 
its own material presence. Networks rely on relatively few high- bandwidth 
transcontinental and transoceanic  fi ber- optic lines, on even fewer Tier- 1 car-
riers that sell space on these lines, and on still fewer  mobile- phone operators 
and last- mile connection (DSL or cable broadband service) providers that allow 
the end user to access bandwidth. Interchanges between such networks occur 
at only a few major peering points, usually one or two major carrier hotels per 
metropolitan area. This highly centralized system produced by historical fac-
tors (most notably the monopoly stature of AT&T prior to divestiture) helps to 
further concentrate the global city. Not only is this system vulnerable to natu-
ral or man- made disasters but, as the scandal over National Security Agency 
data mining during the summer of 2006 demonstrated, it’s all too easy to take 
advantage of by individuals or governments.33

Much as the telecocoon functions on an individual level, the global city’s 
connections create local disconnections. The new space of fl ows is constituted 
as a set of hubs and nodes. Areas and populations outside of this logic are sub-
ject to the tunnel effect: they virtually don’t exist as far as the network and, 
hence, the dominant world economy is concerned.

Both Castells and Sassen raise concerns about areas that are left out of this 
network on a planetary, national, and urban scale. Nevertheless, during the last 
decade, networking technology has had an impact on areas that had previously 

Box 1.2 Material and Immaterial Real Estate
From Stephen Graham, “Excavating the Material Geographies of Cybercities,” in The Cybercit-
ies Reader (London: Routledge, 2004), 139.

These days, telecommunications and digital media industries endlessly pro-
claim the “Death of Distance” and the “ubiquity of bandwidth.” Paradoxically, 
however, they actually remain driven by the old- fashioned geographic impera-
tives of putting physical networks (optic fi bres, mobile antennas and the like) 
in trenches, conduits and emplacements to drive market access. The greatest 
challenge of the multiplying telecommunications fi rms in large cities is what 
is termed the problem of the “last mile”: getting satellite installations, optic 
fi bres, and whole networks through the expensive “local loop.” In other words, 
the challenge is to thread networks under the congested roads and pavements 
of the urban fabric, to the smart buildings, dealer fl oors, headquarters, media 
complexes and stock exchanges that are the most lucrative target users. Because 
high- bandwidth networks have to be end- to- end it is not enough to construct 
networks to main exchanges and city cores; fi bre must be threaded through the 
curbs of users and beyond the actual computers inside buildings. Consequently, 
fully 80% of the costs of a network are associated with this traditional, messy 
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business of getting it into the ground in highly congested, and contested, ur-
ban areas.a This hard material basis for the “digital revolution” is neglected 
but crucial. Focusing on it allows analysis to begin to reveal the complex social 
and technological practices that surround and support the explosion of digitally 
mediated economic and cultural fl ows.b

Such an approach also begins to reveal the subtle and powerful reconfi gura-
tions of urban space that are the result of such changing technological practices. 
Take an example. In a frenzied process of competition to build or refurbish 
buildings in the right locations for booming new media, telecommunications, 
and e- commerce companies, a New York agent reported recently that “if you’re 
on top of an optic fi bre line, the property is worth double what it might have 
been.”c With this, and many other examples of the reconfi gurations of urban 
space, we see that the “information age,” or the “network society,” is not some 
immaterial or anti- geographical stampede on- line. Rather, it encompasses a 
complex and multifaceted range of restructuring processes that become highly 
materialized in real places, as efforts are made to equip buildings, institutions, 
and urban spaces with the kinds of premium electronic and physical connectiv-
ity necessary to allow them to assert nodal status within the dynamic fl ows, and 
changing divisions of labour, of digital capitalism.d

These restructuring processes are intrinsically bound up with changing gov-
ernance and power relations and patterns of uneven development at all spatial 
scales, from the transnational to the body.e In general, they tend to support a 
complex fracturing of urban space as premium and privileged fi nancial, media, 
corporate and telecommunications nodes extend their connectivity to distant 
elsewheres whilst stronger efforts are made to control or fi lter their relationships 
with the streets and metropolitan spaces in which they locate (through defensive 
urban design, closed circuit surveillance, the privatization of space, intensive 
security practices, and even road closures).

a. See Steve Pile, “The un(known) city . . . or, an Urban Geography of What Lies Be-
neath the Surface,” in Unknown City: Contesting Architecture and Social Space, eds. Iain Bor-
den, Jane Rendell, Joe Kerr with Alicia Pivaro, 263–278 (Cambridge, MA: The MIT 
Press, 2001).

b. Rae Zimmerman, “Social Implications of Infrastructure Network Interactions,” Jour-
nal of Urban Technology 8, no. 3 (December 2001): 97–119.

c. Brant Bernet, “Understanding the Needs of Telecommunications Tenants,” Develop-
ment Magazine (Spring 2000): 16–18.

d. Manuel Castells, The Rise of the Network Society (Oxford, UK: Blackwell, 1996); Dan 
Schiller, Digital Capitalism: Networking the Global Market System (Cambridge, MA: The 
MIT Press, 1999).

e. Michael Peter Smith, Transnational Urbanism (Oxford, UK: Blackwell, 2001).
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been outside the global economy. Developing countries with well- educated, 
technologically adept, and often English speaking workers such as India, China, 
Ireland, and Estonia have become hosts for outsourced information work. This 
provides much needed capital and employment, as well as an infrastructural 
(physical, human, and organizational) framework that spurs indigenous infor-
mation economies to emerge. In turn, this has led to tensions in the developed 
world as jobs are being lost or outsourced. But networking technology has 
also allowed resistance movements, non- governmental organizations (NGOs), 
and other  bottom- up entities to band together worldwide, creating a powerful 
antiglobalization movement that seeks to redress the inequalities of network 
society.34

Castells suggests that the network has to be seen as part of a bipolar op-
position between “the Net and the self,” in which individuals relentlessly try 
to affi rm their identities in a rapidly changing world. This identity formation 
increasingly happens within networks that are both physical and virtual, fi lled 
with individuals who both produce and consume, taking advantage of new 
kinds of online cultural production.35

Online social network services such as Friendster and MySpace tap into 
this increasingly networked culture. Particularly aimed at young people, so-
cial network services are generally not composed of static pages but rather are 
sites of social interaction that are constantly revisited by their active members. 
Typically, these sites consist of profi le pages that contain photos, demographic 
information, an individual’s personal preferences, a blog or link to a blog, and—
in sites operating according to the circle of friends model—links to profi les 
of an individual’s friends as well as comments from friends. Writing about 
MySpace, danah boyd suggests that such sites are not just pages or media but 
actual places that take over the site of the teenage hangout. She concludes that, 
when combined with instant messaging, these sites provide intimate commu-
nities that fulfi ll a vital function for teens who have no real spaces in which to 
gather.36

Always eager to understand and exploit changes in society, marketers have 
been forced to rethink the way they conceive of their audience to adapt to this 
new condition. In particular, the new  place- based fi eld of geodemographic tar-
geting and profi ling combines research into networks, places, and cultural pro-
duction. Specializing in geodemographic marketing over the last thirty years, 
the Claritas corporation has mapped the breakdown of the mass audience into 
some  sixty- six distinct demographic clusters based on age, ethnicity, wealth, 
urbanization, housing style, and family structure. Increasing diversifi cation 
from immigration, economic changes, and greater choice produce a landscape 
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composed of radically small minorities, the largest a mere three percent of the 
American population.

Lifestyle differences between clusters can be extreme, and an individual’s 
values and interests depend on their cluster. Members of the  upper- middle- class 
Young Digerati cluster who, for example, inhabit the Fairfax area of Los An-
geles might live in a trendy condo, drive a Toyota Hybrid, and generally vote 
liberal while maintaining a libertarian bent. This could be a family with young, 
tech- savvy parents who work in digital production for Hollywood and are 
drawn to the area by the array of coffeehouses. But only  forty- fi ve miles away, 
in the postsuburban Orange County town of Newport Beach, another couple 
from the same socioeconomic background (both couples are likely to be Cau-
casian, Asian, or mixed, and have fi nished graduate school) and same salary 
might be members of the Blue Blood Estates cluster—business executives 
who value their newly built McMansion homes, vote Republican, enjoy golf 
vacations, and eat fast- food that their children prefer.

These new tribes are widely dispersed nationally and globally, connected to 
other members of their own tribes by telecommunications and media. Still, on 
a local scale, people live next to people they like. Clusters exist as small geo-
graphic communities. Although clusters always overlap one another—Claritas 
generally identifi es fi ve clusters per area—they do so in locations that suit 
them infrastructurally. Individualist, extremely liberal, often gay, arty singles 
will seek urban communities with a vibrant street life—places like West Hol-
lywood and Silver Lake in the Los Angeles area, Lakeview in Chicago, or Du-
pont Circle in Washington DC—not manicured homes in postsuburbia. Place 
and community are themselves forms of infrastructure today, key devices in 
the network.37

Steven Johnson suggests that the renewed interest in cities during the 1980s 
and 1990s will only increase with the growth of what Chris Anderson calls the 
long tail. Anderson observes that the demand curve for cultural products has 
traditionally been understood as validating the production of a small number 
of hits to be bought up by a vast consumer market. In his theory of the long 
tail, Anderson suggests that the Internet is making the fl at part of the long 
tail—populated by products appealing to ever- smaller niches—as profi table as 
the head. According to Anderson, tools such as aggregators and search engines 
couple with a societal shift in media consumption to the fl at part of the long 
tail to increasingly leave behind a one- size- fi ts- all mentality for an interest in 
more eccentric, niche tastes. Johnson argues that with culture moving to the 
fl at part of the long tail, the diversity of taste cultures that we can fi nd in dense 
cities will appeal to us more and more.38
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Geospatial Web and Locative Media

Place itself does not disappear in favor of the “city of bits.” On the contrary, 
place is as important as ever, playing a key role in the network itself. Still, 
the previous examples of recent changes in our relationship to the spaces that 
surround us are all dominated by the seemingly inescapable logic that the 
price of new connections is local disconnection. But this logic may soon be 
changing. Two emerging technologies—the geospatial Web and ubiquitous 
computing—suggest an intertwining of the network and the local, bringing 
with it new possibilities and new questions.

Geographic Information Systems (GIS) offer a way to represent and analyze 
data spatially and have been commonly used by industry and government for 
some time now. Developed in 1967 by Roger Tomlinson at the Canadian De-
partment of Energy, Mines and Resources, the fi rst such system, called CGIS 
(for Canadian GIS) collated information on land use.39 Since then, government 
agencies such as the U.S. Geological Survey and the U.S. Census Bureau, as 
well as corporations utilizing geodemographic marketing, have adopted GIS 
with enthusiasm. Much as the spreadsheet revolutionized businesses by mak-
ing it possible to test scenarios on a personal computer, GIS make it possible to 
model and hypothesize geospatial scenarios such as changes in a watershed due 
to construction, the spread of a plume of fuels and solvents underneath an air-
port and the surrounding neighborhood, the rise or fall of a city’s tax base as a 
result of a new park, or shifts in congressional seats caused by redistricting. For 
forecasting and analyzing this kind of information, GIS is now indispensable. 
For the most part, however, the specialized nature of GIS has largely meant 
that the administration, development, and use of such data has been the prov-
ince of government, corporations, NGOs, and other research organizations.

Over the last few years, commonly used Internet tools have made GIS 
available to end users, offering what Institute of the Future researcher Mike 
Liebhold has called the geospatial Web—an augmentation of the placeless infor-
mation of the  browser- based Internet with geographic coordinates.40 Internet 
mapping sites such as MapQuest, Yahoo! Maps, and Google Maps are the most 
familiar applications of GIS technologies, offering user- defi nable maps and 
door- to- door, turn- by- turn driving directions. To be fair, turn- by- turn maps, 
such as the American Automobile Association’s Triptiks, have been available 
for almost a century. If the online services make such information more con-
venient and more readily accessible by dispensing with the map in favor of 
 point- to- point travel, they also enhance the tunnel effect of networks. With 
a map, one might be tempted to go off route to see a nearby attraction, but 
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with turn- by- turn directions, routes are optimized and only the most prosaic 
sponsored businesses interrupt the smooth fl ow of one’s drive.41

In the case of Google Maps, Google has made it possible for amateur pro-
grammers to interface the site’s data and maps easily. As a result, programmers 
have created hundreds, if not thousands, of Google Maps mash- ups—geospatial 
interfaces to all manner of information interesting to end users such as free 
Wi- Fi nodes (http: // www.gwifi .net / ), real estate available on Craigslist (http: // 
www.housingmaps.com / ), locations of cellular towers (http: // www.cellreception
.com / towers / index.html), or airports in which pets have been lost, injured, or 
killed (http: // www.petfl ight.com / incidents / map).

Google is also responsible for the Google Earth application, dubbed “the 
People’s GIS” for its attractive, easy- to- use interface capable of rendering  three-
 dimensional fl yovers based on satellite photographs and contour data in real 
time; for its ability to display layers of GIS data—such as locations of shopping 
malls, monuments, places to eat or sleep, or city boundaries; and for the ease by 
which users input their own information such as coordinates to Wikipedia ar-
ticles, earthquakes, or annotations to historic or interesting sites (e.g., airplanes 
visible in the satellite photographs, crime scenes, or corporate signs).42 To some 
degree, Google Earth gives a taste of a future digital earth, a term coined by 
Vice President Al Gore in 1998 to refer to a  three- dimensional virtual repre-
sentation of the planet that would allow individuals to explore scientifi c and 
cultural information about the planet.43 But even though Google Earth is a 
fascinating application, it does not have the depth to allow users to fi nd out 
the natural or human history of a site. Lacking any real purpose, Google Earth 
has had little impact on everyday life in comparison to the more prosaic two-
 dimensional mapping interface of Google Maps and may yet replay the failure 
of  three- dimensional Web interfaces.

The Holy Grail for networked place, however, is to take GIS information 
mobile. With GPS technology improving and both mobile phones and per-
sonal digital assistants (PDAs) gaining Internet connectivity, hackers, software 
developers, and artists alike have sought to turn the model of non- place on its 
head by using networking technology to create social connections. This loca-
tive media is based on the promise of handheld  location- aware devices that can 
interface with the geospatial Web to provided georeferenced information on 
the spot to end users. Proponents hope that inclusion of geographic references 
on the Web, and the delivery of that data to the mobile end user, will make it 
possible for digital media to be associated with a site, or literally found there. 
Thus, comments, blog entries, restaurant reviews, past photographs, real estate 
prices, and such would be available at the sites they are associated with. This 
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Box 1.3 Locative Media and the Threat of Tracking
From Jordan Crandall, “Operational Media,” Arthur and Marilouise Kroker, eds., CTHEORY, 
http: // www.ctheory.net / articles.aspx?id=441.

In  media- saturated societies, surveillance has gradually been made “friendly” 
and transformed into spectacle, to the extent that it is no longer a condition 
to be feared. Rather, it is a condition to be courted: witness the phenomena of 
reality television, blogs, and webcams, and the rise of the media mise- en- scene 
as the primary form of social authentication.a In recent cyber discourses, this 
“friendly” control is often regarded as self- regulating: we are an integral part of 
systems that self- adjust through market dynamics or adaptive behaviors, allow-
ing for the emergence of new forms of maneuver and masquerade. Within new 
ecologies of mind,b we benefi t from  machine- human interactions all around us, 
a pervasive web of shared resources that offers boundless opportunity for identity 
refashioning. Further: in a  database- driven culture of accounting, one needs to 
appear on the matrices of registration in order to “count.” To be accounted for 
is to exist.

Perhaps nowhere have the contradictions of communicative opportunism / 
surveillant precision been made more palpable than in new portable wireless 
devices, especially those that are increasingly “location- aware.” These technol-
ogies, along with their semiotics and uses, are serving to weave together degrees 
of temporal and spatial specifi city, against the grain of much of the “delocalized” 
orientation of virtual discourses during the last decade—but perhaps more true 
to the strategic origins of the cybernetic tradition, which was, after all, con-
cerned with the precise calculation of position. . . .

The potential of GPS- enabled devices, ubiquitous transponders, and other 
locationing technologies present a world where every object and human is tagged 
with information specifi cations including history and position—a world of in-
formation overlays that is no longer virtual but wedded to objects, places, and 
positions, and no longer fully simulative since it facilitates an active traffi cking 
between model and reality. Such  location- specifi c technology combines informa-
tion, movement, and precise positioning—knowing “where” as well as “what.”

These technologies and their discourses aim to increase productivity, agility, 
and awareness, yet they vastly increase the tracking capabilities of marketing 
and management regimes. You are able to get what you want faster, but your 
behavior is tracked and analyzed by marketers who also can provide this infor-
mation to police and military sources, who increasingly depend upon the busi-
ness sector for a large part of their intelligence. (After the carnage of the Civil 
War, the U.S. military was prohibited from future interventions into the domes-
tic realm. Since most of the spy satellites are owned by the military, the military 
“outsources” some of its domestic intelligence needs to commercial satellite pro-
viders, while relying on data gathered through the private sector on a number 
of fronts, especially to meet the sudden growth in intelligence demands after 
9 / 11.) Information from buying habits, travel locations, and audience demo-
graphics can be integrated into one comprehensive system, which aims to target
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is already possible with the Vindigo service, which provides locations, contact 
information, maps, and thumbnail reviews of restaurants, bars, bathrooms, ser-
vices, museums, galleries, music venues, and so on for major metropolitan areas 
in the United States, as well as London, to PDA owners and mobile phone users.44 
Other locative media services propose location awareness for social networking. 
At Dodgeball, users sign up their mobile phone numbers with the service and 
inform their friends that they are doing so. Later, to connect with friends, the 
user can “check in” by notifi ng the service of her or his location with an SMS 
text message. The service then sends this information to mobile phones of the 
user’s friends, as well as friends of friends, that are within a ten- block radius.45

Melding the geospatial Web with locative media promises that you can leave 
your mark on the world or read the marks others leave behind, re- creating place 
in a Borgesian digital map. Artifacts and places will be imbued with memo-
ries in a far richer way than ever before. Given a geocoded,  Wikipedia- like 
interface, it is possible to imagine the entire world annotated with histories, 
becoming as Freud once wrote of the mind in Civilization and Its Discontents, 
a place “in which nothing once constructed had perished, and all the earlier 
stages of development had survived alongside the latest.”46

But what of forgetting in this age of locative media? Will this lead to an 
accumulation of mindless geospatial data- junk that buries spaces? Some per-
sonal memories—such as traumatic events—might be better left forgotten. 
Moreover, locative media have failed to win many adherents and remain in a 
perpetually  about- to- happen future. For its part, Vindigo has not developed 
any new features in years, and Dodgeball seems too convoluted for the average 
person to use. On a recent visit, the site advertised that the top user in New 
York City had checked in merely seventeen times in the last ten days.

consumers at the one- to- one level, offering  individually- tailored enticements. 
Tracked, the user becomes a target within the operational interfaces of the mar-
keting worlds, into whose technologies state surveillance is outsourced.

a. See Peter Weibel, “Pleasure and the Panoptic Principle,” and Ursula Frohne, “Screen 
Tests: Media Narcissism, Theatricality, and the Internalized Observer” in [CTRL]SPACE: 
Rhetorics of Surveillance from Bentham to Big Brother, eds., Thomas Levin, Ursula Frohne, and 
Peter Weibel, 215–219; 253–77 (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2002).

b. See Gregory Bateson, Steps to an Ecology of Mind (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2000), 466.
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RFIDs, Ubiquitous Computing, and the Coming Sentience 
of the World

If locative media offers sentient users the ability to augment place, other 
 developments—some of which are already in widespread practice—suggest 
that the less- than- sentient world may soon gain a degree of awareness. Al-
ready widely in use, RFID tags are a passive way of giving objects—but also 
people—the capacity to tell their stories. RFIDs are small tags, sometimes 
cunningly disguised, that require no internal power source but respond to  radio- 
frequency queries from transponders with a distinct signal and are commonly 
used for inventory tracking in stores. As each RFID has a unique identifi er, 
it can forever be associated with a distinct object. It’s a small leap to imagine 
that RFIDs could also be tagged by their owners so that their stories can be 
added to. In his book Shaping Things, Bruce Sterling suggests that RFIDs could 
have a positive use in creating spimes, his neologism for objects that can be 
tagged with  cradle- to- grave information about where they have been, where 
they are, and where they are going. The origin, conditions of manufacture, 
and ultimate destination of an object can all potentially be tracked through 
its RFID.47

The result of this utopian vision is to make visible a genealogy of objects for 
ecological and political purposes. As Walter Benjamin once wrote:

The cultural heritage we survey has an origin that we cannot contemplate without hor-
ror: it owes its existence not merely to the effort of great geniuses who created it, but 
to the anonymous toil of their contemporaries. There is not a single artifact of culture 
that is not simultaneously an artifact of barbarism. And just as no artifact is free of 
barbarism, so too the process of its reception, by means of which it has been passed on 
from one recipient to the next, is equally fettered.

Being aware of such a Benjaminian genealogy of the object, Sterling sug-
gests, might lead us to radically rethink the social and ecological impact of 
our purchases.48

But RFIDs have a dark side. In Spychips, Katherine Albrecht and Liz McIn-
tyre suggest that they are the gravest of threats to privacy. Already in 2001, they 
observe, IBM had a patent for tracking individuals with RFIDs, and Verichip 
has developed and received approval from the FDA for  human- implantable 
RFIDs. Chillingly, Verichip suggests that implanted RFIDs could be used to 
track guest workers in the United States, conjuring a future out of Logan’s Run.49 
But Albrecht and McIntyre observe that RFIDs don’t need to be implanted to 
track us. Since RFIDs are used as  theft- prevention devices, they are, like some 
virulent form of insectile parasite, hard to destroy and generally invisible, lurk-
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ing in the products you wear or bring wherever you go, ready to give them-
selves up to a  radio- frequency query and, if purchased with your credit card, 
forever identifi able with you. Assuming a will on the part of marketers or the 
government, it is trivial to construct a Minority Report style system that would 
use RFID- bearing clothing and personal items to actively track you through 
your daily travels. As yet, Albrecht and McIntyre observe, no foolproof way for 
deactivating or killing undetected RFIDs has been identifi ed.50

Tracking individuals using RFIDs is already possible. At LEGOLAND® 
Billund, the KidSpotter service, introduced in 2004 by the amusement park 
and the Tryg insurance company, employs RFIDs to help parents keep track 
of their children. Children enrolled in the system wear a special Kidspotter 
wristband with a tag the size of a matchbook attached. When parents send 
an SMS message to the system, they receive a return message containing their 
children’s coordinates, which they can then check against a special map of 
the park.51

But RFIDs still suggest that objects will be passive. The RFID is a pas-
sive tag waiting to be activated. Things, however, are beginning to acquire 
a degree of contingency, gaining the ability to talk back. In the 2005 report 
The Internet of Things, the International Telecommunications Union predicts a 
“new era of ubiquity” available anywhere, anytime that will permit connec-
tions between humans and things (H2T) and between things themselves. Ulti-
mately,  thing- to- thing (T2T) communication will circumvent communicative 
networks between humans.52

In this scenario, the formerly inanimate other will be able to report back 
about its location, condition, and needs. Things will cease to be mere objects, 
commodities, or fetishes valued by humans. Exceeding anything that Karl 
Marx could have ever imagined, things will become active, even sentient, ob-
servers, able to communicate with each other as much as with us. Our age- old 
animist dreams of a world imbued with spirits and personalities may be around 
the corner.

Like the animist spirits of the genius loci, locative media, RFIDs, and the 
Internet of things are premised on their invisibility, on a near future in which 
an invisible data overlay blankets the earth. Meanwhile, not only devices (like 
mobile phones and PDAs), but also furniture (like chairs and tables), objects 
(like trees and street signs), buildings (like monuments and apartment build-
ings), and landscapes (like forests, deserts, and riverbeds) become sentient 
 information platforms—sensors to collect and send data to whoever is out 
there to collect, analyze, and read it.

And like all spirits, these could be dangerous; not only do we have the 
dystopian scenarios of the geospatial Web fi lled with geo- spam and our every 
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Box 1.4 Turning off Ubiquitous Computing
From Adam Greenfi eld, “Thesis 77 Everyware must be deniable,” in Everyware (Berkeley: New 
Riders, 2005), 246–247.

Our last principle is perhaps the hardest to observe: ubiquitous systems must 
offer users the ability to opt out, always and at any point.

You should have the ability to simply say “no,” in other words. You should 
be able to shut down the ubiquitous systems you own and face no penalty other 
than being unable to take advantage of whatever benefi ts they offered in the fi rst 
place. This means, of course, that realistic alternatives must exist.

If you still want to use an “old- fashioned” key to get into your house, and not 
have to have an RFID tag subcutaneously implanted in the fl eshy part of your 
hand, well, you should be able to do that. Should you want to pay cash for your 
purchases rather than tapping and going, you should be able to do that too. And 
if you want to stop your networked bathtub or running shoe or car in the middle 
of executing some sequence, so that you may take over control, there should be 
nothing to stand in your way.

In fact—and here is the deepest of all of the challenges these principles 
impose on developers and on societies—where the private sphere is concerned, 
you should be able to go about all the business of an adult life without ever once 
being compelled to engage the tendrils of some ubiquitous informatic system.

In public, where matters are obviously more complicated, you must at least 
be afforded the opportunity to avoid such tendrils. The mode of circumvention 
you’re offered doesn’t necessarily have to be pretty, but you should always be 
able to opt out, do so without incurring undue inconvenience, and above all 
without bringing suspicion onto yourself. At the absolute minimum, ubiqui-
tous systems with surveillant capacity must announce themselves as such, from 
safely beyond their fi eld of operation, in such a way that you can effectively 
evade them.

The measure used to alert you needn’t be anything more elaborate than the 
signs we already see in ATM lobbies, or anywhere else surveillance cameras are 
deployed, warning us that our image is about to be captured—but such mea-
sures must exist.

Better still is when the measures allowing us to choose alternative courses 
of action are themselves networked, persistently and remotely available. Me-
dia Lab researcher Tad Hirsch’s Critical Cartography project is an excellent 
prototype of the kind of thing that will be required: it’s a Web- based map of 
surveillance cameras in Manhattan, allowing those of us who would rather not 
be caught on video to plan journeys through the city that avoid their fi eld of vi-
sion. (Hirsch’s project also observes a few important provisions of our principle 
of self- disclosure: his application includes information about where cameras are 
pointed and who owns them.)

All of the wonderful things our ubiquitous technology will do for us—and 
here I’m not being sarcastic; I really do believe that some signifi cant benefi ts 
await only our adoption of this technology to appear—will mean little if we 
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move tracked with RFIDs, but what might happen if every light bulb insisted 
on leaving behind its life story or if a printer reported on what you printed?53

Conclusion

Today, Augé’s solitary non- places are an artifact of the past. We will never be 
alone again, except by choice. It is likely, however, that new forms of discon-
nect and alienation will arise. Being too connected may become more of a 
problem for us than loneliness. Dwelling in the virtual—be it in the World 
of Warcraft or on a Blackberry—can already be a dangerous addiction that 
destroys families.

Global connections versus local disconnections, the growing overlap of local 
and virtual presences, telecocooning, the emergence of real virtual worlds, and 
the suggestion that locative media will utterly reconfi gure our relationship 
with place all offer opportunities as well as challenges. Place, it seems, is far 
from a source of stability in our lives, but rather, once again, is in a process of 
a deep and contested transformation.
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The convergence between old and new media is tied to  broad- based changes 
in how power and information are distributed across society, geography, and 
technology. Combined with low- cost digital authoring tools, pervasive digital 
networks have lowered the threshold for producing, publishing, and dissemi-
nating knowledge and culture. As a result, the boundaries between producer 
and consumer, and between public and private, are blurring. Through the In-
ternet, casual communication, personal stories and opinion, homegrown news, 
and amateur cultural works can be made easily available to large audiences. 
Artifacts once associated with personal culture (like home movies, snapshots, 
diaries, and scrapbooks) have now entered the arena of public culture (like 
newspapers, commercial music, cinema, and television).1 As a consequence, 
the top- down, one- to- many relationship between mass media and consumers 
is being replaced, or at least supplemented, by many- to- many and peer- to- peer 
relationships. New cultural forms employing remix appropriate existing com-
mercial media, raising questions about copyright and control. As individuals 
rise in infl uence through news blogs and other emerging forms of communi-
cation and old media lose infl uence, questions of who has authority come to 
the fore.

In this chapter, we identify four domains that have fl ourished with the 
turn toward networked public culture—amateur and non- market production, 
networked collectivities for producing and sharing culture, niche and  special- 
interest groups, and aesthetics of parody, remix, and appropriation—and trace 
them through four case studies—news blogs, viral marketing, anime fandoms, 
and amateur and remix music.
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The growth of professional and commercial media in the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries ghettoized amateur cultural production. Domains such as 
amateur musical performance, personal correspondence, diaries, local newslet-
ters, and everyday talk have always been key dimensions of cultural life but 
were long overshadowed by commercial and professional cultural forms. Mass 
commercial media created a translocal, star- studded, and spectacular arena of 
shared public culture and imagination that transcended local cultural forms. 
But even then, individuals were not just consumers but producers, generating 
original cultural artifacts and reshaping mass media productions into forms 
and narratives that fi t their own desires.2 With the advent of networked public 
culture, the amateur, local, and niche cultures that persisted in the shadow of 
mass media are gaining greater visibility and translocal reach. Blogs, online 
chat, auction sites, Web forums, P2P fi le sharing, streaming online video, and 
social network services are platforms for longstanding amateur cultural pro-
duction, fandoms, and everyday communication to fl ourish in new ways.

Today, as Yochai Benkler theorizes, we are at the beginning of a shift away 
from commercial media and centrally organized knowledge production toward 
non- market and distributed production.3 Amateurs remixing and distributing 
music over the Internet, fans producing derivative works of fi ction and art, 
marketers appropriating the idioms of viral amateur culture, and bloggers de-
bating the latest news—these are all examples of, in the words of John Hagel 
and John Seely Brown, “the edge becoming the core.”4 In doing so, they create 
cultures that both draw from and threaten commercial media. Geert Lovink 
suggests that these networked publics follow a nihilist impulse against moral 
absolutes and objective truths, which in media terms translates into a grow-
ing distrust for commercial news organizations and their product. He writes, 
“Questioning the message is no longer a subversive act of engaged citizens but 
the a priori attitude, even before the TV or PC has been switched on.”5

Unlike commercial cultural production, which relies on professionalized, 
institutionalized, and capitalized systems, amateur and non- market produc-
tion often utilizes more disorganized and socially distributed mechanisms for 
creating knowledge and culture. Benkler writes of how the processing power 
of many personal computers can be a source of considerable power when coor-
dinated through smart networks. He considers the example of SETI@home, 
a scientifi c experiment that uses  Internet- connected computers of worldwide 
participants in the search for extraterrestrial intelligence, as a model for this 
kind of distributed processing and knowledge production.6 Henry Jenkins 
describes a more socially distributed intelligence in the activities of spoiler 
groups for the reality TV show Survivor. By gathering information from all 
over the world and communicating over the Internet, networked fan groups 
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Box 2.1 Nonmarket Cultural Production
From Yochai Benkler, The Wealth of Networks (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006), 6–7.

Human beings are, and always have been, diversely motivated beings. We act in-
strumentally, but also noninstrumentally. We act for material gain, but also for 
psychological well- being and gratifi cation, and for social connectedness. There is 
nothing new or  earth- shattering about this, except perhaps to some economists. 
In the industrial economy in general, and the industrial information economy 
as well, most opportunities to make things that were valuable and important 
to many people were constrained by the physical capital requirements of mak-
ing them. From the steam engine to the assembly line, from the  double- rotary 
printing press to the communications satellite, the capital constraints on action 
were such that simply wanting to do something was rarely a suffi cient condition 
to enable one to do it. Financing the necessary physical capital, in turn, oriented 
the necessarily  capital- intensive projects toward a production and organizational 
strategy that could justify the investments. In market economies, that meant 
orienting toward market production. In  state- run economies, that meant ori-
enting production toward the goals of the state bureaucracy. In either case, the 
practical individual freedom to cooperate with others in making things of value 
was limited by the extent of the capital requirements of production.

In the networked information economy, the physical capital required for 
production is broadly distributed throughout society. Personal computers and 
network connections are ubiquitous. This does not mean that they cannot be 
used for markets, or that individuals cease to seek market opportunities. It does 
mean, however, that whenever someone, somewhere, among the billion con-
nected human beings, and ultimately among all those who will be connected, 
wants to make something that requires human creativity, a computer, and a 
network connection, he or she can do so—alone, or in cooperation with others. 
He or she already has the capital capacity necessary to do so; if not alone, then 
at least in cooperation with other individuals acting for complementary reasons. 
The result is that a good deal more that human beings value can now be done 
by individuals, who interact with each other socially, as human beings and as 
social beings, rather than as market actors through the price system. Sometimes, 
under conditions I specify in some detail, these nonmarket collaborations can 
be better at motivating effort and can allow creative people to work on in-
formation projects more effi ciently than would traditional market mechanisms 
and corporations. The result is a fl ourishing nonmarket sector of information, 
knowledge, and cultural production, based in the networked environment, and 
applied to anything that the many individuals connected to it can imagine. Its 
outputs, in turn, are not treated as exclusive property; they are instead subject 
to an increasingly robust ethic of open sharing, open for all others to build on, 
extend, and make their own.
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collectively produce knowledge that far exceeds what local fan groups could 
muster.7 Similarly amateur subtitling groups for Japanese television series rely 
on globally networked teams to produce and distribute their work. Blogs are 
another kind of collective intelligence in which individuals pool their fact-
 fi nding capabilities to gather knowledge that can challenge the authority of 
the professional press.

Chris Anderson describes how networked distributors like Amazon.com 
increasingly make profi ts not from the short head—a small number of best-
sellers—but from the long tail—a wide variety of niche products, each of 
which has relatively small circulation.8 Combined with the ability of digital 
communication to directly connect  special- interest groups, these new distri-
bution channels have enabled small producers and small audiences to fi nd one 
another. The intimate dynamics of local communities can now extend to trans-
national interest networks. But unlike local communities, which are centered 
on  place- based affi liation, contemporary networks support associations based 
on esoteric knowledge communities and niche cultural affi liations. The case 
of anime fandoms is particularly pertinent in this respect. With the Internet, 
overseas audiences for Japanese animation have exploded in quantity and di-
versity, aided by distribution from commercial sites like Amazon.com, Net-
fl ix, RentAnime, as well as various P2P alternatives. Similar dynamics are at 
work in the rise of  micro- fandoms for alternative and amateur music as well as 
within the blogosphere.

In addition to the changes in the structures and networks of cultural pro-
duction, networked public culture has also been associated with particular 
genres and styles. In this new- media ecology, works that can be produced 
quickly, at low cost, and that appropriate the products of commercial culture 
have a new kind of cultural salience. Informal banter about the latest news, 
music, or television show is published on blogs. Amateur music and video 
production comment upon existing cultural work. Often employing parody 
and remix, new forms of cultural production freely combine informal and ama-
teur domains of culture with formal and professional ones. The products of 
mainstream and commercial culture still retain a certain pride of place in the 
global imagination; they are the polished and mass- distributed commercial 
forms that make up what fans call “the canon” or what critics call “corporate 
media.” By mashing up, remixing, playing out alternative narratives, and pro-
viding snarky commentary on commercial culture, niche publics can create 
new cultural forms that draw from both local and translocal referents. Viral 
political mash- up videos, remixed music, anime music videos, and much of the 
blogosphere exemplify these aesthetics and discursive styles.
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Box 2.2 The Long Tail
From Chris Anderson, “The Long Tail in a Nutshell,” Long Tail blog, http: // www.thelongtail
.com / about.html.

The theory of the Long Tail is that our culture and economy is increasingly 
shifting away from a focus on a relatively small number of “hits” (mainstream 
products and markets) at the head of the demand curve and toward a huge 
number of niches in the tail. As the costs of production and distribution fall, 
especially online, there is now less need to lump products and consumers into 
one- size- fi ts- all containers. In an era without the constraints of physical shelf 
space and other bottlenecks of distribution,  narrowly- targeted goods and ser-
vices can be as economically attractive as mainstream fare.

One example of this is the theory’s prediction that demand for products 
not available in traditional  bricks- and- mortar stores is potentially as big as for 
those that are. But the same is true for video not available on broadcast TV on 
any given day, and songs not played on radio. In other words, the potential ag-
gregate size of the many small markets in goods that don’t individually sell well 
enough for traditional retail and broadcast distribution may rival that of the 
existing large market in goods that do cross that economic bar.

The term refers specifi cally to the yellow part of the sales chart at upper left, 
which shows a standard demand curve that could apply to any industry, from 
entertainment to hard goods. The vertical axis is sales; the horizontal is prod-
ucts. The red part of the curve is the hits, which have dominated our markets 
and culture for most of the last century. The yellow part is the non- hits, or 
niches, which is where the new growth is coming from now and in the future.

Traditional retail economics dictate that stores only stock the likely hits, 
because shelf space is expensive. But online retailers (from Amazon to iTunes) 
can stock virtually everything, and the number of available niche products out-
number the hits by several orders of magnitude. Those millions of niches are 
the Long Tail, which had been largely neglected until recently in favor of the 
Short Head of hits.

When consumers are offered infi nite choice, the true shape of demand is re-
vealed. And it turns out to be less hit- centric than we thought. People gravitate 
towards niches because they satisfy narrow interests better, and in one aspect 
of our life or another we all have some narrow interest (whether we think of it 
that way or not).

The Long Tail [is made possible in part because of ] technologies that have 
made it easier for consumers to fi nd and buy niche products, thanks to the 
“infi nite  shelf- space effect”—the new distribution mechanisms, from digital 
downloading to peer- to- peer markets, that break through the bottlenecks of 
broadcast and traditional  bricks- and- mortar retail.
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Box 2.3 Participatory Media Cultures
From Henry Jenkins, Convergence Culture: Where Old Media and New Media Collide (New York: 
New York University Press, 2006), 17–19.

When people take media in their own hands, the results can be wonderfully 
creative; they can also be bad news for all involved.

For the foreseeable future, convergence will be a kind of kludge—a  jerry-
 rigged relationship among different media technologies—rather than a fully 
integrated system. Right now, the cultural shifts, the legal battles, and the 
economic consolidations that are fueling media convergence are preceding shifts 
in the technological infrastructure. How those various transitions unfold will 
determine the balance of power in the next media era.

The American media environment is now being shaped by two seemingly 
contradictory trends: on the one hand, new media technologies have lowered 
production and distribution costs, expanded the range of available delivery 
channels, and enabled consumers to archive, annotate, appropriate, and recircu-
late media content in powerful new ways. At the same time, there has been an 
alarming concentration of the ownership of mainstream commercial media, with 
a small handful of multinational media conglomerates dominating all sectors 
of the entertainment industry. No one seems capable of describing both sets of 
changes at the same time, let alone show how they impact each other. Some fear 
that media is out of control, others that it is too controlled.

Some see a world without gatekeepers, others a world where gatekeepers 
have unprecedented power. Again, the truth lies somewhere in between. Con-
vergence, as we can see, is both a top- down  corporate- driven process and a 
 bottom- up  consumer- driven process. Corporate convergence co- exists with 
grassroots convergence. Media companies are learning how to accelerate the 
fl ow of media content across delivery channels to expand revenue opportunities, 
broaden markets, and reinforce viewer commitments. Consumers are learning 
how to use these different media technologies to bring the fl ow of media more 
fully under their control and to interact with other consumers. The promises of 
this new media environment raise expectations of a freer fl ow of ideas and con-
tent. Inspired by those ideals, consumers are fi ghting for the right to participate 
more fully in their culture. Sometimes, corporate and grassroots convergence 
reinforce each other, creating closer, more rewarding relations between media 
producers and consumers. Sometimes, these two forces are at war and those 
struggles will redefi ne the face of American popular culture.

Convergence requires media companies to rethink old assumptions about 
what it means to consume media, assumptions that shape both programming 
and marketing decisions. If old consumers were assumed to be passive, the new 
consumers are active. If old consumers were predictable and stayed where you 
told them to stay, then new consumers are migratory, showing a declining loy-
alty to networks or media. If old consumers were isolated individuals, the new 
consumers are more socially connected. If the work of media consumers was once 
silent and invisible, the new consumers are now noisy and public. Media produc-
ers are responding to these newly empowered consumers in contradictory ways, 
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Taken together these new ways of making and sharing culture have broad 
ramifi cations for the fundamental relations between production and consump-
tion and the traditional sources of authority for culture and knowledge. By 
reshaping long- established standards of production and consumption, ama-
teurs, fi le sharers, and bloggers challenge existing institutional and profes-
sional authority. Today we see the fi rst glimmerings of what a fully networked 
public culture might look like. But persistent predictions of imminent doom 
for established content industries, together with fears of corporate litigation 
and monopolistic forces squelching the emerging common culture, indicate 
that the future of public culture is still very much up for grabs. Our goal in 
this chapter, therefore, is not to declare the forms of networked culture we 
describe as faits accomplis, or as inevitable forms of culture and media. Rather, 
we specifi cally selected four cases studies—music fi le sharing, anime fandoms, 
viral marketing, and news blogs—that serve as sites of contestation between 
the forces of government regulation, technological engineering, corporate ma-
neuvering, and networked, viral, and laterally organized Internet groups.

Instead of setting out to write a general survey of how digital networks are 
changing cultural production, we are focusing on specifi c cases that offer alter-
native models with which to frame thinking about evolving relations between 
production and consumption. We could have chosen from many other cases, 
such as other fandoms, machinima, online encyclopedias, scholarly publica-
tions, as well as do- it- yourself (DIY) fashion or design movements. But we 
feel that the cases we present exemplify an illuminating range of dynamics in 
emergent networked public culture. Our fi rst case of music fi le sharing is the 
most well- known example of the present tensions in network culture, but it 
represents an older form of antagonism that is currently being supplanted by 
new kinds of coalitions and business models based on different  relationships 

sometimes encouraging change, some times resisting what they see as renegade 
behavior. And consumers, in turn, are perplexed by what they see as mixed sig-
nals about how much and what kinds of participation they can enjoy. As they 
undergo this transition, the media companies are not behaving in a monolithic 
fashion; often, different divisions of the same company are pursuing radically 
different strategies, refl ecting their uncertainty about how to proceed. On the 
one hand, convergence represents an expanded opportunity for media conglom-
erates, since content that succeeds in one sector can spread across other plat-
forms. On the other, convergence represents a risk since most of these media fear 
a fragmentation or erosion of their markets. Each time they move a viewer from 
television to the Internet, say, there is a risk that the consumer may not return.
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between producers and consumers, businesses and customers, publishers and 
audiences. The problems that the music industry encountered in cracking down 
on consumer activism provided lessons for other industries, such as market-
ing and television, that are experimenting with new ways to reach out to fans 
and remixers. While new models of these relationships diffuse some of the 
antagonisms visible in the case of music, they also raise new questions and 
controversies about the role of secondary markets, the validity of knowledge, 
and the breakdown of common culture.

Amateur Music and Remix

The battle between the recording industry and fi le- sharing music fans is one 
crucial example of how production and consumption of cultural products is 
changing in the era of networked publics, and it illustrates some of the under-
lying issues associated with these shifts. The music industry has been revo-
lutionized in a number of ways: networked technologies, most notably P2P 
applications that allow users to download and share digital music fi les; cheap, 
easy- to- use digital audio workstations and software allowing people to easily 
and cheaply create CD- quality music; and social software and social network 
platforms that have created communities of shared practice, knowledge, and 
expertise outside of traditional music marketing channels.

That this is a revolution for the music industry is by no means an exag-
geration. From 2000 to 2006, the music industry’s revenues plunged from 
$14.32 billion to $9.65 billion, and sales of CDs declined from 942 million to 
614 million. Although sales of digital tracks in venues such as Apple’s iTunes 
rose from virtually nothing to $1.85 billion during that time, the industry is 
clearly in transition (best case) or crisis (worst case).9

At the outset, we have to see these changes in their context. Although digi-
tal technology and the Internet gave both musicians and consumers the tools 
to have a massive impact on the music industry, “the biz” was far from beloved. 
The consolidation of record labels, the proliferation of  consultant- driven radio 
programming and the resulting homogenization of available commercial mu-
sic, the absorption and subsequent domestication of alternative music by the 
industry, as well as a widespread perception among the public and artists alike 
that the industry did not benefi t musicians made both consumers and amateur 
musicians eager to reject it, or at least to pursue alternatives.

P2P fi le sharing hit the mainstream in 1999 with the release of Napster. 
P2P applications make fi les stored on a single personal computer available to 
other users for download over the Internet and smaller networks. Around this 
time the industry Big Four (Universal, Sony- BMG, EMI and Warner Broth-
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ers) accounted for approximately 80 percent of all music sales globally. The 
emergence of P2P was an obvious threat to corporations that perceived fi le 
sharing as theft of their intellectual property, and they acted swiftly against it. 
Too confi dently, one industry insider declared, “we are going to strangle this 
baby at birth.”10 The Big Four mounted a four- fold strategy to battle P2P: 
extending intellectual property rights, litigating against both P2P platform 
providers and users, developing digital rights management restrictions, and 
creating a public relations campaign.11 In a highly publicized court case, Nap-
ster was sued by the record industry and lost, leading to its demise in 2001.12 
Other fi le- sharing services such as Gnutella, LimeWire, Kazaa, and BitTorrent 
sprang up to take its place, following a more thouroughly P2P model that em-
ployed decentralized servers and thereby making them more diffi cult to shut 
down. Despite the threat of litigation, P2P is still thriving.

Although P2P sharing of music is decried by the Recording Industry Associ-
ation of America (RIAA) and other industry entities that seek to protect—and 
expand—intellectual property laws against copyright infringement, copyleft 
activists argue that present intellectual laws are outdated, stifl ing innovation 
by privileging individual and corporate fi nancial interests over the interests of 
the collective.13 Media historian Siva Vaidhyanathan exemplifi es this position, 
observing that “the copyright holder is very rarely the artist herself.”14 Others 
have suggested that P2P fi le sharing is nothing less than an act of mass civil 
disobedience against a corrupt industry that exploits artists.15

At the same time, there is the very real problem of artists being able to 
make a living through their music. While it can be argued that existing copy-
right law is not longer viable, alternative models and strategies have yet to be 
devised. Perhaps the market will solve the problem, as creative solutions rise 
and spread quickly in the new landscape. But given the legacy of intellectual 
property and the vast fi nancial stakes, this will be a serious challenge.

Although the RIAA has blamed the year- over- year collapse of CD sales on 
P2P fi le sharing, some research suggests that the impact on music sales is low 
and that although some users avoid purchasing music due to fi le sharing, oth-
ers may use it to sample tracks that they may later buy.16 From this viewpoint, 
the music industry’s troubles are somewhat self- infl icted, its decline the result 
of a lack of compelling new product rather than an assault by technology. Even 
if the jury is still out on this issue, there can be no question that the industry 
is in troubled times and undergoing massive changes.

Ultimately, the real threat to the established music industry is legitimate 
distribution via fi le- sharing applications or Web sites. These create alternatives 
to established distribution models, putting some level of control back into the 
hands of the music creators. One estimate suggests that as of 2004 the ratio 
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of legal to illegal song downloads was 250 to 1, with billions of music fi les 
exchanged every week.17 File sharing greatly increases the amount of available 
music and our ability to access it. As a result, musicians no longer need a record 
label to distribute their music, and fans are no longer limited to the tastes of 
music industry executives and retail owners. Even the industry’s network of 
promotion and distribution has been replicated, and in some cases surpassed, 
by blogs, forums, and other sites that provide content producers a place to 
fi nd listeners, as well as locate possible collaborators. The 2004 edition of The 
Indie Bible lists over four hundred Web sites where independent musicians can 
distribute their music.18

Apart from new means of distribution, digital technology has made it 
possible for musicians to produce higher quality, more sophisticated record-
ings, again  short- circuiting the need for aid from the music industry but also 
changing the way that songs can be produced and giving rise to new genres. 
Although sampling (using short recorded bits of music from other sources) was 
used prior to the advent of digital technologies, the new tools have greatly 
facilitated the process to the point of being trivial from a technical standpoint. 
Similarly, quoting musical phrases has a rich history, as exemplifi ed by jazz art-
ists like Charlie Parker and Miles Davis, who would play variations on phrases 
and motifs from other material within their work. The new tools and practices 
move sampling and quoting to the forefront, allowing for new genres such as 
remix and mash- up. Remix, in which small portions of one song are extracted 
and used in a new derivative work, is an extension and expansion of sampling 
and quoting. Mash- up, which usually involves taking two or more songs and 
juxtaposing them, is a variation of the remix theme. Hip- hop predates digital 
technology, relying on old- school analog sampling techniques, but it could be 
argued that part of the reason for its increase in popularity and penetration in 
society is due to digital technology lowering the barriers for the use of samples 
to create new music.

Until the advent of modern digital recording technology, music had to 
be recorded in studios. Studio time was expensive, tape was expensive, and 
editing was a chore, so most musicians—apart from the wealthy and already 
successful—needed to have their music substantially complete before entering 
the studio to lay down their tracks.

In 1987 a program called Sound Tools was released as the fi rst tapeless re-
cording studio. Later renamed Pro Tools, this software and hardware combina-
tion created the fi rst digital audio workstation (DAW), enabling musicians to 
record multiple tracks entirely on a computer and subsequently edit and play 
back their work. Although the sonic quality and stability of the early systems 
were issues, the ability to easily and nondestructively create, edit, and apply ef-
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fects changed not only the workfl ow in the studio but also the creative process 
for the artists. By working digitally, musicians and engineers could record in a 
manner fi tting the schedule and temperament of the artist, and editing could 
become a larger part of the music composition.

As computers and other digital technologies improved, studios could pro-
duce music digitally end- to- end, and independent pressing and burning of 
compact discs became cheaper and easier—mostly due to the availability of 
production houses via the Internet.19 For musicians with access to studio time, 
the boundary between the professional studio and the home studio blurred: 
tracks could be recorded at home or in a semi- pro project studio and then taken 
to a larger facility for further work. Or conversely, tracks could be recorded 
in a professional studio (often with  higher- quality microphones and  better- 
sounding rooms) and then taken home for postproduction or further tracking 
of instruments not requiring precise room dynamics (e.g., electronic keyboards). 
The ability to swap fi les and project sessions with ease, either over the network 
or using optical media, allows musicians to move song creation and produc-
tion forward without being in the same studio at the same time or even in the 
same time zone.

Just as P2P fi le sharing has undone traditional channels of distribution, the 
rise of the digital studio has led to the demise of many professional recording 
studios. In the winter of 2005 three major studios closed: Cello Studios in 
Los Angeles, Muscle Shoals Sound Studios in Sheffi eld, Alabama, and the Hit 
Factory in New York City.20 Nor have things improved much lately for the 
studios: in 2007, Sony Studios in New York shut its doors. All were based 
on the traditional model of recording where record labels paid huge sums 
of money for studio time. Although the production technology changed, the 
industry did not. As Tape Op magazine editor Larry Crane states, “The busi-
ness model of ‘we have the technology needed to make records – you don’t’ 
is gone.”21 Nor is knowledge of how to run a studio exclusive anymore. On-
line bulletin boards and forums focused on particular software and hardware 
products provide users the ability to ask questions, learn new techniques, and 
solve problems.22

Beyond the economic impact on the traditional studio, home recording and 
mixing equipment became employed as a medium for the process and produc-
tion of music as well. In particular, loop- based music production software 
such as ACID Pro has had a profound effect on many genres and production 
capabilities. Such applications allow the user to take music loops, add other 
sounds, and change tempos and pitch through the use of time- stretching algo-
rithms. Since loops are digital fi les, users can purchase prepackaged loops on 
CD, download loops from Web sites, or trade loops online via P2P fi le  sharing. 
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As software improved and computing horsepower increased, time / tempo al-
gorithms became more transparent, making remix, or the bringing together 
of sounds from disparate recordings, not only possible but easy to accomplish. 
Moreover, digital music fi les can be easily sampled for loops and remixed to 
create innovative works such as DJ Dangermouse’s The Grey Album,23 or the 
 Illegal Art’s Deconstructing Beck.24 As such works prove, music today may have 
no “new” content but still produce clearly original results. Moreover, the abil-
ity of someone to create music with no knowledge of how to play a musical 
instrument blurs the boundaries between “real” musician and amateur. It also 
brings issues of intellectual property to the fore, raising the question of how 
much sampling and remix can be done legally. Both The Grey Album and De-
constructing Beck are technically illegal, and online hosting of the music fi les 
results in  cease- and- desist letters from industry lawyers.

The combination of DAW software, loop manipulation software, and the 
network produces many more routes for creating remixes. Some artists not only 
create a fi nished version of a song, but also make available individual instru-
ment tracks, loops, and other sonic bits with the express goal of having people 
use their material in remixes.25

Just as music distribution and production have been reshaped by digital 
technology and networking, social software tools and social networking plat-
forms have allowed individuals to act as  taste- making gatekeepers for them-
selves and their peers. Instead of music label A&R (artist and repertoire) staff 
determining who gets signed and subsequently heard, social networks spread 
new and unknown artists to their friends and their friend’s friends. As a result, 
MySpace has evolved as a de facto home for musicians and bands. Independent 
artists such as M. I. A., previously relegated to local notoriety at best, have 
found broad audiences through word- of- mouth and promotion on Web sites 
catering to niche interests. Blogs and wikis serve as venues for musicians and 
audiences to distribute songs and other content, while providing insight into 
the bands and artists. This qualitative change in the public’s role in the music 
industry refl ects emerging changes in other sectors of the culture industry. The 
ability of music consumers to exert increased control over what music they 
have access to and what they do with “their” music signals a broader shift in 
trends of cultural resistance, from jamming (where cultural products and their 
presumed hegemonic force are interrupted) to poaching (where cultural products 
are taken up and refashioned to convey individualized tastes and messages).26 
Or as Aram Sinnreich suggests, mash- up and remix can be thought of as move-
ments of aesthetic resistance to the consolidation of popular music styles.27

Perhaps the most interesting aspect of these networked environments is the 
way they enable the rise of social and cultural capital.28 Online artist, critic, 
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and consumer often swap roles—creating, curating, and commenting for on-
line glory rather than monetary reward. Still, the majority of online music 
is sold through large online aggregators such as iTunes and, until recently, 
almost always encoded with digital rights management (DRM) software keys 
to prevent sharing between users. It may well be that we are exchanging one 
music industry for another, although recent moves by Apple and Amazon.com 
to make available DRM- free music could indicate otherwise.

To be sure, music is a special case. It was the fi rst culture industry to be 
threatened by the combination of low- cost digital production tools with on-
line fi le sharing and social networks. Music has always been a domain of ro-
bust amateur production, making it particularly amenable to more  bottom- up 
forms of production and distribution in the digital ecology and ripe for the 
disintermediation of labels and licensors. The fact that widespread music fi le 
sharing happened relatively early also meant that the existing music indus-
try was poorly equipped to deal with the new online ecology, and it took a 
reactive stance rather than anticipating new practices and potential business 
solutions. Although the story of digital music is far from over, already it reads 
as a cautionary tale of the current fragility of business models built on earlier 
media infrastructures. P2P is a cultural economy, and as anthropologist Alfred 
Gell wrote, “consumption is part of a process that includes production and 
exchange, all three being distinct only as phases of the cyclical process of social 
reproduction, in which consumption is never terminal.”29

The biggest change of all may be the reconfi guration of the status of ama-
teur and professional. As late as 2001 the prevailing wisdom among musicians 
was that amateur status was “something to get beyond.”30 In other words, the 
end game for the artist was professionalization—getting signed to a record 
label and following the traditional industry model. However as lines between 
amateur and professional blur, remix becomes embedded into culture—even 
beyond music—and technological changes continue to occur, “getting beyond” 
amateur status may no longer be the goal.

Transnational Anime Fandom

Fans are the lifeblood of commercial media, and yet they have often had an 
uneasy relationship with media industries. As enthusiasts of particular artists 
or series, fandoms—subcultures composed of fans with a common interest—
can serve as the source of P2P promotional buzz as well as the base of the 
consumer market. But when fans cross the line into producing and traffi cking 
in their own cultural products derived from commercial content, they create 
their own unique cultural forms that circulate in alternative and P2P networks 
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Box 2.4 Free Culture
From Lawrence Lessig, Free Culture (New York: Penguin Books, 2004), 7–10.

There’s no single inventor of the Internet. Nor is there any good date upon 
which to mark its birth. Yet in a very short time, the Internet has become part 
of ordinary American life. According to the Pew Internet and American Life 
Project, 58 percent of Americans had access to the Internet in 2002, up from 
49 percent two years before.a That number could well exceed two- thirds of the 
nation by the end of 2004.

My claim is that the Internet has induced an important and unrecognized 
change in [how culture is made]. That change will radically transform a tradition 
that is as old as the Republic itself. Most, if they recognized this change, would 
reject it. Yet most don’t even see the change that the Internet has introduced.

We can glimpse a sense of this change by distinguishing between commer-
cial and noncommercial culture, and by mapping the law’s regulation of each. 
By “commercial culture” I mean that part of our culture that is produced and 
sold or produced to be sold. By “noncommercial culture” I mean all the rest. 
When old men sat around parks or on street corners telling stories that kids and 
others consumed, that was noncommercial culture. When Noah Webster pub-
lished his “Reader,” or Joel Barlow his poetry, that was commercial culture.

At the beginning of our history, and for just about the whole of our tradition, 
noncommercial culture was essentially unregulated. Of course, if your stories 
were lewd, or if your song disturbed the peace, then the law might intervene. 
But the law was never directly concerned with the creation or spread of this form 
of culture, and it left this culture “free.” The ordinary ways in which ordinary 
individuals shared and transformed their culture—telling stories, reenacting 
scenes from plays or TV, participating in fan clubs, sharing music, making 
tapes—were left alone by the law.

The focus of the law was on commercial creativity. At fi rst slightly, then 
quite extensively, the law protected the incentives of creators by granting them 
exclusive rights to their creative work, so that they could sell those exclusive 
rights in a commercial marketplace.b This is also, of course, an important part 
of creativity and culture, and it has become an increasingly important part in 
America. But in no sense was it dominant within our tradition. It was instead 
just one part, a controlled part, balanced with the free.

This rough divide between the free and the controlled has now been erased.c 
The Internet has set the stage for this erasure and, pushed by big media, the 
law has now affected it. For the fi rst time in our tradition, the ordinary ways in 
which individuals create and share culture fall within the reach of the regula-
tion of the law, which has expanded to draw within its control a vast amount 
of culture and creativity that it never reached before. The technology that pre-
served the balance of our history—between uses of our culture that were free 
and uses of our culture that were only upon permission—has been undone. The 
consequence is that we are less and less a free culture, more and more a permis-
sion culture.
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This change gets justifi ed as necessary to protect commercial creativity. And 
indeed, protectionism is precisely its motivation. But the protectionism that 
justifi es the changes is not the limited and balanced sort that has defi ned the 
law in the past. This is not a protectionism to protect artists. It is instead a 
protectionism to protect certain forms of business. Corporations threatened by 
the potential of the Internet to change the way both commercial and noncom-
mercial culture are made and shared have united to induce lawmakers to use the 
law to protect them.

For the Internet has unleashed an extraordinary possibility for many to par-
ticipate in the process of building and cultivating a culture that reaches far 
beyond local boundaries. That power has changed the marketplace for making 
and cultivating culture generally, and that change in turn threatens established 
content industries. The Internet is thus to the industries that built and distrib-
uted content in the twentieth century what FM radio was to AM radio, or what 
the truck was to the railroad industry of the nineteenth century: the beginning 
of the end, or at least a substantial transformation. Digital technologies, tied 
to the Internet, could produce a vastly more competitive and vibrant market 
for building and cultivating culture; that market could include a much wider 
and more diverse range of creators; those creators could produce and distribute 
a much more vibrant range of creativity; and depending upon a few important 
factors, those creators could earn more on average from this system than creators 
do today—all so long as the RCAs of our day don’t use the law to protect them-
selves against this competition.

Yet . . . that is precisely what is happening in our culture today. These  modern- 
day equivalents of the early  twentieth- century radio or  nineteenth- century rail-
roads are using their power to get the law to protect them against this new, more 
effi cient, more vibrant technology for building culture. They are succeeding in 
their plan to remake the Internet before the Internet remakes them.

It doesn’t seem this way to many. The battles over copyright and the Internet 
seem remote to most. To the few who follow them, they seem mainly about 
a much simpler brace of questions—whether “piracy” will be permitted, and 
whether “property” will be protected. The “war” that has been waged against 
the technologies of the Internet—what Motion Picture Association of America 
(MPAA) president Jack Valenti calls his “own terrorist war”d—has been framed 
as a battle about the rule of law and respect for property. To know which side to 
take in this war, most think that we need only decide whether we’re for property 
or against it.

If those really were the choices, then I would be with Jack Valenti and the 
content industry. I, too, am a believer in property, and especially in the impor-
tance of what Mr. Valenti nicely calls “creative property.” I believe that “piracy” 
is wrong, and that the law, properly tuned, should punish “piracy,” whether on 
or off the Internet.

But those simple beliefs mask a much more fundamental question and a 
much more dramatic change. My fear is that unless we come to see this change, 
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the war to rid the world of Internet “pirates” will also rid our culture of values 
that have been integral to our tradition from the start.

These values built a tradition that, for at least the fi rst 180 years of our Repub-
lic, guaranteed creators the right to build freely upon their past, and protected 
creators and innovators from either state or private control. The First Amend-
ment protected creators against state control. And as Professor Neil  Netanel 
powerfully argues,e copyright law, properly balanced, protected creators against 
private control. Our tradition was thus neither Soviet nor the tradition of pa-
trons. It instead carved out a wide berth within which creators could cultivate 
and extend our culture.

Yet the law’s response to the Internet, when tied to changes in the tech-
nology of the Internet itself, has massively increased the effective regulation 
of creativity in America. To build upon or critique the culture around us one 
must ask, Oliver Twist- like, for permission fi rst. Permission is, of course, often 
granted—but it is not often granted to the critical or the independent. We have 
built a kind of cultural nobility; those within the noble class live easily; those 
outside it don’t. But it is nobility of any form that is alien to our tradition.

a. Amanda Lenhart, “The Ever- Shifting Internet Population: A New Look at Internet 
Access and the Digital Divide,” Pew Internet and American Life Project, http: // www
.pewinternet.org / report_display.asp?r=88.

b. This is not the only purpose of copyright, though it is the overwhelmingly primary 
purpose of the copyright established in the federal constitution. State copyright law his-
torically protected not just the commercial interest in publication, but also a privacy 
interest. By granting authors the exclusive right to fi rst publication, state copyright law 
gave authors the power to control the spread of facts about them. See Samuel D.War-
ren and Louis D.Brandeis, “The Right to Privacy,” Harvard Law Review 4 (1890): 193, 
198–200.

c. See Jessica Litman, Digital Copyright (New York: Prometheus Books, 2001), ch.13.

d. Amy Harmon, “Black Hawk Download: Moving Beyond Music, Pirates Use New 
Tools to Turn the Net into an Illicit Video Club,” New York Times, January 17, 2002.

e. Neil W. Netanel, “Copyright and a Democratic Civil Society,” Yale Law Journal 106 
(1996), 283.
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under the radar of commodity capitalism. Fan fi ction, art, music, videos, and 
comics are forms of long- tail media largely invisible to the mainstream but 
that nonetheless always existed in the shadow of commercial mass media. Now 
these forms of cultural production are being energized through their uptake of 
digital production tools and networks. Much as musical mash- ups have both 
celebrated and challenged the products of commercial culture, fan art, com-
ics, and fi ction have disrupted the singular authorial voice of popular novels, 
movies, and television.

Traditionally, commercial media make their money off the one- to- many 
circulation of content to mass audiences, not in the sharing of content between 
audiences. Activist fan groups disrupt the logic of mainstream narratives and 
copyright regimes, going against the grain of what Lawrence Lessig has called 
“permission culture—the regime of copyright restrictions that insists that all 
uses of copyrighted works need to be explicitly leased.”31 In the case of televi-
sion, movies, and novels, the relation between fan- produced culture and com-
mercial culture has often been a site of ongoing tension and negotiation. For 
example, there have been high- profi le legal battles between the industry and 
fans of Star Wars and Harry Potter. By contrast, at least two cultural domains—
anime and machinima—have been characterized by a more synergistic rela-
tionship between fan cultural production and commercial production. Here we 
discuss the case of anime fandoms outside of Japan, a unique but illuminating 
example of how fans and industry have reached some compromises in dealing 
with fan- produced digital media and online distribution.

Unlike music, where the means of production are relatively ready at hand, 
most of us do not grow up creating animated television shows as an everyday 
cultural practice. Even now, in an era of relatively low- cost digital anima-
tion, the level of skill and time required to produce such work is well out of 
the reach of amateurs. Thus, television and fi lmic fan production often takes 
the form of what Jenkins has dubbed poaching or what lawyers call derivative 
works—using the narrative, characters, and images from commercial media to 
produce other media.32 What makes the relation between anime producers and 
overseas fans unique is that commercial producers, for the most part, tolerate 
and exploit amateur cultural production instead of ignoring it or trying to shut 
it down. Recognizing that activist and productive fans can create rather than 
detract from their business, anime producers help to circulate such collective 
(but commercial) imaginations.

Historically, Japanese manga (comics) and anime industries have taken a 
relatively tolerant view of fan- produced cultural content. The doujinshi (ama-
teur comic) scene in Japan is enormous and has thrived since the seventies.33 
The largest convention in the country of any sort, bringing together up to 
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fi ve hundred thousand fans, is the biannual comic market devoted to the sale 
of doujinshi. Although these fan productions have been largely scorned by the 
mainstream, industry has largely tolerated it, demonstrating that, given a 
looser copyright regime, fan- produced derivative works can rival the main-
stream commercial market in scale.

Until recently, however, in the  English- speaking world, anime was a mar-
ginal form of cult media, restricted to relatively extreme fandoms that crossed 
over somewhat with the science fi ction and fantasy world. As cultural and 
human traffi c between Japan, the United States, and Europe increased in the 
eighties and nineties, the small audience for Japanese media overseas slowly 
began to grow.

In these early years, leaders in the fandom had some degree of communica-
tion with both the Japanese industry and its American licensors and saw their 
role as evangelists for anime overseas. Anime was distributed at conventions, 
local clubs, and via mail. Noncommercial fansubbing (fan subtitling) emerged, 
as this was the only way that  English- language fans could gain access to lo-
calized versions of anime. It was during this period that anime fans began 
developing what Sean Leonard calls a “proselytizing commons,” the free non-
market sharing of content for the purposes of promoting and creating a new 
commercial market.34 It was also during this period that fans created certain 
social norms about media sharing. Committed to keeping their work in the 
nonmarket sector, fansubbers agreed not to profi t from their ventures. Seeing 
themselves as supporters of the anime industry, they would stop circulating 
their wares when a commercial  English- language release was announced. Co-
operation between fans and some committed overseas distributors of anime 
is credited with opening up the market for anime in the United States, but 
now that the market is relatively well- established, fansubbing is becoming 
more controversial.35 Lawrence Eng describes how anime fans value intellectual 
property even though they engage in fi le sharing and the production of deriva-
tive works. They “consider it their responsibility to protect intellectual prop-
erty—not just their own, but that which is created by corporate interests.” He 
sees fansubbing as an example of “taking control of information while seeking 
to minimize the harm done to the producers of that information.”36

With the advent of P2P video distribution over the Internet, the circulation 
of anime overseas has reached a new order of magnitude. Now, most popular 
anime series released in Japan will eventually be released with fansubs and dis-
tributed, via BitTorrent or on streaming video sites, to millions of fans around 
the world. For the most popular series, a networked group might turn around 
a title within a day of its release in Japan.37 Thousands of fans watch the torrent 
listings or lurk on the fansub IRC (Internet Relay Chat) channels waiting for 
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the group to give word that this week’s fansub is out. As a result of this atten-
tion, anime is becoming less a niche media and more visible in mainstream 
media, taking over slots on popular cable channels like the Cartoon Network 
and becoming a mainstay of the DVD sales and rental industry. According 
to a recent article in Fortune, the output of the top U.S. DVD distributors of 
anime is more than the combined DVD distribution of Warner Brothers and 
Paramount, the two top U.S. television show distributors.38

In contrast to the music industry, overseas anime distribution is a case of the 
long tail of distribution wagging the head successfully. Rather than cracking 
down on fansubbers and Net distribution, the anime industry has continued 
to take a relatively accommodating stance, which in turn has kept organized 
fan groups toeing the party line. One popular fansub group, Anime- Empire, 
states, “We wish only to help expand the Japanese animation market to North 
America, without harming or impeding the business in any way. Therefore, 
once a title has been licensed in North America, we wish for fans to discontinue 
distribution of said title, and encourage others to purchase the newly released 
DVDs and mangas in their local anime / manga dealers.”39 There is growing 
diversity, however, in how both fansub groups and anime companies view fan 
production and distribution.

Fansubs are not the only example of fan- level nonmarket production by 
anime groups. Although doujinshi have been slower to take off outside Japan 
because of the effort involved, fan art, fi ction, and remixed anime music vid-
eos thrive in the contemporary network ecology. Fan fi ction and art have a 
counterpart in Japan, but anime music videos currently exist only in overseas 
anime fandoms that rely on digital distribution. Fans will take commercial 
anime footage, strip out the soundtrack, extract short clips, and edit them to 
conform to a song or another soundtrack (e.g., a movie trailer or advertisement) 
of their choosing. Often these creations are parodies of the commercial narra-
tive or illustrate latent themes and backstories. American fans remix American 
media, and Japanese fans remix Japanese media. AMVs (anime music videos), 
however, are cultural mash- ups, localizing Japanese visual media for the dif-
ferent sensibilities and cultural referents of overseas fans. Anime footage set to 
European or American popular music is a new cultural form arising from the 
experiences of  cross- cultural fandom. Although these are derivative works that 
don’t depend on the craftwork of drawing and animating, even a cursory review 
of these productions reveals often stunning new forms of visual literacy unique 
to the digitally networked age. Esoteric cultural referents to anime characters 
and narratives are embedded in visual cues edited to conform to the audio 
track through lip- sync,  rapid- fi re cuts, and  often- sophisticated,  labor- intensive 
digital effects.
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Although there are a handful of cases where anime music video creators have 
been asked to take their wares off the Net by corporations, these moves have 
rarely been initiated by the Japanese anime companies. Rather, it has been the 
U.S. licensors or record labels that own the soundtracks used in the mash- up 
videos that have been sending the  cease- and- desist letters.40

Although the relationship between anime fandoms and commercial anime 
studios seems less hostile than the tension between the music industry and P2P 
fi le sharers, it is diffi cult to know whether we are witnessing a momentary and 
fragile peace or the dawn of a golden era for overseas anime fandoms during 
which both fan and commercial distribution will continue to fl ourish. As the 
market for anime overseas becomes increasingly established, anime industries 
may feel that they don’t need fans to evangelize their works, and break from 
their historical tolerance of fan production and distribution. Larger audiences 
and fandoms also mean a less  tight- knit community that might lack the dis-
cipline to police themselves. The case of the transnational circulation and re-
mix of anime provides hints as to some possible futures for networked publics 
in which amateur remix and derivative works will be tolerated; whether this 
model survives what seems to be an inevitable scaling up and scrutiny by 
mainstream media remains to be seen.

Viral Marketing

More willingly than music or anime, marketing embraces networked publics 
to harness the power and infl uence of the group once known as consumers. 
Now that emerging technologies have splintered audiences into  micro- niches, 
the era of  demographics- driven campaigns is widely considered to be over. In 
this fragmented media landscape, marketers are ever more dependent on fans to 
spread the word. Viral marketing assumes consumers, not fi rms, have the most 
infl uence in the creation of brands.41 Increasingly marketers attempt to tap 
into fan culture to co- opt fans’ creativity for relatively inexpensive grassroots 
marketing campaigns. From the point of view of marketers, fans can serve as 
brand evangelists, essential partners in negotiating a product’s meaning in the 
constant conversation that is native to networked publics.

According to Henry Jenkins, ever since Napster popularized fi le sharing, 
the approach to new- media fandom has split along two general lines. The fi lm, 
television, and recording industries have predominantly attempted to regulate 
fan engagement with their products, while Internet and games companies have 
been more willing to experiment, adopting an approach that enlists fans in the 
work of content production and brand promotion. Jenkins refers to these two 
models as prohibitionist and collaborationist.42 According to Jenkins, the former 
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will fail to accommodate network demand for participation, one of the key 
products of the new media market, and thus lose fans to more tolerant forms 
of media. If the relationship with fans is becoming increasingly signifi cant in 
the networked era, the role of marketing in mediating between producers and 
consumers will change. The way that marketers adapt this collaborationist 
approach to creating campaigns in a deeply fragmented media landscape sug-
gests possible future strategies by which other media industries will engage 
networked publics.

A variety of disruptive technologies allow consumers to customize their me-
dia by choosing more selectively from a wider array of sources and time- shifting 
their consumption patterns. Traditional marketing practices are threatened by 
technologies such as set- top boxes, video on demand, and podcasting that al-
low consumers to cut ads from media. This results in a transformation in the 
media landscape, moving it from a push to a pull ecology, from a condition 
in which consumers passively receive content to one in which consumers be-
gin to set the terms of their engagement. Rather than spending their entire 
marketing budget on  thirty- second spots that dwindling audiences passively 
receive, marketers are increasingly interested in producing  experience- driven 
campaigns, a phenomenon of convergence in which New York advertising 
meets Hollywood entertainment, what Advertising Age editor Scott Donaton 
refers to as “Madison and Vine.”43

Social networking technologies, from e- mail to MySpace, have given con-
sumers the power to transform brands. Eager to channel this participation, 
while still wary of grassroots criticism that could spiral out of control, market-
ers are attempting to create fan- driven experiences adapted to a wide variety 
of media. Viral marketing assumes consumers, not fi rms, have the most in-
fl uence in creating brands.44 Using social networks to spread the word, viral 
media grew as an epiphenomenon of e- mail forwarding, which according to 
Dan Brooks (famous for his spoof  Volkswagen- suicide bomber advertisement), 
echoes a tacit understanding in the age- old practice of telling jokes: “If you 
repeat it, you own it.”45 But activist brand detractors can also get into the 
game, appropriating brands to transmit their own messages. Take the instance 
of a series of Nike sweatshop e- mails initiated by Jonah Peretti. After Nike 
responded over e- mail that he could not customize his shoes with the word 
sweatshop, Peretti forwarded the e- mail correspondence to friends. The e- mail 
subsequently spread virally, becoming an Internet phenomenon and eventually 
landing Peretti a spot on the Today Show.46

Media executive Jim Banister provides a useful theoretical frame for viral 
social networking. To describe such ventures as eBay and Friendster, Banister 
uses the term enginet to refer to an algorithmic structure that combines code, 
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form, and function to create  community- driven experiences in which the users 
themselves have found innovative, often unanticipated, ways to connect with 
one another. According to Banister, the successful enginet pulls visitors seam-
lessly through a variety of states, from producer to distributor to marketer to 
vendor to consumer. While Banister locates the antecedent of the enginet in 
the  value- chain marketing schemes of Avon and Mary Kay, he claims that 
the frictionless nature of networked media has exponentially scaled them into 
entire ecosystems.47

Enginets use  shared- judgment systems to create  reputation- based “value 
nets” that Banister says leverage a complex combination of community im-
pulse, egocentrism, and individual superego with its desire to judge. The ten-
sion of these traits has produced the bizarre category of Internet fame, often 
shamelessly lowbrow, such as in the example of a popular  thirteen- year- old 
video blogger named Bowiegirl, whose fame appears to be as much the result 
of the mockery she receives as of any admiration. Even so, Bowiegirl became 
an unintentional spokesperson for Logitech after having featured one of their 
webcams in a late- night bedroom confessional.48

Although brand enthusiasts and detractors seem to be growing more and 
more empowered, marketers are ill at ease letting their reputations be deter-
mined by amateurs. It has become commonplace, however, for marketers to 
work from within the viral space, by creating campaigns cleverly dressed down 
in the aesthetics of amateur cultural production. The FX channel, for example, 
created a MySpace profi le for a fi ctional character from their television pro-
gram Nip and Tuck in order to promote the show. The pioneers of the fi ctive 
technique have been video game marketers and they continue to push forward, 
using fake blogs to seed elaborate online hoaxes. Working with the marketing 
fi rm Wieden + Kennedy, the game developer Sega created a viral campaign 
for the release of their game ESPN NFL Football 2K4 that passed itself off as a 
legitimate amateur homepage by a game tester named Beta- 7. The imaginary 
tester claimed the game made him black out and fl y into uncontrollable fi ts 
of rage. The phony site featured supposedly leaked confi dential memos of a 
 cover- up by Sega, which claimed they had knowledge of the health hazards 
of the game, as a way of appealing to extreme gamers.49 In the world of the 
enginet, it seems that marketers are increasingly coming to resemble political 
spin doctors, carefully leaking disinformation to the press in order to advance 
an agenda, thwart detractors, and manipulate public opinion.

Media theorist Holly Willis proposes two categories for viral media: those 
that are “simply unseemly and outrageous,” such as Brooks’s Volkswagen ad, 
and those that “leave you very unsure about what you’re viewing.”50 The ma-
jority of successful viral video clips conform to the former category, the most 



Culture

65

successful being Crispin Porter & Bogusky’s Subservient Chicken Web site, a 
satire of online webcam pornography, developed for Burger King’s “Have it 
Your Way” campaign. Featuring a database of video clips of a man in a chicken 
costume, the Subservient Chicken would respond to commands from site visi-
tors and was ultimately responsible for driving one in six visitors to Burger 
King’s main site.51 Falling more clearly into the latter category is the emerging 
genre of alternative reality gaming (ARG). ARGs create entire self- contained 
worlds on the Web, often comprising a vast array of assets—logos, photos, 
scripts, movies, audio recordings, corporate blurbs, graphic treatments, fl ash 
movies—embedded within a network of (untraceable) Web sites. Involving a 
variety of complex puzzles, marketing experiences such as “the Beast,” devel-
oped to promote the Spielberg fi lm AI, take several weeks or months to solve 
and are far too complex to be solved by a single player. Networked audiences 
work together to process a huge amount of story information, building a col-
laborative relationship with each other as well as with the brand. Used with 
great success to market the fi lm the Blair Witch Project (a fi lm with a budget of 
$35,000 that grossed over $248 million), this technique is increasingly being 
used to market video games.

When describing the medium of ARGs, fans often note that the best-
 designed experiences explicitly blur the lines of reality.52 Though an undeni-
ably powerful new medium uniquely adapted to the multimedia context of the 
Web, ARGs as hype- machines could also prove somewhat treacherous territory 
for marketers, as the online consumer is increasingly sensitive to being ma-
nipulated and increasingly adept at exposing deceptive practices. For example, 
Cillit Bang, a UK cleaning product brand, was forced to publicly apologize 
for conducting a deceptive viral marketing campaign in which members of 
its marketing team posed as fi ctional characters on the Web to place thinly 
disguised ads. The campaign unraveled when the marketers were exposed by 
bloggers.53

As the forces of media disruption proliferate and audiences are increasingly 
lured away from offi cial distribution channels, marketers must either adapt to 
the networked environment and redefi ne their relationship with consumers or 
become irrelevant. When describing the medium, ARG fans will often invoke 
the ideal of TINAG (This Is Not A Game), as the best of these experiences are 
explicitly intended to blur the lines of reality.54

Such developments will not be lost on marketers. They will have to adopt 
a view of the entire fi eld of cultural production in order to successfully invite 
people to participate in constructing compelling marketing “experiences.” As 
the relationship evolves between production and consumption, Jenkins main-
tains there must be detente between political economy and audience research.55 
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Perhaps we will fi nd that, as in nature, mutualism and parasitism are, in fact, 
not discrete categories but rather a continuum of interaction. By creating a 
public arena shared by both nonmarket amateurs and commercial profession-
als, the Internet makes the engagements between these different parties neces-
sarily more intimate.

Online News

In the case of online news, the relationship between the commercial industry 
and DIY producers is less contentious than it is in some of the other cases 
surveyed here. With increasing opportunities for amateur cultural produc-
tion, it is clear people are actively resisting the content and practices of main-
stream news, partly by using it as a launching pad to offer contesting points 
of view and alternative practices. Evolving digital communication tools and 
practices are clashing with those of traditional news media, resulting in para-
dox and contradiction. Stories fi led by so- called embedded reporters in Iraq, 
for example, are being trumped by personal e- mails and photos from soldiers; 
 Western- trained journalists in middle eastern countries are being criticized for 
lacking professionalism while Western audiences surf to Arab outlets to get 
news absent from Western reports; bloggers are working out tacit ethical codes 
for themselves while editorial opinions leak into all aspects of mainstream news 
publishing and programming.

Echoing these contradictions is the fact that one of the central assump-
tions about the news—its tie to democracy—grows more complex each day. 
On the one hand, scholars such as Robert McChesney, Edward Herman, and 
Cass Sunstein see civic culture as deteriorating, the fl ow of information and 
opinions limited by media consolidation, various forms of self and govern-
ment censorship, and the fragmentation of audiences.56 On the other hand, 
scholars such as Benkler and Jenkins celebrate DIY media for expanding the 
ranks of informed citizenry and facilitating the development of an engaged and 
participatory transnational culture.57 Benkler suggests that the network, with 
its “variation and diversity of knowledge, time, availability, insight, and ex-
perience as well as vast communications and information resources,” has taken 
over the watchdog function of the press, making it irretrievably a peer- to- peer 
activity.58 Many analysts, faced with the complexities of the networked news 
environment, have simply divided the landscape into two spheres, new and old 
media, pitting them against each other. But it is increasingly evident that the 
landscape grows more fully integrated every day. If news industry professionals 
are acting on this point reluctantly, media  consumers- turned- producers have 
recognized it instinctively for some time.
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The balance of power between news providers and news consumers has 
shifted. Web publishing tools and powerful mobile devices, combined with an 
increasing skepticism toward mainstream media, have prompted readers to be-
come active participants in the creation and dissemination of news. Video and 
text bloggers, DIY media activists, and professional journalists are struggling 
over the right to defi ne the truth and to determine what form and practice of 
news production yields more credible product. Is credibility the domain of 
elite media institutions that abide by professional codes? Or do bloggers, with 
their editorial independence, collaborative structure, and  merit- based popular-
ity more effectively inform the public? The truth, as the exclusive domain of 
authorities and the journalists who use them as sources, is receding, making 
way for communication created by the public and based on peer- produced 
and - distributed information, storytelling, and exchange. With this shift come 
anxieties. The news industry focuses on the viability of its business model and 
the sustainability of its products. Some analysts of civic culture question how 
the public will get the information it needs to participate as citizens, concerned 
that the individualized new- media environment will serve less to weave society 
together than to break it apart.59

An era with millions of specifi cally tailored informational pods is viewed 
by analysts both as a liberation of democracy and as a horror of narcissistic 
isolation. New- media networks may well provide a platform where all voices 
can be heard, but not all voices attract equal amounts of attention. A small set 
of so- called A- list bloggers garner the majority of blogosphere traffi c. In his 
essay “Power Laws, Weblogs, and Inequality,” Clay Shirky argues that these 
inequalities are not a failure of the system but rather an inevitable side effect 
of freedom of choice: “In any systems where many people are free to choose 
between many options, a small subset of the whole will get a disproportionate 
amount of traffi c (or attention, or income), even if no members of the system 
actively work toward such an outcome.”60 As the chapter on politics observes, 
for some, this star system is evidence that digital networks refl ect offl ine power 
dynamics, while for others the  merit- based process by which bloggers achieve 
star status is still an improvement over the previous status quo in which big 
media dominates.

Despite millions of dollars spent on high- profi le online editions, main-
stream news outlets have been reluctant to fully embrace the possibilities of 
digital technologies. Most traditional news organizations offer only the illu-
sion of online interactivity, participation, and collaboration. In the spring of 
2006, for example, the New York Times debuted the fi rst remodeling of its 
Web site in more than fi ve years. The new site emphasized personalization and 
something site editor Len Apcar called “lean- in” design, which aimed to get 
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readers “to read and click and keep clicking and dig deeper into the site.”61 
Coaxing readers to “lean- in” and to click more deeply into the New York Times 
news product, however, is very different than getting the reader involved in 
the news production. Encouraging comments and analysis, fostering contri-
butions of reporting and fact- checking, or asking readers to weigh in on and 
help shape the news agenda is what truly interactive news Web sites, such as 
those run by Current TV, Digg, and NewsTrust, are designed to do. Nor is the 
distance maintained between media outlets like the Times and their audiences 
necessarily a guarantor of authority. In the same years interactive news sites 
were developing across the Web, for example, Judith Miller’s controversial and 
inaccurate reporting on the existence of weapons of mass destruction in Iraq 
spurred strong responses from readers that mostly never reached Miller or her 
editors. Messages that got through failed to infl uence editorial policy toward 
Miller and her writing.62 She remained a loose cannon in the newsroom, and 
when her stories were exposed, the Times brand was tarnished by accusations 
of insiderism and isolation.63

Traditional news media are using the Internet as a new distribution chan-
nel, experimenting in so- called conversational digital features, but they are 
not reconfi guring their fundamental stance toward journalistic authority and 
authoring conventions. Reporter blogs are now a staple among newspaper and 
broadcast networks looking to heighten the engagement of their readers. The 
Houston Chronicle online and British newspaper the Guardian’s “Comment is 
Free” sections, for example, have been lauded for the quality of their design, 
content, and innovation.64 According to Lisa Stone of BlogHer.com, “Newspa-
per blogs that work are carefully planned, openly executed exercises in public 
conversation about news and information. These blogs allow comments and 
turn into 24 / 7 town hall meetings about everything from the headlines to how 
well the paper is doing to deliver and discuss the news.” In her view, success-
ful newspaper blogs are an extension of their op- ed pages.65 Those that don’t 
blog well, according to Bob Cauthorn of CityTools.net are “simply spilling 
more of the same voices onto the public streets.”66 He argues that even the 
best  staff- written blogs do not diversify the news content because they rarely 
elicit reader comments, and when those few comments turn hostile even the 
most committed organizations turn them off.67 Satirical newsman Jon Stewart 
echoed this sentiment when he described mainstream media blogs as “giving 
voice to the  already- voiced.”68

Resistance to the full participatory potential of new media is defended by 
the industry on the grounds that, fi rst, effective investigation, particularly on 
an international scale, requires resources and a certain amount of organizational 
and political clout. Second, industry defenders maintain that only corporate 
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media have the fi nancial resources to stand up to government and other corpo-
rate organizations in upholding the public interest.69 Advocates of emerging 
forms of journalism, however, argue that collaboration is a resource more valu-
able than institutional backing in both cases.70 Benkler refers to the network 
reportage that exposed the inadequacy and corruptibility of Diebold Election 
Systems voting machines.71 The P2P Diebold investigation is a compelling 
example of the potential of networked journalism. After bloggers condemned 
it for inaccuracies, the voting system was partly decertifi ed in California, and 
voting machine policy was altered as a result in several states.

The terms of debate, however, lag behind the experience of news informa-
tion as it is created and received. During the 2005 riots in France, for example, 
people involved in the story used new media in sophisticated ways and the lines 
between participants, reporters, and audiences grew porous. The Web was by 
far the most dynamic source of information of every kind, a fl ood of images, 
stories, podcasts, video, critiques, corrections, and metanarratives. During the 
riots, mainstream outlets rushing to keep up mimicked participatory formats 
on their sites. Reporters and editors grazed the Web as a way of generating 
content and adapting new technologies. The French daily Liberation and the 
Swiss weekly L’Hebdo, among other professional media outlets, used blogs as 
an essential aspect of their coverage. Liberation promoted its blog as an up- to-
 the- minute, wire- style stream of information, whereas L’Hebdo used its blog 
to post in- depth analyses by reporters sent to act as  participant- observers on a 
rotating basis to Bondy, one of the northern Paris suburbs close to where the 
rioting began. The public was encouraged to comment and excerpts of the re-
action were published in its printed news weekly. L’Hebdo editors later passed 
the keys of the blog on to the inhabitants of Bondy by sending aspiring youth 
from the suburb to Lausanne for a week- long training program.

In announcing the program, L’Hebdo acknowledged the irony of what it 
referred to as the “Bondy Blog Academy,” a thinly veiled effort to diversify 
the news while exploiting Bondy youth for bloggy content—that is, content 
prized for seeming to be diverse and unfi ltered. The Bondy bloggers had no 
journalism training other than the extemporized L’Hebdo academy but gained 
immediate access to major news audiences.72

Network discourse about the riots was equally infl uenced by the main-
stream agenda. Bloggers responded to questions raised in the newspapers and 
on TV and commented on mainstream coverage or politician responses to the 
unrest.  Banlieue- dweller and gamer Alex Chan made a machinima fi lm on the 
riots he titled The French Democracy, featuring pre- rendered New York City 
sets and characters and  English- language subtitles, an example of the kind of 
cultural mash- up that characterizes the current transnational media ecology. 
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Distinctions between new and established media were also used to convey the 
story. Activists hacked the offi cial Web site of  Clichy- sous- Bois, where the 
riots originated, and posted a fake press release reporting the resignation of 
the mayor—a protest technique increasingly used by the antiglobalization 
movement and other activist groups, which likewise create ersatz news broad-
casts, mock press releases, and phony corporate Web sites.73 While listservs 
and blogs have long used mainstream media as a springboard for critique 
and discussion, now we see media activists mixing political critique with the 
tools and idioms of entertainment media, mobilizing hybrid cultural genres 
that challenge dominant cultural norms and mainstream media coverage and 
agenda setting.

Text- based Web sites and blogs have proliferated rapidly in part because 
text is easily produced. It is also the case that the widespread emergence of 
DIY journalism, which often depends on direct poaching of mainstream news 
products, has not been met with the same contestation over intellectual prop-
erty that is occurring in music and other creative industry sectors. Rather than 
trying to shut down online news, mainstream outlets are making attempts to 
adopt a more collaborative and viral model in part by poaching DIY prod-
ucts, practices, and at times, values. In embracing key characteristics of net-
work communication, however, especially interactivity, journalists will have 
to partly surrender authority, what media scholar Mark Deuze calls the “we 
write, you read” dogma of modern journalism.74

To many in the industry, positioning traditional news practices and prod-
ucts in the new- media environment is a rabbit hole. If mainstream outlets 
are neither fi rst on the scene with breaking news, nor have the authority to 
deem what is news and what is truth, what do they have to sell? Much as mu-
sic fans and game hackers are reconfi guring corporate entertainment media, 
DIY online news, by depending upon critiques the “news from the core,” is 
supplementing and altering contemporary news as product, information, and 
experience.

Conclusion

The future of networked public culture is contested. The only thing we can be 
sure of is that the forms it will take will be highly variable. If there is a general 
trend toward more outspoken, unruly, and mobilized publics, the specifi cities 
of how networked culture plays out in particular arenas is highly dependent 
on media type, industry make up, infrastructures, geopolitics, and cultures 
of consumption and production. Battle lines were drawn early in the show-
down between P2P and commercial distributors of music and are just now 
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beginning to soften along some boundaries surrounding amateur music. An 
industry that tried to maintain the status quo wound up facing  double- digit 
declines in revenue year after year. In contrast, anime provides a countercase 
of historical synergies between consumers and producers, in an industry that 
is just now starting to fl ex its muscles in the global arena. Similarly, market-
ing and advertising, so responsive to each shifting tide in public behavior and 
whim, sniff out trends and mimic styles from the counterculture even as they 
seek to reign in and channel these viral energies in ways that consolidate the 
corporate bottom line. The fl exibility of marketing media contrasts with the 
limits of professional news media. Where the former prizes innovations in 
form and content almost by defi nition, the latter seeks legitimacy through 
standardization and consistency. Although news organizations are attempting 
to update their products and practices, they are tied to structures of author-
ity and professionalism and to commitments as arbiters of the public sphere. 
Despite the turn toward news as entertainment, there are resilient, principled 
investments in maintaining the separation between journalism and opinion, 
newspapers and blogs that go to the heart of the norms we continue to use to 
assess authority, fact, and credibility.

Networked cultural production assails traditional structures of authority 
and disrupts the received logic of consumption by breaking down barriers 
between consumers and producers. In the cultural genres outlined previously, 
the public, formerly seen as an audience, is now integral to the process of 
production and distribution, regardless of the extent to which their power to 
shape the process has been accepted and integrated by existing authorities. 
Although networked music fans met fi erce resistance from the recording indus-
try, they have profoundly infl uenced music itself, reordering production and 
distribution in ways that have expanded understandings across genres. Defi ni-
tions of the most basic terms—song, songwriter, musician, performance—
have changed. Likewise, anime fans, enjoying a mostly synergistic relationship 
with commercial producers, add layers of meaning and popularity to industry 
products by remixing, adapting, and localizing them. And where the advertis-
ing industry is embracing what some of its leaders view as the connective chaos 
of the network by using individual consumers or  agency- created consumer 
avatars to push products into the depths of digital social networks, the news in-
dustry seems to be entrenching itself into a smaller but still bounded domain. 
Even as the defi nitions of journalism fade on all sides and the news environ-
ment expands over cultural, national, and genre borders to every corner of the 
blogosphere and beyond, the industry is reluctant to let its audience in.

Although our voice throughout this chapter is mostly a celebratory one, 
cheering on the emergent energies of a public that had been mostly invisible in 
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the age of mass media, dangers remain. We are still at the beginning of the tra-
jectory toward lateral networking of public culture. The change will be more 
additive or accommodating than a coup d’etat. Each industry, each medium, 
and each fandom will need to fi nd its own point of  longer- term stability, which 
is likely to include a somewhat chastened, though still powerful, commercial 
media apparatus. The standards of authorial voice, professional artistic vision, 
and journalistic integrity are cultural values that we are not likely to abandon 
entirely, even though we may welcome a louder voice of critique and remix 
from diverse publics.

More signifi cant, however, than the compromises of the culture industries 
are the shifts in cultural referents and creative form that are on the horizon. 
Convergence culture is not only a matter of industry and technology but also 
more importantly a matter of norms, common culture, and the artistry of ev-
eryday life. Professional commercial media brought us a slick common culture 
that has become a fact of life, the language of current events, shared cultural 
reference, and visual recognitions that lubricate our everyday interactions 
with one another. Commercial media provide much of the source material for 
our modern language of communication. The current moment is perhaps less 
about overthrow of this established modality of common culture, and more 
about adding a new set of communicative and expressive modes to the mix. 
At best, this is about folk, amateur, niche, and nonmarket communities of 
cultural production mobilizing, critiquing, and remixing commercial media to 
creatively produce new cultural forms. At worst, this is about the fragmenting 
of common culture or the decay of shared standards of quality, professionalism, 
and accountability.

The history of networked public culture has opened with a narrative of 
convergence and participatory culture; we lie at the crossroads of multiple 
unfolding trajectories.
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During the decade and a half since the release of Mosaic, the fi rst viable Web 
browser, the Internet has gone from being a promising platform for politics 
to an integral part of daily political life. Even before the Web, during the 
1992 presidential elections,  third- party presidential candidate and technology 
entrepreneur Ross Perot called for “electronic town halls” allowing citizens to 
communicate directly with elected offi cials as a corrective to the well- funded 
 special- interest groups that he saw pervading politics.1 In fall 2007, the two-
 year- old  video- sharing site YouTube teamed with CNN (founded in 1980 
as the “Cable News Network” but also one of the most popular online news 
sites) to cosponsor Democratic and Republican presidential debates in which 
citizens submitted questions to the candidates through videos they produced 
themselves and uploaded to the site. For David Bohrman, chief of CNN’s 
Washington bureau, this new model was “the most democratic of all possible 
structures,” facilitating direct dialogue between politicians and the public.2 
During the Democratic debate, a snowman asked candidates about his future 
in a world of global warming, a lesbian couple challenged candidates to answer 
whether or not they would one day be able to get married, and a man holding a 
gun that he called his baby inquired into candidates’ positions on gun control. 
Although the responses were  business- as- usual, the YouTube debates empha-
sized that the Internet had become part of mainstream politics.

Today, both in the United States and other countries, it is common for citi-
zens, candidates, political parties, fund- raisers, consultants, lobbyists, interest 
groups, legislators, and bureaucrats to have online strategies for advancing 
their goals. E- government literature is saturated with suggestions on how in-
dividuals, groups, and offi cials can communicate and compete more effectively, 
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improve job performance, enhance public services, strengthen legitimacy, and 
heighten impact. From producing videos for dissemination primarily on You-
Tube to maintaining active campaign blogs, politicians and government offi -
cials on the Left and Right alike use the Internet to spread their message.

But has the Internet transformed politics in any way? Perot was by no means 
alone when he suggested the Internet would breed a more democratic politi-
cal culture. In 1993, Mitch Kapor, cofounder of renowned online civil rights 
nonprofi t, the Electronic Frontier Foundation, called for a new “Jeffersonian 
Ideal . . . a system that promotes grassroots democracy, diversity of users and 
manufacturers, true communications among the people, and all the dazzling 
goodies of home shopping, movies on demand, teleconferencing, and cheap, 
instant databases . . . composed of high bandwidth, an open architecture, and 
distributed two- way switching.”3 A year later, Al Gore described his vision of 
the Internet as a “Global Information Infrastructure” that would “allow us to 
share information, to connect, and to communicate as a global community.” In 
essence a “distributed, parallel computer . . . a metaphor for democracy itself,” 
Gore imagined this network of networks enabling widespread participation 
from citizens, its fora giving rise to “a new Athenian Age of democracy.”4

If the Internet has been embraced by politicians, does it succeed in fulfi lling 
the vision of its  early- nineties boosters? Does it  short- circuit the few- to- many 
discourse that dominated the twentieth century (in which politicians or mass 
media disseminate their message to a passive mass audience), replacing it with 
a many- to- many dialogue (in which both means of production and distribution 
of political ideas are available to all)?

In other words, does the Internet form a new public sphere or does it merely 
perpetuate the existing conditions? For philosopher Jürgen Habermas, who 
defi ned the term, public sphere refers to “a network for communicating informa-
tion and points of view” in which democratic deliberation takes place.5 By ex-
changing views on matters of common concern in a rational process of debate, 
citizens formed opinions that then shaped political decisions. Habermas un-
derstood there to be only one universal public sphere that all citizens would be 
able to take part in and saw the press as a critical check on political discourse.

But Habermas’s account of the public sphere was a eulogy. The bourgeois 
public sphere that he observed emerged in coffeehouses and salons in the eigh-
teenth century in which  middle- class citizens, all (in theory) of equal status, 
discussed issues and reason prevailed. As capitalism developed, Habermas con-
cluded, the uneven distribution of wealth and the emergence of mass media 
extinguished the capacity of citizens to have their voices heard, damaging the 
public sphere.6
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If politics under the Internet is to do more than just perpetuate  business- 
as- usual, it will have to structurally alter the political process itself. Advocates 
of the Internet as a venue for deliberative democracy and advocates of online 
democratic mobilization suggest that it can do just that.7 Two examples that 
we could take as representing a turning point in the use of the Internet for 
political purposes highlight these different aspects of how democracy might 
be transformed online.

The fi rst came in the aftermath of 9 / 11, taking the form of an  Internet- based 
dialogue to address what should be built on the World Trade Center site. Spon-
sored by the Civic Alliance to Rebuild Downtown New York and the Port Au-
thority of New York and New Jersey, the 2002 “Listening to the City Online” 
program brought eight hundred citizens into deliberative dialogue about how 
to redevelop the site and how to create a memorial for the victims. Through a 
process of structured, guided discussion and deliberation, participants contrib-
uted their positions to decision makers.8

Three years earlier, during the 1999 meeting of the World Trade Organiza-
tion (WTO) in Seattle, online activists mobilized protests against globalization 
in what came to be known as the Battle in Seattle. Like the Internet itself, these 
actions were distributed, the product of many individuals and groups acting on 
their own initiative. Web sites like SeattleWTO.org and Seattle99.org linked 
together activists, helping incoming protestors fi nd local hosts to stay with. 
Listservs allowed M2M discussions between activists. A fake Web site (gatt.org) 
parodied the WTO while the Independent Media Center (indymedia.org) 
served as a more legitimate media outlet for participatory journalists. This 
alternative news organization helped relatively powerless groups frame and 
disseminate their message as well as exercise leverage against a powerful, in-
ternational organization.9

At a glance, in the two examples above, the Internet’s promise to become a 
new democratic public sphere seems to be fulfi lled. In “Listening to the City 
Online,” deliberation processes took place online through a series of virtual 
meetings and dialogues. In the Battle in Seattle, creative uses of Internet me-
dia mobilized publics to real- world action and garnered widespread attention 
to their cause. Here we see two different yet overlapped modes of democratic 
action. The fi rst mode is deliberation, referring to the involvement of citizens 
in decision making by engaging them in discussions on issues, soliciting their 
opinions on various points of view, and encouraging them to converse with 
one another to think critically about choices they make together. The second 
mode is mobilization, referring to the creation of broad social networks of 
people around a shared interest in blocking or promoting social change. Public 
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deliberation can be a prelude to mobilization or a form of mobilization and can 
anticipate a more democratic future. Democratic mobilization elicits delibera-
tion over goals, strategies, and tactics.

Still, priorities differ: deliberative democracy prioritizes the centrality of 
public talk in democratic governance; democratic mobilization emphasizes 
public activism against undemocratic forces.

While the examples seem convincing, is the Internet really a new, demo-
cratic public sphere in which those who rarely participate inform themselves, 
deliberate important issues, fi nd their political voice, and thereby reshape 
political culture, if not public policy? Is the Internet likely to function as a 
democratic instrument for grassroots activists to challenge the authority and 
hegemony of powerful economic and political elites at home and abroad?

To be sure, some people successfully engage in online discussions that might 
eventually become deliberative processes, while others mobilize in collective 
movements. But in both cases there are inevitably more people who do not 
participate even though they are active Internet users. To complicate the issue, 
even if there are some successful examples of mobilization, not all projects are 
democratic; some are uncivil, anarchic, and even undemocratic.

The growing importance of the Internet does not mean that the medium 
necessarily fosters greater democracy. Skeptics point out that the kind of big 
media channels that dominated conventional politics in the pre- Internet era 
continue to dominate discourse in today’s networked world.10 Moreover, the 
vast amount of information available on the Internet is more than a storehouse 
of public knowledge; it is also a treasure trove for antidemocratic forces intent 
on monitoring, scrutinizing, and sanctioning dissidents in particular and citi-
zens in general. Thus, for example, citing its need to cooperate with the laws 
of the countries it does business in, Yahoo! recently helped the Chinese gov-
ernment identify a journalist who was subsequently jailed for divulging state 
secrets.11 So, too, other scholars suggest that the very vastness and nonhierarchi-
cal nature of the Internet makes fi nding authoritative information diffi cult or, 
conversely, that our ability to tailor information to our own interests means that 
we effectively put blinders on with regard to matters that should be of concern 
to us, even though they may not be within our narrow frame of reference.12

In this chapter, we do not attempt to fi nd a defi nitive answer as to whether 
the Internet promotes democracy or if it is a new public sphere. More mod-
estly, we argue that the Internet is a convivial milieu in which various politi-
cal uses are thriving and new tools for political criticism and commentary are 
emerging. We show this by fi rst comparing online efforts to promote delib-
erative democracy and democratic mobilization to understand how activists 
use the Internet to advance democracy. Beyond that, we look at blogging and 
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remix, new types of political participation classifi able neither as mobilization 
nor as deliberation.

The Internet as Convivial Medium

To get a better grasp on the Internet’s impact on politics, we turn to philoso-
pher, educator, and social critic Ivan Illich’s idea of a convivial society. Illich 
sought a postindustrial society that would maximize individual creativity, im-
agination, and energy rather than one that aimed to maximize outputs, as is the 
case in industrial societies. Behavior in a convivial society is composed of au-
tonomous and creative interaction among individuals and their environments, 
a sharp contrast to the conditioned response of individuals living with reifi ed 
social relations in an artifi cial, man- made milieu. Conviviality, for Illich, is 
by no means unfettered individuality. To the contrary, in his view, individual 
freedom is realized through interdependence and, as such, has an intrinsic ethi-
cal value. Ultimately, a convivial environment favors the freedom, autonomy, 
equality, and creative collaboration conducive to democracy.13

Popular in the 1970s, Illich’s theories inspired some early pioneers of per-
sonal computing, such as Lee Felsenstein and Seymour Papert. Felsenstein 
founded the seminal Homebrew Computer Club (a Silicon Valley group that 
provided fertile ground for the development of the personal computer, its mem-
bers including Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak) and designed the fi rst portable 
computer, the Osborne 1. Papert created the Logo programming language 
and was a proponent of using computers to educate children.14 Although these 
individuals succeeded in creating convivial milieus in computer culture and in 
schools, these were still local conditions dependent on face- to- face interaction. 
Moreover, if the personal computer laid the groundwork for a convivial society, 
it was primarily a tool for individuals, diffi cult to extend to groups or to society 
as a whole. In contrast, since the Internet is dependent on the principle of con-
nection it is inherently a single convivial milieu on a global scale.

The Internet is the product of the convergence of communication technol-
ogies. It is a network over which a variety of media can fl ow without regard to 
their specifi c qualities. Thus, the Internet can emulate traditional media such 
as print, radio broadcasting, telephony, television, and other existing technol-
ogies. But the Internet not only facilitates the traditional modes of one- to- one 
communications (as with telephone and telegraph) or one- to- many communi-
cations (as with newspapers and television), it also permits new forms of many-
 to- many and peer- to- peer communications and sharing.

Crucially, this convergence is achieved at low cost. The Internet is a relatively 
inexpensive technology, cheaper than even the telephone. It is  inexpensive 
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(even free) and easy to publish material on the Internet, either through the 
Web or by e- mail. Texts and images can be published without editorial inter-
ference and can rapidly achieve wide circulation.

Through Internet cafés and other public access points, the Internet is broadly 
available not only in developed countries but also in developing countries. 
Even for small organizations, the Internet already offers the least expensive 
means of communication capable of global reach.

The inherently decentralized character of the technology makes it relatively 
diffi cult to control or censor. While it is not nonhierarchical, the Internet is a 
network of networks, less hierarchical than previous media and communication 
technology. Although censorship, surveillance, and disruption can and does 
occur, it is limited by the nature of the network. A fi rewall can be set up and 
fi ltering can be applied, as China has done, but suffi ciently savvy users usually 
can fi nd ways to get messages to their intended destinations.15 Moreover, the 
sheer volume of information fl ooding the Internet limits the effectiveness of 
most surveillance and censorship efforts.

Just like any other technology, the Internet can reinforce existing relation-
ships between those who control technology and those who consume its prod-
ucts. Older Internet applications maintained a distinct separation between 
producers and consumers. For example, early Web sites functioned like bul-
letin boards or newspapers. Readers were meant to consume the content and 
had no tools with which to respond to, or change the content. But new appli-
cations and delivery platforms such as blogging software (for example, Blog-
ger and Typepad),  community- oriented content management systems (Drupal 
and Elgg), news- feed reading and aggregation software (My Yahoo!, Planet 
Aggregator, Feedreader) and  video- distribution platforms (Google Video and 
YouTube) allow users to personalize their Internet intake and create their own 
content, giving rise to amateur producers who are at the same time also con-
sumers, audiences, critics, and fans of—as well as collaborators with—other 
amateurs.

Characterized by convergence, low cost, broad availability, resistance to 
control, and the emergence of amateur production, the Internet is a convivial 
medium with a greater scope for freedom, autonomy, creativity, and collabora-
tion than previous media. To be clear, however, there is nothing inherent in 
Internet technology that automatically achieves this potential. Unlike many 
theorists of postindustrialism, postmodernism, and information society, we do 
not see technology as a causal agent having a pivotal role in social change.16 
Nor do we see technology as neutral, its roles and outcomes completely deter-
mined by users. Rather, we understand artifacts as both constituted by society 
and constituting society. Social arrangements and contexts around the tech-
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nology—human choices and politics—are key in deciding the impact of the 
Internet on politics, but the inherent limits and possibilities of technologies 
are also very important factors.

Online Deliberation
Theories of deliberative democracy attracted great attention in the 1990s when 
Jürgen Habermas and John Rawls published key treatises on the topic. In 
Between Facts and Norms, Habermas revisited possibilities for a renewed public 
sphere centered on inclusive, public deliberations free from inequalities and co-
ercion. Deliberative citizens, under Habermas’s model, would follow the force 
of the better argument, functioning “as a sounding board” for the political sys-
tem.17 Rawls’s Political Liberalism begins with the assumption that people have 
different comprehensive views of the common good. The best way to build a 
stable society that respects these differences is, Rawls argues, to institute a 
deliberative democracy in which citizens have the knowledge and desire “to 
follow public reason and to realize its ideal in their political conduct.” Rawls 
points out that deliberative citizens “explain to one another . . . how the prin-
ciples and policies they advocate and vote for can be supported by the political 
values of public reason.” They deliberate “as if they were legislators and ask 
themselves what statutes . . . they would think it most reasonable to enact.”18

In the late 1990s, scholars and advocates of deliberative democracy turned 
to the Internet, envisioning cyberspace as a new, democratic public sphere in 
which P2P exchanges and M2M forums would enable large numbers of citi-
zens to deliberate on a broad range of public issues and express their informed, 
thoughtful views in ways that would refl ect and infl uence public opinion as 
well as urge, if not compel, cooperation by political decision makers.

Advocates of online deliberation understand it as not merely an online ver-
sion of offl ine deliberation, but also as a way to solve problems associated with 
face- to- face discussions. If an ancient barrier to democracy was that only a few 
people could assemble in one place at one time to carry on public discourse, 
the Internet enables vast numbers of people to assemble in virtual space. As 
e- Democracy advocates Stephen Coleman and John Gøtze suggest in their 
defense of online deliberation, “the asynchronous nature of online engage-
ment . . . makes manageable  large- scale, many- to- many discussion and delib-
eration,” overcoming the problem of getting people together to discuss issues 
at the same time.19 Moreover, although no one has time to deliberate on every 
issue, the Internet can host an unlimited number of forums, and citizens can 
participate in issues of importance to them.

Online deliberation can bring together a mix of people who would not 
ordinarily encounter each other or talk to each other in everyday life. Online 
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forums designed to ensure diversity may reduce common misunderstandings 
across class or racial divides, promote a degree of empathy, and foster greater 
mutual respect if not consensual agreement. By contrast, there is evidence that 
deliberation among like- minded people tends to produce greater polarization 
and extremism on public issues.20

The practice of online deliberation has, thus far, been modest. For the most 
part, online deliberation has made online forums available to citizens and non-
profi t organizations that invite the public to deliberate local issues and has 
offered online services to elected offi cials and political bureaucrats who want 
to consult with a broad range of citizens and stakeholders.

The most common model of online deliberation adapts offl ine deliberative 
practices to the Internet. James Fishkin’s innovative deliberative polling, which 
combines face- to- face talk and  public- opinion surveys, is now being conducted 
online, reducing organizing costs and participant inconveniences.21 Similarly 
Beth Noveck recommends adapting the Citizens’ Jury model to an online en-
vironment. Introduced in Great Britain in the 1990s, a Citizens’ Jury consists 
of a randomly selected panel of citizens who act as representatives of their 
community, meeting for several days at a time to examine a public issue. The 
jury hears amateur and expert witnesses, deliberates on the issue, and presents 
recommendations to the public. Noveck’s idea is to assemble Citizens’ Juries 
online, employing new media tools to “delineate a problem, visualize and map 
out causes and effects, think through options, provide information, and col-
lectively design solutions.”22

Other developers set out to create forms of deliberation specifi c for the In-
ternet, creating online forums to bring information, rationality, reciprocity, 
and civility to the Internet’s new public sphere. Unchat, developed with the 
guidance of deliberative democracy advocate Benjamin Barber, promises to 
marry “the proven value of facilitated group conversation to the effi ciency of 
the Internet to create productive, democratic decision making.”23 Web Lab 
hosts online dialogues “designed to avoid the pitfalls and weaknesses of typical 
computer  bulletin- boards: the ‘drive- by’ postings encouraged by the Inter-
net’s easy anonymity and fl uid boundaries; the assertion of polarized positions, 
where the give- and- take of civil discourse would have more social value; and 
the pandering to appetites for quick sensation rather than the creation of a real 
forum.”24 E- Liberate, developed by Evergreen State College, applies Robert’s 
Rules of Order to online discussions.25 Information Renaissance sponsors on-
line forums that assemble “members of the public to learn about a complex 
issue and discuss it with subject experts, public advocates, and policy makers.” 
Online participants access a briefi ng book, participate in dialogues, consult 
experts, and make recommendations.26
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Yet other groups use the Internet to assist face- to- face forums. The Ameri-
caSpeaks’ 21st Century Town Meeting employs Internet technology to merge 
small, face- to- face group dialogues with  large- scale gatherings, followed by 
online deliberation.27 The Center for Wise Democracy favors Wisdom Coun-
cils, in- person deliberations extended with “group- ware.”28 Others promote 
 Internet- assisted consultation and rulemaking to enable the citizens and stake-
holders to give informed advice to public offi cials who make laws, policies, and 
administrative rules.29 Big players such as NGOs and government bodies are 
interested as well: the Organisation for Economic Co- operation and Develop-
ment (OECD) promotes citizen consultations, including online forums and 
bulletin boards, citizens’ juries, and e- community tools.30

All three approaches emphasize rule- bound deliberation. This is typical of 
deliberative democracy: rules are intended to foster equality (everyone should 
be able to contribute), diversity (of participants and positions on issues), and 
common goals.31 Procedural rules are important as well. For example, “The 
navigation of Unchat is expressly designed to promote . . . deliberation. A 
participant wanting to jump into a conversation must fi rst pass through the 
library. . . . After the library, participants may be asked to take a quiz.”32 Most 
online forums have a facilitator “to provide discursive focus, stimulate groups 
into interacting constructively, build a sense of team spirit or community, 
referee, troubleshoot and keep time.”33 The facilitator might be a professional 
or participant whose job is to keep discussions on track and enforce rules of 
discourse.

Web Lab embeds rules in code. Participants must register, “creating a 
‘screen name’ and password, providing an e- mail address, some basic informa-
tion about themselves, and a short self- description.” The software assigns a 
small number of diverse individuals to a dialogue group, which is then closed 
to new members but open to online discussions. Participants receive brief bi-
ographies of other members. Discussions are self- moderated but observed by 
a monitor to “watch for technical glitches, spot interesting dialogues to high-
light in the Featured Posts section, or bring important issues you ask us to 
address to our attention.”34 Unchat software allows participants to take turns 
wielding the gavel to enforce a fairly strict set of rules; however, users may seek 
to modify the rules.35 Finally, e- Liberate has embedded rules promulgated by 
online displays regarding what “legal actions” are available to participants at 
any point in a discussion.36

The degree to which online forums are preoccupied with rules, procedures, 
and moderators varies. But most groups that host online forums see rules as a 
matter of survival, a critical means of defense against Internet spammers, trolls, 
and ideologues who might seek to disrupt or polarize dialogue, rather than 
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Box 3.1 On Deliberation
From Berkman Center for Internet & Society, Harvard Law School, Online Deliberative Dis-
course Research Project (2000), http: // cyber.law.harvard.edu / projects / deliberation /.

Most self- organizing online communities refl ect a judgment we share: that de-
mocracy is the best means by which cyberspaces may be governed. The dem-
onstrated nature of online communities as places where communication and 
discussion are valued suggests that deliberative discourse (i.e., reasoned commu-
nication that is focused and intended to culminate in group  decision- making) 
is the form of democracy most prized online. Cyberspace also naturally sup-
ports another feature that is highly desirable for deliberative discourse: equality 
among the participants, including especially an equal ability to disseminate 
information to contribute to reasoned  decision- making.

Governance of online communities requires the consent of the governed in a 
way and to a degree that physical communities do not. Coercive power over the 
body of a participant, the ultimate if often unspoken tool of offl ine governance, 
does not exist over the incorporeal citizens of online communities. Control by 
those in authority online ends, as does that of offl ine counterparts, at the borders 
of whatever spaces comprise the polity. However, unlike in offl ine jurisdictions, 
online authorities have no signifi cant means by which to force their citizens to 
remain in those spaces. This is a difference at the most basic level: not even the 
presence of members of self- organizing online communities is assured. For any 
reason or no reason at all a member can simply leave the community, sacrifi cing 
whatever social investment he has made there, usually without fi nancial or phys-
ical loss. This essential fact of online participation demands a structure that is 
encouraging, egalitarian, productive and rewarding. If the process of online dis-
course and  decision- making is unpleasant, elitist, non- productive and / or time 
wasting, then people will vote with their browsers by failing to log on. . . .

The Internet is perceived as the next great leap forward in political and or-
ganizational interaction. However, the technology on which it rests is complex 
and often hidden from view. Computer programmers are in some respects the 
cyberspace equivalent of politicians’  smoke- fi lled back rooms. If political pro-
cesses are to move online, it is essential that the code, which facilitates and con-
strains the discussion and measures the community’s opinion, must be as open 
and transparent as the systems of democratic government that we most admire. 
Public interest sponsorship of such code . . . is critical if online deliberation is 
to become a trusted and valuable tool of democracy.



Politics

87

participate in it.37 And yet, those same rules create a high barrier of entry to 
dialogue, undoing the very ease of access that the Internet affords.

This preoccupation with rules is consistent with online deliberative demo-
crats’ modest aspirations for democracy. Effective online forums aim to pro-
duce three results. First, participants become more thoughtful and their views 
are taken more seriously. When deliberators know that their informed voice is 
being heard, they are likely to overcome their distrust of public offi cials.38 Sec-
ond, public offi cials become more trusting of informed citizens and, by listen-
ing to them, achieve greater legitimacy in their legislative and  policy- making 
functions.39 Third, online deliberation “deepens the relationship between de-
cision makers and the public,” inviting people to become more engaged in 
civic life while expanding “the scope, breadth, and depth of government con-
sultations with citizens.”40 The ideal result is a partnership that, in the words 
of Coleman and Gøtze, “acknowledges a role for citizens in proposing policy 
options and shaping the policy dialogue—although the responsibility for the 
fi nal decision or policy formulation rests with government.”41

Organizers of online forums clearly desire to make deliberation safe for 
public offi cials and urge them to involve themselves in deliberation. They 
believe this will encourage greater public participation in discussions and in-
crease the likelihood that public offi cials will heed the public’s informed voice. 
From the vantage point of deepening democracy, this desire to include public 
offi cials is both promising and problematic.

It is promising in the sense that it encourages civic engagement and it 
potentially closes the gap between citizens and their representatives. This fos-
ters a sense of effi cacy, builds social capital, and encourages popular participa-
tion in public life. Furthermore, to the extent that deliberative forums deliver 
thoughtful recommendations, lawmakers and policy makers will have a greater 
incentive to solicit public advice and be guided by citizens in the future.

On the other hand, a partnership between citizens and public offi cials is 
problematic. When Benjamin Barber called for deliberative democracy in 
his 1984 book, Strong Democracy, he concluded that deliberative talk must be 
linked to citizen decision making and democratic activism. He argued that 
citizens are sovereign and have a right not only to deliberate but also to decide 
public issues and mobilize against dominant elites that monopolize  decision- 
making power.42 By contrast, online deliberation is not premised on citizen 
sovereignty,  decision- making authority, or political struggle against dominant 
elites. Rather, it emphasizes constrained talk and mostly accepts the current 
distribution of power by ceding  decision- making authority to public offi cials 
who—partners or not—rarely defy the interests of dominant elites.
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To be sure, online deliberative democrats help fulfi ll the convivial potential 
of the Internet. They provide many people access to forums for deliberation on 
a range of public issues. They try to involve decision makers in online forums, 
thereby assuring participants that their voices will be heard. They seek to build 
a new public sphere in which rationality rules, citizen’s voices are heard, and 
public offi cials heed the demos.

In theory, the growth of this new public sphere should result in greater 
citizen satisfaction, greater government legitimacy, and greater political sta-
bility within established governmental jurisdictions—such as cities, states, 
and nations. Online deliberative democracy does not directly address ongoing 
inequalities that threaten individual liberty, autonomy, creativity, and demo-
cratic collaboration. Nor does it directly address issues that reach beyond estab-
lished government jurisdictions to the global arena. In effect, it contributes to 
democratic government where it more or less exists, but it cannot contribute to 
struggles to contest the infl uence of local and global elites who use economic, 
as well as political, power to undermine human rights, perpetuate injustices, 
and defeat democratization.

Online Mobilization
In cases where rational dialogue does not seem possible, online mobilization 
offers an alternative. Critics of postmodernism, such as Alain Touraine, point 
out that even in  present- day democracies, the state, the market, and the media 
are gradually diminishing the liberty of the individual, failing to guarantee 
freedom, equality, and fraternity.43 In response, Habermas suggests that new 
social movements outside of the traditional public sphere are developing.44 
These new social movements are broad alliances of people sharing an inter-
est in blocking or promoting social change, for example, movements against 
globalization (since most governments endorse globalization, it tends not to 
inspire a social movement to promote it), for or against immigration, for or 
against abortion, or for or against various human rights such as the rights of 
homosexuals to marry, gender equality, and so on.

Historically, activists have been quick to incorporate media such as publi-
cations, radio, television, and fi lm to mobilize their constituencies to action. 
During the past decade, progressive activists have turned to online forms of 
communication, community building, and resistance.45 The recent upsurge of 
online mobilization includes global support for peace movements, opposition 
to the Iraq war, and protests against neoliberal organizations.46 Online mobi-
lizations have also developed at the local and national levels, yet involve actors 
focused on global issues. Some of the most prominent examples include online 
activism in support of the Zapatistas in Chiapas, Mexico, the Free Burma Co-
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alition, and the pro- democracy movement and political revolution in Indonesia 
in May 1998.47

Usually, mainstream media, with or without collaboration by activists, have 
played an important role in portraying political activism. Although this could 
be benefi cial in increasing exposure, it could also distort or simplify the mes-
sages that activists intended. The Internet allows activists themselves to frame 
their issues and shape their public identities.

The Internet allows online organizers to combine the advantages of one-
 to- one communication, one- to- many broadcasts, and many- to- many media. 
This enhances opportunities for activists to mobilize and promote their causes. 
Successful online actions, such as the worldwide antiwar protest initiated by 
MoveOn.org, demonstrate that the Internet can facilitate global activism more 
directly and quickly than previous technologies.48 The Internet’s broad avail-
ability, along with its one- to- many and many- to- many modes of communi-
cation, make it possible for an organization to quickly and affordably reach 
a large group of people while targeting communications to specifi c parties. 
Mobilizing online also enables activists to talk back, responding by e- mail or 
through platforms that allow for questions and elaborations. The result is a 
partial move from face- to- face to faceless tactics, with protest happening online 
in coordinated (yet physically separated) actions around the world.

For online mobilization at the local and national levels, the Internet pro-
vides a global dimension. The Zapatista movement in Chiapas is an example. 
One analysis of the communication dimension of the movement observed that 
the “most striking thing about the sequence of events set in motion on January 
1, 1994, has been the speed with which news of the struggle circulated and 
the rapidity of the mobilization of support which resulted.”49 The Internet and 
the networks of the Association for Progressive Communications enabled the 
Zapatistas to bypass government control and get out their message. Global 
communication networks facilitated support activities and organized protests 
in more than forty countries, from marches, raves, and readings in San Fran-
cisco to a rally in the Piazza del Popolo in Rome.50

Another example is the case of “Free Burma,” in which Burmese dissidents 
used the Internet to create a global network of resistance against the military 
junta in power. Started by a Burmese student living in exile, the network en-
abled exiles from Burma who shared similar political concerns to coordinate, 
bringing issues such as human rights violations in the country to the media 
attention, and to put pressure on the military regime by encouraging compa-
nies to stop investing or operating in Burma. The Internet helped various or-
ganizations to coordinate their activities, allowing them to orchestrate ground 
actions as a collective instead of as a set of disparate individuals.51
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Online organizing tools have the potential to increase the scale of organiz-
ing efforts while keeping costs low. With e- mail, it is possible to send out one 
million announcements, donation solicitations, and calls for action for next 
to nothing. E- mail functions not only as a one- to- many form of distribution 
but also as a P2P form of distribution as individuals forward messages to their 
like- minded friends. Indeed, as the Seattle protests against the World Trade 
Organization demonstrated, e- mail can be very effective in the preparation for 
and the  follow- up to demonstrations.52

Nevertheless, the Internet is rarely the sole theater of activity for social 
movements. The success of mass events like the Seattle protests requires the use 
of multiple media and organizing tactics. Intermodality between the Internet 
and other media networks, as well as between cyberspace and geographical 
place, is generally necessary to allow activists to produce and disseminate infor-
mation as well as to organize and mobilize for action.53 During the successful 
pro- democracy movement in Indonesia in 1998, links between the Internet 
and more traditional media and existing social networks were crucial. After the 
Mexican Army countered the guerilla tactics of the Zapatista Army of National 
Liberation, the Zapatistas turned to guerilla radio and the Internet to get their 
message out. Similarly, the hybrid use of text messages sent by mobile phone 
and messages sent by e- mail in the EDSA II “People Power” movement in the 
Philippines from 2000 to 2001 is another example of the strategic importance 
of intermodality.54

The Internet is not a passive medium; on the contrary, it challenges conven-
tional structures for organizing social movements, encouraging the undoing 
of hierarchical and centralized communications in favor of more decentralized 
and distributed organizational structures.55 Previous communication technol-
ogies, even grassroots organizing techniques such as phone and fax trees, re-
quired somewhat hierarchical structures. By contrast, (unmoderated) mailing 
lists and P2P applications such as e- mail make it possible for activists to orga-
nize quickly, with little logistical coordination or organizational oversight.

Thus, the Internet’s inherent conviviality enables rapid, widespread mobi-
lization. Although it is faster to mobilize participants around shared issues, 
such bonds are not necessarily long lasting. Online protest groups tend to be 
 single- issue based, ephemeral, and shortsighted in terms of the scope of change 
they wish to effect.

Although it possesses some characteristics that favor activist movements, the 
Internet is not a tool that can resolve all problems intrinsic to democratic mo-
bilization. In fact, the Internet has the potential to amplify movements of any 
kind, regardless of their ideologies, purposes, and goals. Online mobilization is 
not inherently democratic by any means. Anarchic, radical  fundamentalist, and 



Box 3.2 On Mobilization
From Geertz Lovink and Florian Schneider, “A Virtual World is Possible: From Tactical Media 
to Digital Multitudes,” (2003), http: // www.makeworlds.org / node / 22.

By the end of the nineties the post- modern ‘time without movements’ had come 
to an end. The organized discontent against neo- liberalism, global warming 
policies, labour exploitation and numerous other issues converged. Equipped 
with networks and arguments, backed up by decades of research, a hybrid 
movement gained momentum, wrongly labelled by mainstream media as ‘anti-
 globalisation.’ It seemed one of the specifi c fl ags of that movement, that it hasn’t 
been able and willing to answer the question, which constitutes any kind of 
movement on the rise, any generation on the move: what’s to be done? There 
was and there is no answer, no alternative ‘either strategic or tactical’ to the 
existing world order, to the dominant mode of globalisation.

And maybe this is the most important, and liberating, conclusion: there’s no 
way back to the twentieth century, the protective nation state and the gruesome 
tragedies of the ‘left.’ It had been good to remember, but equally good to throw 
off, the past. The question ‘what’s to be done’ should not be read as an attempt 
to re- introduce Leninist principles in whatever form. The issues of strategy, 
organization and democracy belong to all times. We neither want to bring back 
old policies through the backdoor, nor do we think that this urgent question 
can be dismissed with the (justifi ed) argument of crimes committed under the 
banner of Lenin. When he looks in the mirror Slavoj Žižek may see Father Lenin, 
but that’s not the case for everyone. It is possible to wake up from the nightmare 
of historical communism and (still) pose the question: what’s to be done? Can a 
‘multitude’ of interests and backgrounds ask that question, or is the agenda the 
one defi ned by the summit calendar of world leaders and the business elite?

Nevertheless, the movement has been growing rapidly. At fi rst sight, by 
using a pretty boring and very traditional medium: the mass- mobilization of 
tens of thousands in the streets of Seattle, hundreds of thousands in the streets 
of Genoa. Tactical media networks played an important role in its coming into 
being. From now on pluriformity of issues and identities was a given reality. 
Difference is here to stay and no longer needs to legitimize itself against higher 
authorities such as the Party, the Union or the Media. This is the biggest gain 
compared to previous decades. The ‘multitudes’ are not a dream or some theo-
retical construct but a reality.

If there is a strategy, it’s not contradiction, but complementary existence. 
Despite theoretical deliberations, there is no contradiction between the street 
and cyberspace. The one fuels the other. Protests against WTO, neo- liberal EU 
policies, and party conventions are all staged in front of the gathered world 
press. Indymedia crops up as a parasite of the mainstream media. Instead of 
having to beg for attention, protests place under the eyes of the world media 
during summits of politicians and business leaders, seeking direct confronta-
tion. Alternatively, symbolic sites are chosen such as border regions (East- West 
Europe, USA- Mexico) or refugee detention centres (Frankfurt airport, the cen-
tralized Eurocop database in Strasbourg, the Woomera detention centre in the 
Australian desert). The global entitlement of the movement adds a new layer of 
globalisation from below to the ruling mode of globalisation, rather than just 
objecting to it.
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even terrorist groups also employ online mobilization as part of their struggles 
and strategies. Extremist groups such as Al- Qaeda, as well as smaller radical fun-
damentalist groups such as Stormfront in the United States and Laskar Jihad in 
Indonesia, have used the Internet to mobilize. Just like advocates of democracy, 
extreme fundamentalist groups rely on the Internet to widen their scope of oper-
ation, reach broad audiences, and mobilize to gain more infl uence and power.

Backing into the Future?

In practice, online mobilization has been more successful than online delib-
eration. In contrast to online deliberation’s rule- bound systems, online mo-
bilization’s looser, distributed nature is more in keeping with the Internet’s 
informal, convivial nature and is thus able to thrive online.

It is striking, however, that both online deliberation and online mobiliza-
tion rely so much on traditional tactics. But as Marshall McLuhan suggests, 
this is the norm rather than the exception: “When faced with a totally new 
situation,” he says, “we tend always to attach ourselves to the objects, to the fl a-
vor of the most recent past. We look at the present through a rearview mirror. 
We march backwards into the future.” In short, online activism scholar Gra-
ham Meikle describes this as “backing into the future.”56 Most online delibera-
tion projects move offl ine forums to cyberspace, connect to offl ine forums, or 
emulate offl ine forums. The tactics of online democratic mobilization, such as 
online petitions and virtual sit- ins, are derived from traditional activities, such 
as paper petitions and actual sit- ins.

But backing into the future does not mean that online activists are not be-
ing innovative. Rather, it suggests that they frame online mobilization by the 
sociotechnical ecology of traditional mobilization. In effect, online activists 
reinvent familiar activist methods. Indeed, the success of online mobilization 
may be related to its familiarity.

That activists are backing into the future does not prevent online innova-
tions—such as site hijackings, hacktivism, e- mail distribution trees, smart 
mobs or fl ash mobs from emerging. While these phenomena can be seen as 
digital analogues of traditional tactics such as sabotage, letter writing, phone 
and fax trees, and street demonstrations, they have qualities that make them 
unique and provide a foundation for further innovation.

Although online deliberative democracy and online democratic mobiliza-
tion are central in academic discourse on online politics, they represent only 
a fraction of online political activities. The most vibrant political activities 
in network culture are not actually located in collective political actions such 
as deliberation and mobilization, but rather are located between private and 
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private, between private and public, and between publics. They emerge in 
the overlapping domains of politics and culture, simultaneously among mul-
tiple layers of social networks, between multiple networks of individuals, and 
between individuals and collectives, creating a sphere of networked politics. 
Popular examples of such activities include online political art, cartoons, and 
videos. In this chapter, however, we will focus on blogging and remix as they 
have the lowest threshold of skill and technology necessary for entry and are 
currently the most common of these activities.

Political Blogging
Defi ned by Wikipedia as “Web- based publication[s] consisting primarily of 
periodic articles (normally in reverse chronological order),”57 blogs allow their 
creators to frequently and easily update information and to elicit discussion 
among their readers by recording comments.

In politics, blogs became popular during the 2004 United States Presi-
dential campaign. Until then, even the most popular blogs received only a 
tiny proportion of the Web traffi c that major media outlets attracted, and 
politicians did not see them as capable of a serious political role.58 The turning 
point was Howard Dean’s Blog for America, which showed how a blog could 
be used for building social networks of political support. Dean’s employment 
of blogging and the rapid rise in the popularity and proliferation of politi-
cal blogs that year demonstrated their potential to politicians. In subsequent 
years, blogging has become much more popular, with about  fi fty- seven million 
American adults reading blogs by 2006.59

Admittedly, political blogs are only a fraction of the blogosphere. All sorts 
of content can be found on blogs—from announcements of new gadgets to 
discussions of fi lms and television to fi rsthand accounts of  child- rearing—but 
many of these, such as Boing Boing, one the most popular blogs in the world, 
blur this distinction by also commenting on political matters.60 Moreover, 
many political blogs have devoted readerships. The progressive American blog 
Daily Kos, for example, attracts about six hundred thousand visitors per day 
and has between fourteen and  twenty- four million visits per month, making it 
one of the most popular collaborative blogs in the world.61 In contrast, the Na-
tion, which describes itself as “the most  widely- read weekly political opinion 
magazine in America” had only 187,000 subscribers in 2005.62

Some observers see blogs as a catalyst for change, a people’s media and an 
empowering tool. They see the rise of blogs beginning an era of citizen journal-
ism in which the marginalized can play a greater role in making, rather than 
merely consuming, news. Others argue that public debate would be dramati-
cally revitalized if politicians would all start blogging.63
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But what role do blogs really play in empowering society? Are they a real 
breakthrough in online politics? We identify several problems in the current 
practice of political blogging. First, the blogosphere suffers from an unequal 
distribution of readers. While there are over a million bloggers in the United 
States posting approximately 275,000 new items daily, the average blogger 
has almost no infl uence on other blogs as measured by traffi c. The distribution 
of links and traffi c is skewed so that only a handful of bloggers get most of the 
readers. Generally speaking, these are either those who got established in the 
blogosophere early, when there was little content, or were well- known journal-
ists or politicians such as Ariana Huffi ngton.64

This tendency shows that the blogosphere is not an exemplary public sphere 
in which everybody’s voice is heard. If this could be also seen as a selection 
process, weeding out the “bad” blogs, it also favors players who got in early or 
who make outlandish statements to attract readers.65

Second, some studies show that rather than creating a new public (blogo)
sphere, bloggers tend to be polarized along ideological lines. Lada Adamic 
and Natalie Glance’s study on the American political blogosphere fi nds “lib-
erals and conservatives linking primarily within their separate communities, 
with far fewer  cross- links exchanged between them. This division extended 
into their discussions, with liberal and conservative blogs focusing on different 
news articles, topics, and political fi gures.”66

But such studies give rise to questions. Does the polarization of the Ameri-
can blogosphere mirror society itself? Or does the blogosphere cause this 
polarization? Is the polarization it causes substantially greater than through 
other media?

These are not easy to answer. We can hypothesize that the culture of linking 
in the blogosphere may create more exposure to divergent ideas than people 
otherwise experience in real space; thus, we could suggest that it is not a con-
tributing cause of existing political polarization. Or, to the contrary, we could 
argue that the vast body of metadata produced by tagging content on services 
like Technorati makes it possible for a blogger to easily fi nd information that 
confi rms what she or he already believes, reinforcing polarization. Neverthe-
less, that same social metadata would also increase serendipitous exposure to 
information that the blogger might disagree with, producing a different result. 
Empirical research is needed to answer such questions.

If polarization is one potential problem, another is that there is no central 
organization to the blogosphere and little consensus among bloggers with re-
gard to many key issues. This creates a virtual Tower of Babel in which voices 
tend to become so particular and so exclusionary of other views as to be unable 
to communicate to each other or to a broader audience. On the other hand, 
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the proliferation of unique points of view in the blogosphere may encourage 
genuinely individual voices to emerge and perhaps even foster real dialogues 
(as opposed to the  watered- down positions distributed in mass media).67

The amateur status of bloggers also raises questions. Most bloggers are part-
 timers for whom blogging is a voluntary endeavor. Amateur bloggers do not, 
in general, have the resources and capacity to investigate material prior to 
publishing it. Thus, from a journalistic point of view, the credibility of blog 
entries generally cannot meet that of articles in mainstream media. On the 
other hand, the voluntary nature of blogging means that it is also a positive 
way for regular people to voice their opinions without going through the fi lter-
ing effects of traditional journalism.

Yet another concern is the increasing tendency for the top blogs to resemble 
old media. Techmeme’s top one hundred Leaderboard, for example, includes 
old media players such as the New York Times, the Wall Street Journal, and the 
Associated Press.68 New blogs that manage to get into the top one hundred, 
such as TechCrunch, GigaOm, and Engadget, are far from the “people’s me-
dia,” heavily backed up by professional writers, editors, graphic designers, and 
marketing people. This shows that the blogosphere, too, is dominated by an 
existing structure of media power and ownership where individuals hardly 
have much space and power to play a signifi cant role.

The blogosphere is not, and will never be, an ideal political sphere. Nor will 
it produce a common ground of rational communicative discourse. Neverthe-
less, political blogging is a unique online practice that expands the political 
sphere from the elites to commoners more effectively than previous Internet 
applications such as Web sites could. Moreover, while blogs might not be true 
examples of deliberative democracy, the kind of two- way communications that 
blogs facilitate between bloggers and people who leave comments on their 
blogs are facilitated with ease in the blogosphere. Although this will not create 
an ideal Habermasian public sphere, the multiple networked political spheres 
it generates are positive.

Political Remix
A variant of online activism takes place in the hybrid realm of culture and 
politics. The emergence of DIY  audio-  and  video- authoring tools and sites 
to which individuals can easily upload the content they generate has fostered 
the rise of a remix, mash- up culture focused on politics and political issues. 
In the music industry, remix refers to alternative versions of audio or visual 
compositions derived from the original material. During the last few years, 
virally distributed remix videos and ads with political messages have become 
quite popular.
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Political remix is not new; rather, it borrows from many movements within 
modernism and postmodernism—such as appropriation, collage, assemblage, 
Dada, surrealism, situationism, and punk rock—that alter images so as to 
subvert them, as well as audio movements—such as reggae, hip hop, and DJ 
culture—that do the same for music. As these earlier movements did, rather 
than supporting the status quo, remix changes visual imagery to convey a radi-
cal or oppositional message.

What contemporary remix offers is the ability to use digital technology to 
create convincing works that may not seem like remixes and then to distribute 
them on the Internet freely, widely, and in a reasonably short time. In the 
past, DIY culture was samizdat, distributed to a small group only, generally 
through mail or in localized communities. Although convivial, it could not 
reach beyond its narrow community.

As author William Gibson suggests, remix is the very nature of today’s 
digital world.69 New paths of information exchange between people keep 
growing, making the Internet a densely networked social milieu. This stimu-
lates people to produce (and consume) by drawing information from multiple 
sources, remixing and making it into their own, and sharing it with others. 
The emergence of the social Web, or Web 2.0, enables a kind of “collaborative 
remixability,” a phrase coined by Barb Dydwad to refer to “a transformative 
process in which the information and media we’ve organized and shared can 
be recombined and built on to create new forms, concepts, ideas, mashups, 
and services.”70

Political remix engages mainstream political artifacts. Remix  artist- activists 
recognize that the products of mainstream politics (such as political news on 
CNN) are source material that can capture widespread attention. By mashing 
up, remixing, or playing out alternative narratives, remix activists transform 
mainstream artifacts to promote new political messages. Many remix videos 
edit existing ads or news footage to create parodies and satires with new politi-
cal meanings.

One well- known example of remix is the video Bushwacked2. Through care-
ful editing of George W. Bush’s 2003 State of the Union address, British sati-
rist Chris Morris altered Bush’s speech so that he would make pronouncements 
such as “We are building a culture to encourage international terrorism” and 
“I have a message to the people of Iraq: Go home and die.”71

Hummertruth, a spoof on a Hummer H2 commercial, is another prominent 
remix.72 By adding subtitles, social activist Jonathan McIntosh transformed a 
Hummer ad into a powerful commentary, suggesting that the vehicle was an 
icon of environmental degradation.
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Box 3.3 On Blogging
From Ross Ferguson and Milica Howell, Political Blogs: Craze or Convention? (2004), http: // 
www.hansardsociety.org.uk / fi les / folders / 472 / download.aspx.

The main political value of blogging is not to be found in politicians presenting 
themselves to an audience of potential voters, but in the dense networks of intel-
lectual and symbolic intercourse involving millions of  private- public bloggers. 
The blogosphere is characterised by three democratising characteristics. Firstly, 
it provides a bridge between the private, subjective sphere of self- expression 
and the  socially- fragile civic sphere in which publics can form and act. As de-
mocracy becomes more sensitive to affective dimensions, attention is paid to a 
revalued recognition of subjective and intersubjective articulations. As several 
commentators have observed, it is often within the safety of private or familiar 
environments that people feel most able to speak as citizens. By allowing people 
to both interact with others and remain as individuals, blogs provide an impor-
tant escape route from the “if you don’t come to the meeting, you can’t have 
anything to say” mentality.

Secondly, blogs allow people—indeed, expect them—to express incom-
plete thoughts. This terrain of intellectual evolution, vulnerability and search 
for confi rmation or refutation from wider sources is in marked contrast to the 
crude certainties that dominate so much of political discourse. As Mortensen 
and Walker have explained: “We post to our blogs as ideas come to us. Daily, 
hourly, weekly; The frequency varies, but it is a writing that happens in bits 
and pieces, not in the long hours of thought that suit the cliché d image of the 
secluded scholar in the ivory tower. In this sense blogs are suited to the short 
attention span of our time that worries so many traditionalists. Blogs are inter-
stitial for the writer as for the reader.”

Thirdly, blogs lower the threshold of entry to the global debate for tradi-
tionally unheard or marginalised voices, particularly from poorer parts of the 
world which are too often represented by others, without being given a chance 
to present their own accounts. Blogs such as Hossein Derakhshan’s Editor: My-
self (http: // hoder.com / weblog / ), the South Korean Ohmy News (http: // www
.ohmynews.com / ) and Blog Africa (http: // blogafrica.com / ) are refreshing ad-
ditions to a global debate in which contributors have tended to be better at 
speaking for than listening to the world’s least privileged.

It is as channels of honest self- presentation that blogs make their greatest 
contribution to democracy. If Walter Cronkite’s famous sign- off, “That’s the 
way it is” was the dictum of the world of  media- represented factual certainties, 
“That’s the way I am” is the dictum of a self- expressive culture where truth 
emerges in fragmented, subjective, incomplete and contestable ways.
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Box 3.4 On Remix
From Eduardo Navas, “Turbulence: Remixes + Bonus Beats, 3 x 3: New Media Fix(es) on Tur-
bulence,” Jo- Anne Green and Helen Thorington, eds., Turbulence.org (2006), http: // transition.
turbulence.org / texts / nmf / Navas_EN.html.

Generally speaking, remix culture can be defi ned as the global activity con-
sisting of the creative and effi cient exchange of information made possible by 
digital technologies that is supported by the practice of cut / copy and paste.a The 
concept of Remix often referenced in popular culture derives from the model 
of music remixes which were produced around the late 1960s and early 1970s 
in New York City with roots in Jamaican music.b Today, Remix (the activity 
of taking samples from pre- existing materials to combine them into new forms 
according to personal taste) has been extended to other areas of culture, includ-
ing the visual arts; it plays a vital role in mass communication, especially on 
the Internet.

Loops are essential to computer technology, for what else does the computer 
do but execute loops to know what it should be doing at all times?c In the days 
before the fi rst computers, people did calculations manually, but at one point 
the need to have repetitive computations performed in a more effi cient way 
became a concrete idea. And in 1945, with ENIAC, computers started to take 
over the role of human computers.d The concept of loops played a crucial role in 
culture at this time, as Pierre Schaeffer and Stockhausen were creating composi-
tions consisting of loops that were performed not by humans but machines.e The 
loop in music became crucial for DJ culture, and DJ culture would meet digital 
culture in new media. This merging is crucial to Remix.

Remix is always allegorical following the postmodern theories of Craig Ow-
ens, who argues that in postmodernism a deconstruction, a transparent aware-
ness of the history and politics behind the object of art is always made presentf 
. . . Meaning that the object of contemplation . . . depends on recognition (read-
ing) of a pre- existing text (or cultural code). The audience is always expected to 
see within the work of art its history. . . . Postmodernism [is], in effect, remixed 
modernism. . . . [H]istories are constantly revised in Remix.

But, to be clear—no matter what—the remix will always rely on the au-
thority of the original song. The remix is in the end a re- mix—that is a rear-
rangement of something already recognizable; it functions at a second level: a 
meta- level. This implies that the originality of the remix is non- existent, there-
fore it must acknowledge its source of validation self- refl exively (even when it 
is a selective remix). In brief, the remix when extended as a cultural practice is 
a second mix of something pre- existent; the material that is mixed for a second 
time must be recognized, otherwise it could be misunderstood as something 
new, and it would become plagiarism. Without a history, the remix cannot be 
Remix.g

a. This is actually my own defi nition extending Lawrence Lessig’s defi nition of Remix 
Culture based on the activity of “Rip, Mix and Burn.” Lessig is concerned with copy-
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While most remix work concentrates on American politics, creative politi-
cal artifacts in a non- American context exist as well, such as Zendani Siasi, a 
political music video with sequences that emphasize the Iranian regime’s op-
pressive nature, and the well- known French Democracy, a machinima video that 
provides an alternative narrative on recent riots in France.73

Admittedly, it is possible to see remix productions as products of an apoliti-
cal youth culture, aestheticizing political issues. Still, these amateur produc-
tions exemplify how individuals can become actively engaged in the networked 
political sphere. Instead of blindly consuming political information, they ex-
press political views by producing and distributing their own works. While 
the responses do not always aim to mobilize opinions or lead toward tangible 
actions, political remix itself is ultimately a form of mobilization. Even when 
remixes do not endorse particular political views, remixing itself is a practice 
that inherently mobilizes resistance against top- down, mass- media messages. 
We agree with Henry Jenkins that the very ability of amateurs to express and 
disseminate their cultural preferences is an important aspect of democracy in 
contemporary society.74

Again, these works may not always foster democratic values. Participatory 
remix culture is not inherently democratic; it is convivial. It enables amateur 
producers to make statements that widen the spectrum of contestations over 

right issues; my defi nition of Remix is concerned with aesthetics and its role in political 
economy. See Lawrence Lessig, “Free,” The Future of Ideas (New York: Vintage, 2001), 
12–15.

b. For some good accounts of DJ Culture see Ulf Poschardt, DJ Culture (London: Quar-
tet Books, 1995); Bill Brewster and Frank Broughton, Last Night a DJ Saved my Life 
(New York: Grove Press, 1999); Javier Bláquez and Omar Morera, eds., Loops: una his-
toria de la música electrónica (Barcelona: Reservoir Books, 2002).

c. Scott McCartney, “The Ancestors,” Eniac, (New York: Walker and Company, 1999), 
9–27.

d. Women working in the basement of the University of Pennsylvania’s Moore School 
during WWII were called “computers” because they calculated (computed) ballistic mis-
siles tables all day. See, McCartney, 95–97.

e. Rob Young, “Pioneers,” Modulations (New York: Caipirinha, 2000), 10–20.

f. Craig Owens, “The Allegorical Impulse: Towards a Theory of Postmodernism,” eds., 
Brian Wallis and Marcia Tucker, Art After Modernism (New York: Godine, 1984), 223.

g. DJ producers who sampled during the eighties found themselves having to acknowl-
edge History by complying with the law; see the landmark law- suit against Biz Markie 
in Brewster, 246.
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political meanings and practices. By opening a new avenue for participation, 
political remix culture potentially contributes to the formation of a more open, 
diverse, and egalitarian political segment in the networked publics.

Conclusion

Analyzing various modes of political participation, this chapter suggests that 
the Internet is not an ideal public sphere in which effective and robust public 
participation takes place. But this does not mean that political spheres gener-
ated by the Internet do not contribute to the democratic enhancement of a po-
litical system. The Internet is a political artifact that is politically constituted 
as well as constituting. A convivial medium, it is open to various uses.

We have argued that the Internet does provide a sympathetic milieu for 
deliberative democracy and democratic mobilization. At the same time, we 
also suggest that it is misleading to claim that online deliberation and online 
mobilization practices have really deepened democracy.

For the foreseeable future, online deliberation and online mobilization are 
forms of democratic participation that have different, sometimes confl icting, 
purposes. Rule- bound deliberation is slow and ponderous, emphasizes the ac-
quisition of knowledge and expertise, focuses on government laws and policies, 
and succeeds when citizens partner with government offi cials in the service 
of good decisions, political legitimacy, and social stability. Democratic talk 
potentially deepens democracy where it more or less exists. In contrast, mobi-
lization often requires quick, decisive action, emphasizes people’s identities as 
historical agents of change, focuses on corporate infl uence within and beyond 
political jurisdictions, and succeeds when activists disrupt and disable un-
democratic corporate entities and dictatorships from committing injustices. 
Democratic mobilization deepens democracy where it does not prevail. But, as 
the Internet speeds up the process and widens up the scale, online mobilization 
is always in danger of being too fast, too thin, and too many.

If the Internet will extend the reach of both deliberative democracy and 
democratic mobilization, it does so by backing into the future. Offl ine delib-
erations are either the explicit source of, or an implicit model for, developing 
online forums. While the Internet provides several advantages, such as the 
ability to host conversations with thousands of diverse participants at a time, 
face- to- face discussions also have advantages—especially where interpersonal 
trust is crucial for developing a consensus. Similarly, online mobilization has 
advantages that cannot be reproduced offl ine, but face- to- face gatherings may 
be necessary to sustain, organize, and focus political movements over time. 
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Whether it is a matter of democratic talk or action, then, we can expect to see 
hybrid forms of online and offl ine participation in the future.

Perhaps the more interesting question is whether these hybrids will be suf-
fi ciently creative, engaging, and energizing to motivate the apathetic, ambiva-
lent, or immobile among us to give democratic participation a try. In general, 
activism has always required great self- sacrifi ce and a substantial time commit-
ment, a price too high for most people. In contrast, the Internet opens the door 
to part- time deliberation and part- time activism.

Still, as we argue, the more promising forms of online politics are not bound 
within a framework of conventional politics. Activities that don’t fi t into the 
traditional political framework, such as political blogging and political remix, 
thrive on the Internet.

While it is not an ideal public sphere, political blogging creates an accessible 
medium for Internet users to communicate with other users. Despite its limita-
tions and problems, we think that political blogging has the potential to give rise 
to new political positions and to bring together people around those interests.

So, too, the online participatory culture of remix facilitated by affordable 
digital technology, networked tools, and social software promotes a sense of 
cultural agency and fosters P2P networks, indicating that the Internet may be-
come a more powerful gateway for people formerly on the sidelines to become 
local, even global, activists.

We want to emphasize that the Internet enables multiple, overlapped, and 
diverse networked political spheres to emerge. These are contested spheres 
that are sometimes messy, chaotic, segmented, and even anarchic. Not all of 
these aim to advance and deepen democracy, but within these convivial spheres 
individuals and groups have a greater ability to be political.

Ivan Illich says: “What are needed are new networks, readily available to the 
public and designed to spread equal opportunity for learning and teaching.”75 
Little by little, we may be getting there.
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More than just a new medium, the Internet is fast becoming our primary com-
munication infrastructure, progressively supplanting older radio, telephone, 
and cable television networks. In the Net’s early days, during the 1970s and 
1980s, it mainly provided support for text exchanges through e- mail, broad-
cast listservs, and text- based precursors to the Web such as Gopher servers. 
The widespread traffi c of images came next, with easier media attachments 
to e- mail and the introduction of Mosaic, the fi rst popular graphical Web 
browser, in 1993. Today, with broadband access widely available, the Internet 
is commonly used to transmit audio, including a growing share of our phone 
conversations through VoIP, streamed radio programs, podcasts, and recorded 
music. Video, too, is being broadcast over the Net, from traditional televi-
sion programs and fi lms to video blogs, home movies, and creations made by 
a multitude of emerging amateur producers. Thus, a single communication 
infrastructure has progressively absorbed a multitude of media streams that 
once each required specialized networks.

This is not to say that old networks are simply discarded. Throughout this 
book, we have observed how transformations in place, culture, and politics 
build on existing historical conditions. The case of infrastructure is no differ-
ent. Existing telephone copper wires, cable television’s coaxial lines, long- haul 
optical fi bers, and satellite and  microwave- radio links are being folded into 
the Internet as telecommunications companies and cable carriers convert their 
respective networks to Internet Protocol (IP)—the set of data transmission 
conventions that allow communications across the various parts of the Internet. 
In fact, rather than a separate physical infrastructure, the Internet is primarily 
a virtual network—the assemblage of a multitude of transmission and routing 
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facilities tied together by the IP’s common software “glue.” As a result, the 
Internet is perhaps best understood in its original, unabbreviated sense, as an 
Internetwork, or an agglomeration of separate networks that agree to connect to 
each other and exchange traffi c through gateways where they speak the IP lin-
gua franca. As an Internetwork, the Internet differs from traditional telephone 
and cable networks in two fundamental respects—its decentralized governance 
and its E2E architecture—and yet, relying on telephone and cable networks for 
the last mile of connectivity, the Internet is subject to economic and political 
pressure from established communications companies.

Decentralized governance means that no single organization is in charge of 
managing the Internet, which is in stark contrast with traditional telephone or 
television networks. In particular, individual networks can become part of the 
Internet as soon as they fi nd an existing member of the Net that agrees to con-
nect with them through a gateway to exchange traffi c. Connected to one node, 
they are connected to the entire Net. Historically, this allowed the Internet’s 
spectacular growth, as more and more network operators chose to join.

A brief glance at the history of the Internet illuminates the exponential nature 
of growth that this decentralized system allowed. Initially, the IP architecture 
was worked out in the ARPANET (Advanced Research Projects Agency Net-
work), a  military- sponsored experiment, during the early 1970s. It was notably 
expanded in the late 1970s and 1980s to support  computer- intensive research 
through the  government- sponsored NSFNet (National Science Foundation 
Network), an IP- based network linking universities. By the end of the decade, 
a number of corporations began to use the same networking approach to build 
their internal corporate networks, and a multitude of private Internet Service 
Providers (ISPs) started to offer dial- up Internet access over telephone compa-
nies’ lines. During the 1990s the Internet became a mass medium, propelled 
by easy- to- use, multimedia content available through the World Wide Web 
and the absorption of consumers from earlier, largely self- contained networks 
such as CompuServe, Prodigy, and America Online (AOL). Throughout, the 
Internet’s expansion did not require the blessing of  centrally- controlled tele-
phone or television networks, but instead proceeded in a decentralized fashion 
as increasing numbers of private and public operators adopted the new network-
ing model and peered with existing participants to join the Internetwork.1

Another unique feature of the Internet is its E2E architecture, which fur-
ther fueled this success because it enabled the deployment of a communication 
infrastructure that did not predetermine how it would be used, thus opening 
the Internet to wide- ranging experimentation and innovation. The E2E model 
calls for processing information in the devices connected to the ends of the 
network whenever possible, while the Internet itself remains a dumb network, 
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simply transporting bits of information from end to end between intelligent 
terminals.2 This results in a network architecture inverse from that of tradi-
tional telephone or cable networks, in which an intelligent network processes 
information that passes between dumb terminals. In effect, this compounds 
the Net’s decentralized governance, resulting in an infrastructure where the 
capacity for controlling information fl ows and inventing new communication 
services resides in the ends, under the control of network users rather than 
network providers.

Decentralized governance and E2E architecture together have thus played 
a key role in the spectacular success of the Internet since its emergence in the 
late 1960s. Indeed, these principles created an infrastructure fundamentally 
open to the creative contributions of a multitude of innovators, be they hard-
ware designers, network operators, application creators, or content authors. 
Openness enabled fl exibility, supporting wide- ranging experimentation with 
Internet possibilities by established companies,  start- ups, and end users.3 As a 
result, the Internet has been the source of many innovations, which have given 
rise to entirely new- media companies such as Amazon.com, Google, and eBay, 
as well as to communication applications such as VoIP, BitTorrent, and other 
P2P services.

The decentralized, E2E Internet emerged in parallel with the gradual intro-
duction of competition within the nation’s telecommunication network during 
the past half century. Starting with the landmark 1956 Hush- a- Phone and 
1968 Carterfone decisions, AT&T had to let others connect their equipment 
to its network. During the 1970s, another series of legal decisions, in particu-
lar the Execunet rulings that made MCI viable, forced AT&T to interconnect 
with competing long- distance providers. Finally during the 1970s and 1980s, 
the FCC’s (Federal Communications Commission) Computer Inquiries regula-
tions prevented AT&T (and the post- breakup “Baby Bells”) from blocking the 
provision of enhanced data services on their networks.4

Each of these decisions was the result of intense battles in which AT&T, 
the dominant phone company throughout this period, wanted to decide how 
others could use its network. With each decision, policy makers chipped away 
at AT&T’s control and pushed the phone network toward greater neutrality, 
gradually allowing other equipment makers, service providers, and users to gain 
greater freedom in how they could use the network. The regulatory environment 
that emerged was essential to the success of ISPs such as AOL, CompuServe, 
Prodigy, and many others who offered Internet access over modems connected 
to the telephone network. They thrived in the late 1980s and early 1990s be-
cause the phone network they depended upon could not discriminate against 
them. As the Internet enters the broadband era, however, that long- standing 
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battle for network control has returned in full force. Alongside AT&T, it now 
pits the small group of large network owners (phone and cable companies) 
against the multitude of network users, large and small (ranging from Google 
and Microsoft to end users and  start- ups).

Local access in the United States is the de facto exclusive domain of the 
telephone and cable network operators (TCNOs). While the goal of the 1996 
Telecommunications Act was to stimulate competition within the local access 
market, it remains effectively dominated by the corporate grandchildren of the 
Bell System, primarily the new AT&T (formerly SBC), Verizon, and Qwest. 
These carriers emerged from successive corporate reorganizations among the 
Regional Bell Operating Companies (RBOCs) that were created from the Bell 
System when it was broken up in 1984. Each continues to enjoy a largely 
dominant position in the area that used to be the monopoly territory of its 
RBOC precursors. For their part, the cable TV operators function as local 
monopolies as well, under franchises granted by municipal governments. Two 
large companies, Comcast and Time Warner Cable, control well over 50% of 
the U.S. cable market and, instead of competing, cooperate so as to consolidate 
their regional monopolies. Thus, the recent evolution of both telco and cable 
industries has been marked by a trend toward consolidation.

Within this context, the battle for network control was revived in large 
part by the substantial investments required to transition from narrowband to 
broadband. The corresponding network upgrades had to take place within the 
network itself, once again putting network owners in full control. As they tried 
to navigate the broadband transition, ISPs who did not own a network, like 
AOL or Covad, were brushed aside by network owners. Today, infrastructure 
owners argue that in order to invest in building broadband networks, they 
need greater revenues from the resulting business, which they believe they will 
get if they are able to discriminate among applications.

Thus, the Internet openness we have come to associate with decentralized 
governance and E2E architecture is again coming under strain. Content and 
application providers worry that this could leave them at the mercy of infra-
structure owners, forcing them into business arrangements that would restrict 
their options. Users would certainly like greater and more reliable transmission 
speeds but don’t want this to come at the cost of freedom of access or future 
innovation. As in many complex situations, there is no  clear- cut best approach 
to set the Internet on a course that will continue to leverage  broad- based in-
novation and create new ways to communicate over a ubiquitous broadband 
infrastructure. Rather, there are  trade- offs between the interests of today’s in-
frastructure owners, application providers, content creators, and users. This 
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chapter explores these  trade- offs and the impact they could have on the evolu-
tion of our communication infrastructure and the activities it will support.

Speed Bumps on the Road Toward Ubiquitous Broadband

Some of the tensions underlying the transition toward the next generation 
Internet infrastructure are universal. Network owners in all countries, whether 
telecommunications carriers, cellular providers, or cable systems, are moving 
toward the deployment of integrated broadband IP infrastructures for all com-
munication services (voice, data, and video) to the home. In doing so, they 
need to secure funds to fi nance the upgrades to infrastructure and must set up 
sustainable business models for operation in light of falling costs for traditional 
cash generators such as long- distance tolls.

Nevertheless, the American context is unique and explains the specifi cs of 
the domestic policy debate. Three features of this context stand out: the erod-
ing U.S. position in broadband worldwide, the enduring structure of the U.S. 
local access market as a duopoly, and the lack of a national broadband policy.

The local access network, what the phone companies used to call the last-
 mile connection between long- distance networks and customers premises, be 
they residences or corporate campuses, is the critical bottleneck for broadband. 
Indeed, today there is abundant bandwidth available in the Internet’s back-
bone, in part as a result of exuberant investment in  cross- country  optical- fi ber 
links during the dot- com boom. Some of these optical fi bers are still dark, 
awaiting the installation of lasers to light them up so they can carry informa-
tion, but the potential is there. Similarly within customer premises, business 
and residential alike, high- speed networks are commonplace, either in the form 
of Ethernet’s ubiquitous blue Cat 5 cables or wireless Wi- Fi networks. The 
missing link for true broadband deployment is the connection between the 
two networks.

The United States led the development of Internet technology and its early 
deployment into a widely used infrastructure. In the current transition to uni-
versal broadband, however, other countries have taken the lead. OECD data 
(fi gure 4.1) shows the United States ranking fi fteenth among OECD countries 
in broadband subscribers per one hundred people as of December 2006.5

Analysts attribute the broadband lag in the United States to a combination 
of demographic, economic, institutional, and policy factors. Broadband pen-
etration is positively correlated with population density. The United States has 
lower population density than most other OECD countries, which increases the 
average length and cost of American broadband access lines. Dial- up  Internet 
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access may also be a better substitute for broadband in this country, where local 
calls are generally free, than in other countries where local calls are metered.6

Moreover, unlike Japan, Korea, and some European countries, the United 
States lacks a national policy to spur broadband uptake. Compounding this, 
the United States also has a telco / cable duopoly with relatively weak broad-
band competition from other providers.7 Studies within and among OECD 
countries generally conclude that more competition results in lower prices and 
greater broadband penetration.8

Government policy to encourage and subsidize investment in  fi ber- optic 
networks has spurred big broadband—above 20 megabits per second (Mbps)—
development in Japan and South Korea. In 1995, the South Korean govern-
ment sponsored construction of a nationwide, high- capacity- fi ber broadband 
network that could be used by any telecom carrier. The Korean government 
also subsidized loans to broadband providers as well as user purchases of per-
sonal computers. Moreover, government unbundling policies that require in-
cumbents to allow competitors to use their local access lines have enabled 
big broadband competition from companies such as Yahoo! BB in Japan and 
Hanaro Telecom in South Korea.9 This international situation provides the 
backdrop for the current U.S. policy discussion about the future of the Net. 
All sides agree that access to an advanced communication infrastructure is es-
sential to the future social and economic well- being of the country. There is 
substantial disagreement, however, about how best to achieve this goal.

In the United States, each local market is at best served by a duopoly: cus-
tomers who want broadband Internet access can choose between  telco- provided 
DSL (Digital Subscriber Line) service or  cable- modem service from their lo-
cal cable operator. In large portions of the country, particularly in rural ar-
eas, customers only have one broadband option, or even none. Where other 

Figure 4.1 OECD broadband subscribers per 100 inhabitants, December 2005. http: // www
.oecd.org / document / 39 / 0,2340,en_2649_201185_36459431_1_1_1_1,00.html
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Table 4.1 Broadband price and speed by selected OECD country and provider, September 
2005

 Max data 
     $ per Monthly speed (Mbps)
     month
Country and Providers Type price ($) Down Up per Mbps

Canada     
Incumbent telco (Bell Canada) DSL 49 5 0.8 9.8
Cable provider (Cogeco) Cable 68 10 1 6.8
Alternate provider (Aliant) DSL 44 5 0.6 8.8

France     
Incumbent telco (France Telecom) DSL 49 18 1 2.7
Cable provider (Noos) Cable 43 10 NA 4.3
Alternate provider (Free Telecom) DSL 37 20 1 1.8

Germany     
Incumbent telco (Deutsche Telecom) DSL 43 6 0.6 7.1
Cable provider (Kabel Deutschland) Cable 37 6 0.4 5.9
Alternate provider (Arcor) DSL 37 6 NA 6.1

Japan     
Incumbent telco (NTT West) Fiber 37 100 100 0.4
Cable provider (J:COM) Cable 52 30 2 1.7
Alternate provider (Yahoo! BB) Fiber 39 100 100 0.4

Korea     
Incumbent telco (KT) Fiber 38 100 100 0.4
Cable provider (C&M) Cable 29 5 NA 5.8
Alternate provider (Hanaro) Fiber 46 50 50 0.9

United States     
Incumbent telco (AT&T) DSL 39 3 0.4 13.1
Incumbent telco (Verizon) Fiber 45 15 2 3.0
Cable provider (Comcast) Cable 72 6 0.8 12.0
Alternate provider (Mstar) Fiber 42 15 15 2.8

Source: OECD, Multiple Play: Pricing and Policy Trends, 2006; Verizon, 2006.
Note: Table 4.1 compares broadband speed and prices as of September 2005 for incumbent 
telco, cable, and alternative Internet service providers (ISPs) in the United States, Canada, 
France, Germany, Japan, and Korea (OECD, 2006). The table clearly shows the difference be-
tween 100 Mbps big broadband over fi ber in Japan and Korea, and mini broadband over DSL 
(digital subscriber line) and cable in Europe and North America. In the United States, Verizon is 
aggressively promoting its FiOS (Fiber Optic Service) broadband service over fi ber with speeds 
up to 30 Mbps, but at prices signifi cantly higher per Mbps than what is offered in Korea and 
Japan. AT&T has recently introduced its  fi ber- based U- Verse television and data service in San 
Antonio, Texas, but its data speeds and prices basically match what is already available from 
DSL and cable in that market.
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 alternatives exist, they come mostly from companies that provide Internet ser-
vice over telephone lines they lease from the incumbent telco. For all practi-
cal purposes, the two members of this TCNO duopoly control the current 
availability and future evolution of the local distribution network, key to the 
connection between high- capacity Internet backbone and customer premises. 
So long as that situation persists, they jointly hold the key to the future of the 
country’s broadband Internet infrastructure.

For big broadband to become available throughout the United States, and 
for the country to reverse its downward slide in the broadband rankings, there 
are two fundamental options. The fi rst is for the TCNOs to make signifi cant 
investments to upgrade their networks; the second is for an alternative broad-
band infrastructure to be deployed that can challenge the existing duopoly.

The TCNOs claim that making the investments needed to offer ubiquitous 
big broadband as opposed to current DSL and cable mini- broadband (5 Mbps or 
less downstream; much less upstream) would only make fi nancial sense if they 
were allowed greater control over the applications and content delivered over 
these networks. In particular, the telcos point to obstacles inherited from their 
history as common carriers that require them to transmit all messages and data 
alike (e- mail data bits just like high- defi nition video frames, traffi c from partners 
just like traffi c from competitors). According to them, unleashing adequate in-
vestment for the broadband infrastructure requires a break from the Internet’s 
tradition of decentralized control and E2E architecture. (See box 4.1.)

The second option, the deployment of an alternative broadband infrastruc-
ture, has been the elusive goal of U.S. telecommunication policy over the past 
two decades. This was, in particular, the underlying goal of the Telecommu-
nications Act of 1996, which structured a set of incentives for the telecom-
munications companies to gain greater regulatory freedom as they allowed 
competitors to enter their local markets. These efforts have largely failed, and 
to date no infrastructure builder has emerged that can credibly compete with 
the TCNOs. Over the past few years, however, a new candidate has come for-
ward with the advent of wireless data networks. Promoted in particular by 
the newfound availability of unlicensed radio spectrum, technologies such as 
Wi- Fi and WiMAX suggest that new infrastructure models could provide the 
basis for an entirely new last- mile broadband infrastructure. This could come 
in the form of wireless networks run by for- profi t fi rms or local government 
operators. More dramatically, some also foresee the advent of ad hoc networks, 
where  wireless- enabled devices connect to one another when they come within 
radio range, creating a decentralized mesh without operators. We review these 
options in more detail later on.
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Box 4.1a TCNO Views on Net Neutrality
From BellSouth, “Overview of Net Neutrality,” (2006), http: // www.democraticmedia.org / PDFs / 
BellSouthNetNeutral.pdf.

Under BellSouth’s view of net neutrality, the essential consumer protection 
is clear disclosure in the service plan agreement. In addition, providers must 
have substantial fl exibility in managing their broadband networks and in struc-
turing business arrangements with customers and content providers, and this 
fl exibility must be recognized and preserved in any mandated net neutrality 
arrangements.

First, broadband network providers should be able to take steps to ensure 
network security and preserve the integrity of their overall systems. For ex-
ample, providers should be able to implement measures to prevent spamming, 
the release of viruses on their networks, and the use of their networks for unlaw-
ful purposes.

Second, broadband network providers should be able to manage bandwidth. 
Although it would be irrational for any broadband network provider to ag-
gressively limit bandwidth consumption, since they make money by ensuring 
greater amounts of network utilization, providers should be able to curb net-
work usage (such as peer- to- peer fi le sharing) that consumes a disproportionate 
amount of bandwidth and may adversely impact other network users. Band-
width management is a particularly important issue in the context of IPTV 
[Internet Protocol Television].

Third, broadband network providers should be able to offer different plans 
that feature enhanced levels of service or that promote their own brand names 
and products or the services of selected vendors. For example, BellSouth should 
be able to enter into arrangements with content providers by which the content 
provider pays for special treatment, such as preferential listing or faster down-
loads from that provider’s website or receiving higher quality of service.

Box 4.1b TCNO Views on Net Neutrality
From Edward Whitacre, CEO, SBC (now AT&T), “At SBC, It’s All About ‘Scale and Scope’,” Busi-
ness Week Online, November 7, 2005, http: // www.businessweek.com / @@n34h*IUQu7KtOwgA / 
magazine / content / 05_45 / b3958092.htm.

How do you think [content providers are] going to get to customers? Through 
a broadband pipe. Cable companies have them. We have them. Now what they 
would like to do is use my pipes free, but I ain’t going to let them do that be-
cause we have spent this capital and we have to have a return on it. So there’s 
going to have to be some mechanism for these people who use these pipes to pay 
for the portion they’re using. Why should they be allowed to use my pipes?

The Internet can’t be free in that sense, because we and the cable companies 
have made an investment and for a Google or Yahoo! or Vonage or anybody to 
expect to use these pipes [for] free is nuts!
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The Debate Over Network Neutrality

There is considerable debate about whether the Internet’s upgrade to ubiq-
uitous big broadband can proceed within the traditional decentralized, E2E 
framework. In particular, the TCNOs who will have to invest in this infrastruc-
ture upgrade claim they can only justify this next round of investment if they 
are able to capture a portion of the revenues associated with the new broadband 
applications—in particular video distribution. In order to do this, they seek to 
shape traffi c over their network so they can deliver better performance to those 
(content / application suppliers or consumers) willing to pay for it. TCNOs ar-
gue that unless they can manage traffi c and applications in such a manner that 
they can reap economic benefi ts, they will have no incentives to invest in net-
work upgrades and, thus, have little reason to expedite the move toward ubiq-
uitous and affordable broadband for all end users. Of course, network owners 
already manage traffi c to some extent, for example, when they allocate avail-
able bandwidth among neighbors. But the kind of management they yearn for 
would allow them to differentiate traffi c on the basis of business relationships 
with content providers and consumers. For example, they might make You-
Tube videos fl ow more smoothly if YouTube gave them a cut of the related 
advertising revenues, or provide lower latency (faster reaction time) to World 
of Warcraft players in exchange for a share of the game subscription fees.

In response, a coalition of content and application providers (including 
 Amazon.com, eBay, Google, Intel, Microsoft, and Yahoo!) and consumer protec-
tion organizations have argued that by unduly favoring TCNO- owned content, 
this would be the end of the Internet as we know it. They have proposed network 
neutrality principles to guarantee that network owners do not treat different 
traffi c fl ows differently, whether on the basis of fees paid by those exchanging 
traffi c or according to what application they use. They see network neutrality as 
a way to ensure overall economic and social benefi ts in light of increased TCNO 
market power (see box 4.2). Network neutrality advocates argue two fundamen-
tal points. First, information networks should preserve the E2E Internet archi-
tecture and be as neutral as possible among competing content, applications, 
and services. Second, if and when it is necessary, government should intervene 
to promote or preserve the neutrality of these networks.10 The FCC did, in fact, 
adopt a broadband policy statement in August 2005 that consumers are entitled 
to their choice of lawful Internet content, applications, services, and devices 
(see box 4.3); but the FCC has not adopted rules to enforce these principles.

This underlying tension about how much control infrastructure own-
ers should be allowed to wield over the communication activities carried by 
their infrastructure is not new.11 As with Carterfone or the FCC’s Computer 
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Box 4.2 Google’s Support for Network Neutrality
From “Prepared Statement of Vinton G. Cerf, Vice President and Chief Internet Evangelist, 
Google Inc.: U.S. Senate Committee on Commerce, Science, and Transportation, Hearing on 
‘Network Neutrality,’ February 7, 2006,” http: // commerce.senate.gov / pdf / cerf- 020706.pdf.

The Internet’s open, neutral architecture has proven to be an enormous en-
gine for market innovation, economic growth, social discourse, and the free 
fl ow of ideas. The remarkable success of the Internet can be traced to a few 
simple network principles—end- to- end design, layered architecture, and open 
standards—which together give consumers choice and control over their online 
activities. This “neutral” network has supported an explosion of innovation at 
the edges of the network, and the growth of companies like Google, Yahoo!, 
eBay, Amazon, and many others. Because the network is neutral, the creators of 
new Internet content and services need not seek permission from carriers or pay 
special fees to be seen online. As a result, we have seen an array of unpredictable 
new offerings—from Voice- over- IP to wireless home networks to blogging—
that might never have evolved had central control of the network been required 
by design.

Allowing broadband carriers to control what people see and do online would 
fundamentally undermine the principles that have made the Internet such a 
success. For the foreseeable future most Americans will face little choice among 
broadband carriers. . . . Phone and cable operators together control 98 percent of 
the broadband market, and only about half of consumers actually have a choice 
between even two providers. Unfortunately, there appears to be little near- term 
prospect for meaningful competition from alternative platforms. As a result, 
the incumbent broadband carriers are in position to dictate how consumers and 
producers can use the on- ramps to the Internet.

A number of justifi cations have been created to support carrier control over 
consumer choices online; none stand up to scrutiny. Open- ended carrier dis-
crimination is not needed to protect users from viruses, stop spam, preserve 
network integrity, make VoIP or video service work properly—or even insure 
that carriers are compensated for their broadband investments. In particular, we 
fi rmly believe that carriers will be able to set market prices for Internet access 
and be well- paid for their investments—as broadband carriers in other countries 
have successfully done.

Even as we welcome the deregulation of our telecommunications system, we 
must preserve some limited elements of openness and non- discrimination that 
have long been part of our telecommunications law. In this regard, Google sup-
ports tailored,  minimally- intrusive safeguards to promote net neutrality.
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 Inquiries in previous incarnations of this debate, there are two categories of 
issues. The fi rst is about gatekeeping; static, immediate, and highly visible, it 
captures much of the attention. The second is about future evolution; dynamic, 
longer term, and unknown, it is much harder to measure its impact.

The gatekeeping debate revolves around the fact that TCNOs want to 
charge a premium to those who want to transmit their content over reliable 
broadband streams (broadcasters, game servers, etc.). In order to deliver high-
 quality broadband streams to their  highest- paying customers, TCNOs claim 
they need the ability to shape traffi c—to decide which packets have priority, 
and which communication fl ows get reserved bandwidth. With the ability 
to shape traffi c, they also get control over content fl ows, ranging from small 
tweaks in how quickly Web pages load (for example, making it faster for con-
tent providers willing to pay more) to outright censorship by blocking certain 
categories of content or certain applications (for example, redirecting Internet 
users toward online stores with whom they have a partnership or preventing 
them from using the VoIP services of their competitors).

Other competitive issues can arise if the TCNOs confi gure their network for 
a specifi c kind of communication activity and as a result hinder other kinds of 
traffi c. For example, a network optimized for video broadcasting downstream, 
with very little upstream capacity, would inhibit VoIP services. Network op-
erators could also privilege the traffi c of their content partners and hinder other 

Box 4.3 FCC Policy Statement on Network Neutrality
From Federal Communications Commission, Policy Statement (FCC 05-151), adopted August 
5, 2005.

In August 2005, The Federal Communications Commission adopted a policy 
statement “that outlines four principles to encourage broadband deployment and 
preserve and promote the open and interconnected nature of public Internet:

(1) consumers are entitled to access the lawful Internet content of their choice;

(2) consumers are entitled to run applications and services of their choice, sub-
ject to the needs of law enforcement;

(3) consumers are entitled to connect their choice of legal devices that do not 
harm the network; and

(4) consumers are entitled to competition among network providers, applica-
tion and service providers, and content providers.

Although the Commission did not adopt rules in this regard, it will incor-
porate these principles into its ongoing policymaking activities. All of these 
principles are subject to reasonable network management.”
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fl ows. In particular, this is most likely to affect amateur or  small- scale content 
and application providers, who are less likely able to set up partnerships with 
large TCNOs. One strong countervailing force is that carriers want to deliver 
what they call the “triple play,” to hold on to their customers by delivering all 
their video, voice, and data traffi c.12 Decisions in this regard are likely to come 
down to their assessment of whether they stand to gain more from carrying 
more traffi c or from prioritizing certain traffi c.

Whatever the case, such gatekeeping threats are easily detectable: one can 
imagine consumer advocates benchmarking performance on different sites. At 
the extreme, outright blocking of certain content or applications is unlikely 
to go unnoticed. In a rare case where its service was blocked by Madison River 
Communication, VoIP provider Vonage complained and the FCC fi ned the 
telco and forced it to stop the practice.13 So although there is a threat at the 
gatekeeping level, there are also existing checks against it.

The second kind of danger will emerge as the network evolves and, we be-
lieve, is more insidious and potentially more consequential. When infrastructure 
owners design their network to favor specifi c applications and prioritize certain 
kinds of traffi c, they inevitably limit—or outright prevent—experimentation 
with alternatives. For example, if the network owners decide to optimize their 
infrastructure to best deliver asymmetric video fl ows, the resulting network will 
inevitably be less suited to experimentation with new kinds of symmetric appli-
cations. One could argue that the innovation process leading to the emergence 
of a participatory, collaborative,  media- rich communication platform, what 
many observers refer to as Web 2.0, is greatly encouraged by the availability of 
a neutral, E2E Internet infrastructure.14 If the TCNOs decide to optimize the 
next generation infrastructure for video distribution, what are the paths of in-
novation that will remain open for Web 3.0? Proponents of network neutrality 
argue that to continue to have the level of innovation that has made the Internet 
a success, the network infrastructure must preserve its E2E architecture.

By contrast with gatekeeping, the consequences of evolution are much harder 
to monitor and assess. With respect to future evolution, the opportunity cost 
of not requiring network neutrality lies in avenues not explored. It is therefore 
impossible to know what we might miss. Network neutrality opponents would 
also argue that different kinds of innovation will be encouraged by allowing 
infrastructure owners to shape their networks in favor of certain categories of 
applications. For example, an Internet optimized for broadcast would prob-
ably lead to greater innovation in technologies and services supporting asym-
metric, one- to- many communication patterns, perhaps even forcing a return 
to the kind of mass- media culture that existed prior to the spread of Internet. 
In the end, this may come to a  trade- off between favoring  innovation along 
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a  preselected path (or a few paths) versus encouraging exploration of a broad 
variety of evolutionary paths.

Overall, whether we consider the static impact of gatekeeping or the dy-
namic implications of favoring alternative evolutionary paths, there may not 
be a  clear- cut best choice for the future of our communication infrastructure. 
Rather, there are a number of  trade- offs to be considered, and the decision will 
have to be political rather than technical. In order to explore some of these 
 trade- offs, we developed three scenarios about possible futures for the U.S. net-
work infrastructure. These scenarios, which follow this chapter and are available 
on the Web at http: // networkedpublics.org / conference / infrastructure_videos, 
were prepared for the April 2006 Networked Publics Conference to stimulate 
discussion about possible network futures. They were not meant to describe 
the entire range of possibilities, but rather to help tease out some of the im-
portant dimensions of this debate about the network’s future and explore ways 
to resolve the associated  trade- offs. Our three scenarios differ along three di-
mensions in particular: the extent to which the infrastructure is specialized 
or generic; the locus and extent of control over patterns of communication 
and content; and the forms and extent of privacy and security. Each relates 
to basic principles about the future of the communication infrastructure, and 
the choices made will powerfully shape how networked publics emerge, as 
explored in the other chapters in this book.

The fi rst scenario, Neutral Net, assumes passage of comprehensive network 
neutrality rules, forcing any infrastructure owner to let others use the network 
on a nondiscriminatory basis. In this future, carriers would likely adjust their 
business models to focus on bit carriage, multiple organizations would provide 
competing communication services over that open infrastructure, and end users 
would engage in wide- ranging experimentation with applications and content. 
The result would likely be an infrastructure able to support a large variety of 
communication patterns and applications, though perhaps less directly opti-
mized to the needs of any single one of them. Infrastructure owners would not 
be able to favor certain content or applications over others. Privacy and security 
concerns would likely have to be addressed by legislation, along a model that 
could be an extension of traditional common carrier principles.

By contrast, the second scenario, TCNOtopia, assumes that lawmakers reject 
any form of network neutrality and give TCNOs free reign to control and shape 
traffi c as they see fi t. In that future, network owners would be able to optimize 
their network architecture to deliver high performance for the applications and 
content that generate revenues for them or their business partners, without 
having to provide comparable performance or access to their competitors’ ap-
plications and content. They would be in charge of the shape and evolution of 



Infrastructure

123

the communication infrastructure, including implementation of privacy and 
security features that enable better control of outside threats to users, such as 
spyware, spam, and viruses. On the other hand, network owners would have 
greater freedom to exploit their detailed knowledge about customers’ commu-
nication patterns for commercial gain.

The third scenario, AutoMata, explores a future in which an alternative 
broadband network emerges separately from the existing TCNO infrastruc-
tures. This new wireless mesh network would develop from the spontaneous 
agglomeration of devices, primarily in cars and other vehicles that are able to 
communicate as soon as they fi nd themselves within radio range of each other. 
There would be no communication infrastructure per se, but rather organic, 
ad- hoc networks of radio devices that create  multi- hop pathways for exchang-
ing information among users. Control would be widely distributed in this 
decentralized network, and experimentation with new forms of content and 
applications is broadly empowered. However, this might result in a network 
highly vulnerable to privacy and security threats, a wireless Wild West of 
sorts, where individuals must shoulder the responsibility to protect themselves 
from harm and abuse.

In the next section, we examine some of the technological factors that infl u-
ence these possible futures, as well as alternative possibilities for the emergence 
of a third broadband infrastructure that can effectively compete with the exist-
ing telephone and cable networks.

Technical Factors and Trade- offs Driving Broadband Evolution

Discussions of broadband deployment tend to focus on bandwidth (used here 
as synonymous with data speed) alone. Over time, users and application / service 
providers will demand faster broadband connections, especially for music and 
video applications. With audio and video clips, higher bandwidths are essen-
tial to stream data in support of a  hiccup- free display. High- defi nition video in 
particular will require big broadband speeds greater than 20 Mbps.

However, other technical characteristics of the future communication infra-
structure can be equally important, especially as the Internet moves beyond the 
current dominance of Web- based applications. In addition to bandwidth, there 
are four other key dimensions that can be particularly critical to the communi-
cation practices (such as multiplayer games, pervasive media, or user- produced 
content) that are highlighted in the other chapters of this book: low latency, 
symmetry, ubiquity and affordability, and mobility.

Latency on the Internet or in other telecommunications networks is the 
amount of time, generally measured in milliseconds, it takes to get a response 



François Bar, Walter Baer, Shahram Ghandeharizadeh, and Fernando Ordonez

124

to a request.15 Latency depends not only on the bandwidth, or speed, of the 
communications lines between sender and receiver, but also on the transit time 
over the network and the computer processing time within the network and at 
both ends. For example, latency between two points on a satellite link will be 
one to two seconds longer than on a terrestrial link, even if the link bandwidths 
are the same. And latencies may differ among similar packets that take differ-
ent routes on the Internet, especially if some packets go through lower speed 
lines or signifi cantly more routers than others.

Low latency is critical for synchronous communication (e.g., live voice or 
videoconferences and live video broadcasts) and for real- time collaboration 
(e.g., multiplayer games or concurrent engineering). This is why satellite In-
ternet is a poor choice for multiplayer games or videoconferences. It is also one 
reason why telco and cable operators want to manage Internet traffi c actively 
within their networks, so they can prioritize delivery of packets that require 
low latency (and perhaps other packets for which they receive higher reim-
bursement). An E2E alternative is to accelerate deployment of big broadband 
at speeds greater than 20 Mbps in which latency becomes less of a problem.

For asynchronous communication, latency is much less critical and can be 
mitigated using intelligent traffi c management techniques such as pre- staging 
of content.16 This can be done either within the core network using  carrier-
 controlled equipment or with user- owned servers and other equipment at the 
network “edges” that are not under direct carrier control.

Where latency describes the responsiveness of one’s connection, symmetry 
refers to the ratio of bandwidth for uploading as compared to bandwidth for 
downloading. Thus far, DSL and cable broadband (and so far, incumbent telco 
broadband over fi ber in the United States) have been designed to be asym-
metric, with speeds typically eight to ten times faster for downloading than 
uploading (see table 4.1). While such asymmetry works well for Web brows-
ing and similar applications where users receive many more bits than they 
generate, applications that involve real- time video streaming from multiple 
sources (such as videoconferencing as well as  online- based applications) can 
require more symmetric download and upload capabilities.

The growth of amateur, DIY video content could also affect the need for 
symmetric distribution bandwidth. Most DIY production is supported well 
by today’s asymmetrical networks. Amateurs upload their content at relatively 
low speed to well- connected servers from which others can download at higher 
speed. That is the concept of the “Google grid” and similar approaches that 
allow access to a grid within which users can store and publish. On the other 
hand, using P2P distribution (e.g., BitTorrent or P2PTV) to share content fi les 
demands more symmetric network capabilities.
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Moreover, the Internet is not simply a production / publishing platform, but 
also a communication and collaboration channel (person- to- person,  person- to- 
computer,  computer- to- computer,  thing- to- thing).17 It is diffi cult today to 
estimate whether this traffi c will be mostly symmetrical or asymmetrical in 
the future.

What of ubiquity? The examples of Japan and South Korea indicate that 
making big broadband widely available at affordable prices over  fi ber- optic 
access networks is technically quite feasible. But such connectivity throughout 
the United States would require new investment that would likely approach 
$100 billion. While the TCNOs continue to invest in extending their DSL 
and cable broadband networks, by 2010 fewer than 15 percent of U.S. house-
holds will have big broadband with the capabilities that are already available 
in Asia.18

Such new investment could be funded by telco and cable network operators 
(as in our TCNOtopia scenario), by local governments, by application / service 
providers (e.g., Google’s partnership with municipal Wi- Fi deployment in the 
TCNOtopia scenario), or by end users (e.g., in a wireless mesh scenario such 
as AutoMata). However, the TCNOs say they would have little incentive to 
invest if government enforces network neutrality. Some on Wall Street also 
argue that end- user affordability will depend on network operators having 
multiple income streams, such as charging content providers for fast, low-
 latency distribution.

The arguments and  trade- offs between accelerating investment in broad-
band networks and sustaining user innovation in a nondiscriminatory E2E 
environment are at the core of the current network neutrality debate.

Nor is it enough to offer ubiquitous Internet in homes and offi ces. As life-
styles and habits change, Internet users are demanding broadband connectivity 
in different locations or while they are moving from place to place. Many users 
now carry a portable device—such as a laptop, smart phone, or PDA—for 
movable access. With this device they connect to the Internet from school and 
work, different rooms at home, hotels, Internet cafés, airports, and other fi xed 
locations. The broadband access technology (DSL, cable, fi ber, or wireless) will 
differ from place to place, although most users expect performance comparable 
to what they get at their primary access location. Users currently expect less 
from mobile Internet access while on the go, since it is available today primar-
ily from mobile phone networks with lower performance and higher cost than 
other broadband options. However, expectations for mobile broadband will 
undoubtedly increase as new devices and networks become available.

There are two technical ways to pursue each of these issues: brute force (e.g., 
by deploying massive bandwidth) or clever network engineering (e.g., virtual 
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circuits (IPv6) and quality of service (QoS) features). The fi rst is compatible 
with network neutrality, but the second is generally not, as it involves making 
particular, low- level modifi cations to the way the network operates.19 In fact, 
the choice also demands decisions about whether to address these technical 
features within the core network or outside it with user- controlled devices at 
its edges. This involves important  trade- offs such as: Who pays for the incurred 
costs? Who controls access to these features? Who can capture the revenues and 
the benefi ts resulting from their use?

In the short term, these  trade- offs refl ect bounded choices about how best to 
provide infrastructure for applications we know and understand. The  longer- 
term dynamics associated with these  trade- offs are much more complex be-
cause then the choices are among different innovation trajectories and different 
predictions about what kinds of innovation we want to encourage for future 
applications we cannot yet imagine nor understand.

To a large extent, this is a replay of debates from the 1970s and 1980s about 
telco plans for an intelligent network versus the E2E principles that guided 
the designers of the early Internet.20 Of course, there is no way to tell what 
innovative opportunities were lost from not pursuing the intelligent network 
route. But as the wealth of media on the Internet today proves, there is plenty 
of evidence that E2E has yielded spectacular results.

Is There a Viable Third Infrastructure?

The current discussion about the future of broadband infrastructure plays out 
against the background of the current last- mile duopoly of TCNOs. Both tele-
phone and cable network operators have largely similar visions of where they 
are headed and, as a result, the fundamental policy debate is whether they 
should be left alone, or whether government should impose some rules on how 
they build and operate their networks.

This debate would be dramatically different if there were a third viable 
broadband infrastructure platform beyond the control of the incumbent 
 TCNOs. Many of the concerns about loss of user innovation and other dis-
advantages to users in a TCNO- dominated future would disappear if greater 
competition existed for broadband Internet access. Prospective candidates for 
competitive access include several approaches to broadband wireless, munici-
pal or other  government- owned  fi ber- optic networks, and user- owned access 
links. From a technical and economic perspective, we are less sanguine about 
the prospects for broadband access over electric power lines or satellite, al-
though satellite access can be important in rural areas where other alternatives 
are not available.
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Broadband wireless access
Wireless Internet access is available in several forms, including mobile phones, 
local Wi- Fi networks, direct  point- to- point links using  fi xed- wireless tech-
nologies such as WiMAX, and satellite. Each has some advantages, but each 
faces signifi cant problems in scaling up to a widely available and affordable 
broadband infrastructure. Finding a successful evolutionary path from today’s 
limited range and data capacities to broadly interconnected networks of wire-
less devices is, from our viewpoint, the key to wireless becoming a third na-
tional broadband infrastructure.

Mobile phone networks serve more than two hundred million customers in 
the United States and are aggressively working to expand beyond narrowband 
voice and text services to deliver music, images, video, and high- speed data. 
Building on the huge infrastructure they already have in place, U.S. cellular 
carriers have selectively introduced 3G services that offer Internet download 
speeds of 300–700 Kbps (kilobits per second). Cellular 3G offers mobile In-
ternet access at near- broadband speeds where coverage is available, but that 
coverage is limited and generally costs more than DSL and cable alternatives. 
Not surprisingly, demand up to now appears limited primarily to businesses 
and high- income consumers.

Moreover, from the perspective of this chapter, current 3G and other cellu-
lar services are not compatible with network neutrality. Cellular fi rms operate 
proprietary, closed systems with active network management and full control 
over the services offered. For example, mobile phones, PDAs, or other devices 
used for Internet access on one cellular network generally cannot be used on 
other networks. Cellular carriers, in fact, often disable device features that 
would enable users to receive music, videos, or interactive services from other 
than their own affi liated sources. It seems unlikely that these proprietary busi-
ness models will shift signifi cantly in the next several years, particularly since 
Verizon, AT&T, and other incumbent wire- line carriers dominate the U.S. cel-
lular industry. Consequently, it is unclear when, or whether, cellular networks 
will become more than niche competitors for broadband Internet access.

Wi- Fi networks, based on the IEEE 802.11 technical standards developed 
in the 1990s and using unlicensed spectrum, have grown phenomenally over 
the past decade, both within homes and as hot spots in commercial and public 
spaces. Wi- Fi hubs currently have a limited range of, at most, a few hundred 
feet and offer symmetric data speeds on the order of tens of megabits, which 
are shared by all devices on the network. Technically, however, local Wi- Fi 
networks do not scale very well,21 and they are subject to interference prob-
lems.22 Moreover, as presently implemented, they generally rely on DSL or 
cable connections to the Internet. Wi- Fi usage thus is covered by DSL or cable 
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terms of service, which generally forbid unrestricted sharing as well as limited 
upstream data rate provisions.

Unlike 3G, however, it is possible to imagine that today’s Wi- Fi could 
evolve to a third national broadband infrastructure. Perhaps the most straight-
forward path would follow successful development of citywide Wi- Fi networks 
such as those under way in Philadelphia, San Francisco, and other U.S. munici-
palities (see our Neutral Net scenario in Appendix A). This path might well 
include one or more large commercial fi rms (e.g., Microsoft, Google, or Ya-
hoo!) that would provide the backbone  fi ber- network- linking municipal Wi- Fi 
as well as manage some of the local systems. A third infrastructure based on 
 municipally- owned Wi- Fi would be likely, in our view, to embrace net neutral-
ity and open- access concepts, although that is not an inevitable outcome. More-
over, incumbent telco and cable fi rms strongly oppose  government- owned Wi- Fi 
or other broadband systems and have lobbied heavily, and often successfully, 
to restrict their development (see our TCNOtopia scenario in Appendix A).

A second path for Wi- Fi development would be to create a ubiquitous, open 
access, decentralized wireless network from the voluntary interconnection of hun-
dreds of thousands, or millions, of existing home, commercial, and public Wi- Fi 
hot spots. FON, a Spanish company, has an ambitious plan to provide inexpensive 
wireless routers to individuals and organizations who agree to share their Wi- Fi 
connections in return for free roaming on other Wi- Fi systems.23 FON’s busi-
ness plan relies on the introduction of new 3G mobile phones such as the Nokia 
E series that automatically switch to Wi- Fi whenever an open Wi- Fi signal 
becomes available. So far FON has focused its initial efforts largely on countries 
outside the United States where broadband Internet providers allow customers 
to share their Wi- Fi connections. While U.S. DSL and cable broadband provid-
ers generally forbid such practices, in 2007 Time Warner Cable signed a shar-
ing agreement with FON, and AT&T began offering wireless service with the 
Apple iPhone that can obtain data (but, as of this writing, not voice) through 
available Wi- Fi networks. When, or whether, other U.S. cellular and broadband 
providers will enable interconnection with local Wi- Fi remains to be seen.

A third possibility, albeit futuristic, is for decentralized  wireless- mesh net-
works to evolve from technological advances, such as those depicted in our 
AutoMata scenario in which cars and other vehicles serve as mobile wireless 
hubs. This mobile network could then interconnect with local Wi- Fi systems 
to spur the evolution of open, ubiquitous wireless networks in the United 
States and other countries.

Each of these evolutionary paths could include the use of fi xed wireless 
technologies, such as WiMAX, to extend the range and capabilities of local 
wireless networks. In our view, they also would require congressional action to 
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allocate additional unlicensed spectrum for expanded Wi- Fi and other wireless 
services, as has been suggested for currently unused portions of the broadcast 
television spectrum.24 This could at least double the roughly 110 MHz of 
spectrum available for Wi- Fi in the most successful unlicensed bands below 3 
GHz and go a long way toward spurring development of an alternative U.S. 
broadband infrastructure.

Municipally- owned Fiber Networks
Beyond Wi- Fi networks, some local governments see a municipal role in build-
ing high- capacity optical fi ber networks to carry Internet traffi c. The most 
advanced such network today is the Utah Telecommunication Open Infra-
structure Agency (UTOPIA) serving 14 cities in northeastern Utah.25 The fi rst 
phase of the UTOPIA fi ber network, completed in February 2006, has been 
funded though sales of $85 million of municipal bonds.

ISPs such as Mstar now offer phone, television, and Internet services over the 
UTOPIA fi ber network. Residential subscribers pay $44 per month for sym-
metrical 15 Mbps broadband, and business customers can purchase 30 Mbps 
symmetrical service for $150 per month. These data rates are ten times what 
most asymmetrical DSL services in the United States provide at substantially 
higher cost per Mbps. Technically, UTOPIA’s  active- Ethernet network makes 
it easier to offer symmetric bandwidth to customers and simpler interfaces to 
ISPs and content providers than is possible with the passive optical networks 
(PONs) used by Verizon’s FiOS and AT&T’s Lightwave services. Although 
initial capital costs are somewhat higher for  active- Ethernet networks than for 
PONs, UTOPIA’s fi nancing with  twenty- year municipal bonds allows it to 
offer  higher- speed services at more favorable rates.

UTOPIA faced many political challenges in its early years. In 2000, AT&T 
(then in the cable business) sought state legislation to keep local governments 
from competing with private networks. A last- minute amendment to the 
Utah Municipal Cable Television and Public Telecommunications Services 
Act of 2001 exempted municipal networks that did not sell retail services to 
customers. UTOPIA thus offers network capacity only on a wholesale basis. 
Mstar is currently the sole provider of voice, video, and Internet services; but 
 UTOPIA expects to attract other providers as the system expands. Salt Lake 
City, Utah’s largest municipality, and three other founding cities withdrew 
from  UTOPIA in 2003–2004 after strong lobbying by Qwest, the incumbent 
telephone carrier.

UTOPIA shows what is technically and economically feasible today with 
municipally owned broadband, and its  wholesale- only model provides a clear 
path toward competitive broadband services that can benefi t its customers in 
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northeastern Utah. Whether other U.S. cities will follow UTOPIA’s example 
will depend more on politics than on technical or economic factors.

User- owned access
There are now numerous examples in Canada, and a few in Europe and the 
United States, of universities, schools, businesses, and public agencies fi nanc-
ing direct links (usually fi ber) from their internal broadband networks to points 
of presence (POPs) on the Internet where they can receive competitive services. 
This approach effectively bypasses local access monopolies or duopolies and 
inherently supports net neutrality.26

Besides paying for the initial capital cost, users must also arrange for nor-
mal operation and maintenance of their access links. This has proven feasible 
in Canada, where the concept of user- owned access is well advanced. At pres-
ent, users must be suffi ciently large and sophisticated to negotiate favorable 
arrangements for initial construction and subsequent operations. Institutions 
that already operate their own local area networks are thus the primary initial 
customers for user- owned access; but the concept can be extended to apart-
ments, co- ops and condominiums, housing developments, and (eventually) 
individual homes.27

Opposition from incumbent telco and cable operators can be expected; but 
again, Canada provides successful examples of how such opposition can be over-
come. In fact, incumbents would be likely to win the majority of user- fi nanced 
construction and maintenance contracts if they embraced the concept. Firms 
that have extensive high- speed fi ber networks, such as Level 3 and Google, as 
well as other large Internet content providers, might be interested in encourag-
ing user- owned access as an alternative to the present duopoly. What is needed 
now, however, are some successful demonstrations of user- owned access at suf-
fi cient scale to show that the concept is viable for big broadband expansion in 
the United States.

Conclusion

Although net neutrality is currently at the center of debate over the future 
evolution of broadband communications in the United States, legislators and 
other policy makers need to consider it within a broader perspective. Like other 
countries, the United States is in the midst of transition from mini broadband, 
represented by DSL and cable modem, to big broadband that provides much 
higher speed, lower latency, and more symmetric bandwidth primarily over 
fi ber optic and wireless links.28 The precise path to big broadband is still un-
clear and may involve a number of twists and turns, but it is important that 
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both  public-  and  private- sector stakeholders keep this goal in mind in making 
near- term as well as long- term decisions.

Current U.S. policy favors broadband competition between telephone and 
cable companies, each of which owns and operates its own infrastructure, and 
such  facilities- based competition is generally good for broadband customers 
and providers of online content and applications. At present, however, both 
telco and cable network operators have substantial market power, which per-
mits them to limit the consumer benefi ts from TCNO competition. As a 
consequence, we advocate policies that encourage investment in independent 
broadband infrastructure facilities or remove barriers to their development. 
One example would be to remove restrictions on local government ownership 
of broadband infrastructure (wired or wireless), while encouraging them to 
provide competitive service offerings on these facilities (as exemplifi ed by the 
UTOPIA model in Utah). A second example would be to eliminate govern-
ment or TCNO- imposed barriers to user- owned broadband access facilities 
and, perhaps, to subsidize a few pilot projects to test scalability. Another im-
portant step would be to allocate more usable spectrum for Wi- Fi, WiMAX, 
and other broadband wireless applications. In each case, the overall benefi ts 
would come not just from the availability of an additional broadband alterna-
tive, but from the salutary effects this would have on telco and cable service 
offerings and pricing.29

Calls for net neutrality are a response to growing market power of the 
TCNO duopoly during the transition to big broadband. But because broad-
band is a moving target—20 Mbps may well be considered mini broadband 
within a very short time—it is diffi cult to legislate or adopt regulatory rules 
that will both be enforceable and remain relevant.30 An approach set out in 
the March 2006 “Annenberg Center Principles for Network Neutrality” (see 
box 4.4) focuses on “light touch” regulation, emphasizing general principles 
of competition policy where network operators have signifi cant market power, 
rather than detailed rules for all broadband providers. In any event, network 
neutrality may be only the fi rst topic in an ongoing public debate over how 
to make U.S. broadband competitive, ubiquitous and affordable, as well as a 
continuing source of technical and social innovation.

Appendix: Three scenarios for U.S. broadband access evolution

1 Neutral Net
It’s 2017. The U.S. government runs the national communication GRID 
(Government- Run Information Distributor), comprised of the country’s fi ber 
optics, cables, and radio links. Access to the GRID is open to all, on an equal 
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Box 4.4
Annenberg Center Principles for Network Neutrality (March 2006).

The goal of the Annenberg Center Principles for Network Neutrality is to pro-
vide a simple, clear set of guidelines addressing the public Internet markets for 
broadband access.

1. Operators and Customers Both Should Win It is important to encourage net-
work infrastructure investment by enabling operators to benefi t from their in-
vestments. It also is important to ensure that customers have the option of 
unrestricted access to services and content on the global public Internet.

2. Light Touch Regulation Any regulation should be defi ned and administered 
on a nationally uniform basis with a light touch. Regulations should be aimed 
primarily at markets in which it has been demonstrated that operators possess 
signifi cant market power. The emphasis should be on prompt enforcement of 
general principles of competition policy, not detailed regulation of conduct in 
telecommunications markets.

3. Basic Access Broadband Broadband network operators should provide “Basic 
Access Broadband,” a meaningful, neutral Internet connectivity service.a Be-
yond providing this level of service, operators would be free to determine all 
service parameters, including performance, pricing, and the prioritization of 
third party traffi c.

4. Transparency Customers should receive clear, understandable terms and 
conditions of service explaining how any network operator, Internet service 
provider, or Internet content provider will use their personal information and 
prioritize or otherwise control content that reaches them.

5. Encouraging Competitive Entry Government policy should encourage com-
petitive entry and technological innovation in broadband access markets in or-
der to help achieve effective network competition and make available high speed 
Internet access to the largest number of customers.

a. Network operators providing basic access should not insert themselves in the traffi c 
stream by blocking or degrading traffi c. Traffi c should be carried regardless of content 
or destination, and operators should not give preferential treatment to their own or af-
fi liated content in the basic access service. The specifi c parameters (speed and latency) of 
this service will be reviewed on a quadrennial basis. Current thinking is that speeds of 
1.25+ Mb / s downstream and less upstream would be acceptable at this time, moving to 
increasingly symmetric bandwidth at higher speeds in the future.
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basis, for any application and any content. Most of the population now creates 
and shares media of all kinds—what their productions lack in polish and so-
phistication, they make up in imagination.

Thanks to the  government- run GRID, there no longer is a divide between 
urban and rural areas. The open access GRID has ushered in the era of micropo-
litics: every conceivable constituency can propose any initiative at any time and 
set up a virtual debate space and e- voting mechanisms.

Neutral Net was set in motion in 1983, when the FCC forced the local 
phone companies to let all enhanced service providers use their wires for free. 
Within a few years, thousands of ISPs jumped at the chance to offer new ser-
vices without the need to invest in costly networks. With the release of the 
Mosaic Internet browser in 1993, a new mass medium was born. Soon after, 
in 1995, DSL and cable modems turned the old phone and cable television 
networks into broadband  always- on information networks.

During the next ten years, a multitude of innovators built upon the open In-
ternet to offer new communication services that radically transformed people’s 
ability to create, share and access information.

In our scenario, in September 2010 the U.S. Congress decided it essential 
to preserve the Internet’s openness. Strict rules forbid all network owners, 
telephone, cellular, and cable alike, to discriminate among users. They are not 
allowed to favor any traffi c, nor to charge different fees for different users or 
different applications.

Anybody can now provide any communication service over the carriers’ 
networks. Wal- Mart introduces low- cost “WAL- Media”: their branded com-
bination of wired and wireless Internet access, voice and text communication, 
and fi lm and video distribution.

In the next few years, amateur production of content explodes. YouTube 
and MySpace garner audiences that far surpass those of traditional television 
channels. Blogs have now replaced newspapers as most people’s primary source 
of news. The Net supports a vibrant public sphere in which all constituencies 
fi nd a voice, a virtual town hall, and viral tools to mobilize voters and make 
their voices heard.

To sort through this massive amount of news, debates, games, music, video, 
and fi lms, users rely on each other. Social fi lters, recommendation engines, and 
distributed online marketplaces allow them to fi nd, discover, rank, and select 
materials that match their passions.

Every device on the network is a server, whether in homes, public places, 
small businesses, or civic organizations. They support P2P communication tools; 
distribute user- produced stories, songs, and videos; and host collaborative spaces 
that bring together families, workgroups, clubs, churches, or citizens.
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A growing number of cities build their own Wi- Fi and fi ber networks to 
foster greater civic Internet use. However, funding for professionally- produced 
premium content starts to decline, partly because it is impossible to guarantee 
the network performance that would allow optimum delivery of that content 
and partly because P2P distribution of pirated content proliferates (it is hard 
to maintain control over intellectual property now that a multitude of service 
providers operate over the networks).

By 2012, network owners are unable to raise funds to upgrade their net-
works. Verizon discontinues FiOS, and AT&T abandons project Lightspeed. 
Cellular networks never fully upgrade to 3G. The network owners decide to 
become pure bit carriers, scale down their production and programming op-
erations, and concentrate instead on cutting their costs down to a minimum, 
retaining only skeleton maintenance crews.

Meanwhile, although content from millions of amateur sources is now avail-
able, Hollywood loses its preeminence as the world’s main center of content 
production. Instead, big- budget entertainment is now produced in countries 
like China, France, and India, where the network owners keep tight control 
over who distributes what and can thus guarantee protection of their intel-
lectual property.

By 2014, investment in the U.S. network infrastructure has fallen so low 
that its derelict state resembles that of the nation’s bridges and roads. To ward 
off catastrophic failure, the U.S. government takes over all communication 
networks, consolidating them into the GRID. A new tax on advertising is cre-
ated to fund the GRID.

By 2017, the GRID provides uniform Net access throughout the U.S. ter-
ritory. The nation ranks a weak  twenty- ninth in the OECD’s assessment of 
broadband performance, but a dynamic community of users constantly invents 
new ways to squeeze extra bits out of the country’s infrastructure.

U.S. elites are dissatisfi ed with the poor performance of the national GRID. 
They live in teleparks, the new gated communities, which tend to congregate 
in border cities and ports, where they get easy access to foreign network head-
 ends and submarine high- capacity fi ber.

2 TCNOtopia
In the year 2017, two huge TCNOs control broadband Internet access through-
out the United States. Each TCNO has its own content affi liates who provide 
online entertainment, sports, games, and information to the consuming public. 
Their operational motto is “we create, you enjoy.”

The path to TCNOtopia began in 1969, when the fi rst bits sped across a 
new computer network funded by the U.S. Department of Defense. Soon the 
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elements of what would become the Internet were in place: an open architec-
ture where users innovate at the edges of the network and E2E communica-
tions with no gatekeeper inside the network core, all of it riding on top of 
the nation’s phone network, providing little compensation to the telcos who 
had built that infrastructure. In fact, the Internet stands in sharp contrast to 
telephone and cable visions, which place intelligence, control, and innovation 
inside the network.

By 2007, the TCNOs provide more than 96% of residential broadband 
connections. But most of the real profi ts are made by fi rms who use the TCNO 
networks, such as Microsoft, Amazon.com, Google, Yahoo!, eBay, and Disney. 
Verizon and AT&T fi ght back with Internet television, offering hundreds of 
channels and thousands of hours of on- demand programs. Like the cable com-
panies, they want to choose the content they deliver over their broadband pipes 
and not simply act as common carriers. AT&T’s CEO declares that Internet 
content providers will have to pay extra for fast broadband delivery.

In reaction, content providers join with consumer groups to persuade 
Congress to preserve network neutrality. But they get a chilly reception in 
Washington. Instead, Congress gives telcos authority to freely offer Internet 
programming and decide what traffi c gets priority within their network.

2010: Based on the early success of Wi- Fi in Philadelphia and San Fran-
cisco, Google launches broadband wireless nationwide in partnership with lo-
cal municipalities.

Verizon and AT&T, followed by the cable operators, offer contracts to Sony, 
Fox, Disney, and others for fast- lane Internet delivery of their online games, 
movies, video, and other content. Those who choose not to pay must accept 
standard delivery. This slow lane is where user experimentation is allowed, 
the only option for user- run servers, and P2P and other applications unaf-
fi liated with the carriers. To enforce the separation, the TCNOs now scan all 
data packets. Customer contracts authorize carriers to screen for viruses, spam, 
copyright violations, and content of interest to government agencies. These 
contracts also limit the bits users can upload without paying substantially 
higher fees.

2011: Most large content providers are enthusiastic about fast- lane delivery. 
They can now charge higher fees for premium media experiences. But some, 
like Google and Microsoft, mount court challenges to packet scanning and 
prioritization as violations of users’ privacy rights and of network operators’ 
obligations to provide common carrier services.

2012: Flush with cash from content providers, TCNOs accelerate invest-
ment in fi ber infrastructure and in- network innovations to achieve high per-
formance. Dozens of new services, such as online multiplayer sports and games, 
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become wildly popular. With full control over individual data streams, the car-
riers can craft compelling multimedia experiences for their customers. TCNO 
interface equipment in the home also optimizes the user experience, while 
preventing unauthorized copying of content or the bypassing of advertising 
messages.

Meanwhile, Google’s broadband wireless buildout has achieved initial suc-
cess with four million subscribers in  twenty- eight cities. However, security 
and reliability concerns arise after hacker attacks disable some fi fteen thousand 
 wireless- enabled computers in Chicago and Los Angeles. The TCNOs effec-
tively use this security failure in their broadband marketing campaigns.

2014: The U.S. Supreme Court rules in favor of the TCNOs’ right to scan 
data packets and prioritize Internet traffi c. The decision cites the need to en-
sure network reliability and protect customers from  hacker- induced harm.

2016: The merger of Comcast and Time Warner creates a behemoth con-
trolling 90 percent of the U.S. cable market and 60 percent of all broadband 
connections.

After reporting billion dollar losses, Googlezon (formed by the recent 
merger of Google and Amazon.com)31 abandons its municipal wireless part-
nerships. Some cities vow to keep their networks on the air, but it appears an 
uphill struggle against the dominance of TCNO broadband.

2017: Determining that only increased scale can compete effectively with 
Comcast Time Warner, the Justice Department approves the merger of AT&T 
and Verizon. The broadband duopoly has no serious rivals. It has brought af-
fordable broadband to 85 percent of U.S. households, who love the network 
innovations that protect against spam and viruses, the e- sports leagues, and the 
high- defi nition entertainment they receive from TCNO content affi liates.

Political expression online is encouraged within the established political 
structure—primarily through the two dominant national parties that have 
negotiated fast- lane delivery for their candidates and issue messages. Other po-
litical organizations and civic groups must negotiate ad hoc arrangements, and 
few have the fi nancial resources to assure fast lane delivery of their messages.

Still, some academics, artists, and other dissidents bemoan the loss of ama-
teur content production and collaborative activity that fl owed over the Internet 
in the early  twenty- fi rst century. TCNO restrictions have virtually eliminated 
P2P communication among residential broadband users for content distri-
bution, collaborative work, or social and political organization. Online dis-
tribution and collaboration are channeled through TCNO- controlled servers 
and routers. As a consequence, Internet content and applications now conform 
closely to established consumer tastes and traditional values. It is nearly im-
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possible for an innovator that is unaffi liated with the TCNOs to gain a sizable 
Internet audience in the United States

But perhaps another eBay, Napster, Yahoo!, Amazon.com or Google is 
ready to emerge out of the competitive chaos in India or Brazil.

3 AutoMata
In the year 2015, the Internet addresses the last- mile challenge using a mesh 
network of wireless devices named AutoMatas. The traditional telcos are now 
relegated to routing the backbone traffi c. AutoMatas are self- organizing devices 
that communicate with one another when in each other’s radio range. They 
may use access points available at hot spots for access to the telcos’ wired infra-
structure. AutoMatas are now ubiquitous in society and a standard feature in 
all new vehicles. Their widespread use contributes to augmenting the capacity 
of the wireless mesh network that effectively transmits the last- mile traffi c.

An early example of wireless ad- hoc networks is the use of  short- range ra-
dios by truck drivers to communicate road conditions and socialize while trav-
eling. The need to exchange information and communicate while in motion 
was later satisfi ed through the use of mobile phones, although this system does 
not operate on an ad- hoc mesh network. The origins of the wireless ad- hoc 
network organized around AutoMatas dates back to 1991, when Vic Hayes of 
NCR Corporation in the Netherlands invents Wi- Fi for use with cashier sys-
tems. Prior to his retirement in 2003, he shapes the design of standards such 
as IEEE 802.11a, b, and g, becoming the “father of Wi- Fi.” The devices that 
operate on this standard have a limited radio range in the order of tens of feet 
and offer bandwidths in the order of tens of megabits per seconds.

In the fi rst years of the new millennium, a number of different events be-
gin to lay the ground for the emergence of a wireless mesh network. Light-
weight portable products with gigabytes of memory storage, such as the 
iPod, hit the market enabling the consumption of digital entertainment on 
the go.  COVERGE 2001 is a fi rst conference dedicated to convergence of 
automobiles and computers. Participants discuss standards for an in- vehicle 
multimedia network. Mesh networks emerge in neighborhoods using Wi- Fi 
devices based on IEEE 802.11a, b, and g, and offering Internet services to their 
residents.

2009: Advent of Wi- Fi  tailor- made for mobile vehicles. The technological 
leap to enable Wi- Fi on mobile vehicles occurs in 2009, when companies in-
troduce products based on 802.11p, also referred to as Wireless Access for the 
Vehicular Environment (WAVE), offering radio ranges in the order of a thou-
sand feet with bandwidths in the order of megabits per second. Such ranges 
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make possible meaningful exchange of information between vehicles that are 
in motion and base stations.

2010: The U.S. Congress makes a signifi cant part of the analog broadcast 
spectrum available for unlicensed use. Groundbreaking work in  interference- 
avoidance techniques has enabled effi cient use of this spectrum. This big-
 broadband wireless spectrum represents the future of wireless communications. 
The unlikely group of successful bidders for the spectrum is composed of 
EarthLink, Sony, Cingular, GM, and Toyota. While EarthLink and Sony are 
preparing for general distribution of wireless content, the car companies are 
observing this from the consumer’s end: soon vehicles will be capable of receiv-
ing massive quantities of wireless content reliably, and new vehicle designs in 
the works are incorporating these features.

2011: The year 2011 witnesses the development of AutoMata. These wire-
less devices, looking like iPods and weighing less than 10 ounces, store audio 
and video clips, implement navigation and GPS capabilities of an automobile, 
and detect one another for  multi- player games that extend a physical world 
with virtual objects. AutoMatas include terabytes of storage, and several types 
of wireless cards such as cellular, 802.11g, 802.11p, and Bluetooth. These 
networking cards operate in a variety of radio ranges (from a few feet to miles) 
and bandwidths (tens of kilobits to hundreds of megabits per second). Numer-
ous car manufacturers begin to combine the vehicle’s telematics, navigation, 
and entertainment systems into AutoMatas for new models. These devices plug 
into an in- vehicle network to guide a driver to a destination and deliver en-
tertainment content. Its owner may carry the device and use it as a personal 
digital assistant and personal audio and video entertainment unit.

2012: Hackers publish the programming interface to AutoMata, adding 
features such as text- to- audio and a VoIP interface. Using a  Bluetooth- enabled 
headset, a user may listen to e- mail messages. Consumer electronic vendors are 
quick to adopt these novel features, publishing offi cial versions for download 
by all. This grassroots effort introduces many safety features for in- vehicle use. 
For example, when in radio range of one another, AutoMatas exchange traffi c 
information and hazards such as icy road conditions. An elegant holder on the 
front dashboard of a car provides for both recharging of the AutoMata and its 
view of the road in front of the automobile. A passenger may view what another 
vehicle’s AutoMata might be recording several minutes ahead. Insurance com-
panies start to give incentives to drivers who use voice activated AutoMatas 
that warn them of road hazards.

2013: Competing AutoMata- like devices reach the market, driving down 
prices and improving their effi ciency and capabilities. In addition an active 
community of programmers continue to develop applications and operating 
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systems and standards for AutoMatas. Devices are everywhere, creating an ad-
 hoc mesh network that begins to produce and route growing amounts of Inter-
net traffi c. In particular, the planned pre- staging of popular content to make 
it accessible to the mesh network is effectively reducing the last- mile Internet 
traffi c. Users begin to switch from home ISP subscriptions to maintaining 
their AutoMata connectivity, much like mobile phone usage affected standard 
telephone lines. Telcos point to the growing traffi c created by the mesh net-
work, and its lack of security, to insist on the need to manage traffi c on the 
Internet backbone to justify the investment in increased capacity. There is a 
surge in spam and identity theft due to the increasing Internet traffi c on the 
mesh network. Soon telcos develop enhanced certifi cation methods for personal 
messages and improved cryptography techniques for security introduced by 
academics and other users of the network.

2014: GM and Ford introduce software for AutoMata, enabling cars from 
2014 onward to drive without human assistance on certain freeway stretches. A 
valid driver’s license holder must sit in the driver’s seat and agree to the risks of 
using AutoMata. When an intelligent road stretch is encountered, AutoMata 
signals its driver that it may assume responsibility for driving the car. These 
devices communicate with one another to share information about icy road 
conditions, accidents such as chemical spills, and other emergency situations. 
Devices minimize accidents by slowing down and stopping when too close to 
one another.

There is a steady reduction in the use of mobile phones, the mesh network 
provides better coverage in most urban settings than the nonintegrated cellular 
networks due to the ubiquitous presence of the AutoMata. Mobile phone calls 
are now mostly conducted with the AutoMata using VoIP.

2015: An AutoMata is now the size of a company pin that one wears on a 
business suit. It records and stores hundreds of hours of phone and live con-
versation, along with hours of video recordings. Its battery works for days of 
usage. For their display, AutoMatas utilize TVs in a living room, a laptop’s 
display at work, a mobile phone’s display on the road, and a car’s navigation 
display or fold- down screen. New and inexpensive displays start to appear in 
automobiles and coffeehouses. Menus at high- end restaurants turn into a dis-
play and a keyboard for AutoMatas.

A year after the introduction of automatic driving by AutoMatas, there is a 
signifi cant reduction in the number of accidents, and many insurance compa-
nies give incentives to those who employ AutoMata to drive. In collaboration 
with dozens of insurance companies, the U.S. Department of Transportation 
deploys Internet wireless hubs on most highway stretches in the country. Its 
primary purpose is to increase road safety and enhance emergency response. 
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This new infrastructure helps create an alternate Internet backbone to the 
mired telco network and its  traffi c- management practices. There is now an 
alternative backbone for delivery of delayed modes of communication, alleviat-
ing the load on the telco’s wired backbone infrastructure.

2017: In cities such as Los Angeles a growing number of people are driven 
by their AutoMata from place to place. A vehicle then has become an extension 
of both the offi ce and home. Special content is released for in- vehicle entertain-
ment systems, capitalizing on its close proximity to immerse passengers in an 
experience.

Bollywood of India fi nally supersedes Hollywood in revenues by generating 
content  tailor- made for in- vehicle use. Widespread amateur production and 
improved social fi lters have enabled a broad dissemination of diverse content 
and ideas, effectively “fattening the long tail” for entertainment, commerce, 
and political movements. Every idea is capable of fi nding its audience, how-
ever, due to the large number of possibilities available, advertising on the 
Internet and on hardware is still able to shape public opinion. Much like im-
portant content producers such as Disney, powerful interest groups such as the 
NRA and Texans for a Democratic Majority promote their message through 
product placement on antivirus and antispam software and new equipment. In 
addition, content can be prioritized by pre- placing content through the access 
points to the mesh network for a fee.

Widespread use of AutoMata has lead to a decline of home ISPs; local In-
ternet traffi c is routed through the mesh network, and traditional telcos are 
relegated to routing part of the backbone traffi c. Bandwidth and latency on the 
mesh network is affected by the number of AutoMata present.
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Taken together, the chapters in this book point to the development of a new 
societal condition, spurred by the maturing of the Internet and mobile te-
lephony. In this conclusion, I will refl ect on that state—which I will call 
network culture—as a broadly historical phenomenon. Defi ned by the very is-
sues that these chapters raise—the simultaneous superimposition of real and 
virtual space, the new participatory media, concerns about the virtues of mo-
bilization versus deliberation in the networked public sphere, and emerging 
debates over the nature of access—network culture can also reveal broader 
societal structures, just as concepts such as modernism and postmodernism 
did in their day.

Although subtle, this shift in society is real and radical. During the space of 
a decade, the network has become the dominant cultural logic. Our economy, 
public sphere, culture, and even our subjectivity are mutating rapidly and 
show little evidence of slowing down the pace of their evolution. One morning 
we note with interest that our favorite newspaper has established a Web site. 
Another day we decide to stop buying the paper and just read the site. Then 
we start reading it on a mobile Internet platform, or listening to a podcast of 
our favorite column, while riding a train. Or perhaps we dispense with offi cial 
news entirely in favor of a collection of blogs and amateur content. When we 
buy our fi rst mobile phone we are unaware of how profoundly it will alter our 
lives. But soon we forget shopping lists in favor of the immediacy of calling 
home from the store to see what’s in the refrigerator. We stop scheduling din-
ner plans with friends long in advance when we can instead coordinate them en 
route to a particular neighborhood. When we move away from intimate friends 
or family, we no longer have to lose touch. Even going away to college has a 
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new meaning when children can call their parents just to say hi as they cross 
campus on their way to class. Our chance visit to a friend’s Web site shocks 
us with the news that he has passed away suddenly, the daily updates of his 
battle against sudden illness cut short. Individually, such everyday narratives 
of how technology reshapes our lives are minor. Collectively, they are deeply 
transformative.

Network culture extends the information age of digital computing.1 But it 
is also markedly unlike the PC- centered time that culminated in the 1990s. 
Indeed, in many ways we are more distant from the the era of PC- centered 
computing than it was from the time of centralized,  mainframe- based com-
putation. To understand this shift, we can usefully employ Charlie Gere’s in-
sightful discussion of computation in Digital Culture. In Gere’s analysis, much 
as in the methodology that we’ve adopted throughout this book, the digital 
is a socioeconomic phenomenon as much as a technology. Digital culture, he 
observes, is fundamentally based on a process of abstraction that reduces com-
plex wholes into more elementary units. Tracing this process of abstraction to 
the invention of the typewriter, Gere identifi es digitization as a key process 
of capitalism. By separating the physical nature of commodities from their 
representations, digitization enables capital to circulate more freely and rap-
idly. In this ability to turn everything into quantifi able, interchangeable data, 
digital culture is universalizing. Gere cites the universal Turing machine—a 
hypothetical computer fi rst described by Alan Turing in 1936, capable of be-
ing confi gured to do any task—as the model for not only the digital computer 
but also for that universalizing aspect of digital culture.2

But today connection is more important than division. In contrast to digital 
culture, under network culture information is less the product of discrete pro-
cessing units than of the outcome of the networked relations between them, of 
links between people, between machines, and between machines and people.

Perhaps the best way to illuminate the difference between digital culture 
and network culture is to contrast their physical sites. The digital era is marked 
by the desktop microcomputer, displaying information through a heavy CRT 
monitor, connected to the network via dial- up modem or perhaps through a 
high- latency  fi rst- generation broadband connection. In our own day, there is 
no such dominant site. The desktop machine is increasingly relegated to high-
 end applications such as graphic rendering or  cinema- quality video editing 
or is employed for specifi c,  location- bound functions (at reception desks, to 
contain secure data, as  point- of- sale terminals, in school labs, and so on) while 
the portable notebook or laptop has taken over as the most popular comput-
ing platform. But the laptop can be used anywhere: in the offi ce, at school, in 
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bed, in a hotel, in a café, or on the train or plane. Not only are networks an 
order of magnitude faster than they were in the dial- up days of the PC, but 
Wi- Fi makes them easily accessible in many locations. Smart phones such as 
the Blackberry, Treo, and the iPhone complement the laptop, bringing con-
nectivity and processing power to places that even laptops can’t easily inhabit, 
such as streets, subways, or automobiles. But such ultraportable devices are also 
increasingly competing with the computer, taking over functions that were 
once in the universal device’s purview.3 What unites these machines is their 
mobility and their interconnectivity, necessary to make them more ubiquitous 
companions in our lives and key interfaces to global telecommunications net-
works. In a prosaic sense, the Turing machine is already a reality, but it doesn’t 
take the form of one machine, it takes the form of many. With minor excep-
tions, the laptop, smart phone, cable TV set- top box, game console, wireless 
router, iPod, iPhone, and Mars rover, are the same device, becoming specifi c 
only in their interfaces, their mechanisms for input and output, for sensing and 
acting upon the world. Instead, the new technological grail for industry is a 
universal, converged network, capable of distributing audio, video, Internet, 
voice, text chat, and any other conceivable networking task effi ciently.

Increasingly, the immaterial production of information and its distribution 
through the network is the dominant organizational principle for the global 
economy. To be clear, we are far from the world of immaterial production. We 
manufacture physical things, even if increasingly that manufacturing happens 
in the developing world. Moreover, the ease of obtaining goods manufactured 
far away is due to the physical network of global logistics. Sending production 
offshore—itself a consequence of new network fl ows—may put it out of sight, 
but doesn’t reduce its impact on the Earth’s ecosystem. And, beyond global 
warming, even in the developed world there are consequences: Silicon Valley 
contains more EPA (U.S. Environmental Protection Agency) Superfund sites 
than any other county in the nation.4 But as Saskia Sassen and Manuel Castells 
have concluded, regardless of our continued dependency on the physical, the 
production of information and the transmission of that information on networks 
are the key organizing factors in the world economy today. Although other 
ages have had their networks, ours is the fi rst modern age in which the network 
is the dominant organizational paradigm, supplanting centralized hierarchies.5 
The ensuing condition, as Castells suggests in The Rise of the Network Society, is 
the product of a series of changes: the change in capital in which transnational 
corporations turn to networks for fl exibility and global management, produc-
tion, and trade; the change in individual behavior, in which networks have 
become a prime tool for individuals seeking freedom and communication with 
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others who share their interests, desires, and hopes; and the change in technol-
ogy, in which people worldwide have rapidly adopted digital technology and 
new forms of telecommunication in everyday life.6

As we might expect, the network goes even further, extending deeply into 
the domain of culture. In the same way that network culture builds on digi-
tal culture, it builds on the culture of postmodernism outlined by Fredric 
Jameson in his seminal essay “Postmodernism, or the Cultural Logic of Late 
Capitalism,” fi rst written in 1983 and later elaborated upon in a book of the 
same title. For Jameson, postmodernism was not merely a stylistic movement 
but rather a broad cultural determinant stemming from a fundamental shift to 
the socioeconomic phase of history that economist Ernest Mandel called “late 
capitalism.” Both Mandel and Jameson concluded that society had been thor-
oughly colonized by capital under late capitalism, and any remaining precapi-
talist forms of life had been absorbed.7 Mandel situated late capitalism within 
a historical model of long- wave Kondratieff cycles. These economic cycles, 
comprised of  twenty- fi ve years of growth followed by  twenty- fi ve years of stag-
nation, provided a compelling model of economic history following a certain 
rhythm: fi fty years of Industrial Revolution and handcrafted steam engines cul-
minating in the political crises of 1848, fi fty years of machined steam engines 
lasting until the 1890s, electric and internal combustion engines under writing 
the great modern moment that culminated in World War II, and the birth of 
electronics marking the late capitalism of the postwar era.8

If digital culture fl ourished during late capitalism, then it should not be 
surprising that Jameson observed in that period that everything became in-
terchangeable, quantifi ed, and exchangeable for money or other items. With 
the gold standard done away with, capital is valued purely for its own sake, no 
longer a  stand- in for something else but, rather simply, pure value. The result 
is the disappearance of any exterior to capital and with it the elimination of any 
place from which to critique or observe capital. As a consequence, postmod-
ern culture loses all meaning and any existential ground or deeper meaning. 
Depth, and with it emotion, vanished, to be replaced by surface effects and in-
tensities. In this condition, even alienation was no longer possible. The subject 
became schizophrenic, lost in the hyperspace of late capital.

As capital colonized art under late capitalism, Jameson suggested, even art 
lost its capacity to be a form of resistance. The result was a  cross- contamination 
as art became not just an industry but an investment market, and while artists, 
fascinated by the market, began to freely intermingle high and low. With the 
art market calling for easy reproducibility and marketing, and with authentic-
ity no longer a viable place of resistance, some artists began to play with simu-
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lation and reproduction. Others, fi nding themselves unable to refl ect directly 
on the condition of late capital but still wanting to comment upon it, turned 
to allegory, foregrounding its fragmentary and incomplete nature.

History, too, lost its meaning and purpose, both in culture and in academia. 
In the former, history was instead recapitulated as nostalgia, thoroughly ex-
changeable and made popular in the obsession with antiques, as well as through 
retro fi lms such as Chinatown, American Graffi ti, Grease, or Animal House. In 
academia, a spatialized theory replaced historical means of explanation as a 
means of analysis.

Modernism’s obsession with its place in history was inverted by postmod-
ernism, which, as Jameson points out, was marked by a waning of historicity, 
a general historical amnesia. But if postmodernism undid its ties to history to 
an even greater extent than modernism, it still grounded itself in history, both 
in name—which referred to its historical succession of the prior movement—
and in its delight in poaching from both the premodern past and the more 
historically distant periods of modernism itself (e.g., Art Nouveau, Russian 
revolutionary art, Expressionism, Dada).

Today, network culture succeeds postmodernism. It does so in a more subtle 
way. No new “ism” has emerged: that would lay claim to the familiar terri-
tory of manifestos, symposia, defi nitive museum exhibits, and so on. Instead, 
network culture is a more emergent phenomenon.

Evidence that we have moved away from postmodernism can be found in 
economic cycles. If late capitalism is still the economic regime of our day, it 
will be the longest lasting of all the Kondratieff cycles. Assuming the Kondra-
tieff cycles are accurate, Jameson’s theorization would come in a downswing on 
the cycle that began after World War II. Indeed, given the protracted economy 
downturn of postfordist restructuring during the 1970s and 1980s, this seems 
entirely reasonable. A critical break took place in 1989 with the fall of the 
Soviet Union and the integration of China into the world market, instantiat-
ing the “new” world order of globalization. In turn, the commercialization of 
the Internet during the early 1990s set the stage for massive investment in the 
crucial new technology necessary for the new, fresh cycle. New Kondratieff 
cycles are marked by spectacular booms, so the delirious dot- com boom and 
the more docile, seemingly more sustainable, upswing of Web 2.0 would then 
be legible as the fi rst and second booms of a Kondratieff cycle on the upswing. 
It is this second upswing, then, in which network culture can be observed as 
a distinct phenomenon.

Even if we are to abandon the Kondratieff cycles as overly determinist, since 
the turn of the twentieth century, at least, no cultural movement has lasted 
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more than  twenty- fi ve years. It would require special dispensation to argue 
that we are still in the same moment as Jameson was when he fi rst formulated 
his thesis.

The closest thing we have to a synthetic understanding of this era is the 
political theory laid out in Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri’s Empire. In their 
analysis, the old world order based on the imperialist division of the globe into 
spheres of infl uence has been superseded by “Empire,” a diffuse power ema-
nating not from any one place but, rather, from the network itself. Empire’s 
economy is immaterial; its power not only stems from the economic force of 
capital, but is constructed by juridical means. As  nation- states fade away under 
globalization, to ensure mobility and fl exibility of capital across borders, Em-
pire turns to transnational governing bodies such as the United Nations to call 
for a universal global order. In doing so, however, Empire reinscribes existing 
hierarchies and, as the wars in the Middle East show, has to resort to violence. 
Hardt and Negri identify networked publics, which they call the multitude, as 
a counterforce. For them, the multitude is a swarm intelligence, able to work 
within Empire to demand the rights of global workers. As we have described 
throughout this book, the networking of individuals worldwide gives them 
new links and new tools with which to challenge the system, but as the chapter 
on politics suggests, whether networked publics can come together to make 
decisions democratically is still unclear.9

If Empire is a political theory, my goal here is to sketch out a cultural theory 
of this networked age. Although postmodernism anticipated many of the key 
innovations of network culture, our time is distinctly different.10 In the case 
of art and architecture, Jameson suggests, a widespread reaction to the elitism 
of the modern movement and the new closeness between capital and culture 
led to the rise of aesthetic populism. Network culture exacerbates this condi-
tion as well, dismissing the populist projection of the audience’s desires onto 
art for the production of art by the audience and the blurring of boundaries be-
tween media and public. If appropriation was a key aspect of postmodernism, 
network culture almost absentmindedly uses remix as its dominant process. 
A generation after photographer Sherri Levine reappropriated earlier photo-
graphs by Walker Evans, dragging images from the Internet into PowerPoint 
is an everyday occurrence, and it is hard to remember how radical Levine’s 
work was in its redefi nition of the Enlightenment notions of the author and 
originality.11

Art critic Nicholas Bourriaud states that this lack of regard for originality is 
precisely what makes art based on what he calls postproduction appropriate to 
network culture. Works like Levine’s still relied on notions of authorship and 
originality for the source of their meaning. More recently, Bourriaud explains, 
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artists like Pierre Huyghe, Douglas Gordon, or Rirkrit Tiravanija no longer 
question originality but rather instinctively understand artworks as objects 
constituted within networks, their meaning given by their position in relation 
to others and their use.12 Like the DJ or the programmer, Bourriaud observes 
these artists “don’t really ‘create’ anymore, they reorganize.”13

The elements that artists choose to remix, however, tend to be contempo-
rary.14 The nostalgia culture so endemic to postmodernism has been undone, 
and the world still in the throes of modernization is long gone. Unable to 
periodize, network culture disregards both modern and premodern equally, as 
well as the interest in allegory. As T. J. Clark describes it, modernism is our 
antiquity, the unintelligible ruins of a vanished civilization. For Clark, like 
Jameson, modernism was rendered anachronistic once the process of modern-
ization was complete.15

Instead of nostalgia and allegory, network culture delivers remix, shuffl ing 
together the diverse elements of  present- day culture, blithely confl ating high 
and low—if such terms can even be drawn anymore in the long tail of net-
worked micropublics—while poaching its as- found contents from the world.16 
Correspondingly, reality increasingly dominates forms of cultural production: 
reality television shows are common; fi lm documentaries such as Supersize Me, 
An Inconvenient Truth, and Fahrenheit 911 proliferate; popular sites Web such 
as eBaum’s World or YouTube are fi lled with videos that claim to be true, 
such as scenes of people doing incredibly stupid or dangerous things and video 
blogs. When fi ction is deployed on Internet video sites, it poses as reality for 
viral marketing methods (e. g., Lonelygirl15 or Little Loca). The vision Wil-
liam Gibson had in Pattern Recognition of an exquisite movie released cut- by- cut 
on the Internet is replaced, instead, by low- quality clips of snarky teenagers 
in front of webcams or low- quality clips of actors playing snarky teenagers in 
front of webcams.17

Video games are the dominant form of fi ction today. By 2004 they gener-
ated more revenue than Hollywood made in box- offi ce receipts. If the novel 
simulated the internal voice of the subject, video games produce a new sort 
of fi ction and affi rm the networked self through a virtual reality in which 
the player can shape his or her own story. In MMORPGs such as World of 
Warcraft (which earns some $1 billion a year in subscription fees, compared 
to the $600 million earned by Hollywood’s most successful product, Titanic) 
the ability to play with thousands of other individuals in immense landscapes 
thoroughly blurs the boundaries of reality and fi ction and the boundaries of 
player and avatar.18

To be clear, the tactics of remix and the rapt fascination with reality aren’t 
just found in GarageBand and YouTube mash- ups, they form an emerging 
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logic in the museum and the academy as well. Art itself, long the bastion of 
expression, is now dominated by straightforward photography (like Andreas 
Gursky), and some of the most interesting work can be found in research en-
deavors that could easily take place in Silicon Valley rather than in the gallery 
(like locative media), by (sometimes carefully faked) studies of the real (like 
the Museum of Jurassic Technology, the Center for Land Use Interpretation, 
Andrea Fraser, Christoph Büchel, etc.). Other works, such as Ólafur Elías-
son’s ambient forms or Andrea Zittel’s environments, clothing, restaurants, 
and High Desert Test Sites, suggest another strategy of new realism in which 
art becomes a background to life. Similarly, architecture has abandoned uto-
pian projections, nostalgic laments, and critical practice alike for a fascination 
with the world. Arguably the world’s foremost practitioner, Rem Koolhaas 
produces book after book,  matter- of- factly announcing his fascination with 
shopping, the Pearl River Delta, or Lagos, Nigeria.

What of the subject in networked culture? Under modernism, for the most 
part, the subject is autonomous, or at least subscribes to a fantasy of autonomy, 
even if experiencing pressures and deformations from the simultaneity gener-
ated by that era’s technologies of communication and by increasing encounters 
with the Other. In postmodernism, Jameson explains, these pressures couple 
with a fi nal unmooring of the self from any ground as well as the undoing 
of any coherent temporal sequence, forcing the subject to schizophrenically 
fragment. With network culture, these shards of the subject take fl ight, disap-
pearing into the network itself. Less an autonomous individual and more of a 
construct of the relations it has with others, the contemporary subject is consti-
tuted within the network. This is a development of the condition that Castells 
observes in The Rise of the Network Society when he concludes that contemporary 
society is driven by a fundamental division between the self and the net. To 
support his argument, Castells turns to Alain Touraine: “in a post- industrial 
society, in which cultural services have replaced material goods at the core of 
its production, it is the defense of the subject, in its personality and in its culture, 
against the logic of apparatuses and markets, that replaces the idea of class struggle.”19

But the defense of the subject has dwindled in the time since Castells and 
Touraine formulated their critique. Instead, it is Gilles Deleuze’s “Postscript 
on Societies of Control” that seems more appropriate to network culture. Here 
Deleuze suggests that today the self is not so much constituted by any notion 
of identity but rather is composed of “dividuals.”20 Instead of whole individu-
als, we are constituted in multiple micropublics, inhabiting simultaneously 
overlapping telecocoons, sharing telepresence with intimates in whom we are 
in near- constant touch, classifi ed into one of the  sixty- four clustered demo-
graphics units described by the Claritas corporation’s PRIZM system.
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In network theory, a node’s relationship to other networks is more im-
portant than its own uniqueness. Similarly, today we situate ourselves less as 
individuals and more as the product of multiple networks composed of both 
humans and things. This is easily demonstrated through some everyday ex-
amples. First, take the way the youth of today affi rm their identities. Teens cre-
ate pages on social networking sites such as MySpace and Facebook. On these 
pages they list their interests as a set of hyperlinked keywords directing the 
reader to others with similar interests. Frequently, page creators use algorithms 
to express (and thereby create) their identities, for example, through a Web 
page that, in return for responses to a set of questions, suggests what  chick-
 fl ick character the respondent is.21 At the most reductive, these algorithms 
take the form of simple questionnaires to be fi lled out and posted wholesale 
on one’s page. Beyond making such links, posting comments about others 
and soliciting such comments can become an obsessive activity. Affi rming 
one’s own identity today means affi rming the identity of others in a relentless 
potlatch. Blogs operate similarly. If they appear to be the public expression of 
an individual voice, in practice many blogs consist of material poached from 
other blogs coupled with pointers to others in the same network, for example, 
trackbacks (notifi cations that a blogger has posted comments about a blog post 
on another blogger’s blog) or blogrolls (the long lists of blogs that frequently 
border blog pages). With social bookmarking services such as del.icio.us or 
the social music platform last.fm, even the commentary that accompanies blog 
posts can disappear and the user’s public face turns into a pure collection of 
links. Engaging in telepresence by sending SMS messages to friends or call-
ing family on a mobile phone has the same effect: the networked subject is 
constituted by networks both far and near, large and small. Like the artist, the 
networked self is an aggregator of information fl ows, a collection of links to 
others, a switching machine.

Along with this change in the self comes a new attitude toward privacy. 
Many blogs reconfi gure the personal and the public, as individuals reveal de-
tails that had previously been considered private. The idea of locks on diaries 
today seems almost preposterous as individuals, particularly teenagers, discuss 
their most intimate—and illicit—details online.22 Meanwhile, advances in 
computation and networking have made it possible to store data on individuals 
to a greater degree than ever imaginable. As debit cards and other technologies 
replace cash, our actions, be they online or out on the town, leave behind a trail 
of information. Corporations routinely track what Web sites individuals visit 
at work. In the wake of 9 / 11, both the United States government and others 
have taken to recording more and more communications traffi c, even when 
that recording is of questionable legality. As tracking has increased, advances 
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in data mining mean that those wishing to fi nd information can do so more 
easily than ever before.

But if this degree of surveillance conjures images of George Orwell’s 1984, 
there has been relatively little protest. That Watergate undid Nixon seems 
impossible in retrospect. To some degree this is the case of what security re-
searcher Ross Anderson calls “boiling the frog” (a frog in a pot of water doesn’t 
notice when the temperature of the water is raised incrementally, and it boils 
to death).23 Nevertheless, it also underscores the degree to which privacy is 
no longer important in this culture. As the subject is increasingly less sure 
of where the self begins and ends, the question of what should be private and 
what shouldn’t be fades.

Under network culture, then, the waning of the subject that began under 
postmodernism grows ever greater. But whereas under postmodernism, being 
was left in a free- fl oating fabric of emotional intensities, today it is found in the 
net. The Cartesian “I think therefore I am” dissolves in favor of an affi rmation 
of existence through the network itself, a phantom individuality that escapes 
into the network, much as meaning escapes into the Derridean network of dif-
férance, words defi ned by other words, signifi cance endlessly deferred in a cease-
less play of language.24 The division between the self and the net that Castells 
observed a decade ago is undone.

Nor are the networks that make up the contemporary self merely networks 
of people. On the contrary, they are also networks between people and things. 
In Bruno Latour’s analysis, things are not merely objects that do our bidding 
but are key actors in the network. As things get smarter and smarter, they are 
ever more likely to make up larger parts of our “selves.” An iPod is nothing 
less than a portable generator of affect with which we paint our environment, 
creating a soundtrack to life. A Blackberry or telephone constantly receiving 
text messages encourages its owner to submit to a constantly distracted state, 
a condition much lamented by many.25

It is in this context that networked publics form. Apart from the loss of the 
self, of all the changes that network culture brings us, the reconfi guration of 
the public sphere is likely to be the most signifi cant, a distinction that makes 
our moment altogether unlike any other in three centuries. Since the Enlight-
enment era, the public came to be understood as a realm of politics, media, 
and culture, a site of display and debate open to every citizen while, in turn, 
the private was broadly understood as a realm of freedom, inwardness, and 
individuality. The public sphere was the space in which bourgeois culture and 
politics played out, a theater for the bourgeois citizen to play his role in shap-
ing and legitimating society. In its origin as a body that the king would appear 
to, the public is by nature a responsive, refl exive, and thereby a responsible 
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and empowered entity. Founded on the sovereign’s need for approval during 
the contentious later years of the aristocracy (an approval that eventually was 
withdrawn), the public sphere served as a check on the State, a key force in 
civil society. In that respect, the public sphere served in the same capacity as 
media: at the same time that the newspaper, the gallery, the novel, the modern 
theater, music, and so on emerged, the public produced voices of criticism. 
And even if the equation of public space and public sphere was a tricky one, 
by understanding media as a space (or conversely space as a medium), it was 
nevertheless possible to draw a rough link between the two.

As many theorists observed, the twentieth century was witness to a long, 
sustained decline in the public sphere. In Habermas’s analysis, this came about 
due to the contamination of the public sphere by private matters, most cru-
cially its colonization by capital and the consequent transformation of the me-
dia from a space of discourse to a commodifi ed realm. As media concentrated 
in huge conglomerates that were more interested in the marketing of consensus 
than in a theater of deliberation and had little use for genuinely divergent 
positions, mass media sought consensus in the middle ground, the political 
apparatus that Arthur Schlesinger called “The Vital Center.”26 The model of 
the public became one- way, the culture industry and the political machine 
expecting approval or, at most, dissent within a carefully circumscribed set 
of choices.27

Public space was not left unmolested. On the contrary, it was privatized, 
thoroughly colonized by capital, less a place of display for the citizen and more 
a theater of consumption under high security and total surveillance.28 Under 
postmodernism the condition seemed virtually total, the public privatized, 
reduced to opinion surveys and demographics. If there was hope for the public 
sphere, it came in the form of identity politics, the increasing voices of coun-
terpublics composed of subaltern peoples (in the developed world this would 
have been nonwhites, gays, feminists, youth, and so on), existing in tension 
with the dominant public. But if counterpublics could defi ne and press their 
cases in their own spheres, for the broader public they were marginalized and 
marginalizing entities, defi ned by their position of exclusion.29 Toward the end 
of postmodernism in the early 1990s, even identity politics became colonized, 
understood by marketers as another lifestyle choice among many.30 But if this 
was the last capitulation of the old public as an uncommodifi ed realm for dis-
course, it was also the birth of networked publics.

Today, we inhabit multiple overlapping networks, some composed of 
those very near and dear to us, others at varying degrees of physical remove. 
The former of these networks are private and personal, extensions of intimate 
space that are incapable of forming into networked publics. Instead, interest 
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 communities, forums, newsgroups, blogs, and so on are sites for individuals 
who are generally not on intimate terms to encounter others in public. As we 
have described throughout the book, these networked publics are not mere 
consumers. On the contrary, today political commentary and cultural criticism 
are as much generated from below as from above. From the deposal of Trent 
Lott to Rathergate, networked publics have drawn attention to issues that 
traditional media outlets missed or were reluctant to tackle.

The idealized model for networked publics is, as Yochai Benkler suggests, 
that of a “distributed architecture with multidirectional connections among 
all nodes in the networked information environment.”31 This vision of the 
network, commonly held as a political ideal for networked publics and some-
times misunderstood as the actual structure on which the Internet is based, is 
taken from RAND researcher Paul Baran’s famous model of the distributed 
network. Where centralized networks are dominated by one node to which all 
others are connected, and decentralized networks are dominated by a few key 
nodes in a hub and spoke network, under the distributed model, each node is 
equal to all others.32 Baran’s diagram has been taken up as a foundation myth 
for the Internet, but not only was Baran’s network never the basis for the In-
ternet’s topology, it bears little resemblance to the way networked publics are 
organized. Benkler points out that the distributed model is merely ideal, and 
if we seek a networked public sphere with everyone a pamphleteer, we will be 
disappointed. Networked publics are by no means purely democratic spaces 
in which every voice can be heard. That would be cacophony. But, Benkler 
continues, if we compare our current condition to the mass media of the 1990s 
and earlier as a baseline instead, we can observe real changes. Barriers for entry 
into the public sphere have been greatly reduced. It is possible for an individual 
or group of individuals to put out a message that could be heard globally with 
relatively little expense.33

Still there are very real threats to the networked public sphere, and Ben-
kler, like many other theorists, warns of them.34 In terms of infrastructure, the 
decentralized, not distributed, structure of the Internet allows governments, 
like China, to censor information they deem inappropriate for public con-
sumption and the United States’s National Security Agency (NSA) to monitor 
private Internet traffi c. So far, networked publics have found ways of routing 
around such damage, like providing ways of getting around China’s censor-
ship and exposing the NSA’s infamous room at the AT&T switching station 
in San Francisco.35

But centralization that would emerge from within networked publics is also 
a danger. Manuel de Landa observes that networks do not remain stable but, 
rather, go through different states as they evolve.36 Decentralized and distrib-
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uted models give rise to centralized models, and vice versa, as they grow. The 
emergence of networked publics just as mass media seemed dominant is a case 
in point. In his work on blog readership, Clay Shirky notes that diversity plus 
freedom of choice results in a  power- law distribution. Thus, a small number 
of A- list bloggers attracts the majority of the readers. If tag- oriented search 
engines like Technorati or del.icio.us attempt to steer readers into the long tail 
of readership, they also reinforce the A- list by making evident the number of 
inbound links to any particular site.37 Moreover, even if such sites, together 
with Google, YouTube, Netfl ix, iTunes, and other search engines, successfully 
redirect us to the long tail, together they form an A- list of the big aggrega-
tors. For now most of these are catholic in what content they include, but it is 
entirely possible this may change.

The long tail may prove to be a problem for another reason, what Robert 
Putnam calls “cyberbalkanization.”38 Given the vast number of possible clusters 
one can associate with, it becomes easy to fi nd a comfortable niche with people 
just like oneself, among other individuals whose views merely reinforce one’s 
own. If the Internet is hardly responsible for this condition, it still can exac-
erbate it, giving us the illusion that we are connecting with others. Through 
portals like Google News or My Yahoo and, even more so, through RSS (Really 
Simple Syndication) readers, Nicholas Negroponte’s vision of the “Daily Me,” 
a personalized newspaper freshly constructed for us every morning and tailored 
to our interests, is a reality. Even big media, under pressures of postfordist 
fl exible consumption, has fragmented into a myriad of channels. But this de-
sire for relevance is dangerous. It is entirely possible to essentially fabricate 
the outside world, reducing it to a projection of oneself. Rather than foster-
ing deliberation, blogs can simply reinforce opinions between like- minded 
individuals. Conservatives talk to conservatives while liberals talk to liberals. 
Lacking a common platform for deliberation, they reinforce existing differ-
ences. Moreover, new divisions occur. Humans are able to maintain only a 
fi nite number of connections, and as we connect with others at a distance who 
are more like us, we are likely to disconnect with others in our community 
who are less like us. Filters too can lead to grotesque misrepresentations of 
the world, as in the case of happynews.com (“Real News. Compelling Stories. 
Always Positive.”).

Another salient aspect of network culture is the massive growth of nonmar-
ket production. Led by free, open- source software such as the Linux operating 
system (run by 25 percent of servers) and the Apache Web server (run by 
68 percent of all Web sites), nonmarket production increasingly challenges 
the idea that production must inevitably be based on capital. Produced by 
thousands of programmers who band together to create software that is freely 
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 distributed and easily modifi able, nonmarket products are increasingly viable 
as competitors to highly capitalized products by large corporations.39 Simi-
larly, as our chapter on the topic points out, cultural products are increasingly 
being made by amateurs pursuing such production for networked audiences. 
Sometimes producers intend such works to  short- circuit traditional culture 
markets, speeding their entry into the marketplace or getting past barriers of 
entry. At other times, such as in the vast Wikipedia project, however, produc-
ers take on projects to attain social status or simply for the love of it. Often 
these producers believe in the importance of the free circulation of knowledge 
outside of the market, giving away the rights to free reproduction through 
licensing such as Creative Commons and making their work freely accessible 
on the Internet. But P2P production also faces challenges. Chief among these is 
new legislation by existing media conglomerates aiming to extend the scope of 
their copyright and prevent the creation of derivative work. Even if advocates 
of the free circulation of cultural goods are successful in challenging big media, 
it is still unclear if the burgeoning fan culture is critical or if it only reinscribes, 
to a degree that Guy Debord could not have envisioned, the colonization of ev-
eryday life by capital, with debates about resistance replaced by debates about 
how to remix objects of consumption. Furthermore, the possibility of consum-
ers not only consuming media but producing it for the (new) media outlets 
suggests the possibility of new, hitherto unanticipated, forms of exploitation.

By no means are network culture and the network economy limited to the 
developed world. If in this book we have largely looked at the most devel-
oped parts of the world, it is the consequence of our own individual biases, 
upbringings, and fi elds of study. Network culture envelops the entire world. 
If imperialist capitalism used the developing world for its resources and hand 
labor, and late capitalism exported manufacturing, networked capital exports 
intellectual labor and services.

But outsourcing is only a start. The mobile phone has revolutionized com-
munication in the developing world, often leapfrogging existing structures. 
Due to the absence of any state apparatus that might regulate its phone sys-
tem, Somalia, for example, has the most competitive communication market 
in Africa.40 Nor is innovation in the developing world likely to cease. The 
developed world has only lukewarmly adopted mobile phones as platforms 
for connecting to the Internet, but for the majority of the world’s inhabitants 
living in the developing world, such devices are likely to be the fi rst means 
by which they will encounter the Internet.41 History suggests that as differ-
ent societies pass through similar levels of economic development at different 
times, unique cultural conditions emerge (e.g., Britain, the fi rst country to in-
dustrialize, developed the Arts and Crafts movement, and some fi fty years later 
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Germans responded to industrialization with the Deutscher Werkbund). The 
non- English- speaking developing world’s reshaping of the Internet through 
the mobile phone will almost certainly be utterly unlike what we have expe-
rienced here.

All too often, discussions of contemporary society are depicted in the rosi-
est of terms. Sometimes this relentless optimism is a product of fatigue with 
outmoded models of criticism; sometimes this is just industry propaganda. 
But to be sure, network culture is not without its fl aws. Many of these are 
nothing new, mere extrapolations of earlier conditions. As with modernism, 
and postmodernism before it, network culture is the superstructural effect of a 
new wave of capital expansion around the globe, and with it comes the usual 
rise in military confl ict. Today’s new wars are network wars, with networked 
soldiers and unmanned  search- and- destroy fl ying drones fi ghting networked 
guerillas in what Castells once dubbed the “black holes of marginality,” spaces 
left outside the dominant network but increasingly organized by networks of 
their own.42 Closer to home, as Deleuze points out, the subtler, modulated 
forms of control in network culture mask themselves, above all in the idea 
that resistance is outmoded. This position, which Richard Barbrook and Andy 
Cameron have dubbed the “Californian Ideology,” suggests that technology is 
inherently liberatory and that the network is both a space of self- realization 
and a natural road to a greater democratic government.43 Under network cul-
ture, the idea that the corporation has a soul (which Deleuze declared “the most 
terrifying news in the world”) and that the primary route by which individu-
als can achieve self- realization is through work, is commonplace, if perhaps 
treated with a little more skepticism since the collapse of the dot- com boom.44 
Moreover, as we explore the long tail, we are tracked and traced relentlessly, 
and as we are monitored, Deleuze concludes, we wind up internalizing that 
process—so as to better monitor ourselves.

If we have largely looked toward the utopian, positive moment in network 
culture, we note new threats emerging as well. Sensing that their day is done 
and that the means of production are in our hands, many large media outlets are 
fi ghting to extend their power through legislation, especially through radical 
modifi cations of the copyright law to prolong its length and expand its scope. 
As far as aggregators go, for now, Google’s motto is “don’t be evil.” Given 
the corporation’s recent compromise with China, allowing the government to 
censor its search engine results, precisely what is evil and what is not may be 
murkier than we might hope.45 Another danger comes from telecoms, some 
of which dearly miss the monopoly status once enjoyed by the former AT&T. 
They hope to fi nd salvation by controlling the means of distribution, profi t-
ing from giving privilege to certain network streams over others.  Meanwhile 
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RFIDs and the ever- growing digital trail of information that we leave behind 
suggest that in the near future our every action could be tracked, not just by 
the government but by anyone able to pay for that information as well. All the 
while, whether network culture plants the seeds of greater democratic partici-
pation and deliberation, or whether it will only be used to mobilize already 
like- minded individuals, remains an open question. The question we face at 
the dawn of network culture is whether we, the inhabitants of our networked 
publics, can reach across our microclustered worlds to coalesce into a force ca-
pable of understanding the condition we are in and produce positive change, 
preserving what is good about network culture and changing what is bad—or 
whether we are doomed only to dissipate into the network.
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