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ABSTRACT 

Since the 1990s, when the Internet emerged as a focus of popular discourse, through the 

early 21st century as the Internet became a dominant communication technology, 

cyberlibertarianism—a combination of absolutist free speech and free market ideals—has 

shaped popular conceptions of what freedom means on the Internet. Journalism has 

served to reify these values over the last three decades, adopting cyberlibertarian precepts 

as common sense in debates about issues such as government regulation, the privatization 

of cyberspace, and the moderation of content on platforms. This dissertation develops a 

critical genealogy of cyberlibertarianism revealing how this ideology helped perpetuate 

the very forms of power and privilege—based on race, gender, and class—it promised the 

Internet would erase. Through discourse analysis of popular and tech journalism over the 

last three decades, this dissertation first explores how journalists used two public figures 

to make common sense of cyberlibertarian ideals in their respective historical contexts: 

John Perry Barlow in the 1990s and early-2000s and Aaron Swartz in the 2000s and 

early-2010s. Shifting to a contemporary context, this dissertation then explores how 

journalists have relied on cyberlibertarian ideals to make sense of tensions between free 

speech and hate speech and harassment online and of the increasing power tech 

corporations exert over the public regulation of speech. This analysis shows that 

journalistic practice has reified the cyberlibertarian ideals which underpin much public 

policy and corporate practice regarding how speech on the Internet ought to be regulated. 

This research asserts the need for more concerted critical journalistic discourses that 

dislodge the cyberlibertarian common sense which has naturalized the power of tech 

corporations over so much public life.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 In April 2019, Jack Dorsey, cofounder and CEO of Twitter, sat for an interview 

with Chris Anderson and Whitney Pennington Rogers, curators at TED, the conference 

and publisher of video lectures by prominent tech figures (Dorsey, 2019). The interview 

focused on the future of Twitter in the aftermath of mounting criticism about the 

platform’s role in amplifying hate, harassment, and misinformation. Rogers, a woman of 

color, pressed Dorsey on his plans to combat harassment on the social media platform, 

saying: 

there's been data that's come out…where they showed that a subset of active black 

female Twitter users were receiving, on average, one in 10 of their tweets were 

some form of harassment. And so when you think about health for the community 

on Twitter, I'm interested to hear, "health for everyone," but specifically: How are 

you looking to make Twitter a safe space for that subset, for women, for women 

of color and black women? (Dorsey, 2019) 

 

Dorsey responded:  

So about midway last year, we decided that we were going to apply a lot more 

machine learning, a lot more deep learning to the problem, and try to be a lot 

more proactive around where abuse is happening. … About 38 percent of abusive 

tweets are now proactively identified by machine learning algorithms so that 

people don't actually have to report them. (Dorsey, 2019) 

 

Dorsey’s answers to this and other questions from Anderson and Rogers uniformly 

framed problems of harassment and hate speech on the platform as technical issues which 

could be fixed by altering or adding code. “We have a toxicity score, a toxicity model, on 

our system that can actually measure whether you are likely to walk away from a 

conversation that you're having on Twitter because you feel it's toxic, with some pretty 

high degree,” he told Anderson in response to questions about how Twitter would 
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identify problematic content. The problem, Dorsey seemed to be suggesting, was not 

easily fixed, but the solution would be a matter of putting the expertise of Twitter’s 

coders to work in contending with all the toxic content that was making the platform an 

unsafe space for so many users. 

 But, as Dorsey later acknowledged in the interview, the scale of such toxicity was 

not merely an unfortunate consequence of bad code, but instead a direct consequence of 

the logic of Twitter’s business up until that point. Responding to Rogers’ question about 

how Dorsey planned to improve safety for marginalized users on Twitter, he said, in part: 

So, a lot of what we're doing is around technology, but we're also looking at the 

incentives on the service: What does Twitter incentivize you to do when you first 

open it up? And in the past, it's incented a lot of outrage, it's incented a lot of mob 

behavior, it's incented a lot of group harassment. And we have to look a lot deeper 

at some of the fundamentals of what the service is doing to make the bigger shifts. 

We can make a bunch of small shifts around technology, as I just described, but 

ultimately, we have to look deeply at the dynamics in the network itself, and that's 

what we're doing. (Dorsey, 2019) 

 

Twitter’s role in incentivizing outrage and harassment boils down to, as Dorsey puts it, 

the dynamics of the network, rather than to the very nature of a for-profit corporation 

dictating the shape of public discourse. The problem may very well be in the dynamics of 

the network, but those dynamics have made Dorsey—and others like him—billions of 

dollars. Dorsey has not merely enabled the problems Rogers confronts him with, he has 

profited from them.  

 Critics of Dorsey and Silicon Valley in general recognized Dorsey’s rhetoric as 

deeply technocratic, in effect displacing the world’s social problems with the platform’s 

design problems. As The New Yorker’s Anna Wiener (2019) wrote, in response to the 

TED interview, 
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As is to be expected, he [Dorsey] takes a technologist’s approach to social 

problems. At TED, he focused on systems, rather than on the demands of ethics or 

social responsibility, and talked about leveraging machine learning for 

moderation. (Like many tech leaders, he speaks about machine learning in vague 

terms, as if it were magic—a cure-all whose technological underpinnings are far 

too complex to explain.) (para. 11) 

 

Dorsey wasn’t just representing the problems on Twitter as technical problems, he was 

representing them as technical problems that only Twitter could fix. Conflicts around 

speech online, according to this technologist’s approach, are subject to the authority of 

tech executives, not the public and certainly not the government.  

 Later in the interview, Anderson expresses skepticism after Dorsey suggests that 

he is willing to alter the platform in such ways that might discourage users from spending 

so much time on Twitter, saying: 

Well, do you, though? Because that's the core question that a lot of people want to 

know. Surely, Jack, you're constrained, to a huge extent, by the fact that you're a 

public company, you've got investors pressing on you, the number one way you 

make your money is from advertising -- that depends on user engagement. Are 

you willing to sacrifice user time, if need be, to go for a more reflective 

conversation? (Dorsey, 2019) 

 

Dorsey, of course, insists that he is. Yet the deep connection between the profit motive of 

Twitter and other tech corporations and the problems journalists like Anderson and 

Rogers had begun confronting tech executives about were not explored further. The 

authority of tech executives like Dorsey over these social problems had long been taken 

as common sense in discourses about the Internet. In 1997, well before Facebook, 

Twitter, Google, and other platforms came to dominate the Internet, this common sense 

was given a name by Langdon Winner: cyberlibertarianism. 

 As an ideological project, cyberlibertarianism tied together the ideals of 

unfettered free speech and free markets. The ideology, which had become the dominant 
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way of thinking about the Internet in the 1990s (Winner, 1997), has deep roots in 

American history and the history of technology industries. For years, tech evangelists, 

entrepreneurs and the journalists who covered them had posited that technology, 

especially the Internet, would enable the ultimate expression of these ideals of freedom. 

Technology, if left in the hands of individuals and corporations—and decidedly not in the 

hands of government—would set the world free. In this vision of a technocratic utopia, 

freedom would be realized through the code that structured the Internet and related 

technologies. Therefore, if there was a problem in society, it would be a problem of code, 

of technological structures, of Dorsey’s (2019) “dynamics in the network.” Social 

problems could be fixed by fixing the code, and thus coders would have authority over 

the domain of public life.  

 Though journalists have started to critique tech corporations in light of emerging 

concerns about offline violence and online harassment and hate, they still largely have 

ceded authority over these problems—as Anderson and Rogers did—to tech executives. 

As the headline of a profile in Yahoo! Finance put it, Dorsey was an “enigmatic CEO 

who could save — or break — Western democracy” (Parloff, 2019). Yet Dorsey—and 

other tech CEOs, like Mark Zuckerberg—had not emerged with such authority overnight 

or even through the vertiginous rise of Silicon Valley over the course of the late-2000s 

and early-2010s. Instead, this authority had been granted to technologists—and to 

technology itself—through a discursive field anchored around cyberlibertarianism, not 

least of all journalism about the Internet as it emerged in the 1990s and became a 

dominant communication technology in the 2000s. 
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 What Berlin (1970) defined as a negative conception of freedom—the idea that 

freedom means a lack of restraint by government—has been central not only to 

cyberlibertarianism but American political thought more broadly well before the Internet 

was even imagined. Under cyberlibertarianism, freedom is conceived of as the absence of 

restraint on the activities of historically privileged people—often white men who have 

subjugated, harassed, and marginalized women and people of color—the same privileged 

people Twitter and other platforms have enabled to do the same in the age of social 

media. Privilege has functioned not just as an incidental facet of how freedom is defined 

in this and other historical contexts, but has been central to it. This privilege, as I explore 

in this dissertation, is inextricable from cyberlibertarian discourses of the Internet, even 

as those discourses often represent the Internet as a place where privilege and power 

disappear or are mitigated. 

 

Disrupting the Common Sense of Cyberlibertarianism 

 In this dissertation, cyberlibertarian ideology is understood to reproduce existing 

relationships of power and privilege among different classes of people (Althusser, 

1971/2006). Specifically, the cyberlibertarian conception of Internet freedom serves to 

perpetuate a dominant conception of freedom that has persisted through American history 

and political thinking for centuries—one which has perpetuated the privileges of mostly 

wealthy white men at the expense of marginalized people. This ideology has been 

sustained, as I show throughout this dissertation, through journalistic discourses such as 

profiles of tech luminaries and executives, critical analysis and commentary about the 

Internet, and news reporting about tech platforms and the sociopolitical issues that arise 
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from them. Though journalists and cyberlibertarian figures often have insisted that the 

Internet would revolutionize social relationships, cyberlibertarianism has served to do the 

opposite: to sustain traditional forms of power based on gender, race, class, and 

geography. The Internet may have been conceptualized and represented as revolutionary 

and utopic in its early days, in part, precisely because it presented a way to reimagine 

these social relationships by offering a new medium in which they could be organized. 

That cyberlibertarian logic aided in organizing those social relations in much the same 

way they had been organized before speaks to the ideology’s power and the necessity to 

disrupt it. 

 Journalism serves as one of the cultural institutions and discourses in which 

ideologies such as cyberlibertarianism are reproduced (Althusser, 1971/2006). While 

previous work has explored other discourses in which cyberlibertarianism arose and took 

hold, such as the academic communities that designed the technologies upon which the 

Internet would be based (e.g. Ryan, 2010; Gitelman, 2006; Mazzini, 2014); the 

successors of 1970s back-to-nature communities which adopted digital networking in the 

1980s (e.g. Turner, 2006; McGuirk, 2017a; Lake, 2009); and the rise of Silicon Valley, 

where the tech corporations that dominate the Internet today emerged (e.g. Morozov, 

2012; Greenstein, 2015; Pasquale, 2015; Marwick, 2018), journalism about the Internet 

has been underexplored as a discourse which reproduces and disseminates 

cyberlibertarian ideology.   

 Though cyberlibertarianism has been informed by dominant conceptions of 

freedom from American political history, it is important to acknowledge that the contours 

of this ideology have been maintained not through the government, but through other 
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institutions—like journalism—which act upon common sense understandings of the 

Internet. As Gramsci (1971) and later Hall (2016) emphasized, in liberal societies these 

other institutions have the potential to garner consent from the public regarding existing 

structures of power and privilege without the government demanding consent. In the 

United States, the government, by relinquishing its regulatory authority over the Internet 

through legislation—namely Section 230 of the Communications Decency Act of 1996—

has fortified cyberlibertarian logic by disclaiming much of its own authority to regulate 

activities such as speech and commerce online (Greenstein, 2015). It has been largely left 

to civil institutions, such as journalism, to reproduce this ideology in its vernacular forms. 

 Journalism is well-placed to translate the philosophical and theoretical premises 

of an ideology like cyberlibertarianism into common sense, not just because journalism is 

a popular form, accessible—ostensibly—to all, but because journalism documents an 

ideology’s “historical effectiveness” (Gramsci, 1971, p. 326). In other words, journalism 

about the Internet does not just reiterate cyberlibertarianism anew in each article, story, or 

essay; it relies on all the journalism that came before it which demonstrated how 

cyberlibertarian ideals serve as useful common sense for representing the problems and 

promises of the Internet. Journalism, in this way, produces common sense through 

repetition. Through this process of representation, journalism reifies (Jameson, 1979) the 

relatively abstract—and often utopian—visions of cyberlibertarianism, making these 

visions concrete by explicitly and implicitly using them to make sense of the 

relationships between individuals, groups, institutions, and technologies.  

 Of course, these visions cannot be removed from the contexts in which they 

emerged. Gramsci’s (1959) approach to conceptualizing hegemony and dominant 
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ideologies offers modes for exploring how these discourses relate to broader historical, 

political, and cultural contexts. First, what Hall (2016) calls “the objective relations” 

around which a discourse arises do not necessarily determine how ideologies are 

expressed, but they help us better understand how such ideologies function to preserve 

such relations (p. 160). Journalism about the Internet must be read and critiqued in the 

context of the rising power and wealth of technology corporations, deregulatory trends in 

communications policy, and the very destabilization of the field of journalism itself in the 

late 20th and early 21st centuries. Second, even though the expression of hegemonic 

ideologies may change over time, many such ideologies persist in their basic 

assumptions. By examining journalism’s relationship to cyberlibertarian ideology over 

nearly three decades in the following chapters, this dissertation reveals ways in which 

ideals about freedom that perpetuate privilege and power are perpetuated themselves 

through public discourse. 

 Yet it’s important for scholars not to fall into the trap that many journalists have 

fallen into over the course of these decades by assuming that the cyberlibertarian ideal of 

the Internet is in some way natural or universal. By relying on cyberlibertarian common 

sense, but often failing to articulate it, journalists may have been assuming that certain 

ideals were common among their audiences. As Hall and O’Shea (2013) argued, when 

producers of media assume their audiences subscribe to an ideology, they often further 

naturalize the ideology by failing to acknowledge it as anything other than common 

sense. Many scholars and journalists have reoriented themselves, in just the last few 

years, to challenging some of the bedrock assumptions of prior scholarship and reporting 

about the Internet. In this way, critical scholars and journalists can participate in an 
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ideological struggle by revealing that social conditions and common-sense 

assumptions—though fortified through powerful ideologies—can be questioned and 

dislodged. 

 Gramsci (1971) suggested that ideological struggle—what I call here, with some 

irony intended, disrupting the common sense of cyberlibertarianism—is achieved not 

through the wholesale reinvention of any discourse or practice, but through “renovating 

and making ‘critical’ an already existing activity” (p. 331). Certainly, many journalists 

have taken this critical turn in their reporting on the Internet in recent years (Watson, 

2016).  

 However, many of these journalists have concurrently reproduced central 

elements of the ideology by assuming tech corporations and executives do now and must 

in the future hold all the power to determine the shape of our online social spaces. 

Scholarship can and must take a wider critical turn to disrupt adjacent ideologies, like 

neoliberalism and corporate libertarianism, which have aided cyberlibertarianism in its 

tendency to carry very old forms of privilege and power into new technologies where 

they have been fortified and have flourished. 

 By examining how cyberlibertarian ideology has shaped (and has been shaped by) 

journalistic discourses about the Internet over time, this dissertation contributes to a 

critical genealogy of the dominant idea of Internet freedom, one which reveals both how 

the ideology has been naturalized as common sense and how it has perpetuated structures 

of power in the form of privilege and capital. At the root of a critical genealogy, as 

Nietzsche (1989) defined it, is the idea that values and concepts which are often taken as 

immutable and eternal—what Bourdieu (1977) would later call doxa—are actually 
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cultural constructions with discursive and material histories of their own. By exploring 

these histories and interrogating the ways in which these values and concepts have 

propped up structures of power, scholars can better bridge the often-amorphous world of 

ideas and discourse with more material practices of power. 

 Inherent in the approach, however, is the danger that by focusing so much on how 

this ideology has been naturalized in popular discourses, this dissertation will only work 

to further that naturalization. By narrowing in on dominant discourses about the Internet 

in journalism, this dissertation might further marginalize those discourses which have 

represented the Internet and its possibilities in alternative ways. My own identity, as a 

white man, has perhaps privileged me in such a way that ignoring those alternative 

conceptions of the Internet has been easier than it has been for people with different 

identities from myself. Though I do not aim to further marginalize those identities in 

these discourses, I also do not presume to speak for subjectivities other than my own. 

These concerns informed my approach in this dissertation. Instead of reinforcing doxa 

about the Internet, I have aimed to deconstruct the privilege associated with that doxa by 

interrogating how journalism has contributed to its emergence and persistence. This can 

be a fraught project, but I have tried to produce a valuable, if imperfect, work of 

resistance. 

 

A Journalistic Genealogy of Cyberlibertarian Doxa 

 The following chapters establish a theoretical, scholarly, and historical basis for 

exploring how cyberlibertarian ideology has been shaped by and has shaped journalism 

about the Internet from the early-1990s to the present. By applying theoretical concepts 
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about discourse, doxa, and ideology to historical and journalistic texts, this dissertation 

contextualizes journalism as a discourse in which ideology is negotiated and reiterated 

throughout history. Key to this analytical approach is the conviction that journalism gives 

evidence for how the very ideologies which it helps to shape and make common sense 

circumscribe the boundaries of what sense can be made of people, events, and issues by 

journalists. In other words, journalism about the Internet does not just produce and 

reproduce cyberlibertarian ideology; in many ways journalism about the Internet has been 

a product of cyberlibertarian ideology. 

 In chapter two, the concepts of ideology and doxa are deployed to explore how 

cyberlibertarianism—though a late-20th and early-21st century ideological formation—has 

adapted common sense notions of what freedom means from early American political 

thought and the Ancient and Enlightenment philosophers whose work formed the 

foundation for that thought. Using Berlin’s (1970) notion of negative freedom—or 

freedom from restraint—as a basis for critique, a genealogy of this dominant conception 

of freedom in the American context is sketched through the political writings and 

historical precedents which many cyberlibertarian thinkers drew upon as the ideology 

emerged with the advent of the Internet. By using these critical concepts to contextualize 

how this definition perpetuates traditional forms of power and privilege based on race, 

gender, and class, this chapter helps destabilize the idea of negative freedom which is so 

often taken as the only operable conception of freedom in so much writing about the 

Internet. Chapter two also further conceptualizes journalism as a form of discourse in 

which ideologies like cyberlibertarianism circulate and become common sense. Finally, 

the affinities between the dominant ideals of journalism—at least in the American 
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context—and cyberlibertarianism are explored with an eye to understanding how 

journalism provides fertile discursive ground for this particular ideology to take hold. 

 Chapter three moves on to explore previous scholarly work on 

cyberlibertarianism, contextualizing the discursive work of this dissertation with the 

material and cultural history of the early Internet in which the cyberlibertarian ideal of 

freedom was formed and circulated. From the military and academic roots of 

ARPANET—the Internet’s predecessor technology—to the back-to-the-land communes 

of the late-1960s and 1970s who developed theories about the power of networking, to 

early adopters of digital networking technologies in the 1980s, this history provides 

ample evidence of the ways in which those very traditional ideas about what and who 

freedom was for—explored in chapter two—were adapted and primed for the Internet 

age. Chapter three then explores the cyberlibertarian ideals that emerge from this history. 

These ideals serve as specific discursive manifestations of the ideology which are later 

explored in the dissertation’s analysis. This chapter then examines more closely how 

privilege has been perpetuated in the material and cultural history of the Internet, 

manifest in the identities of those who have designed the Internet as a social space and 

those who have been privileged with authority over theorizing and critiquing the Internet. 

The ways in which cyberlibertarianism has been adapted as a discourse of Anglo-

American democratic and neoliberal hegemony are then explored. The remainder of the 

chapter explores alternative conceptions of freedom on the Internet, as much to highlight 

how little traction they have achieved in popular discourses compared with the dominant 

cyberlibertarian conception, as to highlight that other scholars have been challenging and 

have continued to challenge the hegemony of cyberlibertarianism. 



  

13 

 Chapter four explicates the methodological approach of the dissertation, 

describing how a genealogical approach to an idea like cyberlibertarian Internet freedom 

reveals the specific historical and cultural contexts in which the idea arose and took hold. 

This approach allows the dissertation to deconstruct the power of the idea by giving 

evidence for its mutability. The conceptual problems of genealogy are also acknowledged 

here, in particular the problem of defining malleable ideological concepts such as 

freedom in a project that aims to destabilize rather than reinforce the idea that such 

concepts have inherent and stable meanings and consequences. The remainder of this 

chapter describes the construction of the archives for each analytical chapter, constituting 

a genealogy which is by no means comprehensive but which offers enough breadth and 

depth to illuminate questions about where cyberlibertarianism has come from and where 

it is going. This chapter also includes focused research questions which have guided the 

analysis for each subsequent chapter: 

• How have journalists relied on cyberlibertarian conceptions of the Internet in their 

reporting and commentary on issues of Internet freedom? 

• How do journalistic practices, shaped by the normative ideals of journalism, align 

with cyberlibertarian ideals? 

• How does privilege shape the reporting and commentary on people, issues, and 

events related to Internet freedom? 

• How are cyberlibertarian ideals adapted to different historical moments and 

contexts in which related ideologies, such as neoliberalism and corporate 

libertarianism, are dominant? 



  

14 

Though other, more specific questions arose when analyzing each subsequent chapter’s 

archive, these questions helped illuminate connections between the ways in which 

cyberlibertarianism functioned in one period or context to the next. 

 Since both historical and contemporary perspectives are central to this project and 

these research questions, the first two analytical chapters explore figures—John Perry 

Barlow and Aaron Swartz—who were central to how journalists represented 

cyberlibertarian ideals in two historical moments. Barlow acts as a representative figure 

of the early-1990s through the early 2000s—the period in which the Internet emerged and 

became a popular communication technology—and Swartz acts as an emblematic figure 

of the mid-2000s through the mid-2010s—the period in which tech corporations and 

platforms began to dominate the Internet. The latter two analytical chapters turn their 

focus from narratives of symbolic figures to commentary and debate about contemporary 

issues—online free speech and content moderation—to show how cyberlibertarian ideals 

set the bounds of journalistic discourse.  

These varied approaches have produced a broad array of answers for this project’s 

research questions. Not only does this dissertation explore how journalistic practices 

function to consecrate cyberlibertarian voices as authoritative, it also explores how 

specific social problems—such as online hate speech and harassment—are shaped by 

cyberlibertarian ideals, which in turn limit the types of solutions to these problems 

acknowledged as legitimate by journalists and commentators. Though journalistic 

discourses around other figures and social problems certainly bear evidence of the 

ideological sway of cyberlibertarianism, these figures and problems were chosen as the 

focus of this dissertation because both Barlow and Swartz remain salient references for 
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contemporary journalists and online free speech and content moderation have become 

two of the more acute issues in which journalists invoke ideals about freedom on the 

Internet. 

 Chapter five focuses on how Barlow, a Wyoming rancher and ex-hippie, was 

consecrated by the press as an expert on the Internet as it emerged as a topic for popular 

journalism in the early- and mid-1990s. By tracing the journalism featuring Barlow from 

his appearance in a Harper’s magazine forum in 1991 to the many obituaries in tech and 

popular press outlets after his death in 2018, this chapter reveals how Barlow’s identity as 

a real-life cowboy and counter-culture provocateur played as big a role in the journalistic 

legitimating of his cyberlibertarian ideas as the power of the ideas themselves. Yet, 

through this legitimation the press allowed Barlow to translate cyberlibertarian ideals—

and deregulatory policies—for mass audiences who were, for the most part, just starting 

to log on to the Internet and consider its potential for transforming the world. The 

deregulation and subsequent privatization of the Internet were thus depoliticized in the 

guise of this character who embodied problematic American ideals of individualism, 

consumerism, and white male privilege. Even today, after many journalists have begun 

reevaluating Barlow’s contribution to the irrational exuberance about the Internet’s 

liberating and equalizing possibilities in its early days, Barlow has been literally 

consecrated by the Electronic Frontier Foundation and others as a champion of a free 

Internet. 

 Chapter six then focuses on how journalists used Swartz as an embodiment of 

cyberlibertarian ideals in a period in which technologists were being granted ethical, 

political, and cultural authority over all sorts of public issues because of their technical 
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expertise alone. Portrayed by the press as a wunderkind coder—and yet also as a typical 

digital native—from his early teens, Swartz’s biography served as a narrative in which 

journalists could negotiate the values of the Internet as it progressed from an emerging 

technology to a central part of many people’s everyday lives. Swartz’s hacking activities, 

for which he was eventually prosecuted by the U.S. government, aligned him with the 

Free Culture movement which embraced the cyberlibertarian ethic of freeing information 

from the institutions—government, libraries, universities—which traditionally produced, 

archived, and protected such information. By representing Swartz as a heroic figure pitted 

against an overzealous and over-regulatory government, journalists contributed to the 

delegitimizing of these public institutions, thereby celebrating technologists and 

technologies as the arbiters of the public good. These discourses helped translate 

cyberlibertarian ideals for a period in which the Internet was established as a dominant 

mode of communication and was being annexed by tech corporations. The ascendance of 

these corporations further perpetuated the power and privilege of the technocratic class 

aided by these discourses. The journalistic treatment of Swartz helped make sense of the 

continued transfer of power over the public sphere from public institutions to private 

corporations. 

 Chapter seven shifts to the contemporary context to focus on the ways in which 

journalists rely on cyberlibertarian ideals in their representation of tensions between 

online free speech, hate speech, and harassment. Journalists often rely on technological 

determinist assumptions that are central to cyberlibertarianism to represent the problems 

of hate speech and harassment online as technological problems—with technological 

fixes—rather than problems of privilege and power shaped by the historical, political, and 
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cultural contexts from which Internet technologies emerged. Often taking as common 

sense the idea that the Internet maximizes speech by removing regulatory barriers to 

expression, journalists reiterate the cyberlibertarian idea that institutional restraints are 

contrary to online free speech. These discourses privilege hate speech and harassment, 

ignoring how these types of speech, in turn, restrain the speech of marginalized 

communities. In reporting on instances of violence that extends from online hate speech 

and harassment, journalists often portray tech platforms as the defenders of free speech, 

and purveyors of hate and harassment—and their advocates—as victims of censorship. 

These representational practices have helped foster a political narrative—despite 

evidence to the contrary—of an anti-conservative bias in Silicon Valley. Cyberlibertarian 

ideals have thus helped engender a discourse in which any moderation of problematic 

content—even if it protects marginalized groups and individuals—is represented as a 

sacrifice of freedom. The dominant sense of freedom in these journalistic discourses is a 

negative freedom for those who have historically been privileged in dominant discourses 

of freedom. 

 Chapter eight explores the ways in which journalists have fortified the authority 

of tech corporations—as opposed to governments or other public institutions—to regulate 

speech online. Showing first how journalists acknowledge the U.S. federal government’s 

abdication of its authority over the Internet through key deregulatory legislation in the 

1990s, this chapter then explores how journalists make sense of how tech corporations 

contend with governing speech on their platforms. In general, the reporting shows how 

tech corporations have adapted cyberlibertarian conceptions of online freedom to their 

own ends, protecting their status as “neutral” platforms that have no liability for the user-
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generated content that is essential to their business models. Content moderation policies 

and practices have thus often extended relatively unfettered freedom to actors—such as 

organized white supremacists—who exploit policies to spread hate and harass 

marginalized people. Journalists have begun to reveal that this intersection of 

cyberlibertarian and capitalist values has produced an Internet in which the exercise of 

unfettered freedom by the powerful and privileged is commodified and amplified by 

corporations for their own profit. The privatization of so much public discourse, which 

can be understood as the endgame of the cyberlibertarian rhetoric explored in earlier 

chapters, has only fortified the old conception of freedom which has always served more 

as a rhetoric of oppression than of liberation. 

 Finally, the conclusion suggests ways in which this analysis can help us interpret 

the present moment as journalists mount more concerted critiques of the tech industry 

and yet the problems explored in the previous chapters persist. Many critical 

journalists—like Anderson and Rogers in their TED interview of Jack Dorsey—have 

often reinforced the technocratic privilege central to cyberlibertarianism, showing how 

integral corporate hegemony is to how the Internet is often represented. The conclusion 

also examines how journalists can better represent alternative conceptions of the Internet 

by centering the voices of marginalized communities, highlighting a few examples from 

the archives assembled for this dissertation—the exceptions that proved the rule of 

cyberlibertarianism. 

 By exploring the history of cyberlibertarian ideology, this dissertation asserts that 

journalism should be studied for its power in making common sense of ideas which 

perpetuate structures of power and privilege. Yet, the opposite is also true; journalism can 
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challenge this common sense or assist other marginalized social actors in challenging it. 

Journalists ought to exercise such agency more often. Further inquiries should look more 

closely at how this is already being done.  
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CHAPTER 2 

THEORY:  

CYBERLIBERTARIAN IDEOLOGY AND INTERNET FREEDOM   

 

 Though this dissertation seeks to develop theoretical connections between 

concepts of freedom, doxa, ideology, and discourse, it is, at heart, a historical and 

empirical project that explores how journalism shapes and reiterates the ideological doxa 

of a cyberlibertarian vision of Internet freedom. Therefore, these concepts are defined and 

then explored for how they might shed light on historically and culturally contingent 

discourses and material realities. The conception of freedom this dissertation critiques 

emerges from specific historical and cultural contexts in which it became, and remains, 

common sense. Freedom can, and does, mean other things in other discourses.  

Importantly, though, the cyberlibertarian vision of Internet freedom has served as 

a foundation for many discourses about the Internet and thus deserves focused critique 

(Winner, 1997). The journalism that makes up this dissertation’s archives is just a small 

array of the discourses in which cyberlibertarianism has functioned as doxa, but this 

ideology’s circulation in journalism remains underexplored. This dissertation expands the 

existing critique of cyberlibertarianism’s cultural centrality (Winner, 1997), its military 

and countercultural roots (Turner, 2006), and its neoliberal corporate manifestations 

(Barbrook & Cameron, 1996) to explore how journalism has served to reify this ideology 

and adapt it through subsequent historical and cultural contexts. 

 The first section of this chapter explores how a negative conception of freedom 

(Berlin, 1971) has arisen and been reinforced as doxa over time, providing a foundation 
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for common sense notions of freedom on the Internet. The second section explores how 

critical theories of ideology, and related concepts like doxa, help explain how the 

cyberlibertarian notion of Internet freedom arose, took hold, and persisted through time 

and different contexts. As these ideas became the naturalized “common sense” of a 

broader culture, they lost their historical roots and concealed structures of power and 

privilege.  

As this theoretical approach suggests, cyberlibertarianism has been 

problematically de-historicized in the discourses explored in both the next chapter and in 

the analytical chapters. Historical contingency and context play an important role in how 

these concepts are defined and deployed here and in later chapters, where these doxa are 

critiqued through re-historicizing the conditions, both discursive and material, which 

gave rise to them. The next section traces some of the historical roots in political 

philosophy and American history of a negative conception of freedom that has been 

central to cyberlibertarianism, exploring how this conception had been held as doxa long 

before the Internet emerged. 

 

Cyberlibertarianism and Negative Freedom 

 The idea of freedom, or liberty, has been theorized in various ways throughout 

history in different philosophical traditions. The concept of freedom that underpins 

certain cyberlibertarian ideals is deeply rooted in an Anglo-American notion of 

democracy, a political tradition which privileges negative freedoms as central to the 

functioning of a democratic system of government. The ideal of freedom of speech and 

other forms of expression often contains nostalgia for a certain kind of elite Greek and 
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Roman democracy, as apparent in Anglo-American political philosophy, particularly the 

works of Enlightenment philosophers like John Locke (1689/1947) and poets such as 

John Milton (1644/1976) and later foundational liberal political philosophers like John 

Stuart Mill (1859/1998). For instance, Milton’s polemical pamphlet, Areopagitica, 

directed at the English parliament in 1644, made one of the earliest arguments for the 

value of an unregulated press and free speech, and included a quote from the Greek 

tragedian Euripides as an epigraph: “This is true liberty, when free-born men, Having to 

advise the public, may speak free” (Milton, 1644/1976, p. 151). In this polemic, Milton 

argued that English democracy, though not perfect, had come a long way on the road to 

its ultimate goal: recovering the glories of the Roman republic. This nostalgia for a time 

when the speech of “free-born men” was less regulated by government, equates “true 

liberty” with the unfettered speech of only those who were of a certain class, excluding 

enslaved people, women, and others not granted citizenship in these “free” proto-

democracies.  

 Privilege, in this way, has been central to the ideal of freedom in the historical and 

philosophical context from which cyberlibertarianism emerges. Critics have noted that 

the Enlightenment philosophers’ embrace of the ideals of Greek democratic theory has, 

from the beginning, excluded and marginalized certain classes of people by denying them 

access to freedoms afforded privileged classes of people (Lacqueur, 1992). Many of the 

foundational texts of Anglo-American democracy—Plato’s Republic (1966), for one—

are founded on the ideal of absolute intellectual freedom for the philosophically 

enlightened and cowed passivity for the masses (Saxonhouse, 2006; Nietzsche, 1989). 

This vision of freedom is explicitly absolute for the elite, but in no sense universal. 
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Cyberlibertarian conceptions of free speech likewise privilege certain classes of people, 

namely white, wealthy, and technologically-skilled men. 

 Drawing on the long philosophical history of the ideal of freedom, Isaiah Berlin 

described two conceptions of freedom in the late-1950s which have come to define how 

freedom is theorized. Negative conceptions of freedom are founded on the idea that 

freedom is attained by removing restraints; positive conceptions of freedom are founded 

on the idea that freedom is attained by enabling people to act in their interests and the 

interests of their communities (Berlin, 1970). Negative freedoms can be understood as 

freedoms from; positive freedoms can be understood as freedoms to. Though this 

dichotomy is oversimplified it has helped others reveal that a negative conception of 

freedom, which dominates Anglo-American political discourse, is not the only way 

philosophers and political actors have deployed the idea (Hirsch, 1992). Freedom, like 

any other abstract term, carries its own history, but is still open to contestation and 

reimagination. Yet, as this dissertation will argue, the negative conception of freedom has 

dominated the cultural, technological, and political contexts which have given rise to 

many discourses about the Internet. The journalism that makes up my archives often 

relies on and reifies the negative freedom central to cyberlibertarianism, thus defining the 

boundaries of public and popular disputes about Internet freedom with the same implicit 

privileges that have long characterized debates about freedom. 

 Though Berlin’s binary conceptualization of freedom is useful, it’s important to 

remember, for a historical project such as this, that such conceptualizations emerge from 

specific historical and material realities. As ideals, freedom of speech and the press 

emerged in their 18th century American, British, and French political contexts as 
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negative liberties, in part, because, just like Milton, the people who articulated these 

freedoms as ideals were opposed to real governmental censorship regimes (Popkin, 1990; 

Perovic, 2011). This goes some way in explaining why the negative libertarian 

conception of these freedoms held such sway in the early days of these democracies and 

to a varying extent to this day. Importantly though, it also highlights how such notions of 

freedom were often first articulated in constitutions and founding documents in response 

to some actual restraint or some perceived political injustice. Rather than absolute and 

universal value, this conception of freedom can better be viewed as a normative value 

that took hold in specific historical and political contexts—contexts that continue to exert 

perhaps undue influence on the present.  

 Rather than challenging the traditional historical dimensions of privilege, much of 

the journalism around the idea of freedom on the Internet merely reiterates privileges 

based on class, race, gender, and geography. In the American context, the ideal of 

freedom has its own historiography, which has often reinforced and valorized a negative 

conception by centering elite individuals who act and speak outside the bounds of 

government constraint. This historiography has often centered mythological father 

figures—the founding fathers and Abraham Lincoln, in particular—and their authorship 

of political documents which grant freedom to people of different classes and races, 

rather than centering the struggles of oppressed people (Castronovo, 1995). Freedom is 

markedly not a communal project and—despite the lofty rhetoric—not a universal, 

unalienable state of being. 

In the same way, the discourses which have centered the cyberlibertarian notion 

of freedom on the Internet have relied on father figures and so-called great men to 
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articulate the idea freedom for the ostensibly less authoritative—often women and people 

of color—who have come to inhabit the Internet. Early on, men who contributed to the 

development of the Internet or wrote about networking technologies were granted status 

as father figures of Internet freedom through their consecration in media outlets and 

among communities who first adopted Internet networking technologies, despite the fact 

that women and people of color were active participants in the development of computing 

and networking technologies (Stephenson, 1999; Margolis & Fisher, 2002; Nelsen, 

2016). As the Internet emerged as a dominant cultural space, so-called “father figures” 

like John Perry Barlow, likewise, articulated what freedom might mean on it. In the 21st 

century, the tech elite—particularly executives at major tech platforms—have now come 

to inhabit the role of rights-givers and freedom-granters, even as the Internet has been 

used, experienced, and understood in diverse ways by diverse communities. As this 

dissertation will argue in later chapters, journalists have aided in the centering of such 

privileged figures and their ideals. 

By reading back into the historiography of freedom in this way, we can also 

dispel the notion that mainstream American liberalism includes a coherent commitment 

to understanding freedom in the positive sense. With few exceptions—such as F.D.R.’s 

New Deal era push to balance negative individual freedoms with “the liberty of the 

community” (Baker, 2019, p. 29)—positive conceptions of freedom have had little 

purchase in mainstream American discourse. Instead, so-called liberal theories of 

freedom of speech often attempt to link positive and negative notions of freedom by 

arguing that “Citizens grow in wisdom by passing through folly, and dalliance with 

demons adds up to the greater education of all” (Peters, 2005, p. 14). In other words, the 
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public can only get to their positive freedoms through their negative freedoms; i.e., only 

by immersing itself in unfettered speech will the public find the truth.  

The old cliché—which is powerful in the reporting and analysis that makes up 

this dissertation’s archives—that the only cure for bad speech is more speech, arises out 

of these notions about freedom. Yet the idea that knowledge can be tested and 

strengthened only in the negative (Popper, 1963)—that the truth will win out in the end—

relies on positivist assumptions about knowledge which often fail to make accounts for 

the dynamics of history and power (Kuhn, 1996). People, particularly when they form 

into that illusory and imaginary body that we call the public, are not so rule-bound and 

definable as Enlightenment thinkers and positivists might hope (Dewey, 1927). Again, 

the tradition from which cyberlibertarianism emerges denies the historical and cultural 

conditions which have shaped who exercises this conception of freedom. 

Often this negative conception has been linked to the role of open political debate 

and a free press in American democracy. In the Colonial Era and Early Republic, writers 

like Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson adapted the negative view of freedom, as 

expressed in texts like Milton’s Areopagitica or Thomas Paine’s (1776/2003) Common 

Sense in their articulations of an American notion of the freedom of speech and the press. 

Just as more contemporary liberal theories of freedom do, these foundational articulators 

of American freedom argued that truth would win out if all speech and print were aired 

openly and freely—usually with the caveat, explicit or implicit, that such speech and 

print would come from well-off, educated and property-holding white men (Franklin, 

1731; Jefferson, 1779). Generously, these notions can be attributed to the belief that such 

individuals would have the public’s best interests at heart (John, 2019a); more critically, 
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the privileges of race, gender, and class are central to how these freedoms have been 

deployed in discourses for hundreds of years, right up into the present as debates are 

waged in journalistic discourses about the meaning of freedom online.  

Why exactly this argument has held sway as a defense of dangerous and 

objectionable speech for so long in America is a question that can be best addressed by 

studying the discourses and social practices which have made it sensible over time and in 

different contexts. Journalism serves as a sort of clearinghouse, as my archives show, for 

many of the discourses that do this: from the popular philosophy of figures like John 

Perry Barlow and Aaron Swartz, to public policy debates and the testimonies of tech 

executives in front of Congress, to corporate public relations statements, to popular 

critiques published in the general-interest and tech-focused outlets. The negative freedom 

central to cyberlibertarianism manifests in specific discursive moments to shape 

dominant notions of what freedom means, or can mean, on the Internet. 

 This negative view of freedom has been used to justify and validate certain 

reprehensible positions as compatible with the dominant American spirit of freedom. For 

example, in the 19th century, Southern slaveholders often characterized the emancipatory 

work of insurrections, abolitionists, and eventually the Northern government and military 

as threats to their “freedom” to own other people (Patterson, 2001; Davis, 1999). Any 

attempt to enforce a restraint on slavery—through violence or legislation—was 

considered a barrier to freedom in this twisted, but widespread, logic. Likewise, during 

the Jim Crow era, segregationists and others on the right harnessed the ideal of freedom 

from government in their crusades against federally-mandated integration (MacLean, 

2017). This same rhetorical use of negative freedom from government intrusion has been 
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used to defund and privatize public institutions since the second half of the 20th century. 

A contemporary analogue can be found in the subcultural trolls who harass people of 

color and women on the Internet, often explicitly to drive them off the Internet, justifying 

this behavior under the guise of Internet freedom (e.g. Grady, 2018). As my analysis 

shows, the value of harmful speech—such as hate speech and harassment that makes 

groups and individuals feel unsafe on social media platforms—is taken for granted by 

those who defend the absolute rights of speech online in the reporting and commentary 

on these issues. 

The discursive power of negative freedom has only been reinforced throughout 

time as the capitalist American project has grown into a global neoliberal one and as 

Silicon Valley has come to shape how much of the world communicates. As an 

outgrowth of the dominant negative conceptualization of freedom, an explicit resistance 

to government interference on nearly all matters in American public policy only 

intensified after the postwar period in the middle of the 20th century, when an anti-statist 

form of free market liberalism and deregulation began to hold sway in both the courts and 

in popular political discourse (Purdy, 2018). If restraint is the enemy of freedom, and the 

state is the primary source of restraint, this thinking goes, then the state is the enemy of 

freedom. When there have been exceptions to the negative libertarian view of freedom of 

speech and the press—such as the Espionage and Sedition Acts in the early 20th century 

and the Patriot Act in the early 21st century—they have largely limited the speech of 

already marginalized individuals and communities (Kohn & Zinn, 1994). Just as Milton, 

Franklin, Jefferson and the rest had a very specific notion of the “free-born” men to 

whom these absolute freedoms should be extended to (Milton, 1644/1976, p. 151), so too 
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have more contemporary cyberlibertarians privileged the speech of a certain class and 

caste of Americans. The elite rarely, if ever, find their freedoms restricted; people of 

color, women, minority religious groups, and dissidents often do.  

This is not to say that there haven’t been critiques of the dominance of negative 

freedom in modern democratic philosophy. Even early Enlightenment philosophers who 

were refining the theoretical foundations of democracy and the ideals of freedom in their 

writings, such as Rousseau (1999), observed that unfettered freedom, treating men 

equally under the law—a sort of proto-libertarianism in vogue with the earliest 

democratic theorists—would serve to grant only those with the advantages of birth and 

wealth the true benefits of these freedoms. What then for the person without property or 

wealth? Who—it begs the question—is the cyberlibertarian conception of freedom for? If 

freedom, rather than equality, has defined normative political thinking in America, as this 

dissertation shows, so too was freedom, and not equality, the guiding principle of the 

Internet in its formative years and, in many ways, still is to this day (Turner, 2006; 

Winner, 1997; Batra, 2008; John, 2019a; McGuirk, 2017a). 

 Yet alternative positive conceptions have emerged to challenge this dominant 

negative conception of freedom, in terms of speech online and off. Flipping the 

traditional libertarian negative conception of freedom of speech and freedom of the press 

on its head, scholars like Ananny (2018) have explored how we might reconceive of 

these freedoms as positive freedoms: rather than an individual’s or the press’ right to 

express something, the rights in the First Amendment might be better articulated as the 

public’s right to hear what is expressed by individuals and the press, expressions which 

have some bearing on the public’s welfare. As Wu (2017) has argued, the 
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cyberlibertarian commitment to a negative conception of freedom of speech, in fact, 

reduces public access to valuable and rich speech by allowing commercialism and 

divisive invective to dominate. Petley (2012), on the other hand, has critiqued the 

negative conception of discursive freedom as an ideology that allows corporations and 

deregulatory governments to ignore the freedoms of the consumers of discourse—i.e. the 

public—in policy and rhetoric. These reconceived positive freedoms would help reorient 

the public, policymakers, and journalists, to the goal of bringing a diverse array of public 

voices, with their own interests and their own needs to hear, into being as communal 

projects with shared interests.  

 The American libertarian vision of freedom, and therefore the cyberlibertarian 

vision of Internet freedom, are not faits accomplis. Though cyberlibertarianism is by no 

means an inevitable dominant ideology of the Internet, nonetheless it became and 

remained so through a number of discourses that arose as the technology emerged and 

proliferated. In the following section, I explore how ideology and discourse are related 

and how this relationship bears upon the way we ought to study popular discourses about 

the Internet.  

 

Doxa, Ideology, and Discourse 

Doxa and Internet Freedom 

In this dissertation, I make the case that the cyberlibertarian notion of Internet 

freedom for decades was treated as doxa (Bourdieu, 1977)—the common sense of the 

broader culture—and therefore was rarely questioned by journalists in their reporting on 

the Internet. This ideology emerged from a specific set of ideas, communities, and 



  

31 

technologies and has often been taken for granted as immutable and inevitable in 

dominant discourses. As the critical genealogy and discourse analysis that follows will 

show, this ideal became reified as doxa through the material history of the Internet and 

preceding digital networking technologies, and through the foundational doxa of 

American political theory and policy concerning civil liberties. As Boal (1995) argued, 

“Artifacts are congealed ideology” (p. 12); and in the cultural artifact of the Internet is 

congealed, specifically, a cyberlibertarian ideology. Cyberlibertarian discourses 

dominated the early days of the Internet and were rarely challenged by journalists until 

very recently, despite the persistence of alternative scholarly and vernacular discourses 

that challenged the ideology’s values. Journalists have used prominent techno-utopians, 

technologists, and tech executives—people much like John Perry Barlow and Aaron 

Swartz—to make cyberlibertarian ideals and politics palatable for popular audiences 

(Harley, 2019). As this dissertation shows, journalism has historically often functioned to 

“common” (Fuchs, 2019) cyberlibertarian ideology, reproducing existing power 

structures in discursive forms by turning a contingent ideology into popular common 

sense.  

 Rather than accepting this doxa as natural, this dissertation reveals how 

journalists, public intellectuals, tech evangelists, technologists, and everyday Internet 

users have reinforced it and made it, in many contexts, unquestionable. In this work, 

ideology and doxa function as hegemonic discourses integrated into journalistic texts 

(Althusser, 1971/2006; Gramsci, 1959). This critique reveals how alternatives—such as a 

positive re-conception of Internet freedom—are foreclosed upon and often not even 

considered possible in so much journalism. For example, even when the deployment of 
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positive conceptions are considered—such as limitations on harassment and hate speech 

that target marginalized groups—they are rarely portrayed as producing more freedom 

and more often portrayed as reducing freedom in favor of more civility or safety. 

However, as Patterson (2001) has shown, many Americans value safety, particularly in 

public spaces, as a central component of how they practice freedom, even if they do not 

intellectually conceive of it this way. The doxa around freedom in the American context 

is so strong, however, that even if many people desire a more positive form of freedom—

one in which their safety is ensured in public spaces—discourses around freedom still 

assume the common sense of the negative conception of freedom. Cyberlibertarian 

freedom does not include the freedom to be safe in digital spaces. Doxa concerning 

freedom of the press in the United States functions similarly. Dominant discourses often 

ignoring one of the central dimensions of press freedom—namely the safety and security 

of journalists operating in public—while focusing on negative freedoms from 

government restraint (Harb, 2018). Though the doxa of negative freedom may operate as 

common sense in certain discourses, it does not necessarily reflect the reality of the lived 

experiences of even those people who subscribe to it. 

 Doxa are reinforced through cultural representations, such as those in journalism 

and other media; such texts constitute the archives I explore here. But doxa can also be 

reinforced, and made to seem natural, through technological architectures and practices. 

For instance, the algorithms which structure how people use the Internet, from search to 

social media, may appear neutral from outside of the proprietary protections that keep us 

from studying them in detail, but instead they reinforce existing doxa and, therefore, 

“reproduce and entrench injustices that already exist in the world” (Susskind, 2018, p. 
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288). The same goes for how tech corporations establish the norms of social practices in 

digital spaces through content moderation and user agreements. These corporations tend 

to regulate expression based on perceptions about broad-based cultural norms—a form of 

doxa—concerning content like nudity and sex, resulting in the censorship of such 

everyday content as photographs of women breastfeeding (Gillespie, 2018). Algorithms 

and other computing processes have become central to how shared culture is determined 

and shaped (Striphas, 2015). Cultural authority is now encoded in the algorithms that 

structure who sees what online (Shirky, 2009). Yet the functioning of this authority is 

often hidden inside the black box of corporate propriety enabled by the deregulation of 

media industries (Pasquale, 2015). Doxa inform the hidden code that makes up the 

Internet as much as they inform everyday discourses about the Internet.  

 At the same time, tech corporations have trodden carefully when censoring 

material that is more widely considered speech, even if that speech is hate speech which 

crosses the bounds of those cultural norms, in part because of cyberlibertarian doxa. 

Facebook executives, for instance, have been loath to regulate any speech that does not 

directly incite violence or constitute criminal behavior (“Violence and criminal 

behavior,” 2018), and, until recently, Reddit’s executives have only regulated content 

which refers to illegal activity. In any case, these ad hoc forms of moderation tend to 

follow no coherent vision of who is being protected and for what purpose, relying more 

on pushback from the public or from users in order to gauge appropriate regulations. 

When a certain practice or policy is called into question as common sense, or doxa, those 

practices and policies can and have been changed.  
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 Early attempts at moderation and censorship may have focused on nudity and sex, 

for instance, because pornography tended to be the central focus of early controversies 

about censorship and freedom online in public debates, policy, and journalistic media 

(Godwin, 2003). In some sense, this hands-off approach is an inheritance from the 

earliest networked communities who assumed that regulation from above was generally 

against the spirit of liberation the technologies promised; the common sense of the 

Internet has been that it ought to be regulated as little as possible. However, platform 

moderation may rely on an even more foundational corporate doxa. The bottom line to all 

moderator activity, as Gillespie (2018) argues, is “keeping as many people on the site 

spending as much time as possible, interacting as much as possible,” whether that means 

little to no regulation or rigorous and stringent rules (p. 17). Journalism serves as a vital 

discursive site for exploring how these cyberlibertarian and capitalist doxa have worked 

in tension and in concert to shape notions about freedom on the Internet. 

 

Ideology and Internet Freedom 

 The journalistic texts that form the archives of this dissertation contain discourses 

that both passively and directly articulate what Internet freedom means, confirming or 

contesting an ideology of the Internet. Ideology is here understood in Gramsci’s (1959) 

terms, much like doxa, as the “common sense” of the “terrain on which men move [and] 

acquire consciousness of their position” (p. 377). Ideology can be read from textual 

evidence for how the terrain of the Internet is made sense of in different discourses, such 

as journalism. Ideology is constituted in the different discursive representations which 

constitute a given subject’s “imaginary relations to the real conditions of existence” 
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(Althusser, 1970, p. 236). Rather than abandoning material reality, the analysis of 

ideology focuses on the relationship between representation and reality. The 

cyberlibertarian ideal of Internet freedom, and its many manifestations in discourse, may 

not be empirically “real,” but they are linked to real conditions—such as access and 

privilege—in such a way that both ideology and those real conditions can be revealed as 

contingent rather than natural and inevitable. 

 Furthermore, ideology is integral to the formation of subjects, to how individuals 

and groups experience and relate to the world around them. As Hall (2016) argued, 

political subjects are constituted by what he calls the articulation, or the linking, of an 

ideology to a social formation. Cyberlibertarianism constitutes a subjectivity when it is 

linked to certain social formations. In the early days of the Internet, as I show in the next 

chapter, many different social formations where linked with cyberlibertarian ideals—

from military and academic research groups to hackers to techno-utopian communities. It 

is through these subjectivities that cyberlibertarianism begins to act upon the material 

conditions of the world, bleeding into other discourses and contexts, shaping the actions 

of corporations, governments, and everyday users of digital technologies, and shaping the 

representational practices of journalists. We may not all be cyberlibertarians, but we have 

all been subjects in a world shaped by cyberlibertarianism. 

 Discourses about the Internet carry evidence of the cyberlibertarian ideology that 

has shaped them. Though technological determinism has long held sway—if not in the 

academy, at least in much popular discourse—the nature of technology and the uses 

people make of it is anything but inevitable. Instead, technology takes on the ideology 

and the doxa of the cultures from which it emerges (Williams, 1974/2004). Rather than 
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studying the Internet as an immutable object with affordances that are natural and 

determinative, this dissertation focuses on the ideology of its creators, its evangelists, and 

of the journalists who have often naturalized that ideology in their work. By 

acknowledging historical contingency, this approach shows how texts carry ideologies 

that could be otherwise (Hardt, 1986/1996).  

 The Internet, as a technology and cultural object, exists in history and therefore is 

subject to shifting ideological expressions and social formations. A material thing, like 

the Internet, which social relations are organized around, does not only provide the 

possibility for those social relations and the ideologies which they nurture, but also is 

produced by the preceding set of social relations and ideologies (Foucault, 1993). For 

example, a given media technology, such as social media, does not just shape how people 

communicate and interact and produce new ideologies, it is also shaped by the ideologies 

which produced it in the first place. Social media, and the Internet more generally, may 

have arisen in a spirit of “free information,” but it was produced and is now practiced as a 

neoliberal venture, where individuality and market worth drive social relations and 

communication (Greenstein, 2015). The material evidence critical researchers rely on can 

be understood as mutable and historically situated among the ideas and material 

conditions which come before it, as well as instrumental in shaping the ideas and material 

conditions which come after it. This process is accessible through a genealogical study 

which explores its different permutations at different moments. 

 However, even if ideologies are historically contingent, they do consistently arise 

and take hold in similar manners. As Hall (2016) notes, the striking question about 

ideology is how the ideals of the dominant class get replicated in a free market, civil 
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libertarian society where the state rarely uses explicit coercion to shape public discourses 

and private values. Why have different media outlets and individual journalists and tech 

evangelists and digital communities reproduced the same ideology in their various 

discourses when there are so many viable alternatives? Perhaps in the case of 

cyberlibertarianism, the ideology is especially primed to be reiterated in a media system 

that is itself founded on the ideal of being free from restraint (Plaisance, 2005). Not only 

does free market libertarianism produce the ostensible freedom that confounds the old 

State Apparatus version of understanding ideology; it also reproduces itself by its very 

own definition. After all, what market-driven media would use its freedom to produce 

any other ideal than libertarian freedom?  

Dominant ideologies, however, change their shape to meet the historical contexts 

in which they operate, even if many of their core commitments remain the same. Rather 

than assuming that ideology is always logically bound to a specific social class (Marx & 

Engels, 1971), a more flexible cultural approach allows us to observe how ruling classes 

embrace different ideologies in different cultural and historical contexts in order to retain 

their status (Althusser, 1971/2006; Hall, 2016). In the context studied here, 

cyberlibertarianism has been adapted by those in power to their own purposes. Yet 

alternative conceptions of Internet freedom have been used to resist modes of domination 

(Haraway, 1991; Pam, 1994; Plant, 1997; Wolfson, 2014; Clark, 2015, Steele & Lu, 

2019). 

We also see these shifts in how ideology is deployed in the transformation of the 

Internet into a predominantly commercial space over the last two decades (Greenstein, 

2015). Though the Internet has become dominated by major platforms and the 
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corporations which developed them, many of the writers and communities which 

articulated the early cyberlibertarian vision of the Internet—from coders to hackers to the 

Free Culture movement—professed to be anti-commercial. Yet the very ideals 

constructed in these anti-commercial discourses have often served as the foundation of 

the very corporations which have dominated the Internet. This contradiction reveals how 

what Gramsci (1971) called “modes of thought” are as instrumental in the reproduction 

of power structures as economic incentives (p. 184). It is not so much that the ideas 

produce the power as the structures of power coopt the ideas for their own self-

perpetuation. 

Capitalism provides much of the foundational logic of how the cyberlibertarian 

ideology of Internet freedom functions, particularly in how it emerges and is then 

reinforced in technology and culture industries (Winner, 1997). Though 

cyberlibertarianism may not emerge from a particular culture industry, as we tend to 

think of them, it is important to recognize that social media platforms, digital 

communities, and journalists who report on the Internet are enmeshed in culture 

industries whether they know it or not. Hegemonic discourses about the Internet are 

perpetuated by their very enmeshment with the technology industry (Adorno and 

Horkheimer, 1972/1993). 

The ideologies of this technology industry are particularly apparent in how labor 

has been reconceptualized in the Internet age. Dominant ideologies in free market 

societies work towards producing an equilibrium in which the under-class which 

produces value for the ruling class is made amenable to its status and the status quo (Hall, 

2016; Althusser, 1971/2006). The dominant ideology is a tool for avoiding revolution. 
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The conception of freedom on the Internet articulated by cyberlibertarians reinforces 

social positions in a post-production world by turning the very behaviors which that 

freedom affords—the consumption and production of free information and expression—

into a steady stream of labor, freely given, which corporations can then exploit for their 

own ends. That vision of Internet freedom is central to the creation of a digital 

proletariat—one which is unaware of its position, because, in part, it is not producing 

anything material (Dyer-Witheford, 2015). Yet it does the very work which brings tech 

corporations value. Cyberlibertarian Internet freedom is an opiate of the digital masses. 

If ideological doxa are so powerful because they are accepted as inevitable,  

challenging them is central to critical work inside and outside of the academy. Critiques 

of dominant ideologies, whether they come in the form of popular journalism or scholarly 

work, can destabilize the existing ideological structure and reassert new ideological 

touchstones (Gramsci, 1971). This might explain why popular criticism of the tech 

industry and the ideologies which have propped it up for decades have so dramatically 

increased over the last few years (Watson, 2016). It’s not just that journalists and other 

critics are suffering from groupthink, but that the ideological terrain has changed, so that 

the old ideological formations no longer make sense. John Perry Barlow may have once 

functioned as a symbol of the liberating potential of the Internet, then as a discredited 

techno-utopian, and still later as an amplifier of ideas that have enabled the rise of 

problematic technologies. In each of these periods, different critics may have contested 

each of these identities, but there was a shifting dominant ideology which allowed those 

critics to make sense of him as a figure. Barlow’s texts remain the same, but the sense his 

critics make of them changes as ideologies find new manners of expression in discourse.  
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Yet, the goal in describing the ideological underpinnings of ideals and practices in 

their historical contexts is also to imagine “alternative, political responses to the 

problems” that have emerged surrounding these ideals and practices (Hardt, 1986/1996, 

p. 110); some of these alternatives already existed even in the early days of Internet 

technologies but have been ignored or decentered as the Internet has become a 

naturalized part of so many of our lives. The dominant version of the Internet goes 

unchallenged because of its status as ideological doxa. Challenging doxa and ideology, 

then, is an inherently critical and political process. 

Feminist scholars have led the way in challenging dominant conceptions of the 

Internet by interrogating the epistemological assumptions of those conceptions. As 

Steeves (1997) wrote, feminist cultural studies works to “identify and challenge 

expressions of hegemonic patriarchy in ideological structures and discourses” particularly 

in journalistic discourses (p. 7). Gersch (1998) suggested that discourses about the 

Internet are particularly ripe for contesting the way that knowledge about technology has 

traditionally been gendered as male. Harding (1991), likewise, pointed out that the 

political-economic and cultural assumptions that undergird technological knowledge need 

to be denaturalized to understand how such knowledge serves as a discourse of power. 

Hicks (2013) has contributed to this work by refocusing attention on women who have 

played roles in computing history and have largely been erased from historical 

discourses. This dissertation interrogates one of the modes of that erasure in journalistic 

discourses about the Internet. 

 

Neoliberalism, Corporate Libertarianism, and United States Media 
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In exploring the relationship between ideology and discourse, this dissertation 

focuses on how a particular conception of freedom has been centered in journalism about 

the Internet. But this conception of freedom has been made common sense as a central 

value of broader ideologies that have informed cyberlibertarianism and journalism: 

namely neoliberalism and corporate libertarianism. Though these ideologies have 

operated in complex ways to shape public life, particularly in the United States, briefly 

examining how they operate in synergy with the ideals of cyberlibertarianism and 

American journalism helps fit this project within its broader ideological context. 

Though the term neoliberalism has come to encompass a variety of ideological 

commitments, a defining value of neoliberal doxa is that individual freedom is one of 

“the central values of civilization” (Harvey, 2007, p. 5). Therefore, government 

regulation that ostensibly balances the interests of collective entities—like the public—

with this individual freedom has often been conceptualized as antithetical to civilization’s 

progress in neoliberal discourses (Phelan, 2014). This ideology has pervaded government 

institutions in the United States and elsewhere, but it has also served as common sense 

for and been propagated by media (Meyers, 2019). 

This tenet of neoliberalism has served as a particularly strong basis for the 

corporate libertarianism which has driven public policy in the United States. For decades, 

that individual freedom has been extended to corporations operating in a deregulated 

marketplace (Pickard, 2013). For the purposes of this dissertation, this confluence in 

neoliberal and libertarian ideology helps explain why many discourses privilege certain 

collective entities—i.e. corporations—operating in the marketplace, while neglecting the 

non-market interests of other collective entities—i.e. publics. As Pickard (2013) has 



  

42 

shown, the United State media system has long relied on libertarian ideals. This synergy 

has helped produce journalistic discourses, at least in the United States, in which the 

rights of corporations, rather than publics, are often centered. 

 

Discourse, Journalism, and the Ideology of Internet Freedom 

 The theoretical relationship between ideology and discourse clarifies how ideas, 

discourse, and material reality are connected in each given historical context of this 

dissertation. Studying how discourse carries ideology opens up nearly all cultural objects 

to interpretation as evidence of how power—based on things like race, gender, and 

class—is transmitted explicitly and symbolically in the historical moment in which it is 

produced and circulated (Hall, 1992/1996). By focusing on a number of different 

historical and journalistic archives in this dissertation, I trace ideas through different 

historical moments into the present, exploring how these ideas have emerged how 

different institutions, corporations, publications, and journalists have exerted power 

through these ideas (Fairclough, 1995).  

 By analyzing many individual texts that confirm or contest cyberlibertarian 

ideology, this dissertation reveals how power is exerted through language. The discursive 

practices apparent in these texts are evidences practices of power in the real world. Texts 

like these, which define or reinforce doxa about social spaces and technologies, have real 

consequences for the material conditions and experiences of individuals and groups both 

online and offline (Althusser, 1971/2006; Hall, 1992/1996).. Through close textual 

studies which “analyse or deconstruct language and behaviour in order to decipher the 

patterns of ideological thinking which are inscribed in them” (Hall, 2016, p. 131), this 
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dissertation demonstrates how cyberlibertarian ideology becomes material in language 

and other forms of communication 

 Though technological determinism has shaped many popular narratives and 

scholarly works about the Internet, this cultural and discursive approach reintroduces the 

contingencies that produced the ideologies and doxa which shape so much journalism 

about the Internet. Instead of accepting the dogmas of determinism, this approach allows 

acknowledges the importance of power, class, race, and gender in understanding how the 

Internet has emerged as a cultural space and an object of cultural work. Rather than 

exploring how technology changes us, this approach explores how technologies are the 

products of cultural practices and structures, the evidence of the agency of individuals, 

institutions, governments, and communities. Therefore, in this dissertation I explore “the 

complicity of the media industry in the ideological struggle” to define the Internet and, 

conversely, the potential for “the role of communication in the struggle against” the 

prevailing logic about the Internet (Hardt, 1986/1996, p. 104). Communication and media 

are not conceptualized as mere passive carriers of culture, but as sites where culture is 

both shaped and reflected. 

 Journalism, in particular, plays a central role in shaping and perpetuating 

hegemonic ideologies (Lukin, 2012). Often relying on abstract and ill-defined notions of 

the “common good,” journalistic practices often perpetuate the status quo rather than 

contesting how that status quo perpetuates power (Hess, 2016). As a cultural field, 

journalism relies on doxa to communicate the “natural” or “objective” way to represent 

the world to audiences (Bourdieu, 2005). Yet journalists who hold these doxa as 

commonsense overlook their ideological nature, conceiving of objectivity, for instance, 
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as a positivist path to the truth, rather than a value-laden ideal (Raeijmaekers & Maeseele, 

2017). Often commonsense journalistic values and practices are filtered from the top-

down—from more popular widely-consumed and celebrated journalism outlets to 

publications on the periphery, like tech blogs (Jenkins & Volz, 2016). Thus, studying a 

broad array of popular and tech-focused journalism reveals the patterns of how 

journalism doxa are established and reiterated, and how they reiterate cyberlibertarian 

ideology. 

 This study traces the emergence of cyberlibertarianism, its confirmation and 

reiteration by journalists for much of the Internet’s existence, begins to contend with how 

journalists and critics have recently begun to contest that dominant ideology. These more 

recent changes should not come as a surprise. Journalism, as an ideological discourse, is a 

relatively recent—historically-speaking—form that has only fleetingly had a stable 

identity (Nerone, 2015). Furthermore, it is a multiplicitous discourse; there is not one 

journalism with one ideology, but many journalisms with many ideologies (Carpentier & 

Cammaerts, 2007). Some of those journalisms have begun to reorient their relationships 

with the doxa of cyberlibertarianism.  

 Future research, though, should retain skepticism of those shifts in reporting and 

commentary around issues of freedom on the Internet. The divergence between 

cyberlibertarian doxa and the new ways in which journalists and other critics have begun 

to contest those doxa offers a critical point where we can trace how the “discursive 

currents” which “fracture along certain lines and in certain directions” as ideologies 

rupture or synthesize (Gramsci, 1959, p. 327). As Gramsci indicated, comprehensive 

ruptures are rather rare. Instead, doxa are often reiterated even as they are challenged. 
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The work of journalists and critics who have recently begun to contest cyberlibertarian 

common sense may, in fact, operate to confirm or adapt some of the very ideals which 

undergird that common sense. 

 

Journalistic Affinities with Cyberlibertarianism 

 Journalism serves as a site for both the confirmation and the contestation of 

cyberlibertarian ideology. The ideology of American journalism, however, itself is 

wrapped up in the libertarian conception of freedom and therefore becomes an especially 

ready tool for the amplification of some of the most toxic outgrowths of 

cyberlibertarianism. For instance, Whitney Phillips (2015) has observed how trolling 

behaviors are rooted in cyberlibertarian logic, but are particularly salient because they 

attract journalistic attention (Klein, 2018b). Here, ideals of free speech and a free press 

work to make sense of and center an antisocial behavior and the fact that neither the 

government nor tech corporations regulate that behavior. Journalism reiterates 

cyberlibertarian logic not by celebrating it, but by making sense of it for the public. 

 Journalists and journalism outlets often maintain many of the ideological 

commitments that have shaped the cyberlibertarian ethos of Silicon Valley corporations. 

Tech companies have described their social networks as neutral “platforms” for 

communication and connection, ignoring or denying the social, cultural, economic, and 

historical imperatives that have shaped how those platforms serve to shape discourse 

(Gillespie, 2010; 2015; 2018). Likewise, journalists have often ignored or denied those 

same imperatives in representing their professional practices as both autonomous and 

merely reflective of their audiences and communities (Ananny, 2014). Tech executives 
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and journalists decontextualize their own functions in society, often representing their 

work as neutral and reflective rather than active and constructive. Exceptions certainly 

exist in certain journalistic practices—such as investigative reporting—but even in those 

cases, journalists often conceptualize their primary role as revealing objective facts 

(Ettema & Glasser, 1999). Ideology, in these contexts, tends to cloak itself in an 

Enlightenment commitment to achieving truth through negative freedoms. 

 Here, freedom and truth are often conceptualized as ideal outcomes in their own 

right, leaving unarticulated how the public good might be served by them. 

Cyberlibertarian ideology relies on an articulated connection between negative speech 

freedoms and the public good, often assuming that the public good merely extends from 

the ideals of unfettered speech central to Anglo-American democratic theory. Freedom is 

a good in itself and therefore must bring greater public goods. Journalism outlets, 

likewise, subscribe to this logic, using, for example, threats to unfettered press freedom to 

push for deregulatory policies, while failing to articulate how such deregulation might 

serve the public interest (File, 2017). 

 Though cyberlibertarians and journalists have often ignored the ways culture has 

shaped technology, reporters and critics have often represented the Internet and other 

digital networking technologies as the determinants of cultural developments (Post & 

Crone, 2015). Such developments as pro-democracy movements in traditionally 

autocratic countries, or, more recently, a rise in hate speech and xenophobia are 

represented as outgrowths of the Internet and related technologies. Journalists have often 

attempted to understand what the Internet has done to cultures, rather than understanding 

what cultures have done with the Internet. This reinforces the cyberlibertarian doxa that 
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the history and design of the Internet was an inevitability rather than contingent on the 

contexts from which it emerged and through which it passed.  

 An idealized notion of the unfettered marketplace drives much of the logic of 

cyberlibertarianism and the neoliberal norms of journalism as a business. The innovation 

and disruption of individuals and corporations have been celebrated as core commitments 

of Silicon Valley for decades, in part because they push the logic of the marketplace to its 

ultimate limits (McGuirk, 2017a). The marketplace rewards that which is new and that 

which destroys what is old. Similar discourses have emerged about disruption in the 

journalism industry—precipitated by those same Silicon Valley companies—centering 

the fundamental role of innovation in the salvation and ethos of the industry (Lewis & 

Usher, 2013; Carlson & Usher, 2016; Creech & Rooney, 2017). This may be a case of a 

strained journalism field taking on the ideals of a robust tech industry, more so than 

evidence of preexisting affinities. Nonetheless these discourses have often privileged 

marketplace value over democratic values. It is becoming more and more apparent that 

the neoliberal ideals of Silicon Valley, which are shaping new trends in journalism, often 

come into conflict with some of the more traditional ideals journalists have held about 

public service and knowledge production (Rooney & Creech, 2019; Russell, 2017). 

 But journalists and journalism outlets have agency beyond the broad ideological 

commitments of American journalism as an institution. Some journalists have played a 

key role in identifying the roots of cyberlibertarianism, questioning its acceptance as the 

common sense of the tech industry and the Internet (e.g. Tal, 1996). Nonetheless, 

cyberlibertarianism’s dominance in journalism is determined as much by the types of 

journalism and criticism that are created as by those that are celebrated or neglected. As 
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Sara M. Watson (2016) noted in a Tow Center report, “Some of the most novel critiques 

about technology and Silicon Valley are coming from women and underrepresented 

minorities, but their work is seldom recognized in traditional critical venues” (para. 3). 

The journalism and commentary about the Internet that is celebrated is determined as 

much by privilege as the conceptions of freedom that have informed cyberlibertarian 

doxa. Still, the texts in which the dominant stance is contested serve to reveal the 

contingency of ideals which are taken for doxa. As many mainstream journalists take up 

the critique of cyberlibertarianism, scholars should likewise dislodge this ideology and 

reveal how it has operated in different discourses and historical moments. 

 

Conclusion 

 Central to cyberlibertarianism is a negative conception of freedom that has roots 

in both democratic theory and American history. As an ideological doxa this conception 

has often been accepted as common sense in many different discourses well beyond 

cyberlibertarian representations of the Internet. Journalism about the Internet has largely 

been unmoored from the historical, political, cultural, and economic contingencies that 

have allowed this ideology to remain dominant. By exploring how cyberlibertarian 

conceptions of Internet freedom have functioned in different historical contexts, this 

dissertation exposes how traditional structures of power and privilege have shaped and 

flowed through journalism about the Internet. 

 Journalism itself is an ideological discourse, even if it is not ideologically 

uniform. The values, ideals, and imperatives which shape how journalists represent the 

people, institutions, and issues in their work about the Internet often have affinities with 
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cyberlibertarianism. Though cyberlibertarianism has been implicated in many of the 

excesses of the Internet by journalists more recently, this dissertation examines how 

journalistic practices are implicated in the perpetuation of these excesses. The same 

structures of power and privilege that are so central to cyberlibertarianism have often 

been reiterated by journalists who might otherwise challenge or reveal its dominance. But 

cyberlibertarianism’s material history stretches back well before the Internet became a 

subject of journalistic interest. An examination of how this ideology came up through 

history to the present, in the next chapter, situates the journalistic discourses that are the 

focus of this dissertation’s analysis in their historical and ideological contexts.  
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CHAPTER 3 

LITERATURE AND HISTORY:  

A GENEALOGY OF CYBERLIBERTARIAN INTERNET FREEDOM 

 

 This chapter explores the historical and cultural roots of cyberlibertarianism, an 

ideology that has shaped the development and proliferation of digital networking 

technologies since they emerged in the mid-20th century. This genealogy of 

cyberlibertarianism focuses on how this ideology has perpetuated historical structures of 

power in various discourses. Cyberlibertarian ideals have often been adapted and claimed 

by governments and corporations to reinforce their power. Over the last decade or so, 

cyberlibertarian notions of Internet freedom have been used to promote Anglo-American 

political hegemony over global discussions about technology and networking (Joyce, 

2015) and to enable the private enclosure of so much discourse online by massive 

platforms like Facebook and Google (Lanier, 2013) often merely for the purposes of 

consumption and economic expansion (Schwartz, Markus, & Snibbe, 2006). But the 

dominant vision of Internet freedom that has shaped these subsequent visions emerged 

from a specific historical context, namely the material history of the technologies upon 

which the Internet would be built and the cultural history of the communities that would 

first adopt those technologies for networking purposes. In these contexts, freedom 

became a central value of the technology itself and of the discourses circulating around it.  

 The dominant cyberlibertarian ideology which emerged and coalesced in the 

1990s was rooted in the negative conception of freedom that had been doxa in the 

American context and carried all the implications of privilege that conception was 
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founded on. The ahistoricism of this ideology has made it particularly resistant to 

interrogation until recently; as this ideology is re-historicized, in works like this 

dissertation and the works of journalists and critics explored here, the structures of power 

that it has perpetuated become more apparent, revealing what had been taken for granted 

as the common sense of the Internet and the culture that shaped it. As Alexis Madrigal 

noted in The Atlantic,  

Examining the history of the web might yield a better internet in the future, but 

not by looking only at what we loved about the early days. The premises of the 

early web—valorizing individual choice, maximalist free speech, and dispersed 

virtual networks; ignoring institutional power and traditional politics—might 

require revision to build a new, prosocial web. (Madrigal, 2019a, para. 31) 

 

An examination of how these premises, which are central to cyberlibertarian ideology, 

function in the material history of the Internet and in discourses about the Internet, 

contributes to our understanding of how the Internet ended up looking as it does, rather 

than the more prosocial web some envision. The project of re-historicizing these values 

also reveals how they have been burnished by what Kai Wright (2018, para. 3) calls “the 

veneer of democracy,” but have worked to perpetuate structures of power and privilege. 

 The following chapter presents a genealogical history of the cyberlibertarianism. 

Though previous critical treatments of cyberlibertarianism guide some of this analysis, 

for the most part a fresh critical lens is trained on histories of the Internet in which 

cyberlibertarianism is not necessarily named as such or used as a central analytic. In this 

way, I have used the ideals identified by cyberlibertarianism’s earlier critics in order to 

explore how those ideals have emerged from the material history of the Internet and have 

been perpetuated through different cultural contexts. After first reviewing the literature 

on cyberlibertarianism, I turn to histories of ARPANET, a 1960s government-funded 



  

52 

digital network that would provide the building blocks of the Internet, exploring the 

military and academic roots of the ideals that shaped its design. I then trace these ideals 

through the pre-digital networked countercultural communities of the 1960s and 1970s—

who Turner (2006) called the new communalists—from which emerged many of the 

popular voices that would define the ideals of the Internet for a broader public as it 

emerged as a dominant communication technology. Histories of early digitally-networked 

communities are then reviewed, tracing the cyberlibertarian ideal of Internet freedom to 

one of its most prominent popular expressions, John Perry Barlow’s “A declaration of the 

independence of Cyberspace.” This critical history lays the foundation for the analysis 

that follows, which examines how journalists have carried cyberlibertarian ideals from 

that time into the present. The remainder of this chapter explores how the ideals that have 

emerged from this history have served to perpetuate dimensions of privilege in discourses 

about the Internet. 

 

Internet Freedom and the Ideology of Cyberlibertarianism 

 In 1997, Langdon Winner was perhaps the first prominent scholar to use the term 

cyberlibertarianism to define the normative social, economic, cultural, and political 

philosophy emerging on and around the nascent Internet (Dahlberg, 2017). 

Cyberlibertarianism, Winner (1997) wrote,  

is a collection of ideas that links ecstatic enthusiasm for electronically mediated 

forms of living with radical, right wing libertarian ideas about the proper 

definition of freedom, social life, economics, and politics in the years to come. 

Any attempt to philosophize about computers and society must somehow come to 

terms with the wide appeal of this widespread perspective, its challenges and 

shortcomings. (p. 14)  
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Key to this definition is the grounding of the ideology of cyberlibertarianism in 

technoutopianism, technological determinism, and a distinctly American and anti-

government form of thinking about freedom and liberty. The technology of the Internet, 

for these early thinkers, not only could but should—almost must—serve the primary 

purposes of expanding and amplifying individual freedom and liberty for those who 

inhabited it. This vision was often inspired, explicitly in some cases (Dyson, et. al, 1994), 

by Ayn Rand’s extreme libertarian writings which celebrated the freedom of exceptional 

individuals over the stifling mediocrity of public institutions (Rand, 1963; 1990; 2005).  

 Though later iterations of this ideology, such as the Free Culture movement, may 

have challenged some of these right-wing implications, this initial articulation of 

cyberlibertarianism embraced both private property and unfettered expression as essential 

rights for the functioning and flourishing of a democracy centered on a free market 

economy (Winner, 1997). No better ideological ground could be set for what the Internet 

has become today: largely a space which has been annexed by platforms owned by 

private corporations which have sought to monetize the cacophony of limitless 

expression which the Internet has made possible. But central to the ideology’s power, 

according to its critics, is that its claims are inextricable from normative American 

political theory. Timothy Snyder (2019) described cyberlibertarianism’s roots in the 

tenets of right-wing libertarianism: “It is an algorithm that generates the same answers 

regardless of the question: (1) the American government is to blame; (2) the market is the 

solution (and if not, there is no problem); (3) you should do what you want all the time.” 

 The historical and material roots of cyberlibertarianism have tended to be cloaked 

in the techno-utopian and technological determinist rhetoric of those who first 
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championed the Internet as a transformative technology (e.g. Barlow, 1996; Winner, 

1997). Yet a historicized account of the ideology can reveal that is less an outgrowth of 

the technology and more an amplification of the normative values of the culture that 

developed the technology. In an apparent critique of cyberlibertarianism, Tim Berners-

Lee, who was the first to suggest the design of the World Wide Web, argued that the 

Internet “ended up producing—with no deliberate action of the people who designed the 

platform—a large-scale emergent phenomenon which is anti-human” (Brooker, 2018). A 

historical and genealogical look at the development of the Internet shows, on the 

contrary, that the Internet is an outgrowth of many of the ideals of those who designed it 

and that many of the problems which have defined the Internet over the last decade are 

deeply human problems, rather than purely technological problems. Batra (2008) has 

pushed back against the determinist vision of the Internet, arguing that the historical 

record shows that media technologies do not change a culture’s core values, but instead 

reiterate and amplify the core values which organize a culture.  

In the United States, where the Internet was first developed, Batra (2008) argues 

these core values are represented by the Constitution and, in particular, the Bill of Rights. 

Just as the work of Milton and other Anglo-American democratic theorists represented 

the freedoms vital to democracy as negative freedoms, this American constitutionalism 

comes from a similar set of philosophical commitments, namely the social contract 

theory found in the works of Locke and Hobbes. The social contract rests on the restraint 

of the ruler—the giving of rights by refraining from exercises of power. The Magna 

Carta, seen by many historians as one of the first documents which guaranteed some form 

of liberty, is built upon the negative conception that men should be free from the 
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unlimited power of kings, not that they have any positive freedoms beyond this (Turner, 

2014). Cyberlibertarianism is largely a recapitulation of a specific ideological version of 

American freedom. 

 This consistency in the core normative values of the culture that gave rise to the 

Internet puts the lie to the techno-utopian idea that technology would be a leveling agent 

and would set all people free in equal measure. Just as rhetoric around free public 

discourse in the Pre-Revolutionary Era and Early Republic centered on public spaces 

which only admitted certain types of people, the widespread metaphor of the Internet as a 

public sphere relies on a cultural conception of what should constitute appropriate 

discussions and who would constitute appropriate discussants (Wertheim, 1999; Connery, 

1997). Those who have been admitted to and privileged in these public spaces—physical 

and virtual—have often been white men who have conformed to majoritarian opinions 

and modes of discourse. Whether it’s a public house or a cyber café, cultural forms in 

which freedom is idealized are not exempt from the structures of authority which 

constrict access to that freedom for those who do not belong. 

 Yet for the technological determinist cyberlibertarian, media technologies are the 

triggers, if not the direct origins, of the core ideals of freedom and democracy in Western 

civilization: Gutenberg’s printing press challenged the central authority of the Catholic 

church, leading to the reformation, leading to the Enlightenment, leading to modernity 

and, finally, to Anglo-American democracy and Internet freedom (Smith & Marx, 1994). 

Yet these core values are constructed largely through their contrast with other forms of 

centralized power: against the church, against the king, and, finally, against any 

government at all (Smith & Marx, 1994). Cyberlibertarianism does not just adapt the 
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principles of American libertarianism to the Internet, it posits that the Internet is an 

exceptional place, where even acceptable limits on behavior and speech that exist in 

“real” space no longer need apply (Chenou, 2014). This “Internet exceptionalism” (Wu, 

2010), relies not only on the logic of technological determinism, but also on an anti-

historical, anti-political sort of hyper-individualism in which all the obligations and 

responsibilities that come with history and politics can be opted out of.  

 Challenging this ideology requires an approach grounded in history and politics. 

But why focus on the ideal of Internet freedom specifically? Because this ideal has life 

beyond the immediate community and historical context of the explicit 

cyberlibertarianism that Winner defined more than two decades ago. Carr (2013) argues 

that “Internet freedom is [not] simply power disguised as ideology; rather, it represents a 

confluence of both” (p. 624). More precisely, Internet freedom can be understood as a 

technology of power—a discursive tool that is used to claim or reassert power—which 

coalesced in the loosely organized ideology of cyberlibertarianism in the 1990s, but 

which had a much longer history in the writings and practices of those who first 

conceived of and commented on the Internet. 

In order to understand how power is structured on the Internet today, we must 

understand not only who has been able to define Internet freedom, but also whose 

practice of Internet freedom has been celebrated. Cyberlibertarianism posits that 

individuals should be protected from regulation by centralized authorities like 

governments, but that individuals should have the right to restrict the community 

practices of marginalized groups—such as through racist and sexist intimidation (Lewis, 
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2018). This conception of freedom is made sensible by an ideology shaped by structures 

of privilege defining how the Internet has been represented in history and journalism. 

 Before critics like Winner (1997) gave cyberlibertarianism a name, the act of 

defining this vision of Internet freedom had been largely left to certain members of the 

communities of computer scientists, engineers, coders, academics, and policymakers who 

developed the technologies of the Internet and the popular critics who commented upon 

that development. Though a diverse array of people contributed to all of this work, the 

work of privilege individuals, often white men, has been valorized, while the work of 

women and people of color has been neglected in discourses about the Internet 

(Stephenson, 1999; Margolis & Fisher, 2002; Nelsen, 2016). Cyberlibertarianism reflects 

the normative values of only one group of communities and cultures online, rather than 

all of the diverse digital cultures and discourses which have existed from the emergence 

of the Internet. The dominance of cyberlibertarianism in the Internet’s early years and its 

persistence to this day make it worthy of interrogation. Looking at how historians have 

celebrated certain individuals and institutions involved in building and commenting on 

the Internet reveals how cyberlibertarianism came to seem inevitable in other discourses, 

like journalism. 

 

The Idealization of Freedom in the History of the Internet  

 Though the material history of the Internet has many permutations, 

cyberlibertarian ideals emerge even in discourses about the precursor technologies upon 

which the Internet was build, such as ARPANET, a project of the United States 

government begun in the late-1960s. These ideals found further articulation in back-to-
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nature communities in the 1960s and 1970s, who would be some of the first users and 

evangelizers of digital networking technologies in the 1980s and who would feature in 

histories of the technology. The following genealogy traces the permutation of the ideals 

of cyberlibertarianism in historical writing about this early period in the mid-to-late 20th 

century through the emergence of figures like John Perry Barlow, who would articulate 

these ideals as the Internet became a dominant communication technology. 

 

ARPANET: Military and Academic Ideals in the First Digitally Networked Communities 

 Any cultural history of the Internet must contend with the fact that the networking 

technologies upon which it was built—the Advanced Research Projects Agency Network 

[ARPANET]—were first developed by a Department of Defense and RAND Corporation 

initiative and therefore were shaped by military and academic communities and concerns 

well before the Internet emerged as a commercial and cultural space. Particularly in light 

of the State Department’s cooptation of the ideal of Internet freedom as an international 

relations value in recent years (Clinton, 2010), it’s revealing that ARPANET was 

developed specifically for defense purposes through military and state funding. The 

earliest military and RAND Corporation initiatives that would lead to the development of 

the Internet’s forebear in 1969 arose from explicit efforts to decentralize American 

military communications systems during the height of the Cold War, so those systems 

would not be rendered inoperative in the case of Soviet nuclear attacks (Ryan, 2010). To 

strengthen and fortify the centralized authority of the U.S. military, this network linked 

many smaller networks through many redundant connections, eliminating the need for a 

single, and therefore vulnerable, central node. This ideal of decentralization, prominent in 
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the literature about ARPANET (e.g. Ryan, 2010; Hughes, 1998; Gitelman, 2006), would 

be a central value embraced in celebrated discourses about the Internet. 

 The history of ARPANET reveals that the ideological foundations of 

cyberlibertarianism arise not just from the margins, but also from the very centers of 

American political and intellectual power. Historians like Hughes (1998) argue that the 

spirit of the early Internet was shaped as much by the culture of open inquiry and free 

exchange celebrated by the academics who carried out research for ARPANET as it was 

shaped by the countercultural sense of antiauthoritarianism prevalent in the communities 

which later took up digital networking. Unlike many other historians who have written 

about ARPANET, Hughes emphasizes that the predecessor to the Internet may have been 

funded by the Department of Defense but was dreamed up and constructed by academics, 

not military personnel. The academic and countercultural strains of ideology around the 

Internet share an aversion to centralized authority and a valorization of the liberated 

individual as the source of technological innovation.  

 The academic communities which contributed to ARPANET’s development also 

helped shape how discourse would evolve on digital networks and provided a template 

for later popular archetypes like the net native, the hacker, and even the tech mogul. One 

of the earliest digitally networked communities on ARPANET was made up of graduate 

students who were building and shaping the network (Gitelman, 2006). One of these 

graduate students, Stephen Crocker (2009) remembers sending the first message over this 

network in 1969, a “Request for Comment” on the protocols of network design and 

communication, late at night from his bathroom to avoid waking up his roommates. 

Later, another graduate student, and future Vice President of Google, Vint Cerf would tell 
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Ryan (2010) that the results of these early requests were robust discussions in which a 

“rough consensus” was reached about network design (p. 32). Yet characterizing this 

earliest of network cultures as a “meritocracy” that would give birth to freer and better 

forms of communication as some historians do (Ryan, 2010, p. 33), ignores that these 

were all male, mostly white graduate students who claimed authority through 

technological know-how rather than through any sense of what was good for the public or 

how their technology might shape the future.  

 The grad student hunched over his computer in the bathroom in 1969, thinking he 

was redefining—disrupting, in our current parlance—the rules of communication, is a 

Zuckerbergian figure if there ever was one. Historical discourses have celebrated the 

ethos of the brilliant coder who disrupted old ways of communicating or transacting 

business, eschewing cultural rules and norms of behavior, rather than embracing any 

positive notions of how the world can be made better (Hafner & Lyon, 1998). The legend 

of the grubby kid—again almost uniformly white and male—who stayed up all night 

drinking soda and eating pizza—as the heroic revolutionizer of our times has become 

cliché; yet these figures have undoubtedly shaped our modes of discourse and many of 

the commonsense notions about freedom and culture online over the last few decades. In 

part, this is because they have been celebrated and privileged in so many discourses 

which have made sense of the Internet to the public, often at the expense of women and 

people of color who have contributed much to the development of the Internet 

(Stephenson, 1999; Margolis & Fisher, 2002; Nelsen, 2016).  

 Like the valorized heroes of scientific and technical progress before them 

(Koepsell, 2010), these earliest founders of cybercultures were free from care about the 



  

61 

consequences of their innovations, of the victims of the disruption they wrought, of how 

their technologies might be weaponized in the future; those grad students and tech 

moguls have been free of these concerns, even as the public has been beholden to their 

innovations. Yet, as the chapters that follow show, journalists have often worked to 

valorize such coders and disruptors and the cyberlibertarian values they have preached. 

 The archetypical hacker figure of the 1980s and 1990s—as much a cultural 

construction in the pages of novels and Wired magazine as it was a real avocation—arises 

from the same academic communities which developed ARPANET and other early 

digital networks. Castells (2001) draws a direct line between the academic spirit of open 

inquiry and creativity and the hackers who came to dominate the popular narratives of the 

Internet in its early decades. Early popular accounts of pre-Internet digital cultures often 

stressed the centrality of a specific type of antisocial hacker, who acted in opposition to 

state authorities that might restrict access to content on the network (e.g. Levy, 1984). 

This antipathy to authority and advocacy for openness, some argue, arises from specific 

places in the academy outside of the RAND Corporation’s projects, such as among 

students at MIT, where the earliest hacker cybercultures emerged; these students were 

much more proximate than RAND employees to the countercultures of the 1960s and 

1970s which often defined themselves specifically in opposition to traditional authorities 

(Taylor, 1999). Freedom from the strictures of the state became an ethos driving both 

technological innovation and countercultural separatism, which would be bridged in West 

Coast back-to-nature communes arising out of the ashes of the 1960s (Turner, 2006). 

 Yet U.S. military ideology cannot be ignored as a defining feature of the very first 

cybercultures; as strategic and instrumental as ARPANET’s decentralized 
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communications system was, it still rested on a particular American vision of the world 

shaped by Cold War opposition to the Soviets and the threat of global communism. The 

earliest cybercultures which emerged on the ARPANET and on other networks before the 

Internet’s creation in the early 1990s were libertarian in their decentralized organization 

and idealization of individual freedom precisely because they were wrapped up in the 

cultural struggles of the Cold War (Mazzini, 2014). The centrality of computing to 

American global hegemony during the Cold War—whether real or imagined—birthed 

discourses and metaphors in which humanity would be joined and contained within 

digital networks like the Internet—a sort of exaggerated precursor to cyberlibertarian 

technological determinism (Edwards, 1997). 

 By dropping out of mainstream culture, the libertarian countercultures which took 

up digital computing and networking were practicing power through their conception of 

freedom (Turner, 2006); likewise, American notions of individual freedom were serving 

as ideological tools to reinforce the global hegemony of free-market capitalism. These 

developments were not unrelated. Cyberlibertarianism’s stress on individual, negative 

freedom mirrors not just the counterculture but also the dominant culture of the time, 

which measured its success often by direct contrast to the failings of the less free Soviet 

enemy. Just as the American ideal of privacy shifted during the Cold War from a right 

that should be guaranteed by government to a right that should be exercised in spite of, 

and in tension with, government (Igo, 2018), the dominant ideal of American freedom 

during this period took on an even more anti-statist, negative quality. Thus, a central 

feature of how these countercultures practiced a very early version of what we might call 

networked freedom, was that they exempted themselves from the responsibilities and the 
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risks of being part of the broader culture. This predecessor to cyberlibertarian Internet 

freedom was reserved for the privileged and excluded marginalized people as much as it 

excluded the squares who were not technologically literate. Cyberlibertarians and their 

forebears may have viewed themselves as a breed apart, but they have always been more 

representative of the center than of the margins. 

 

The New Communalists: The Countercultural Roots of Cyberlibertarianism 

 The countercultural movement that cyberlibertarianism arises from is fraught with 

contradictions. Imbued with many of the cultural, if not political, communitarian 

commitments of 1968, the movement and subculture sprung up around Stewart Brand 

and his Whole Earth Catalog. Brand used this magazine as a sort of analog network to 

link communities which had actively dropped out of the broader culture and needed 

access to technologies that would sustain them physically in isolated communes (Turner, 

2006). Brand himself was influential in linking early cybernetic technologies—such as 

water filtration and recycling systems—to such dropout subcultures, in part because such 

technologies allowed one to disconnect from mainstream society and public institutions. 

Eventually the network that grew up around the catalog migrated to an early digital 

network, the bulletin board system [BBS] known as The WELL, or Whole Earth 

‘Lectronic Link, in the early 1980s. Even before this the communities that defined this 

movement were self-selecting in a way that privileged those who were able to do so: 

namely white, middle class, well-educated people on the coasts. This privileged 

counterculture was primed to adapt emerging digital networks to its libertarian will. 
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 The communes which coalesced around the Whole Earth Catalog and the digital 

communities on The WELL represented themselves as communal libertarian utopias, 

rather than as the bastions of neoliberal individualism for which their ideals would serve 

as a strong foundation in the decades to come (Turner, 2006). But, as the term communal 

libertarian suggests, their political commitments were often incoherent and contradictory. 

What Turner (2006) calls the new communalism of the late-1960s and 1970s was 

antiauthoritarian, but only in an explicitly depoliticized way. Rather than taking up the 

mantle of the New Left in the antiwar, civil rights, women’s rights, and gay rights 

movements that emerged around the same time, these new communalists dropped out of 

public political discussions, liberating themselves of the responsibility of political action. 

The new communalists were antiauthoritarian in that they rejected the need for 

centralized institutions; these precursors to the cyberlibertarians replaced politics with 

design (McGuirk, 2017a). The process by which social problems ought to be fixed, 

according to discourses emerging from these communities, is through the improvement of 

design, rather than through public institutions. Journalists, as the following chapters 

show, often reiterated this ideal by granting coders and technologists authority over 

political, cultural, and ethical problems beyond their expertise. Rebellion becomes 

neoliberal technocracy. 

 Tellingly, though, Ted Nelson (1974), the author of Computer Lib/Dream 

Machines—one of the ür-texts of early countercultural computing—insisted that digital 

space must have a center, that it must be built like a centralized city, rather than a diffuse 

suburb, if it would have any value for its users (Lanier, 2017). This centralized 

architecture of Nelson’s dream of cyberspace contradicts not only ARPANET’s 
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fundamental mission of decentralization, upon which the Internet would be built, but also 

the new communalists’ antiauthoritarian spirit of dropping out from the organic centers of 

society—cities and towns—and making their own. As hippies, the new communalists 

may have looked messy, but their idea of community never included the sometimes-

chaotic activity that diverse, centralized communities encourage. For Lanier (2017) this 

spatial metaphor is telling. What he calls the agora—or the public sphere—is achieved 

through some assertion of centrality, of a spatial center to which diverse people come to 

participate in something like public life. Nelson’s dream has been perverted in the form 

of the digital agoras that now exist at the pleasure of tech corporations which profit from 

our messy and chaotic activity in them. Like the communes, these are not public 

centralized places, but private centralized places. 

 Though the communities which formed around Stewart Brand’s Whole Earth 

Catalog may have been foundational to the spirit of cyberlibertarianism, other more 

diffuse currents in American culture in the 1960s and 1970s also played a role in shaping 

how countercultures would adopt digital networking technology. Psychedelic drug 

culture embraced not only a spirit of hedonism, but also of freedom and experimentation, 

a spirit which would be instrumental in translating the liberating possibilities of 

technology, previously thought of as the province of the military, businessmen, and 

academics, for American countercultures (Gere, 2008). Books like Nelson’s (1974) 

Computer Lib/Dream Machines made this explicit, using the way drugs could open and 

free the mind as a metaphor for how computers might do the same. The connection 

between freedom and drugs has its own history in academia and commune culture, 

specifically in the writings and speeches of Timothy Leary and in the experiments of 
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marginalized scientists (Richardson, 2018). For Leary, a professor at Harvard during the 

early 1960s, drugs could liberate us from our responsibilities to existing cultural 

structures; they could save the world, just as networking technologies could save the 

world for the cyberlibertarians who would be influenced by his ideas and who would also 

be influenced by his drugs (Pollan, 2018). Popular cyberlibertarian figures like John 

Perry Barlow, as I show in the following chapter, even garnered some of their cultural 

authority by association with figures like Leary, The Grateful Dead, and Brand. Whatever 

the obscure political commitments of those who were representing drugs as the key to 

freedom, like cyberutopians they often relied on the privileges of being white, wealthy, 

educated, and male, to drop out and do drugs, a sort of freedom from responsibility that 

poor people, people of color, and women were granted less access to. Drug culture may 

have been a rejection of the mainstream, but it worked to depoliticize freedom—to make 

it an escapist individualist cultural project as much as a rejection of oppression. 

 The technologists who built some of the first personal computers were involved in 

these countercultures and often adapted their ideals in designing the technologies that 

would later enable billions of people to access digital networks. In the early 1970s, 

groups in California began developing social computing projects, such as the People’s 

Computer Company, Loving Grace Cybernetics, and the Homebrew Club (Ryan, 2010). 

The literature produced by these groups, such as a short-lived newsletter printed by the 

People’s Computer Company, advocated the development of technical knowledge for the 

purpose of building communities around specific countercultural interests, such as music. 

In this sense, these early countercultural social computing communities were as self-

defined as the later digitally networked communities, such as The WELL: a community 
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of interest, separated from the general public. The technical innovations of the Homebrew 

Club and one of its members, Steve Wozniak, would eventually lead to the development 

of the first Apple computer, which Steve Jobs would go on to sell to consumers as an 

alternative to the square, unhip products of other companies (Wozniak, 1984).  

 Even in the earliest digital networking communities that formed outside of 

institutional contexts, many of the cultural problems of Internet spaces—misogyny, 

racism, hate speech, and harassment—emerged as defining uses of technology’s 

liberating powers. Online misogyny has been a problem of cybercultures from the very 

beginning, from the days of USENET groups and the emergence of online fan culture 

(Brail, 1996). That so much misogyny and racism has been defended as free speech and 

has been deployed to silence women and people of color has made it apparent that the 

cyberlibertarian conception of Internet freedom is freedom only for a specific type of 

person, the type of person who often dominated narratives about those early digital 

communities: a technologically savvy white man. 

 

From The WELL to Barlow’s “A Declaration of the Independence of Cyberspace” 

 In 1985, Stewart Brand and Larry Brilliant, who would go on to work as an 

executive at Google, started The WELL, a community originally hosted as a BBS or 

network of individually-owned private computers (Turner, 2006). As one of the first 

digitally networked communities run outside the auspices of the government or a 

corporation, The WELL was a digital manifestation of the analog network fostered by 

Brand’s Whole Earth Catalog. The network brought many of the ideals of the new 

communalists into digital space for the first time, inspiring and even hosting many of the 
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earliest cyberlibertarian writers, such as John Perry Barlow. Adopting the tenets of 

technological determinism, the evangelists of digital networking who emerged from this 

context insisted that the Internet not only could be used as a tool in the liberation of 

mankind, but ultimately must, by its very nature, propel civilization towards an anti-

government, free-market cyberlibertarian dreamworld.   

 Yet practically these early cyberlibertarians found their values butting up against 

the day-to-day realities of a functioning community. For example, though the affordance 

of anonymity would become a central ideal in cyberlibertarian conceptions of Internet 

freedom, at this early stage Brand and Barlow anticipated many of the problems of 

anonymous online discourse. The way in which this early digital network contended with 

the problem of anonymity reveals an essential contradiction in the cyberlibertarian 

conception of freedom. The WELL incorporated a system of fixed user identification, so 

that only verified users could contribute to the discussion, and each of those users would 

carry an accessible and identifiable history of personal communication with them as they 

participated (Rheingold, 1993). Even within such idealistic communities, sacrificing 

some freedom for accountability became essential to producing focused and productive 

discourse (Willson, 2000). This worked, perhaps, with little controversy in the small 

groups hosted on The WELL, because anonymity wasn’t seen as necessary for each 

individual’s free exercise of expression. When those communities started migrating out 

onto the Internet in the 1990s, critics, Barlow first among them, would insist that 

anonymity was essential to freedom in digital spaces. The rhetoric around Internet 

freedom has often been shaped by the dynamics of small groups in which cultural norms 

and expectations may be unspoken and fluid (Sobchack, 2000). Cyberlibertarianism, just 
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like its terrestrial counterpart, lacks coherence when it is expanded beyond those small 

groups, when it encounters the inconvenient realities of history and difference. When 

digital spaces on the Internet began to include large and diverse populations, these simple 

and absolute conceptions of freedom and accountability began to break down.   

 Out of The WELL and other communities and individuals who began discussing 

digital networking around this time, arose what Barbrook and Cameron (1996) identified 

as The Californian Ideology. A hybrid of cultural liberalism and free-market 

libertarianism, The Californian Ideology grew out of utopian visions of the 

transformative possibilities of information technology inspired primarily by the work of 

the technological determinist, Marshall McLuhan. New technologies would not only 

allow people to be more free, this ideology posited; they would demand that people be 

more free. Two cultural and political forces that embraced this ideology coalesced in the 

industries that would come to dominate the Internet. The cultural liberalism of the new 

communalists, who celebrated individualism and creativity, and the free-market 

fundamentalists on the American right, who celebrated competition and commerce, 

collided in the cultures of technological innovation centered around Silicon Valley in 

Northern California. The ideals of the counterculture would be used to sell products and a 

better future first to Americans and then to the rest of the world, in the process proving 

that free markets and private entrepreneurship could grow prosperity and fulfill the 

promises of democracy without the aid and regulation of the state—all the while ignoring 

that the networking technologies may never have been developed without the funding of 

the government and the work of institutional academics in the first place. 



  

70 

 Cyberlibertarian conceptions of freedom are interlinked with a technocratic ethos 

that has come to dominate much public discourse, not just around technology but also 

around public policy. These ideologies have often been tied together through rhetoric 

about design and innovation. User-friendly design in computing technologies has been 

associated with freedom and individualism in the popular imagination at least since 

Apple’s 1984 ad portrayed an Apple user symbolically breaking free from an Orwellian 

culture of homogeneity. This association between a product’s user-friendliness and its 

liberating qualities rests on the idea that difficult things—like using a computer up until 

that point—could be made easy through design (McGuirk, 2017b). This idea has fueled 

the technocratic impulse of our age, through discourses such as TED Talks, innovation 

labs, and design and hacking oriented initiatives, which often represent complex social 

problems—education, health care, inequality—as mere design issues; billionaires can fix 

the world’s problems, if they only are allowed to throw enough money and tech at them. 

Silicon Valley startup culture has embodied this logic, painting the imperatives at its 

heart—economic striving in the form of openness, meritocracy, and entrepreneurialism—

with the veneer of social change and progress (Marwick, 2018). Technology becomes the 

only answer to social problems; tech corporations become the oracles of a better future 

(Ross, 2010). Yet the ideals embedded in these technologies and corporations are an 

often-incoherent mashup of cyberlibertarianism and neoliberalism.  

 The dominant libertarian conception of the Internet central to the Californian 

Ideology manifests in early cyberlibertarian writings from both the cultural left and right. 

The rhetoric in Barlow’s manifesto-like “A declaration of the independence of 

Cyberspace”—which became a touchstone for cyberlibertarians and their interpreters and 
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critics—is mirrored in a similar document published by the Freedom and Progress 

Foundation, an Ayn Randian libertarian think tank (Dyson, et. al, 1994). Technological 

deterministic and colonial in their metaphors, both of these documents deliberately 

represent the cyber-frontier as a virgin territory akin to the imperialist myth of the pre-

Columbian Americas. That such popular early boosters of the cyberlibertarian Internet 

deployed such symbolically genocidal colonizing rhetoric, Sardar (1996) argues, is just 

an early indication of how the Internet and discourses about the Internet would work to 

annihilate non-European cultures and non-capitalistic ways of being.  As Wertheim 

(1999) argues, the Internet is just another tool in “an ongoing cultural imperialism” (p. 

297) or what Brook and Boal (1995) identify as the information age’s equivalent of the 

French colonialist “civilizing mission” (p. x). Colonialist ideals have been central in 

discourses about the American project of expansion and progress (Grandin, 2019) and 

have been imported into discourses about technological expansion and progress, or what 

Barlow dubbed “the electronic frontier” (Barlow, 1996). 

 Though the Internet has its roots in much older networking technologies, the 

network through which most people first accessed the Internet—the World Wide Web—

did not emerge until the first publicly accessible web page was published in 1991 

(Mazzini, 2014). The early web was not dominated by commercial platforms in the way it 

is today; instead, it resembled the informal and often text-based communities on 

networks like Usenet and BBSs like The WELL. Yet even as the web grew to be more 

accessible and user-oriented, in the era of so-called Web 2.0, and as more and more 

people logged on and more public attention was payed to the emergence of “cyberspace,” 



  

72 

cyberlibertarian ideals often still dominated the discourse around what the Internet was 

and what it might yet be (Mazzini, 2014).  

 Those who articulated cyberlibertarianism and used it to interpret the digital 

world as it emerged in the 1980s and 1990s often had one foot in the development of 

technology and one foot in journalistic evangelizing for the power of technology. The 

early adopters of Internet technologies, along with critics of Internet culture in outlets like 

the magazines Wired and Mondo 2000, constituted a “virtual class” which dominated the 

discursive construction of the Internet as a libertarian, and therefore individualist and 

anti-statist, technology (Kroker & Weinstein, 1994). It is from this virtual class that arose 

the metaphor of space which has so defined discourse about the Internet for decades: the 

electronic frontier of cyberspace. More than anything, though, this virtual class and many 

of the media theorists who inspired it—from McLuhan (2011) to Kittler (1999)—

reinforced a technological deterministic approach to understanding the Internet’s 

relationship to society that has dominated much popular thinking about the Internet. As 

this dissertation’s analysis shows, this virtual class often dominates journalistic 

discourses about the Internet.  

 Yet even these heady visions of the technological utopians of the last decades of 

the 20th century brought along with them the countercultural trappings of the new 

communalists and the free market logic of the libertarian right. According to Mondo 

2000, an early, less polished companion and competitor of Wired magazine, the original 

explorers of the electronic frontier were staking out a claim for freedom to pursue the 

“good life”—“hacking, drugs, sex, rock ‘n’ roll (and probably guns)”—much like their 

off-the-grid hippie predecessors (Sobchack, 2000, p. 145). Yet the pursuit of this good 
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life was as competitive as the marketplace of the straight world, in which winners and 

losers were ostensibly decided by pure talent, access to technology, and ability and 

willingness to risk failure—a competition that favored the white, middle-class men who 

were plugged into early tech culture and could afford to take these risks. 

 It is less clear exactly who has shepherded this ideology and how they have 

shepherded it through the different cultural and political contexts and technologies which 

have emerged as the web has changed so drastically in the last decade, since Turner’s 

(2006) important study. By the late-1990s and early 21st century when Barlow rose to 

broader prominence, many of the figures who articulated or inspired the Californian 

Ideology—McLuhan, Alvin Toffler, Buckminster Fuller, cyberpunk novelists like 

William Gibson, even the Republican legislator Newt Gingrich—were less ready 

references for the zeitgeist of the tech industry and the digital social spaces which began 

emerging online. Barlow, however, served to translate the overtly capitalist, anti-statist 

visions of the ideology for the first broad-based generation of Internet users just as Aaron 

Swartz and others would do later for many younger net-natives who increasingly saw the 

unlikelihood that the utopian visions of previous generations would come into being, but 

still embraced the values of cyberlibertarianism. As this dissertation’s analysis shows, 

journalists served to create potent symbols out of both Barlow and Swartz, that shaped 

popular notions about the Internet in the late-20th and early-21st centuries. 

 

Cyberlibertarianism: What and Who is Internet Freedom For? 

 As technological determinists, cyberlibertarians often argue that governments and 

other centralized authorities ought to get out of the way and let the Internet become what 
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they think it naturally was always meant to be. This deterministic logic occasionally even 

produces discourses that give the Internet, a networking technology, its own naturalized 

subjectivity, where the Internet is portrayed as wanting or needing to resist attempts to 

restrain freedom of communication. Central to what Kelty (2008) calls the folklore of the 

Internet—its vernacular history as a network designed to withstand, and route itself 

around, nuclear attack—is the idea that the Internet is a space which is not compatible 

with restraint and in which censorship cannot operate; “The Internet,” Kelty writes, 

“treats censorship as damage and routes around it” (p. 55). Though this folklore is a 

cultural construction, representing just one vision of the Internet, it does have its roots in 

the technical design of the Internet; as a network, the Internet is powerful, in part, 

because of redundancies. The vision of such cyberlibertarians suggests that it is not only 

Internet culture that is resistant to censorship, but also that the Internet, as its own 

technological subject, is inherently resistant to censorship. 

 Because such a broad array of sources contributed to the articulation of 

cyberlibertarian ideologies—academics, technologists, corporations, popular critics, 

journalists, politicians, and everyday people—the commitments and concepts which bind 

them may seem diffuse. However, cyberlibertarian visions of what the Internet ought to 

be often rest upon core values that stem from the material and cultural history detailed 

above. I focus here on one of those core values, the ideal of maximized speech, because it 

is closely tied to the cyberlibertarian notion of freedom. 

 

The Ideal of Maximized Speech 
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 Cyberlibertarian rhetoric has often held up the Internet as a technology which 

would allow freedom to flourish because it has the ability, like no other technology 

before it, to receive, retain, and distribute expression between countless individuals, 

groups, and institutions. This ideal of maximized speech descends from the dominant 

Anglo-American conception of free speech, a hybrid of negative libertarian and positive 

liberal ideals (Ross, 2010). The thinking goes that governments should be unable to 

suppress speech in public places and on open platforms. This amounts to a common good 

because of the positive notion that the democratic public then will hear the broadest range 

of speech. Some evangelists of the Internet as a forum for free and open speech even 

argue that the extended reach of bad speech—of hate and terror, for example—serves to 

make obvious the badness of such speech. Essentially, the marketplace of ideas will be 

sanitized by exposing bad speech to the sunlight as much as possible (Cohen-Almagor, 

2015).  

 This view resembles the very persistent journalistic ideal of preserving democracy 

through the exposure of corporate or governmental malfeasance, as if the public is 

always, and has always been, prepared to interpret public events and speech in a 

sophisticated and moral way. According to the century-spanning idea that sunlight is the 

best disinfectant (Brandeis, 1917) and “Democracy Dies in Darkness” (Farhi, 2017, para. 

2), this ideal posits that as much speech as possible should circulate and let exposure do 

its work. However, as Phillips has shown (Klein, 2018b), the Internet’s racist and 

misogynistic trolls have used this shared ideal of the cyberlibertarian Internet and the 

American press to amplify their own hateful rhetoric. The racist and fascist elements of 
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the “alt-right” might not have emerged from the bowels of places like 4chan without this 

widespread embrace of the Internet’s affordance of maximized speech. 

 The Internet, for the technological determinist, is a perfect place for the hybrid 

negative-positive notion of free expression to emerge: if more speech equals better 

speech, no better laboratory could be devised. However, the Internet has also been the 

perfect place for the divergences of the negative and positive conceptions of freedom to 

become apparent. If no speech ought to be regulated, then it is true that speech which 

inhibits other speech, or speech which inhibits other types of freedom—such as hate 

speech or harassment—and therefore inhibits a positive freedom of speech, will be 

allowed to dominate when it is expressed. This logic ignores the historical, political and 

cultural realities which have determined how power structures are replicated in 

communication spaces. In reality, technology has not necessarily been the great leveler 

that cyberlibertarians hoped for, but instead a great amplifier of existing inequities. The 

Arab Spring, for instance, demonstrated that social media may be used to promote the 

cause of long-repressed democratic reformers (Eltantawy & Wiest, 2011), but the inverse 

is also true; authoritarian powers may use and manipulate the ideal of maximized speech 

to stoke sectarian resentments in order to reaffirm their own authority (Fink, 2018). Even 

if everyone has equal access, as unlikely as that is, this ignores how certain discourses 

perpetuated in digital spaces by the cyberlibertarian ideal of maximized speech impede 

freedom for marginalized people. 

 Yet this conception of free expression is not too far removed from the dominant 

conception in American policy and public discourse. Even the few limitations on speech 

allowed by U.S. law often privilege individuals over groups, protecting many forms of 
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hate speech which do not threaten violence to specific individuals but instead threaten 

groups (Delgado & Stefancic, 2004). Thus, legally, speech that seeks to silence entire 

groups through intimidation and fear is privileged over speech which threatens single 

individuals with physical violence. If anything, the affordance of anonymity on so many 

Internet platforms amplifies the power of such generalized hate speech. Whole groups 

can be harassed and made to feel unsafe in certain parts of the Internet if credible threats 

of physical violence are not made or are untraceable. A coherent argument for how this 

produces more freedom or openness is often beyond the discursive purview of 

cyberlibertarians and U.S. speech laws. Yet it is those who have been historically 

marginalized and whose bodies have been threatened by hate speech—women, people of 

color, LGBTQ people, minority religious groups, and others—who are the targets of 

these protected speech acts. The cyberlibertarian ideal of maximized speech, in effect, 

reinforces the invulnerability of the speaker and the vulnerability of the targets of hate 

speech. As the following chapters show, journalists often reinforce this ideal by failing to 

center the experiences of those targets of hate speech and harassment, instead reiterating 

the cyberlibertarian logic of tech platform CEOs and other privileged sources. 

 Furthermore, the negative conception of freedom of speech has been used in 

American jurisprudence to redefine many actions—such as lobbying, advertising, and 

propaganda—as protected speech acts. If the Internet is built on the ideal of maximized 

speech and the American courts have dropped a whole raft of non-speech acts into the 

bucket of free speech, then the Internet has also become a lobbying, advertising, and 

propaganda maximizer. Over the last four decades, the U.S. Supreme Court, whether it 

has had a liberal or conservative majority has worked to dismantle many of the 
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protections of minority rights under the guise of a libertarian reading of the First 

Amendment’s freedom of speech provision (Purdy, 2018). Nearly any transaction, from 

political to commercial advertising to the sale of products to employment contracts, can 

be interpreted as an individual speech act which can be deregulated under this negative 

reading of the freedom of speech. From Citizens United to Janus v. AFSCME, the highest 

federal court’s rulings have implied that regulations—campaign finance rules to 

collective bargaining rules—which aim to protect the rights of people set at a 

disadvantage by institutional structures and historical conditions are trumped by the 

rights of individuals and corporations to exert their power on the political process and the 

“free marketplace” of ideas.  

 Cyberlibertarianism is not an anomalous approach to freedom, but instead a 

techno-cultural reflection of this dominant American approach characteristic of the 

postwar period. In fact, it has been the ostensibly left-of-center Democratic Party that has 

often evangelized deregulation of the Internet at least since the dot.com boom of the late-

1990s (Taplin, 2018). Though Reagan effectively connected free speech and the free 

market in his rhetorical support of the deregulatory efforts of the 1980s—such as the 

dismantlement of the FCC’s 1949 fairness doctrine—equating speech rights with 

commercial rights has been central in policy debates and public discourses across the 

political spectrum. In effect, the cyberlibertarian ethos won out not just in tech circles and 

among early adopters of the Internet, but also among the politicians who recognized the 

tech industry’s potential for growth, profit, and, even more cynically, campaign 

contributions. Public policy, namely via deregulation, has followed suit. 
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Privilege and Cyberlibertarian Ideology 

 As suggested by this history of cyberlibertarianism, this ideology’s ahistoricism 

and embrace of an absolute negative conception of freedom have helped it reiterate many 

of the structures of power and privilege that have shaped American and world history for 

centuries. Privilege emerges as a foundational principle of cyberlibertarianism, even as it 

has been denied and ignored by the very communities and individuals that have been 

central to cyberliberterarianism’s emergence and dominance. Privilege related to race, 

gender, class, and geography have been central to how cyberlibertarianism discourses 

have been developed and deployed since the emergence of the Internet. As Abbate (2012) 

has shown, the profession of coding, on which the Internet has been built, has excluded 

women and people of color. Likewise, the voices of women and people of color have 

rarely been centered in popular discourses about the Internet. Tech culture has been 

defined by masculinity and whiteness, even if most critics of that culture have blamed the 

racism and sexism inherent in it on the technology rather than the privilege of the people 

who have dominated it (Nakamura, 2013). Women and people of color have similarly 

been excluded from the academic discourses which have critiqued new technologies like 

the Internet (Shaw, 2014).   

 Likewise, it has been generally white European, well-off men who have defined 

and evangelized cyberlibertarianism in both celebrated texts, like Barlow’s declaration, 

and in popular media about the Internet. Those figures, and the journalistic coverage of 

those figures, have often exhibited an almost concerted ignorance and denial of the 

historical and material realities of racism, sexism, and other forms of oppression. The 

often-female journalists and scholars who have tried to expose how privilege works to 
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make online environments toxic for women and people of color have faced intimidation 

from those who are privileged in such spaces (Shaw, 2014; Chess & Shaw, 2015). 

Though privilege may be denied in cyberlibertarian discourses, it is often deployed to 

reinforce ideas about who and what is appropriate on the Internet and to silence 

discourses which call into question how this privilege is perpetuated. 

 The centrality of privilege in Internet discourses has been the focus of work by 

feminist and critical race scholars. These scholars have found that the early Internet was 

ordered around an ethos of post-racialism and maleness in which whiteness and maleness 

were both assumed, and racism and sexism were ignored, in the design of interfaces and 

in dominant discursive modes (Nakamura, 2008; Perez, 2019). These practices served to, 

in the words of Kali Tal (1996), “completely and utterly disappear people of color” in 

cyberspace and in many discourses about the Internet. Likewise, women have been 

marginalized in discourses about the Internet, even when the harassment of women in 

online spaces has been the focus of popular media critiques (Miller, 1995). Furthermore, 

non-European cultures and people have been subject to the colonial impulses that have 

driven the emergence and spread of the Internet and related technologies for decades 

(Sardar, 1996). Ideally, for cyberlibertarians, the Internet would be a place where these 

histories of oppression and erasure would disappear; in reality, the Internet became a 

place where they could be further ignored and marginalized. 

 These observations about inequity on the Internet are not new, but this 

dissertation traces some of the discursive pathways through which these dimensions of 

privilege have come into and shaped discourses about the Internet. Assumptions of 

privilege, surely, were imported from previous dominant discourses in which whiteness, 
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maleness, and wealth had long been central to how privilege was structured (Grandin, 

2019). By examining how the journalism that has reiterated cyberlibertarian ideals has 

served to carry those assumptions into a new social space, this dissertation interrogates 

the very act of denying privilege as central to how privilege is fortified and extended. 

Cyberlibertarianism deserves critique for the ways in which it has worked to mask the 

very inequities it perpetuates. 

 

Privileged Freedom on the Internet 

 Despite early utopian visions of a race-blind Internet, which were central to 

cyberlibertarian ideology (Sinclair, 2004), the history of the technologies that would 

inform and structure the Internet are rife with racialized discourses. From elements of 

early coding languages, to user interfaces, to the division of labor in the tech industry, 

race and racism have informed everything from who has been identified as the assumed 

user of the Internet to who does the “dirty work” of keeping the Internet running 

(Roberts, 2019; Daniels, 2013). Furthermore, almost immediately racist discourses found 

new homes in online spaces. White supremacist message boards emerged in the 1990s on 

private BBSs and migrated to the Internet in the 1990s (Berlet, 2001). Early digital-first 

news sites served to foster or reinforce racist attitudes (Melican & Dixon, 2008); as 

legacy news outlets opened comments sections on their stories, they were quickly 

populated by overtly racist messages which might not have surfaced without the 

affordances, such as anonymity, of such digital spaces (Rheingold, 2002). Yet much 

popular discourse—and even scholarship—has persistently ignored how these 

foundational racialized discourses have been ideologically fundamental to the Internet.  
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 By questioning assumptions about how race is signaled, and taken for granted, 

scholars have begun to deconstruct how discourses of race and racism are reiterated and 

born anew online. Contrary to the writing of early evangelists like Barlow (1996), 

scholars have found that structures of racism persist online. Without specific racial 

identifiers in a person’s online avatar, for instance, that person’s race is assumed to be 

white (Nakamura, 2002). Quite contrary to the idea that race should matter less in a space 

where it need not be expressed, the normativity of whiteness, instead, is reinforced. The 

same assumptions are reflected in cyberlibertarian ideals and the journalism that 

reiterates them; whiteness and maleness are considered the default identities of people 

who have a stake in disputes over what freedom means online.  

 What’s left out of these discourses is a consideration of how the Internet coheres 

as a space for marginalized and vulnerable groups and individuals. Not only are 

cyberlibertarianism and its popular manifestations in discourses like journalism often 

color-blind, much of the scholarly critique of cyberlibertarianism has also been color-

blind. This color-blindness, Daniels (2018) argues, is also embraced and practiced by the 

coders and CEOs of Silicon Valley and has produced an Internet in which white 

supremacy and racism are interwoven into such services as search, via algorithms which 

facilitate dangerous constructions of race because of, not in spite of, the color-blindness 

of the code upon which they are built. In effect, the Internet’s infrastructure is not just 

race-blind, it’s also racism-blind. Color-blindness, here, is not so much a hope that race 

won’t matter on the Internet, but a hope that race won’t have to be confronted on the 

Internet (Jenkins, 2002).  
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 This blindness was evident to Barbrook and Cameron (1996) when they described 

how the structure of the West Coast tech industry fostered the white privilege of 

developers while resting on the unacknowledged work of people of color. Likewise, 

many of the experiments in cultural freedom in the 1960s—such as Turner’s (2006) new 

communalists—relied on white, often middle class, privilege to use drugs and drop out of 

the economy. Even when race has been acknowledged, such as in the earliest scholarship 

on race and the Internet, it has often used the language of discovery in the metaphor of 

the electric frontier, reiterating the “gaze of the colonizer” (Daniels, 2013, p. 708).  

 Cyberlibertarian color-blindness is only one vector for the perpetuation of these 

privileges, but it has served to connect an ideal—the negative conception of freedom—

with specific policies and practices, namely permissive policies and practices regarding 

racist speech and harassment online. Issues of race and Internet freedom converge around 

the prevailing conception of the Internet as a space for the unfettered practice of the 

cyberlibertarian ideal of free speech (Godwin, 2003) which has made it a “haven for hate 

speech” (Daniels, 2013, p. 707). Yet because privilege and structural dominance are 

corelated (Leonardo, 2004), the privilege of unfettered speech online is often afforded 

much more to structurally dominant individuals and groups, rather than to marginalized 

individuals and groups.  

 Privilege, furthermore, is encoded in the algorithms that structure how most 

people access and use the Internet. Google search results, for example, reiterate notions 

of privilege around race and gender, reinforcing biases against women and people of 

color (Noble, 2018). Likewise, the data which tech companies prize in their pursuit of 

engagement often ignores gender, assuming ideal users are often male (Perez, 2019). 
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Even ostensibly progressive uses of the digital spaces, such as feminist-identified 

platforms and communities, have often amplified race and gender privileges because 

those spaces are still designed and inhabited by white privileged cisgender women 

(Daniels, 2016). Popular culture and journalism may play a direct role in reinforcing this 

privilege by often ignoring the various rich ways in which non-male and non-white 

people have used the Internet’s affordances to develop their own counterhegemonic uses 

of the Internet (Nakamura, 2008). Even the journalism and criticism produced about the 

Internet by women, people of color, and others is often ignored in the most popular 

critical venues (Watson, 2016). When the problems of privilege, bias, hate speech, and 

harassment are the focus of journalistic reportage, as the following chapters show, white 

men are often centered as stakeholders and sources in discussion of Internet freedom. 

Privilege is thus reiterated through attention to certain groups and individuals and 

inattention to others. 

 The roots of the cyberlibertarian view of freedom in the white and male 

subjectivities which have been valorized in discourses about the Internet are ripe for 

interrogation, especially as certain political interests, such as the “alt-right,” have begun 

to use any efforts to regulate hate speech online to reframe themselves as the victims of a 

culture intent on silencing white men (Marcotte, 2017). This discursive strategy, adapted 

for the Internet age, often reiterates tropes of victimization that have shaped American 

culture through such expressed anxieties well before even the Civil War, when white 

writers and politicians began to represent slaveholders as the victims of the enslaved 

people who sought their own freedom through rebellion (Davis, 1999). Likewise, hooks 

(1992) has recognized that scholarly and popular critiques of whiteness are often 
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criticized as a victimization of white people. More recently, male gamers have used the 

Internet to harass women and people of color who have challenged the hegemonic 

whiteness and masculinity in the gaming world, casting themselves as the victims of a 

culture bent on destroying what they hold dear (Chess & Shaw, 2015). In immemorial 

conceptions of freedom—from Jeffersonian democracy to the Californian Ideology 

(Barbrook & Cameron, 1996)—the freedom of privileged Americans, often white men, 

rests on the degradation, through discursive and physical violence, of marginalized 

people, often women and people of color. In this way, notions of Internet freedom carry 

the disparities of privilege into the information age. 

 Contemporary discourses of privilege and the Internet should not be isolated from 

their cultural and historical context. For instance, the “alt-right” has come to prominence 

as a shorthand for a varied and disperse set of white nationalists, misogynists, fascists, 

and right-wing provocateurs, not only through the media productions of members of 

these groups, but also through the journalism that has portrayed them as either influential 

in the political trajectory of the nation or as harbingers of an existing tide of right-wing 

and racist backlash more generally (Hosking, 2017). The alt-right need not be understood 

as either a symptom of social media or as just the most recent expression of an American 

tradition of xenophobia and racism; it should be understood as both (Daniels, 2018). 

Digital spaces explicitly informed by cyberlibertarianism—such as 4chan—have played 

an integral role in both affording these groups the ability to coalesce as political subjects 

online and to plan and carry out political actions in physical space. Yet even if 

individually their ideologies are shaped by the discourses on these online spaces, the 
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ideologies are not born there. Instead, they have arisen in different historical contexts and 

have been adapted for these online spaces.  

 Privilege, likewise, plays a role in how the Internet has been conceived as a 

territory, a frontier that would be settled by a select few pioneers and which would need 

protection from interlopers. The Internet’s early developers who were most celebrated in 

popular discourses were overwhelmingly white and male as were its early adopters 

(Mock, 2017; Warschauer, 2003). Those metaphorical pioneers, so central to the 

cyberlibertarian mythology of texts like Barlow’s declaration, then, were white men. 

Even if we are decades away from the early days of the Internet, and the users of the 

Internet are as diverse as the population at large (Perrin, 2017), these metaphors and 

myths still find expression even on the dominant social media platforms of today. The 

“white flight” from MySpace to Facebook observed by boyd (2012) or what Tal (1996) 

much earlier called “the whitenizing of cyberspace” (para. 2) stand as evidence that 

privilege informs both how people move about and occupy different online spaces and 

how commentators characterize and analyze the predominant activity in these spaces. 

Some of the Internet’s earliest critics recognized that the enthusiastic embrace by middle 

class white people of the Internet—a new space in which America’s social and cultural 

problems could ostensibly disappear—was its own form of “white flight,” analogous to 

the privileged flight of white communities from cities to suburbs in the middle of the 20th 

century (Brook & Boal, 1995, p. ix).  

The Internet’s identity as a space for privileged people is essential to the 

cyberlibertarian conception of it. Barlow’s declaration, after all, did not merely declare 

the Internet a space separate from previous power structures; it also claimed the Internet 
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as the territory of the mostly white male people who inhabited it at the time (Phillips, 

2015). Furthermore, the metaphor of cyberspace as actual space obscures the fact that 

“Unlike land, the Net was created by its pioneers” and therefore discursively configured 

by those pioneers and their observers (Miller, 1995, p. 51).  

 Journalists risk merely amplifying the privilege at the heart of such discourses 

when they fail to challenge cyberlibertarianism. Yet it is exactly these ideological 

dimensions of discourse which can shape the material conditions and experiences of 

people on the margins (Hall, 1992/1996). If there were any doubt that the confluence of 

cyberlibertarianism and the extreme forms of privileged freedom it fosters are a danger to 

the bodies of marginalized people, events of the last few years have put them to rest; as 

the violence in Charlottesville in the summer of 2017—which were planned and 

organized on 4chan boards—or the mass murder of Jews at a synagogue in Pittsburgh in 

November 2018—which was committed by a shooter radicalized on Gab—or another 

racially-motivated mass murder in El Paso in August 2019—committed by a user of 

8chan who posted his racist, anti-immigrant manifesto to the message board where it was 

shared broadly—demonstrate, cyberlibertarianism may not be the wellspring of hateful 

rhetoric and violence, but it provides the ideological rationale for the spaces from which a 

surge in hate and violence emanates. This dissertation examines how that ideology has 

been made sensible through popular journalistic discourses since the Internet emerged 

nearly three decades ago. 

 

Cyberlibertarianism’s Contemporary Discursive Reach  
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 Cyberlibertarian ideology has informed a number of discourses beyond the 

immediate scope of this dissertation: namely those which perpetuate the hegemony of 

capitalist nations, particularly the United States, in policies and public debates about 

technology around the globe. Cyberlibertarian ideals have been deployed by American 

political actors, from Hillary Clinton to Donald Trump to the United Nations Human 

Rights Council, which has often been dominated by American and European interests, 

centering values of unfettered free expression and free markets. These political and state 

actors have often used the cyberlibertarian ethos that has shaped Internet technologies to 

discursively reinforce historically situated relations of power across the globe (Schulte, 

2013).  

 Likewise, cyberlibertarianism has provided an ideological foundation for some of 

Silicon Valley’s starkest contradictions: from the privatization of a vast swath of “free” 

public discourse for the benefit of corporations, to the algorithmic amplification of hatred 

and even genocide in places like Myanmar. Perhaps the cyberlibertarian ambivalence to 

history and power has allowed these uses of Internet freedom to go relatively 

unchallenged in dominant discourses until recently. Instead, much public discourse 

around the Internet has served to reinforce the ideologies of Anglo-American hegemony 

and neoliberalism by centering, explicitly and implicitly, the ideal of Internet freedom. 

These ideologies have functioned in reciprocal fashion to reinforce the cyberlibertarian 

vision of Internet freedom, to reproduce it as doxa—universal, inevitable, and 

immutable—in geopolitical and economic discourses. 

 

Cyberlibertarianism and Anglo-American Democratic Hegemony 
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 Though the Internet is, in effect, regulated by a private non-profit body, ICANN 

(the Internet Corporation of Assigned Names and Numbers), this regulatory apparatus 

operates outside the authority of governmental and intergovernmental policy (Von 

Bernstorff, 2003; Drissel, 2007). This self-regulatory regime has perpetuated a legal logic 

in which the Internet is understood as an exceptional space, immune to many of the laws 

and regulations enacted by terrestrial governments (Chenou, 2014). The dominant 

paradigm of Internet freedom in international law and diplomacy thus relies heavily on 

the cyberlibertarian notion of how negative freedom functions on the Internet. Internet 

freedom, in this view, is constrained when actors—almost exclusively state actors—

restrict access to the Internet or in some way filter Internet content from their citizens. 

This paradigm equates Internet freedom with negative freedom of speech, so that any 

restriction on speech or expression online is considered an assault on freedom (Nunziato, 

2014). Particularly when dissident pro-democracy or pro-American online voices are 

censored by states, organizations like the United States-based think tank Freedom House 

consider the people living under those states to have less Internet freedom. The freedom 

of individuals and groups is imperiled by restrictive governments alone. Though 

platforms like Facebook have amplified speech that has imperiled marginalized 

communities across the globe, the hegemonic ideal of Internet freedom makes little room 

for considering how the freedom of these communities is compromised when 

governments and tech corporations take a hands-off approach to online speech that 

promotes violence and even genocide. 

 The scholars and policymakers who work in this paradigm accept this definition 

of Internet freedom as a given, and therefore focus much of their work on national and 
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global policies which promote freedom of speech and access online (Penney, 2011; 

Joyce, 2015). Internet repression is often a problem to be fixed by the removal of 

restrictive state policies. Freedom House, for example, in their yearly “Freedom on the 

Net” report uses metrics to establish freedom “ratings” based almost solely on 

government restrictions on access and content (Freedom House, 2018). This report tends 

to get a lot of credulous coverage in the American press (e.g. Wong, 2015). The focus on 

these metrics implies that governments are the only structure that might inhibit freedom.  

The possibility that the regulation of some content, such as hate speech, violent threats 

and harassment, might produce more Internet freedom is neglected in these discourses. 

Other ways people experience freedom, such as through safety, security, and the ability to 

be left alone, are ignored, even as they are central to how people practice freedom in their 

everyday lives (Patterson, 2001; Schwartz, Markus, & Snibbe, 2006).  

 This ideological embrace of negative freedom often reiterates dominant American 

values and symbolic hegemony. The map that Freedom House produces to go along with 

its Internet freedom report depicts the United States, Western Europe, Australia, and 

South Africa as free places, and the rest of the world in various states of unfreedom 

(Freedom House, 2018). Some boosters of this geopolitical ideal of Internet freedom 

argue that the broader freedom of expression afforded by the Internet serves to break 

down traditional, conservative power structures in societies outside of America and 

Western Europe such as fundamentalist Islam and repressive authoritarian governments 

(Batra, 2008). The same privileges that inform cyberlibertarianism these center the 

United States and Western European nations as ideal and normative in these discourses.  
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 Those who conceive of Internet freedom as a human right often use much of the 

language developed in the early writings of John Perry Barlow and other early 

cyberlibertarian voices. For example, Hillary Clinton, in one of her speeches as Secretary 

of State, used the metaphor of the digital frontier and compared bloggers and other net 

activists to pamphleteers in Eastern Bloc countries during the Cold War (Joyce, 2015). 

Just as the Internet and its early interpreters emerged from the context of the Cold War in 

which freedom and repression had been reified in the form of the United States and the 

Soviet Union respectively, this rhetoric of Internet freedom around the world reiterates a 

negative conception of freedom. These official discourses are used as much to fortify the 

ideology of capitalistic democratic hegemony as they are to empower oppressed groups 

and individuals with access to communication technologies (Von Bernstorff, 2003; 

Drissel, 2006). Particularly in light of the massive surveillance states arising in 

democratic nations (Deibert, et al., 2011), the idea that Internet access and connectivity 

have made people more free in these democracies remains questionable. That this 

relationship between the state and the Internet should be exported abroad to promote 

global Internet freedom is, to say the least, ironic. At least some critical scholars have 

begun to acknowledge the potential for the technologies that cyberlibertarianism have 

helped naturalize to be used for authoritarian ends (e.g. Morozov, 2012). 

   

Neoliberalism Meets Cyberlibertarianism 

 Two ideals central to cyberlibertarianism—the countercultural aversion to 

centralized government authority and the celebration of individual freedom—were easily 

adapted to neoliberal ends as corporations colonized cyberspace starting in the 1990s and 
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especially in the first decades of the 21st century. Though the cyberlibertarianism’s anti-

corporate roots may seem at odds with the wholesale commercialization of so much of 

the Internet, the ideology has often served as a rationale for the synergy between 

commerce and speech online (Morozov, 2012). Internet users freely express themselves 

on major Internet platforms and those platforms create commercial value out of all that 

free expression (Dyer-Witheford, 2015). The melding of the free market of ideas and the 

free market of commerce finds its apotheosis in the neoliberal Internet. Some tech 

corporations have explicitly adopted the ideal of Internet freedom (e.g. Halliday, 2012). 

In this context, “the Internet freedom agenda looks more like a marketing ploy” than an 

ideological commitment (Morozov, 2012, p. 511).  

 Even if much early cyberlibertarian discourse was anti-commercial (e.g. Barlow, 

1996), cyberlibertarian ideals are particularly conducive to the neoliberal order. 

Commercial empires have been built on the idea that Internet users can conduct their 

lives in self-selected online communities in which they can say whatever they want, 

whenever they want (McNamee, 2019). Much discourse and policy around the Internet 

has been based on the technological determinist ideology of Internet exceptionalism, the 

idea that the Internet is a unique technology with unique economic implications. Public 

policies have been built on the idea that the Internet, because of its nature, should be 

exempt from regulations applied to other technologies and industries (Greenstein, 2015).  

 In part this myth of exceptionalism has its origins in early discourses about the 

Internet’s rapid rise and expansion. The Internet, in its early days, did break many of the 

rules of economic transformation that economists and historians had observed; it was 

rapid and transformative on a massive scale that had rarely been seen in history 
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(Greenstein, 2015). Yet this exceptional beginning was enabled by government 

deregulation which dismantled rules that worked to restrain the unfettered growth of 

media corporations and other industries in the past (Horwitz, 1991; Srnicek, 2017; 

Gillespie, 2018). These were not incidental policy decisions. They arose out of concerted 

efforts by the National Science Foundation, and others, who argued in the early 1990s 

that privatizing the Internet would allow it to transform the United States economy 

(Greenstein, 2015). The promise of robust growth has obscured how tech corporations 

make their billions, allowing platforms like Google and Facebook to keep the algorithms 

that structure who sees what online a secret from government regulators and the public 

alike (Pasquale, 2015). 

 Yet deregulation, contrary to the ideal of free expression, may have made 

expression in the public sphere less diverse and rich. In its deregulatory policies, the U.S. 

government has allowed media companies to consolidate at a rapid pace over the last 

three decades. Fewer companies now own more of the media and reap more of the profits 

than ever before (McChesney, 2015). This consolidation tends to diminish the breadth of 

discourse that is amplified in mass media outlets, often reiterating mainstream 

establishment voices and diminishing alternative and marginalized voices. The 

engagement algorithms which shape how discourse flows through much of the Internet 

privilege certain types of speech over others—namely sensational and divisive speech 

which gathers more attention on social media platforms (Tufekci, 2018a). If we accept 

the inevitability of the market, as U.S. policy largely has, fewer media corporations 

undoubtedly mean a narrower marketplace of ideas. 
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Alternative Visions of Internet Freedom 

 When he identified cyberlibertarianism as the dominant ideology of the early 

Internet, Winner (1997) observed that “there seems to be no coherent, widely shared 

philosophy of cyberspace that offers much of an alternative” to it (p. 16). Yet, alternative 

visions have emerged in the intervening two decades, and existed well before 

cyberlibertarianism was defined in the late-1990s. It’s less clear whether any of those 

alternatives have been coherently articulated in popular discourses such as journalism. 

Exploring some of these alternatives, however, contextualizes the persistence of 

cyberlibertarianism from the earliest days of the Internet to the present in a history of 

challenges from other discourses. 

 Cyberlibertarians have by no means had a monopoly on defining or describing 

how the Internet has developed over time. Though utopian cyberlibertarian visions of the 

Internet dominated the popular imaginary of the technology as it emerged and 

proliferated in the 1990s and early-2000s, a persistent, if less celebrated, strain of critique 

has existed as long as there has been an Internet to feel less than utopic about (Kelemen 

& Smith, 2001; Gergen, 1991; Maffesoli, 1996; Brook & Boal, 1995). Many of these 

critics of cyberlibertarianism have pointed out how dominant discourses ignored the 

obvious and increasing encroachment of the commercial interests that enclosed much of 

the Internet in platforms like Facebook, Google, and others.  

 Early critics also questioned the technological determinist ideals of 

cyberlibertarianism. Rather than providing a clean slate for a new civilization to emerge, 

critics observed that the Internet reflected and amplified much of the racist and colonial 
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logic of the cultures that produced it (Nakamura, 2002; Sardar, 1996). As it has turned 

out, perhaps obviously, different people use the Internet in different ways, and those 

different ways are determined as much by culture as by technological affordances. That 

the cyberlibertarian vision of the Internet has persisted in the face of web 2.0, even as 

oppositional visions have emerged and been given voice, is worth interrogating. 

 Yet, the technological structure of the Internet may be central to how alternatives 

visions of Internet freedom have been foreclosed upon. The cyberlibertarian vision has 

often been built into the policies and architecture which have structured the Internet, from 

its decentralized design to its deregulation. Even if these policies and architectures are 

rooted in a cultural vision, they have worked to make the dominant ideology of the 

Internet seem immutable and inevitable, as an essential feature of the Internet as a 

technology. Alternative policies and legislation proposed in the early 1990s could have 

shaped the Internet in ways that may seem unimaginable today, for instance by making it 

impossible to send or receive any data online without the sender’s identity being 

traceable (Willemssen, 1995). Civil libertarians saw these regulations as unduly 

burdensome and censorious, though the same rules of freedom of speech would have 

applied to what was contained in this online data. Rejection of these proposals amounted 

to a tacit equation of anonymity with Internet freedom and now the affordance of 

anonymity is taken as a natural feature of the technology. 

 In fact, early digital networking technologies that preceded the World Wide Web, 

emerged with very different architectures that might have served as templates for the 

Internet and shaped it in ways counter to the dominant cyberlibertarian ethos. For 

example, alternative networks of individual computers, called Bulletin Board Systems, or 
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BBSs, emerged in the 1980s and were some of the first widespread networks which 

served social, often non-commercial purposes (Ryan, 2010). These systems hosted text 

messages, comment threads, and files, often organized by topic of interest. Truly 

decentralized and unofficial, BBSs could be run by anyone with a personal computer. 

Beginning in 1984, with the emergence of FidoNet, a network of BBSs created by Tom 

Jennings, local networks were connected to regional and global networks, but often 

remained grounded in geography more than the Internet would be later (Borsook, 1996). 

With one foot in queer punk rock culture and another in the nascent tech scene, Jennings 

saw this network, with its host computers kept in people’s homes, as resistant to 

cooptation by commercial interests (Jennings, 1985).  

 This spirit of intellectual and cultural collaboration defined even Vannevar Bush’s 

(1945) earliest dreams of an Internet-like machine, one in which diverse pathways of 

connection, collaboration, and reciprocity—rather than individuals freedom—would be 

the defining features of such a network. A truly alternative history of the Internet might 

have emerged from FidoNet, but much of the spirit, if not the structure, of Jennings’s 

creation persists in certain online communities to this day, if not necessarily on the 

commercial platforms that take up so much discursive attention. 

 In contexts outside of the United States, digital communities conceived of the 

Internet in ways that resisted the inevitability of the Internet being a decidedly American 

free market enterprise. An alternative, European countercultural approach to the Internet, 

identified as “net critique” by Apprich (2017) and loosely organized around the mailing 

list nettime, arose to challenge the still-nascent Californian Ideology of American-

dominated and increasingly commercialized Internet discourses in the 1990s. Rather than 
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focusing on the liberating potential of the Internet for individuals this net critique 

oriented the conversation in Europe to the political potential of the Internet in opposition 

to post-modern consumerism. However, ideologically, this European, non-academic 

approach to critiquing the hegemonic American vision of Internet freedom often only 

rejected the explicitly commercial aspects of cyberlibertarianism, while adopting the 

underlying notions of what freedom means online—rejecting central government 

authority and embracing negative liberties of expression (Lovink, 2002). Though the 

hegemonic sense of Internet freedom may be deployed to many different ends, from 

corporatist to anti-corporatist, it often falls back on these same dominant definitions of 

what freedom means at its root. 

 Some of the most prominent critics of the cyberlibertarianism often merely 

reiterate the ideology in what they claim are more humane and sustainable alternative 

structures of community. For instance, Lanier (2013) has written extensively on the 

dehumanizing aspects of the Internet. The freedom and openness of information which is 

at the heart of the cyberlibertarian ideal of Internet freedom, according to Lanier, has 

created less rich, human forms of communication. His solutions tend to focus on how we 

can reorder the commercial value of intellectual labor by creating a system of 

micropayments which will more equitably distribute wealth. This idea has deep roots in 

Ted Nelson’s Xanadu technology, a predecessor to the World Wide Web developed from 

the 1960s through the 1990s, in which every document and digital object would produce 

automatic royalties for its owner (Pam, 1994; Plant, 1997). Though these alternative 

visions for the Internet may propose more equitable profit-sharing, they do not challenge 
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the technological determinist assumptions that freedom can only be enabled or restricted 

through design and commerce, rather than through culture, politics, and activism. 

 

Freedom as Resistance on the Internet 

 The Internet has been a venue for important acts of resistance and protest of the 

traditional structures of power which have been imbricated with cyberlibertarianism. 

From IndyMedia’s direct action against the excesses of capitalism in the late-1990s, to 

the Occupy movement’s global protests of inequality in 2011, to the pro-democracy 

movements of the Arab Spring or the Spanish anti-austerity movement, Indignados, in the 

same year, people have used the Internet to organize and promote alternative visions for 

the uses of Internet freedom. Wolfson (2014) shows that, as the Internet emerged in the 

late-1990s and early-2000s, many activists used it as a tool to organize and demonstrate 

against the very corporate power structures which had begun to define it. Yet these 

movements tended to recede as corporate dominance advanced.  

 More recently other communities and movements have found similar uses for the 

Internet. Just over the last five years, the Black Lives Matter and MeToo movements 

have emerged online and brought their activism from digital spaces to physical spaces in 

demonstrations and marches. The tools and architectures of social media and the Internet 

have been turned to acts of positive liberation to create discursive spaces where the lived 

reality of people of color and women can be expressed, where the freedom to contest 

structural oppression can flourish. Though these movements have been successful in 

bringing more popular attention to these issues, they have not overhauled the culture of 

the Internet, just as the Civil Rights Movement and the Women’s Rights Movement of 
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the middle of the 20th century used mass media in their activism but did not necessarily 

succeed in restructuring the values of mass media (Everett, 2002). 

 Important oppositional uses of the Internet have emerged as central to the 

experience black and African-American people on social media platforms. Black Twitter, 

for instance, uses the affordances of the platform to carve out a community within the 

larger community of Twitter with “a black frame of reference” (Clark, 2015). Likewise, 

expressions and images of joy and resistance from black youth have been deployed to 

combat the overwhelming tide of black death in citizen-produced videos of police 

violence on social media (Steele & Lu, 2019). These are important conceptualizations of 

how the Internet might be used in more communitarian ways, but they are often 

represented as countervailing the dominant uses and values of the Internet which are 

often aligned with cyberlibertarianism. As Everett (2004) writes, such online resistance 

does not change the nature of the Internet, but instead “us[es] the master’s tools to tear 

down barriers to mass publicity for their cause” (p. 1279). Though tech corporations have 

sometimes been eager to claim credit for these countervailing uses of their platforms, 

critics have noted that these claims are often deployed for public relations and advertising 

campaigns, especially when those corporations come up for public scrutiny (e.g. Kosoff, 

2018). 

 An alternative, feminist vision of how emergent technologies like the Internet 

might allow for more freedom was articulated in the 1980s by Donna Haraway (1991), in 

her theoretical work on cyborgs. Haraway suggested that rather than fortifying individual 

identities through the creation of decentralized, self-identified communities—as the 

cyberlibertarian Internet has done—networking technologies might, instead, make 
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manifest how partial each individual’s experience of the world is and how contradictory 

these experiences are when placed together on such networks. Freedom for Haraway is 

the acknowledgment that truth is multitudinous and can contain us all, rather than an 

objective truth will rise to the top of a marketplace of ideas. Similarly, Sadie Plant (1997) 

described an early feminist vision of the Internet in which individual people would 

deploy many different identities, redefining their own sex and race in cyberspace, rather 

than reiterating their offline identities. Identity, for Plant, could be playful, a game with 

lower stakes online than in the embodied world in which the bodies of women and people 

of color are at risk. The work of Haraway and Plant suggest alternative conceptions of the 

Internet that have largely been ignored in journalistic discourses. 

 These voices and theoretical perspectives deserve more space than I have given 

them in this dissertation. In future work, I hope to better contend with how the work of 

theorists, scholars, and journalists who have been marginalized in dominant discourses 

about the Internet points the way for alternatives to the cyberlibertarian commonsense 

which has shaped all of those fields to some extent since the emergence of the Internet. 

This will take a more concerted approach to looking past the representative tropes that 

have dominated journalism about the Internet. In the limited space of this dissertation, my 

focus on the theories, scholarship, and journalism that has served to common 

cyberlibertarianism is not meant to deny or further marginalize the important alternatives 

offered in this work, but to produce a concerted deconstruction of how journalism 

specifically has done much of that marginalizing in the past. Centering work that has 

pushed back against the cyberlibertarian ideal must be part of the larger project this 

dissertation is part of. 
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Conclusion 

 Though cyberlibertarianism was not defined as such until the late-1990s, the 

ideology’s roots can be traced through the historical and cultural contexts that gave rise to 

the Internet: from the military and academic project ARPANET that would presage the 

Internet’s design in the 1960s; to the new communalists of the 1960s and 1970s who 

would who adapt their libertarian ethos to digital networking technologies in the 1980s; 

to the early tech press that would give voice to evangelists of the Internet age. 

Cyberlibertarianism’s embrace of the doxa of negative freedom would provide the logic 

that grounded many discourses about the Internet as it became a dominant technology. 

 This history and the ideals it spawned are imbued with the same forms of 

privilege with which conceptions of freedom have been imbued throughout American 

history. Because it relies on discourses which erase or ignore history, the cyberlibertarian 

conception of Internet freedom has reiterated the very structures of power that 

cyberlibertarianism claimed the Internet would make irrelevant. Rather than erasing 

social constructs like race, gender, and sexuality, the prevailing ideology of the Internet 

has merely served to shape discourses which ignore the racism, sexism, and homophobia 

that have emerged as central to certain spaces on the Internet. Traditional forms of 

privilege based on race and gender have been encoded in the algorithms that structure the 

Internet. This same privilege has been inscribed in discourses about the Internet. 

Journalistic discourses, as I show in this dissertation, have perpetuated this privilege via 

their reliance on cyberlibertarianism as a normative vision of the Internet. 
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CHAPTER 4 

METHODOLOGY:  

JOURNALISTIC GENEALOGY 

 

 Though this dissertation does not attempt to create a comprehensive linear 

narrative of the history of cyberlibertarianism, it does draw upon the approach of cultural 

history in constructing a genealogical understanding of the ideology, tracing its 

emergence in the material and cultural history of the Internet and then focusing on how 

the idea has shaped and been shaped by journalistic discourses in important historical 

moments and periods. At the root of a critical genealogy, as Nietzsche (1989) defined it, 

is the idea that values and concepts which are often taken as immutable and eternal—

what Bourdieu would later call doxa—are cultural constructions with discursive and 

material histories of their own. By exploring these histories and interrogating the ways in 

which these values and concepts have propped up structures of power, this approach 

bridges the often-amorphous world of ideas and discourse with the more material 

practices of power.  

 The following analytical chapters constitute a critical genealogy of the 

cyberlibertarian ideal of Internet freedom as it passed through a number of journalistic 

discourses, from the press’s valorization of John Perry Barlow as an authority on the 

Internet’s cyberlibertarian values, to journalists’ use of Aaron Swartz to make sense of 

cyberlibertarian ideals in the context of a new, fully commercialized Internet, to 

contemporary reporting on online free speech, hate speech and harassment, and platform 

moderation. By focusing on the ideals that underly this journalistic work, the following 
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analysis reveals how journalism functions to reinforce existing power relations through 

such ideals, when it might instead serve as a discourse in which such power relations can 

be questioned and challenged.    

 Though cyberlibertarianism is an ideology which might be contested and 

redefined in different discourses and by different institutions and actors, the genealogical 

approach reveals how it emerged, how it has been adapted to make sense of government 

and corporate power, and how it serves to reiterate privilege. Unlike more traditional 

historical methods, this approach is explicitly presentist, taking a problem in its 

contemporary context and tracing its discursive roots into the past (Foucault, 1990).  

 A genealogical and cultural approach to history reveals “the successive contexts” 

through which societies and ideas pass, by examining both how those contexts shape 

culture and how culture shapes those contexts (Glassberg, 2001, p. 17). An idea, such as 

freedom on the Internet, can be traced through the history of a given institution, 

discourse, or community, revealing as much about those “successive contexts” as about 

the idea itself. A genealogical and cultural approach to the past, in this way, can better 

excavate how an ideology operates and changes through time up to the present (Foucault, 

1965). This genealogical approach treats history not so much as a chronological series of 

linked events, but more as a web of related discourses through which power—and 

sometimes resistance—flows (Foucault, 2003). This method brings material conditions 

and discourses into conversation with one another without privileging one or the other as 

a root cause for how things are or were (Foucault, 1970). However, by searching for what 

Star (1999) calls the “master narratives” which indicate “the presumed center of things” 
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(p. 384) in the archives under study here, this dissertation uncovers how this ideology 

doxa has shaped and been shaped by journalistic discourses. 

 Though cyberlibertarianism arose from specific historical circumstances, it has 

been rearticulated in later contexts for different ends that are quite unconnected to the 

ends it served when it emerged. Hall (2016) argues that this malleability is what makes 

ideologies so persistent. Though some of the systems of signification related to this 

ideology have persisted over time—such as the revering of white founding fathers and 

the reviling of centralized authority—the specific targets of this reverence and revilement 

have shifted in different contexts. As a system of signification, the ideology persists and 

remains strong, even as it proves malleable to the changes of history. This dissertation 

traces these changes through journalistic archives from the early 1990s to the present. 

 Winner (1997), in his early work defining cyberlibertarianism, gleaned the 

ideology’s tenets from manifestoes like John Perry Barlow’s declaration and a sort of 

Internet Magna Carta produced by the conservative think tank, The Progress and 

Freedom Foundation. He also analyzed more everyday communication in online 

communities to see how these ideals were reified in digital spaces. Less scholarship has 

looked at how discourses adjacent to these, such as general-interest and tech journalism, 

have confirmed or contested the ideals that came to dominant the Internet.  

 Through a genealogical review of journalism texts this dissertation shows how 

certain of cyberlibertarianism’s signifiers have changed even as its system of 

signification persists. For instance, early articulators of the ideology may have 

unabashedly cited Ayn Rand’s extreme libertarian values as an inspiration for utopian 

visions of the Internet. Yet even if the intellectual undergirding of cyberlibertarian ideals 
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has changed—even if in the 21st century they find their popular expression in the Free 

Culture movement and culturally progressive politics—the basic tenets have often been 

the same. While the cyberlibertarian utopia of Barlow’s (1996) imagination may not have 

become a reality, many of the ideals undergirding that utopia echo into the present. To 

understand how this utopic vision gained currency, this study looks into archives of 

journalism from when the Internet was still new. As Roesler (1997) wrote, “The utopian 

dimension of new technology lies not before us, but rather behind us, in the dreams and 

ideals of the past” (p. 171; cited in Apprich, 2017, p. 1). 

 By reintroducing the historical context of the ideology’s development and tracing 

it into the present, this dissertation aims to reveal how it has served to perpetuate 

privilege. Just like the Enlightenment ideals they are premised on, cyberlibertarian ideals 

are masked in universality, when they are in fact culturally constructed discourses of 

power. Privilege often operates through the denial or ignorance of historical contingency. 

Though historical narrative can also operate to perpetuate privilege, white privilege and 

male privilege often are predicated on naturalizing normative values (Fitzgerald, 2012; 

Fleissner, 2002). By denying the importance of history in determining material 

conditions, these discourses of privilege demand that history is an inevitable reflection of 

truth. The ways in which privilege shapes history are denied in these ahistorical 

discourses. A genealogical study can dislodge these naturalized forms of privilege by 

making the contingency of history visible. 

 

Normativity and Reflexivity 
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A cultural history of a concept like freedom, or the closely related ideal of privacy 

(e.g. Igo, 2018), for instance, must contend with the fact that such concepts do not carry 

stable definitions through time and space, but instead carry different meanings based on 

who has deployed them and to what ends. Those various meanings are often tied to the 

dominant ideologies of those different contexts. This dissertation aims to untangle how 

power is carried through this ideology by looking at how it has it has served as a tool for 

shaping journalistic discourses about the Internet (Gal, 2002).  

Cyberlibertarian discourses in journalism serve to both articulate a normative 

definition of freedom and to deploy that definition to perpetuate privilege and power. 

Thus, the analysis that follows focuses on who is centered in journalistic discourses about 

the Internet, how they articulate a definition of freedom, and how that definition serves to 

perpetuate the status quo. Thos who have been privileged in other discourses are 

privileged here. Scholars have shown that those who have less access to political power, 

based on race, gender, and class, have less access to the shaping dominant ideologies and 

enjoying the benefits of dominant ideals, like privacy and freedom (Bridges, 2017). 

History reveals that ideals are often tools for the maintenance of the status quo.  

As Schulte (2013) argues, many of the rules and assumptions that go unspoken 

about the Internet today are still structured by its past. Schulte’s cultural history of the 

Internet in global popular culture charts a course for other scholars to explore exactly 

how the Internet’s history has shaped discourses about the Internet today. To that end, a 

this dissertation explores how journalistic discourses are shaped by cyberlibertarianism 

while how other visions of the Internet are marginalized or foreclosed upon altogether. 

Focusing so closely on how this ideology shapes journalism may seem narrow, but to 
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fully explore how this idea flourished and persisted and continues to inform many of 

today’s debates about what the Internet such fine-grained analysis may be necessary. 

In attempting to disrupt this normative vision of the Internet by focusing so much 

of my energy on textual representations of cyberlibertarianism, I risk reinforcing and 

further centering the very voices and ideas I hope to challenge. Though I have done my 

best to avoid writing from the normative position of the subjects I’m critiquing, I must 

acknowledge that my identity as a white man who has enjoyed some of the same 

privileges I aim to critique has shaped the form of that critique. I have attempted to 

address this not by denying my own subjectivity, but by dislodging the notion that my 

own subjectivity or the subjectivity of the voices centered in these archives is a natural or 

objective condition outside the contingency of history. This does not change the fact that 

many of these texts represent that subjectivity as natural and objective. The true object of 

my critique is the journalistic practice of turning a subjective ideology into common 

sense. Hopefully by interrogating the centering of these voices, I can help decenter them.  

 

Genealogical Archives 

 When trying to capture a genealogical history of a concept like Internet freedom, 

the historian is faced with an embarrassment of riches. Not only are there virtually 

endless texts that speak to this specific idea, but there are endless ideas which are related 

and might add context to a study of Internet freedom. Ideologies, after all, do not work in 

isolation from one another (Althusser, 1971/2006). Instead, they are linked in chains of 

discourses and systems which are often co-constituted and reinforced through these links. 

Freedom and privilege may not be coterminous, but they are fortified together in certain 
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systems of signification, such as in the cyberlibertarian ideal of Internet freedom. Other 

ideologies may be linked with these—such as imperialist and neoliberal ideologies—but 

rather than examine each ideological connection in each instance, I instead take each 

example of the manifestation of Internet freedom in my archives as an instance in which 

to map out some of the ways in which other, connected ideologies are signified.  

Though ideas are formed, shaped, and circulated in many different orders of 

discourse—from the official to the vernacular—cultural historians have acknowledged 

that institutional and popular discourses play a particularly central role in shaping how 

ideas go forth into future historical contexts (e.g. Biesecker, 2002; Dwyer, 2006). The 

institutions which have shaped and circulated the idea of Internet freedom include the 

government agencies and corporations which have designed the Internet; the digital 

communities which have evangelized it and adapted it to their own uses; and the tech 

publications and journalism outlets which have made it a focus of their work. Though this 

dissertation often looks at discourses about and created by individual journalists, 

examining their positions in relation to these institutions is vital to understanding how 

their work has been used to shape and circulate the idea of Internet freedom. In particular, 

the often-cozy relationship between journalists and the technologists and technology 

companies they report on is carried out discursively in how those journalists reiterate the 

ideals of technologists. 

However, journalism has retained some level of autonomy and authority in 

representing the Internet to the public. As Miller (1995) observed, ever since the early-

1990s, journalistic representations of online communities, discourse, and ideals have 

often been in tension with the ways in which the users of the Internet have conceived of 
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these communities, discourses, and ideals. Those users often been concerned with the 

nature of those journalistic representations because they have acknowledged the power of 

journalism to represent these things to broader publics. Though the distance between 

journalism and online life has surely shrunk since the early-1990s, journalism retains 

some institutional power to represent the Internet to its audiences. 

This institutional power explains why genealogical and cultural historians often 

focus on popular mass media representations of ideas. Though mass media may have lost 

some of their power to shape a broad ideological common sense as other media have 

emerged to challenge their hegemony, mass media still tend to shape and reflect a range 

of positions that have currency more broadly (Halbwachs, 1980/2011). Mass media 

provide continuity between different contexts, linking the institutional and vernacular 

discourses about popular subjects and ideas through time and space.  

 Still, individual public intellectuals or, in the parlance of the technocrats, 

“thought-leaders” do hold a central place in shaping discourses about the Internet. Just as 

Peters (2005) explored how intellectuals wrote and spoke about freedom of speech in the 

early 20th century when the dominant liberal and libertarian conceptions of this freedom 

took shape, I use the work of intellectuals and public figures who were particularly 

prominent in journalistic discourses about the Internet to better contextualize how 

cyberlibertarianism emerged and became influential more broadly. The work of these 

individuals only makes sense in the historical context when it was produced and 

circulated, as journalists and critics took it up as a subject. The following analysis asks 

how the work of figures like Barlow and Swartz was made to have “value and practical 

application” by the journalists who reported on them (Foucault, 1970, p. xv).  
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Analytical Archives 

 Picking up where the last chapter left off in the history of cyberlibertarianism, the 

following analytical chapters trace the cyberlibertarian ideal of Internet freedom 

chronologically through a number of journalistic discourses. First, in chapter 5, I examine 

how journalists consecrated John Perry Barlow—a writer with little technical expertise—

as an authority in popular reporting on the Internet, reiterating and disseminating the 

cyberlibertarian ideals at the heart of his work. Next, in chapter 6, I look at how 

journalists represented the work and actions of Aaron Swartz—an entrepreneur and 

hacker—often translating the cyberlibertarian ideals Swartz embraced for a new context 

in which corporations had asserted their dominance on the Internet. Then, in chapter 7, I 

look at contemporary reporting and commentary on online free speech disputes, hate 

speech and harassment, exploring how affinities between American journalistic and 

cyberlibertarian ideals have shaped dominant narratives about these issues. Finally, in 

chapter 8, I turn to contemporary reporting and commentary on content moderation, 

exploring how journalists deploy cyberlibertarian ideals in making sense of the cultural 

power of tech platforms. In each of these cases, I review a broad array of journalism—

from mainstream legacy outlets to tech magazines and high-traffic blogs to libertarian 

polemics—less to arrive at a sort of “average” discursive position and more to understand 

how similar ideas function in these quite divergent journalistic contexts. The path these 

chapters chart is by no means the only course cyberlibertarianism took through 

journalism, but it does represent a series of pivotal moments and contexts in which this 

ideology was being shaped, translated, and contested in journalism. 
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 In building textual archives for each of the four analytical chapters, I began with a 

“long preliminary soak” (Hall, 1975, p. 15) in a large selection of the texts at the center of 

each case—which will be specified below—in order to develop a preliminary analysis of 

the themes and modes of discourse central to these moments and contexts. This 

preliminary reading led me to other texts which provided important context for how these 

ideas flowed through journalism about adjacent subjects. I focused my reading and 

analysis not just on texts that were centered on the subject of each case, but also texts that 

used those subjects as a sort of shorthand for understanding broader issues. For instance, I 

analyzed long feature stories on Barlow, but also more routine reporting that quoted or 

referenced him in the context of explaining the Internet to a broader public.   

 The analysis is thus sufficiently focused on the object of study in each case, but 

hopefully not blinkered by this focus from the interplay between the texts I’m analyzing 

and the broader discursive fields in which cyberlibertarianism is relevant. Each chapter’s 

full archive emerged through analysis and contextual reading—particularly the chapters 

on contemporary journalism. Intertextual references were often followed and proved 

fruitful in my effort to trace how ideas pass through journalism within and across specific 

contexts. 

 This preliminary reading helped establish the broader context for the closer 

reading of individual texts that makes up the concrete evidence for my analysis. Those 

individual texts were analyzed for how they fit into a broader journalistic discourse in 

which cyberlibertarianism often served as common sense. This more general analysis was 

then focused through an examination of specific language written or quoted by 

journalists. Turns of phrase and passages that demonstrate the relationship between a 
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specific report or essay and cyberlibertarian ideals are highlighted through quotation and 

close analysis. By identifying similar language used in multiple texts, this analysis draws 

broader conclusions about how journalists have made sense of the Internet in these 

different contexts. The focus on how these textual practices rely on cyberlibertarian 

ideals as common sense is not meant to deny contrary practices, but instead to interrogate 

how such practices naturalize a subjective ideology. 

 The following research questions guided my analysis of these archives, allowing 

me to make broader arguments about the journalistic production and circulation of 

discourse regarding Internet freedom in the past three decades: 

• How have journalists relied on cyberlibertarian conceptions of the Internet in their 

reporting and commentary on issues of Internet freedom? 

• How do journalistic practices, shaped by the normative ideals of journalism, align 

with cyberlibertarian ideals? 

• How does privilege shape the reporting and commentary on people, issues, and 

events related to Internet freedom? 

• How are cyberlibertarian ideals adapted to different historical moments and 

contexts in which related ideologies, such as neoliberalism and corporate 

libertarianism, are dominant? 

 

Archive for chapter 5: Making common sense of the cyberlibertarian ideal: The 

journalistic consecration of John Perry Barlow 
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 To explore how journalists granted John Perry Barlow authority over popular 

representations of the Internet and cyberlibertarian ideals throughout his life, I gathered 

articles published between 1991—when he became a subject and source for general-

interest journalism—and 2018, the year of his death. Altogether, more than 100 articles 

published during this period in the mainstream press, tech magazines and high-traffic 

blogs, and libertarian magazines and blogs were read and analyzed. Barlow appeared as 

either a source, a subject, or a reference in each of these articles. The analysis of these 

texts was assembled chronologically in order to reveal how the reporting changed and 

developed over time. Of particular note were two Harper’s magazine forums published in 

the early-1990s, quotations of which appeared throughout contemporary reporting and 

commentary and continued to show up in articles after Barlow’s death. By tracing how 

these and other public statements made by Barlow flowed through journalism and 

commentary throughout time, this analysis moves beyond cataloging the ways in which 

Barlow was given authority in individual stories to reveal how journalism works as a 

system of discourse in which representations often originate in legacy outlets and then 

spread out to shape much of the journalism that follows. 

 

Archive for chapter 6: Internet freedom, free culture, and free information: Aaron Swartz 

and cyberlibertarianism’s neoliberal turn 

 To explore how cyberlibertarian ideals functioned in journalistic representations 

of the life and work of Aaron Swartz, I gathered articles published between 2001—when 

the 14-year-old Swartz was first referenced in the press as a technological wunderkind—

until 2018—when Swartz still served as a ready reference for many journalistic 
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treatments of issues related to Internet freedom. A number of key moments in Swartz’s 

life served as points where the archive proved particularly rich: such as in 2009 when he 

first came under federal investigation for downloading documents from a federal courts 

database, to 2011 when he was indicted by federal prosecutors for illegally downloading 

documents from JSTOR, to 2013 when Swartz committed suicide. Though journalism 

from before, between, and after these events was analyzed, the coverage and commentary 

around these events structured how Swartz was understood as a figure whose actions 

represented, paradoxically, both cyberlibertarian and progressive ideals. As with the 

previous chapter, more than 100 pieces of journalism from across an array of 

publications—from the mainstream to the tech-focused to the politically polemic—were 

read and analyzed in developing an analysis of how the coverage of Swartz served to 

translate many of the ideals of cyberlibertarianism for a new era of Internet history in 

which tech corporations had come to dominate the Internet through platforms like 

Google, Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube.    

 

Archive for chapter 7: Online free speech, hate speech, and journalism’s cyberlibertarian 

common sense: Gab and the tragedy of Internet freedom; and chapter 8: 

Cyberlibertarian ideals and neoliberal imperatives: Journalism and tech corporations’ 

authority over the public sphere 

 The archives for chapters 7 and 8 were gathered simultaneously—as part of a 

larger collection of journalistic texts in which issues related to Internet freedom were 

featured. Therefore, these archives often overlap. For seven months, from October 2018 

through April 2019, via Google alerts, Nexis Uni searches, and in the course of reading a 
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wide array of publications directly and via Twitter, I gathered reporting and commentary 

on issues related to Internet freedom: from online free speech, hate speech and 

harassment, to platform moderation, net neutrality, and geopolitical developments around 

Internet access and censorship. This method garnered a robust archive of nearly 500 

articles from a range of publications from the general-interest press, to tech magazines 

and high-traffic blogs, to conservative and libertarian media. Though all the topics these 

texts address are interrelated, online free speech, hate speech and harassment, and 

platform moderation overlapped the most, often being addressed in the same articles. 

Reviewing more than 150 of the articles focusing on these topics, two broad analyses 

emerged and served as the focal points for chapters 7 and 8. In chapter 7, I focus on the 

ways in which journalists rely on cyberlibertarian common sense to define the tension 

between free speech and hate speech online. In chapter 8, I focus on the ways in which 

journalists legitimate the governance and moderation of speech online by corporations. In 

both of these chapters, certain moments emerged as pivotal in the seven-month archive: 

from the shooting of eleven members of a Pittsburgh synagogue by a frequent user of the 

social network Gab, to revelations about the radicalizing tendencies of YouTube’s 

recommendation algorithms, to the appearance of Google’s CEO before Congress. That 

these and not other events have shaped this particular archive is an accident of history. 

Therefore these events serve less as pivotal moments in the genealogical history of 

cyberlibertarianism and more as moments that show how journalists often rely on this 

ideology to make sense of a chaotic and changing narrative about the Internet. This 

narrative has changed even more since the collection of these archives as journalists and 

critics have begun to challenge, more directly, much of the logic that undergirds how 
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these issues have been represented in the past. These newer critiques should be the focus 

of future research. 

 

Conclusion 

 In order to maintain interpretive rigor, the analysis produced through this 

journalistic genealogy is rooted in textual evidence appropriate to the questions asked of 

each archive. The chapters on Barlow and Swartz do not make claims that these two were 

the only figures through which cyberlibertarian ideals flowed, but they do make a good 

case that the way journalists used and interpreted both figures produced and reproduced 

those ideals and served to carry them into later contexts. By providing a chronological 

genealogy of cyberlibertarian ideals from their emergence in the days of ARPANET in 

chapter three and tracing them into the present in the remaining chapters, this dissertation 

provides textually grounded insight into how this ideology has maintained its dominance 

and served to perpetuate the privilege and power imbricated in dominant Anglo-

American notions of freedom. The interpretive work in the following chapters is 

grounded in the theory and scholarship described in chapters two and three, along with 

the work of other theorists and scholars which have provided the conceptual and 

empirical context more specifically germane to each chapter’s problems and questions.  
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CHAPTER 5 

MAKING COMMON SENSE OF THE CYBERLIBERTARIAN IDEAL: 

THE JOURNALISTIC CONSECRATION OF JOHN PERRY BARLOW 

  

 John Perry Barlow’s biography was multifarious enough that many of his 

obituarists noted, upon his death in February 2018, the seemingly contradictory nature of 

the various elements of his life. He was a Wyoming rancher, and a lyricist for the 

Grateful Dead. He was a new-age guru of the Internet, and a lifelong free-market 

Republican. His prognostications about the liberating potential of the Internet—in widely 

circulated essays and statements published in the press—were taken almost as gospel, yet 

he claimed no particular technical expertise. By the time he died, Barlow’s reputation had 

gone through various iterations and revisions as the culture around him shifted and as the 

journalists who commented upon his work or used him as a reference modified their 

approach to writing about the Internet. Yet even his latter-day critics acknowledged that 

he was a central voice in the popular understanding of what the Internet was and what it 

might be through the 1990s and early-2000s.  

 Even if Barlow’s vision did not accurately reflect the nature of the Internet or how 

people would use the freedom afforded by the Internet, as his later critics argued, his 

exuberant evangelizing of cyberlibertarian ideals had shaped discourses about the Internet 

far beyond his own writing and his work with the Internet freedom advocacy 

organization, the Electronic Frontier Foundation. Though his critics and those who 

celebrated him often acknowledged that he was more of a poet of the Internet than an 
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expert on it, few have critically interrogated journalists’ role in consecrating him and the 

gospel of cyberlibertarianism often attached to his persona. 

 In part, this is because Barlow had become a mythical figure well before he died. 

In 2000, he was called one of the “founding fathers” of Internet culture, mostly for his 

work in popular outlets like Wired and Mondo 2000 (Balsamo, 2000, p. 490). This 

mythologizing metaphor is an apt one, for Barlow functioned to import the ideals of the 

founding fathers of the American Revolution—foremost their negative conception of 

freedom informed by white male privilege—into the Internet age. His vision of an 

Internet that would liberate its users from the prisons of the body and of their identities 

was based in the same ahistorical sense of privilege that enabled him, and other 

cyberlibertarians, to ignore the ways in which the Internet would be used to reiterate the 

structures of power that grant freedom to some and perpetuate oppression for others. 

Barlow argued that cyberspace would erase the problems of inequality—based on race, 

gender, class, and geography—yet just like the American Constitution, and much 

American political rhetoric, Barlow’s vision of the Internet did not erase those 

inequalities; it merely ignored them. Barlow’s work represented not so much a radical 

break from previous American utopian visions, but rather a reiteration of standard doxa 

about freedom in the American context.  

 Even as early as 1999, John Perry Barlow was being lauded by the new 

luminaries of the Internet age—such as Lawrence Lessig—as an elder statesman of 

Internet culture and as one of the primary shapers of the “founding values of the Net” 

(quoted in Stephenson, 1999, para. 16). But Barlow was not alone. Lessig and others 

mentioned thinkers like venture capitalist and techno-futurist Esther Dyson and former 
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Fortune editor and advocate for the commercial potential of digital technologies Alvin 

Toffler in the same breath as him. Yet, for many countercultural and mainstream 

journalistic narratives, Barlow fit the bill of Internet philosopher for the 21st century 

better than most. His name has persisted in journalism as a symbol of the founding 

cultural values of the Internet (Penney, 2011), while figures like Dyson and Toffler are 

more often associated with identifying and celebrating the Internet’s commercial 

potential as a libertarian space. Barlow, on the other hand, worked to depoliticize and 

natural a normative American conception of freedom on the Internet.  

 Not just as a writer himself, but also as a subject for early journalism and 

commentary on the Internet, Barlow served to connect cyberlibertarian ideals with the 

new technology of the Internet. Well before Barlow’s most prominent piece of writing—

“A declaration of the independence of Cyberspace” (1996)—became one of the first 

“viral” documents to spread widely on the still-new Internet, the popular press was 

already calling upon him as a source to translate core cyberlibertarian ideals for a public 

that had, at least early on, little to no firsthand experience with the Internet.  

 This chapter critiques the ways in which journalists and critics used Barlow as an 

authoritative voice on the emerging Internet in order to examine how his vision of 

Internet freedom became doxa by the time Winner defined cyberlibertarianism in 1997. 

Previous scholars have acknowledged how Barlow’s work captured the emerging 

ideology of the Internet. Turner (2006) explored how Barlow’s writing and persona 

embodied a new cyberlibertarian ideal even before the Internet became an everyday 

technology. Morrison (2009) showed how Barlow’s writing articulated a naïve and 

unattainable utopian vision of a technological future in which history and politics would 
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not matter. Cooper (2000) described how Barlow’s declaration extended metaphors and 

myths central to American capitalist power structures into the Internet age. Yet, the role 

of journalists in legitimating Barlow as an authority and using that authority to confirm 

commonsense understandings of the Internet has not been the focus of extended critique. 

Journalism’s power to represent him to a broader public has always been central 

to how Barlow functioned as an authority on the Internet and a disseminator of 

cyberlibertarian ideals. Barlow’s identity as a rugged individual and a techno-utopian 

made him a particularly powerful folk hero, a sort of symbolic vessel in which the press 

placed many ideas about the Internet that were becoming journalistic common sense in 

the 1990s. Though it has largely been lost in the scholarship and more recent reporting on 

Barlow, he long functioned as a source in others’ reporting, where he translated for mass 

consumption many of the deregulatory, conservative ideals of free markets and free 

speech that were gaining traction at first in the Republican Party and later among a 

broader swathe of public policy makers. Barlow served, with his lyrical rhetoric and 

cowboy boots, to depoliticize a central political question about the Internet that remains 

today: how and how much it should be regulated. Though he has more recently been 

dismissed by critics as a wide-eyed optimist (e.g. Glaser, 2018), tracing journalists’ use 

of him as an expert source reveals how this reporting helped make cyberlibertarian ideals 

palatable common sense in discussions of issues related to Internet freedom, like online 

free speech, hate speech and harassment, and platform moderation, in the decades to 

come. 

 

Journalism, Barlow, and Cyberlibertarian Ideals 
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 Perhaps central to Barlow’s reputation as a metaphorical founding father of a free 

Internet was the publication of his writing in Wired magazine, which served in the 1990s 

and early-2000s, as the “Bible of Cyberspace” for both the tech community and the 

broader culture at exactly the time when many people were first logging on (Steinberg, 

2007, p. 280). While others like Stewart Brand, Ted Nelson, Esther Dyson, and Alvin 

Toffler published prolifically in forums as various as think tank white papers and 

mimeographed newsletters and relatively staid business magazines like Fortune, 

Barlow’s appearance in the quintessential glossy tech magazine made him a more salient 

inspiration for later figures like Lawrence Lessig and Aaron Swartz and the journalists 

who reported on the Internet’s development for other publications. Wired, more than 

other tech publications of the era, bridged the gap between technology journalism and 

lifestyle reporting, linking consumerism with ideas like “liberation” (Drew, 1995, p. 75). 

This venue made Barlow’s work, and his vision of Internet freedom, something that 

could be consumed by and for individuals. The neoliberalization of cyberlibertarian 

ideals, which would continue with figures like Aaron Swartz, had commenced. Barlow’s 

work as a tech journalist and tech critic made his ideas and identity salient for journalists 

grappling with how to represent the emerging Internet. With the help of those journalists, 

Barlow ushered cyberlibertarianism into mainstream discourses. 

 The bulk of Barlow’s work for Wired was not much different from his most 

famous piece of writing—“A declaration of the independence of Cyberspace” (1996). 

More polemicist than reporter, his pieces prescribed how his audience ought to think 

about everything from logging on in the first place (1993) to government surveillance 

(1994b), copyright law (1994a), and filesharing (2000) on the Internet. Like the 
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declaration, his work for Wired was filled with soaring rhetoric and pronouncements. He 

described a new “Economy of Ideas” (1994a) and decried the prospect of “jackboots on 

the infobahn” (1994b), referring frequently to Jeffersonian visions of democracy and 

freedom. He wrote missives from academic panels on the future of the Internet (1996b) 

and travelogues from virtual reality (1990/2015). Such work is notable for its exuberance 

as much as for its coherence. Though all of this work would be eclipsed by the popularity 

of his declaration, the ideals of cyberlibertarianism are evident in all of it. He was 

preoccupied with the traditional American conception of free expression that “ideas 

should freely spread from one to another over the globe, for the moral and mutual 

instruction of man” (Barlow, 1994b, para. 1). The government, by attempting to regulate 

the Internet, was enacting “a process that might end freedom in America” (Barlow, 

1994b, para. 17). Though Barlow’s journalistic work is as much punditry as reportage, he 

served as a prominent voice at Wired, which Watson (2016) points out was one of the 

first publications to focus on the Internet as a consumable product “albeit only for 

consumers of a certain affluent and connected class” (para. 25). Barlow was a journalist 

of the Internet for the privileged few who were already signing on in the early-1990s. 

 Yet many of the journalists and scholars who have cited or critiqued Barlow’s 

words and influence forget that much of his early work was published as journalism in 

the first place. Even in remembrances of Barlow that position him as a popular culture 

figure—usually as a rugged Renaissance man—it becomes apparent that Barlow’s most 

influential work was itself published in the context of commercial journalism. As Steven 

Levy (2018) wrote after Barlow’s death,  
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His big ideas and big personality often overshadowed what I thought was 

Barlow’s underrated power as a writer. Between 1989 and the early 2000s he 

created a series of operatic non-fiction pieces—on virtual reality, on the 

prosecution of hackers, and of course on the meaning of cyberspace—that 

matched the best in the business. I would often goad him to get into that business 

(para. 9).  

 

The business that Levy writes of is, of course, journalism and what much of the academic 

and journalistic work on Barlow has failed to acknowledge fully is that Barlow was 

himself acting as a journalist in much of his work. He often framed his work as reporting 

from an unknown new “place,” even occasionally observing and interviewing sources 

who lived in that place. Though he was by no means a technical expert, he did have the 

ad hoc, vernacular expertise of the beat writer. 

 Furthermore, Barlow’s authority and his legacy can also be tied to how his 

cyberlibertarian ideals often have been commensurate with the imagined ideals of 

American journalism. The central cyberlibertarian ideals of negative freedom and 

maximized speech are not that tough of a sell for journalists, or those who celebrate 

journalists, who have bought into these same ideals as central to what makes American 

journalism vital to democracy. As much as Barlow’s cyberlibertarianism is rooted in 

celebrating the marketplace of ideas as the key to unlocking the truth, so too are 

American journalism’s ideals. His legacy has been tied to some of the defining questions 

and controversies of journalism. After his death, in Barlow’s memory, the EFF awarded 

Daniel Ellsberg, who leaked the Pentagon Papers to journalists in 1967, a Pioneer Award, 

newly dubbed a “Barlow” after his death (Jue, 2018). Barlow’s legacy is tied to symbolic 

values of independence and government critique central to American journalism.  
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 Conversely, even when journalists have critiqued Barlow’s ideological 

commitments, they also connect his legacy to journalism. Glaser (2018), for instance, 

argues that Barlow’s work “likely helped lay the groundwork for the unhinged growth of 

the corporate walled gardens we have today—places where journalism has gotten lost in 

the weeds of fake news and new startups have diminishing chances of competing” (para. 

13). Whether he’s being celebrated or critiqued, Barlow’s cyberlibertarian ideals are 

intertwined with journalists’ notions of journalism’s role in society. That Barlow founded 

the Freedom of the Press Foundation (Higgins & Timm, 2018) further solidifies his 

legacy as a symbolic defender of free expression and the free press.   

 Yet the role that journalism as a discourse and the work of specific journalists and 

publications played in elevating Barlow to his role as a prophet of the Internet has been 

underexamined. Other journalists played an integral role in representing his ideas as “big 

ideas” and his personality as a “big personality” (Levy, 2018, para. 9). By examining how 

journalism has shaped and popularized both the personality and the ideas we have come 

to associate with Barlow, this chapter challenges the notion that cyberlibertarianism was 

the inevitable common sense of the early Internet. Instead, in tandem with journalists, 

editors, and tech writers, not to mention politicians and other public figures, Barlow 

crafted a public persona and a rhetoric that was aimed at the readers of popular press 

publications, as much as at tech enthusiasts and new users of the Internet. This persona 

and rhetoric helped journalists carry cyberlibertarianism into a more contemporary 

context, from reporting on issues like net neutrality to platform moderation to 

surveillance and big data to hate speech and harassment. 
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Barlow’s Declaration and its Legacy 

 Barlow’s most-remembered piece of writing at the time of his death, “A 

declaration of the independence of cyberspace,” (1996) has garnered a wealth of attention 

from journalists, critics, and scholars alike. As journalists and historians have noted, 

Barlow’s declaration went viral, appearing on tens of thousands of webpages, before such 

online virality was well understood. It also had appeal to the technologists designing the 

networks and platforms that would structure the Internet in the ensuing decades 

(Wortham, 2017; Silverman, 2015; Turner, 2006). Though the metaphors of the Internet 

as cyberspace and an electronic frontier had existed well before 1996 when the 

declaration was published, this text, and journalists’ references to this text, made those 

metaphors more familiar to a broader public. Though much of the critical attention 

focused on Barlow has focused on this document alone, the declaration’s spread 

represents more of a culmination than a beginning of the press’s consecration of Barlow 

as an authority on the Internet. Examining how scholars and journalists have critiqued 

and used this document, helps add context to how earlier journalistic work helped bring 

cyberlibertarian ideals into popular discourse about the Internet. 

 Written on a napkin at the 1996 meeting of the World Economic Forum in Davos 

and published on the website of the Electronic Frontier Foundation, Barlow’s declaration 

became a sort of free-floating manifesto of cyberlibertarian ideals, replicated not only on 

countless webpages but also quoted in the work of journalists and cyberlibertarian voices 

in the press (Griffiths, 2019). Filled with soaring rhetoric, the declaration promoted the 

wholesale rejection of government authority over any part of the Internet. In it, Barlow 



  

126 

assumed the voice of the Internet itself. He became the spirit of a whole new class of 

people—citizens of the Internet:  

Governments of the Industrial World, you weary giants of flesh and steel, I come 

from Cyberspace, the new home of Mind. On behalf of the future, I ask you of the 

past to leave us alone. You are not welcome among us. You have no sovereignty 

where we gather. (Barlow, 1996, para. 1) 

 

The declaration is international in scope; Barlow impugns the governments of “China, 

Germany, France, Russia, Singapore, Italy and the United States” (para. 13). Yet it is 

firmly rooted in an Anglo-American democratic tradition; he conjures “the dreams of 

Jefferson, Washington, Mill, Madison, DeToqueville, and Brandeis” (para. 11). This text 

argued that the Internet provided a libertarian space in which negative freedoms could 

and should reign because governments would become obsolete. Cyberlibertarianism, 

Barlow posited, was not just conducive to the Internet, it was demanded by the Internet. 

 The contradictions of Barlow’s declaration are readily apparent, even at a purely 

textual level, as Morrison (2009) has argued. A radical break from the past is framed in 

terms of centuries-old philosophers and politicians. Consumerism is represented as a core 

ideal of revolutionary politics. The anti-government cyberlibertarian Internet could not 

have been possible without the funding of the United States government.  These 

contradictions and the absurd, almost anachronistic, register Barlow wrote in, would 

make the declaration an easy target for later critiques (Morrison, 2009). Yet its metaphors 

describing the Internet have “become commonplace” even as its utopianism “has come to 

seem absurd” (Morrison, 2009, p. 53). As Kreiss (2014) has argued, Barlow’s declaration 

may have ceased to function as an “actively cited manifesto,” but it continued, decades 

after it was written, to influence and constrain how technologists and the broader public 



  

127 

thought about the Internet as a social space (p. 118). Its language may be laughable, but 

the declaration helped give cyberlibertarian ideals currency in broader discourses. 

 The declaration, however, was not merely born out of the ether in Davos in 1996. 

Instead, it served a specific political function that gave it resonance in the moment it was 

published. Despite the dramaturgical vagueness of Barlow’s words, the struggle over 

Internet freedom had come to mean a very specific thing in 1996. Barlow’s declaration 

was written as a response to congress’s passage of the Communications Decency Act of 

1996 [CDA], which aimed, among other things, to prohibit the distribution of 

pornography to minors by requiring that users identify themselves when accessing such 

material (Goldsmith & Wu, 2006). This legislation would complicate Barlow’s notion of 

freedom on the Internet. Soon afterward, the Electronic Frontier Foundation was joined 

by such institutions as the American Civil Liberties Union, the American Library 

Association, and others, in opposing this legislation. Barlow’s declaration and the EFF’s 

leadership in challenging the CDA in the Supreme Court—where it was overturned—

made the figure of the cyberlibertarian “geek-activist” a political force to be reckoned 

with (Goldsmith & Wu, 2006, p. 22). As Mike Godwin, one of the EFF’s lawyers, said, 

this was the first victory in “a new American Revolution—a Digital American 

Revolution” (Kornblum, 1997; quoted in Goldsmith & Wu, 2006, p. 23). By this time, as 

I will show later in this chapter, journalists had been priming Barlow as the perfect 

embodiment of the cyberlibertarian digital revolutionary for years. 

 Though it would soon fall out of fashion, tech luminaries often publicly embraced 

the declaration’s language for years to come (Silverman, 2015). The text eventually 

appeared in print in Wired magazine (Barlow, 1996). Two decades later, the declaration 
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continued to be central to a certain brand of American libertarianism, being anthologized 

by a major publisher alongside the writings of Thomas Paine, James Madison, F.A. 

Hayek, and Milton Friedman among others (Boaz, 2015). Not only did this virality, 

quotation, and republication help spread his ideas, it also consecrated Barlow as an 

authoritative expert on the Internet and on its cyberlibertarian ideology, even though he 

had no technological expertise to speak of. 

 Barlow and his declaration had achieved such prominence that in a speech in 

2013, one of Google’s lawyers said that “innovation and creativity [were enabled] to 

flourish like never before” on the Internet, and at Google itself, because of the freedoms 

Barlow articulated in his declaration (Jigsaw, 2013). Nearly two decades later, Barlow’s 

words were still standing in for the whole of the Internet, even as if his language was 

being described as “outdated” (Jigsaw, 2013). In 2015, a Washington Post writer called 

prominent texts written by techno-utopian CEOs (Schmidt & Cohen, 2014) and 

cyberlibertarian activist billionaires (Thiel, 2009) “Barlovian” (Silverman, 2015, para. 8). 

After Barlow’s death, Tim Berners-Lee (2018), known as the inventor of the World Wide 

Web, wrote that Barlow’s vision was “needed even more today…than when he wrote that 

manifesto” (p. 13). Cyberlibertarian ideals were by then widespread, but Barlow was 

being recognized as their source. For both technologists and the journalists who reported 

on and critiqued them, Barlow’s declaration remained a salient referent decades after he 

wrote it.  

 Yet as Morrison (2009) and Kreiss (2014) acknowledged, Barlow’s declaration 

has more recently garnered popular criticism rather than praise. A few years after the 

declaration was published, The Economist called it “a well-meaning stunt that captured 
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the spirit of the time,” but by the time he died, their obituarist called it “plain looney” (“A 

tribute,” 2018, paras. 10-11). Jack Schofield (2018) in his obituary for The Guardian 

called the declaration both “naïve” and “inspiring” (para. 5). Even the declaration’s 

central metaphor for the Internet—cyberspace—had become “hokey” (Madrigal, 2019b, 

para. 5). Mike Masnick (2018a), a former colleague of Barlow’s at the EFF, 

acknowledged that the declaration represented, for critics, a now “frequently mocked” 

strand of techno-utopianism (para. 5). Though the declaration had fallen in stature, its 

critics often acknowledged that it was influential in shaping discourses about the Internet. 

As Madrigal (2019b) wrote in The Atlantic, it advanced the ideology that would become 

known as cyberlibertarianism into the Internet age. “To understand where this cyber-

libertarian ideology came from,” writes The Washington Post’s Silverman (2015), “you 

have to understand the influence of” Barlow’s declaration (para. 3). Though Silverman 

acknowledges the contradictions and naivete that run through Barlow’s work, he stresses 

Barlow’s centrality to the problems that have arisen from the Internet and Silicon Valley: 

“The problem is, we've reaped what he [Barlow] sowed” (Silverman, 2015, para. 3). 

 Even as journalists and critics emerged to challenge the legacy of his work, 

Barlow continued to show up in reporting and commentary to defend his vision. On the 

20th anniversary of the declaration, when a writer for Wired noted that it had become a 

“rhetorical dart board” for “digital dystopians and critics of Internet libertarians,” Barlow 

remained committed to a technological determinist conception of Internet freedom 

(Greenberg, 2016, para. 1). He told Wired in 2016,   

Cyberspace is something that happens independently of the physical world in 

exactly the same way as the mind and body. … It depends on the physical world 

and can’t exist without it, but to a fairly large extent, it's another thing, 
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unprecedented in world history: An environment where people across the planet 

could come together and have a sense of political constituency. (Greenberg, 2016, 

para. 10) 

 

Barlow is not held to account here, or in much of the criticism, for the ways in which this 

equation of freedom with disembodiment was rooted in a conception of freedom that 

privileged certain people and actions on the Internet. 

 After his death, some critics did begin to contend with the ways in which the 

declaration served not just as a failed vision of what the Internet might be, but as a carrier 

of a problematic ideology. In a Wired article after Barlow’s death, his declaration, which 

was published in full in Wired more than 20 years prior, is cited as one of the many times 

that the magazine promoted short-sighted utopian visions of the Internet (Crawford, 

2018). The article’s critique, though, is not that Barlow’s vision was a quaint fantasy, but 

that its libertarian spirit—particularly its anti-government sentiment—had enabled the 

corporatization and fragmentation of the Internet in the previous two decades. Tim Wu 

(2018), also writing in Wired, likewise argued that the cyberlibertarian ideals expressed 

in Barlow’s work allowed companies like Google and Amazon to create monopolies over 

vast amounts of information and commerce. Cyberlibertarianism had worked to replace 

authoritarian governments with information-age robber barons.  

 A further irony, Susan Crawford (2018) contends, is that Barlow and other baby 

boomer tech enthusiasts were the beneficiaries of some of the most robust government 

programs in education, support for research and technology in American history: “The 

voices in Wired were those of a very secure bunch of people. And they were bored by it 

all; they saw government as a set of clueless, bland bureaucracies. Who needed that?” 
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(Crawford, 2018, para. 4). Though the word “privilege” never shows up in this piece, this 

is a succinct description of how Barlow and his ilk ignored their quite obvious privileges.  

 Other critics contended that corporate-friendly libertarianism had always been the 

very essence of Barlow’s declaration. April Glaser (2018), an Internet culture critic for 

Slate, offered a critical take on his legacy in an article noting his death. In it, she argued 

that Davos, the site of the World Economic Forum, was a fitting site for Barlow to pen 

his declaration, because his “manifesto, and the movement it undergirds, helped give us 

the dynamic—but also often deleteriously corporatized—internet we have today” (para. 

1). Furthermore, Glaser draws attention to how much of the discussion around Internet 

freedom in the two decades between the declaration and Barlow’s death, has focused 

predominantly on governments, particularly their surveillance capabilities, as barriers to 

freedom, rather than focusing on the corporations which had become so powerful in 

shaping the Internet over that same period of time. The figures who have symbolized 

freedom of information and privacy online—such as Julian Assange and Edward 

Snowden—have often led the media and public to see the government as the primary 

threat to free and private use of the Internet and other communication technologies. Yet, 

as Glaser argues, even in these dominant representations, most journalists and popular 

critics have failed to contend with how government surveillance affects people of color 

and other marginalized communities. With important exceptions (e.g. Cyril, 2016), 

journalists at popular outlets often focus such reporting on copyright and free speech 

issues as they affect middle class white people. What journalistic critiques like Glaser’s 

often ignore, however, is the role of the media in consecrating Barlow, someone with no 

technical expertise or credentials, as a central figure and authority on the Internet.  
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The Popular Press Consecrates Barlow 

 The consecration of Barlow began in the press well before he wrote the 

declaration which he would be most remembered for at the time of his death. His rise to 

prominence tracked with the rise of the Internet as a topic of debate in mainstream 

journalism outlets. Even in august magazines like Harper’s, by 1995, the Internet was 

being centered as the communications technology that would most shape humanity in the 

coming decades. An editor at Harper’s literally echoed the words of the most famous 

technological determinist Marshall McLuhan, writing “We shape our tools, and thereafter 

our tools shape us” (Tough, 1995, p. 35). In contrast to the prevailing policy and popular 

debates about the Internet at the time, Barlow was called upon by Harper’s, along with 

four other leading “observers of the Internet,” to discuss “the message of this new 

medium” (p. 35). Barlow belonged to a coterie of people who were privileged, in such 

publications, with authority over the subject of the Internet, a technology that journalists 

were beginning to represent as revolutionary and epochal.  

Barlow’s statements from this and an earlier Harper’s forum (Hitt, 1990) were 

cited extensively elsewhere in the ensuing years, from People magazine (Dougherty & 

Dodd, 1995), to Newsweek (Steinberg, 1995), to The New York Times (Tabor, 1992), to 

the libertarian magazine Reason (Gillespie, 1995) and others. More than two decades 

later, a former lead attorney for the EFF remembered first seeing Barlow’s name and 

reading his words in the earlier Harper’s forum and thinking, at the time, “the participant 

whose words spoke most clearly to me was Barlow” (Godwin, 2018a, para. 7). Barlow 

himself acknowledged that his prominent place in the first of the forums was a surprise to 
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him, writing, “What I was doing there was not precisely clear since I've spent most of my 

working years either pushing cows or song-mongering” (Barlow, 1990, para. 16). A very 

old legacy media outlet—Harper’s had been publishing since 1850—had helped launch 

Barlow’s career, by his own account, as a central figure and source for the media’s 

portrayal of the Internet for the next decade or more. 

In this legacy outlet, Barlow reiterated the editor’s assertions that the Internet was 

a technology even more revolutionary to human civilization than the printing press. Yet, 

he was critiqued by the other discussants for assuming that the proliferation of the 

Internet, and the transformation of society by the Internet, were both inevitable. While 

others on the panel argued that the Internet’s expansion was a matter of the will of 

corporations, Barlow argued that it was an outgrowth of something inherent in human 

nature—“a permanent hardwired dissatisfaction with the ecosystem they find themselves 

in” (Tough, 1995, p. 37). The rise of the Internet is here represented by Barlow not so 

much as a political-economic phenomenon rooted in a specific history, but almost as a 

biological phenomenon. The Internet is humankind’s fate more than a product of history. 

When Barlow does mention history, he describes it as an irresistible force, 

something that humans, groups, cultures have no agency in steering. He even compares, 

explicitly, the rise of the Internet to the rise of European cultures in the Americas and the 

destruction of native cultures, writing, “after seventeen years [of writing about 

technology] I recognized the historical trends that nobody can do anything about, any 

more than the Indians could do anything about the historical trends that changed their 

society” (Tough, 1995, pp. 45-46). History and nature are one in this determinist view. 

The Harper’s editor quoted Marshall McLuhan in the first line of his introduction to the 
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forum—“We become what we behold” (Tough, 1995, p. 35)—indicating that this 

technological determinist understanding of history was an organizing principle of this 

early conversation about the Internet. These ideas would be reiterated again and again as 

journalists and technologists continued to cite Barlow’s statements from both Harper’s 

forums for years to come (e.g. Bromberg, 1991; Tabor, 1992; Steinberg, 1995; Zachary, 

1995; Gillespie, 1995; Godwin, 2018a). 

For instance, a former lead attorney for the EFF, Mike Godwin (2018a), writing in 

Techdirt, a popular tech blog, rhapsodized about how Barlow’s early appearances in 

venues like the Harper’s forums captured a certain zeitgeist around digital networking 

that had yet to find a public voice:  

This was a guy who really got it! A guy who recognized the itchiness in my brain 

compelling me to stay up nights finding ways to get into campus mainframes back 

in the 1970s, that had me tinkering with Apple II computers, with PCs and with 

Macs in the 1980s, and that had driven me to join the global Usenet conversation 

in just the last few months. Barlow saw that what we were doing with computers 

now (that is, in the 1980s and 1990s, at the dawn of the public internet) was 

essentially human—that human beings, being what they are, couldn’t stop 

themselves from doing it. (Godwin, 2018a, para. 9)  

 

For people like Godwin, Barlow captured the texture of a way of being online and 

understanding online experience that already existed. He was not so much a prophet, as 

an observer—someone who confirmed and amplified the technological determinist, 

cyberlibertarian values that already existed in the world. It took Barlow’s articulation, for 

people like Godwin, to make sense of experiences and ideas which had existed for some 

time. That he did so in popular press outlets only magnified his ability to define these 

things for a broader audience. 
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By the time the second Harper’s forum was published in 1995, Barlow was 

already a source for journalists exploring the cultural and legal implications of the 

Internet and the communities that were emerging on it. As early as 1991, Barlow 

appeared in a story in The New York Times Magazine in which he was called upon as an 

expert on hacking and the Internet in general by the FBI in their investigation into a 

hacker collective that was leaking Apple source code (Bromberg, 1991). His words from 

the first Harper’s forum were cited here as an evocation of the hacker ethic and the spirit 

of a free Internet: “Americans who believe in democracy have little choice but to shred 

the barricades of secrecy at every opportunity. It isn't merely permissible to hack PROFS 

[the White House computer system]. It is a moral obligation” (Hitt, 1990, p. 54). Barlow 

was now being represented not only as an authority on the Internet, but also as the voice 

of a particular vision of technology, one that was anti-government and countercultural. 

Here, Barlow was explicitly connecting the emerging cultures of digitally 

networked communities with libertarianism. He told The New York Times Magazine that 

“the culture of the nerd [was] the solitary libertarian down in his basement saying 'Don't 

tread on me'” (Bromberg, 1991, para. 10). In the coming years and decades, Barlow and 

others at the EFF and later technology enthusiasts and entrepreneurs—such as Lawrence 

Lessig and Aaron Swartz—embraced this nerdly culture, one defined by anti-conformity, 

anti-authority, and, in Mark Zuckerberg’s terms, breaking things and moving fast. 

 Just a few years later, Barlow was emerging as a full-fledged popular culture 

figure, profiled in the pages of People magazine as “a prophet and protector of the digital 

community” (Dougherty & Dodd, 1995, para. 1). Though much of his work up to that 

point may have been published in tech-focused outlets, Barlow was quickly becoming 
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what Mitch Kapor, cofounder of the EFF, called “the uncrowned poet laureate of 

cyberspace” (Dougherty & Dodd, 1995, para. 3). From this point on, Barlow straddled 

the worlds of tech-focused journalism, political advocacy, and popular culture 

representations of the Internet. This exposure was duly, and somewhat ironically, noted 

by the tech press. InformationWeek, a San Francisco business and technology trade 

publication, ran a brief notice a few weeks after the People profile that read, “You know 

the world of computing has been overtaken by the masses when People magazine 

features an interview with Internet crusader John Perry Barlow” (“Man of the people,” 

1995, p. 10).  

 The economic imperatives of Barlow’s emergence as a sort of celebrity guru of 

the Internet was not lost on People or other press outlets. The People magazine profile 

focused on the benefits reaped by Barlow on the speaking circuit: 

he has parlayed a gift for gab and provocative pronouncements about the 

electronic frontier…into a gig that earns him up to $7,500 for speaking 

engagements and a $3,000 day rate as a much in-demand consultant to firms like 

Apple and Microsoft. (Dougherty & Dodd, 1995, para. 2) 

 

Around the same time Barlow even joked to another journalist about his transition from 

cattle rancher to “cyber guru,” saying, “I concluded there is a lot more money in BS than 

in bull” (Gerstner, 1995, para. 16). Economic incentives must have shaped how and 

where he appeared in the media and how his statements found currency in the press. 

 Perhaps oddly for a free spirit visionary, Barlow’s reputation was partly built on 

his commercial acumen. In Forbes, Esther Dyson (1991) praised Barlow’s commercial 

sense, associating him with the Grateful Dead’s popular success. However fatuous this 

connection may have been—Barlow was more of a hanger-on than a prime mover in the 
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band—his vision and his words were used by Dyson to articulate a commercial and rules-

laden version of the Internet to a readership that was receptive to the idea of the Internet 

as a haven for free, but safe, commerce. Other journalists would draw a connection 

between the Grateful Dead’s encouragement of bootleggers who pirated their music to 

Barlow’s writings that would inspire people like Aaron Swartz to fight copyright 

regulations in the Free Culture movement (Schofield, 2018).  

 Barlow helped represent the Internet as an exciting venue for free commerce and 

American capitalism to flourish. In a 1995 feature story in the New York Times Magazine, 

which made the case that Netscape’s initial public offering signaled a shift in media 

dominance from television to the Internet, Barlow is quoted almost as a seer who 

predicted this shift years before it happened (Levy, 1995). For a readership more focused 

on traditional industry, journalists portrayed Barlow as “Both well-respected and highly 

visible within the elite circles of the digerati,” but also as someone who knows how to get 

his hands, and his cowboy boots, dirty on his Wyoming ranch (Bottoms, 1995). In this 

way, Barlow emerged as a figure of rugged individualism and capitalism as much as a 

countercultural figure. Barlow’s visions of the cyber frontier were linked with a romantic 

cowboy ideal that has long been at the heart of American capitalist adventurism and 

expansion. Those “digerati” Barlow was consorting with would become central figures in 

the tech industry of the late-20th and early-21st centuries.   

 In some cases, however, the press laid the failure of his optimistic 

prognostications about cyberspace at his feet. In the wake of the dot-com bust in the early 

2000s, Barlow was one of a number of figures linked in the press with the “irrational 

exuberance” that led so many people to invest so much in new Internet companies 
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(DeVoss, 2004, p. 31). After all, Barlow had been arguing for nearly a decade that the 

Internet would be as transformative a medium as written language itself. He was quoted 

in the conservative magazine Weekly Standard arguing that “public perceptions of 

wealth, ownership, and copyright were changing ‘more fundamentally than at any time 

since the Sumerians first poked cuneiform into wet clay’” (DeVoss, 2004, p. 31). Even 

well before the bust, though, Nick Gillespie, a critic for the libertarian magazine Reason, 

wrote that Barlow and his ilk were selling “Silicon Valley Snake Oil” (Gillespie, 1995, p. 

44). Gillespie (1995) quotes the 1995 Harper’s forum where Barlow said the move into 

cyberspace is "the most transforming technological event since the capture of fire” 

(Gillespie, 1995, p. 44), as evidence of the type of outsized rhetoric these salesmen were 

using. 

But plenty of the exuberance about Barlow in the press was also irrational itself. 

FutureBanker magazine named him “One of the 25 Most Influential People in Financial 

Services,” though he never worked a day in the industry (cited in “A tribute,” 2018, para. 

8). Likewise, the popular press called upon Barlow as an expert, in the main, because 

they had been representing him as an expert for years. James Fallows (2000, para. 11), 

writing in The New York Review of Books, called Barlow “one of the most celebrated 

theorists of the Internet’s social impact.” Along with Fallows, many other journalists 

helped give Barlow the authority they thought he already had by featuring his name—if 

not necessarily a deep description of his ideas—so prominently in their work. Barlow’s 

reputation resided in more than the high-flown rhetoric of his writing. His biography lent 

itself to a particular kind of American mythologizing which helped legitimate his 

cyberlibertarian ideals . 
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The Rugged Cowboy Hipster of Internet Freedom 

 Journalists used Barlow’s identity as both a countercultural hero and a real-life 

Wyoming cowboy to legitimate him as authority on the emerging Internet. As a mythic 

figure representing the myriad possibilities and freedoms of America itself, Barlow 

connected Internet freedom with traditional American ideas about individualism, 

masculinity, and commerce. Perhaps the best way to put Barlow’s public persona in 

context is to begin at the end and examine how he was remembered by the press that 

played such a vital role in creating and popularizing that persona. In his New York Times 

obituary, Barlow was characterized as “a former cowpoke, Republican politician and 

lyricist for the Grateful Dead whose affinity for wide open spaces and free expression 

transformed him into a leading defender of an unfettered internet” (Roberts, Sam, 2018, 

para. 1). This representation of Barlow as a sort of folk hero who arose from the soil of 

the American West and traveled in both conservative and countercultural milieus was as 

much facilitated by Barlow in his own writings as by the press’s representation of him as 

a public figure of note. Here Roberts, the Times’ obituary writer, almost takes for granted 

that Barlow’s articulation of the metaphor of the electronic frontier rests in a real 

relationship between the open spaces he grew up in and the open Internet he fought for. 

To a less credulous audience, the roots of Barlow’s metaphor in a mythic American West 

full of possibility and freedom might seem fatuous. Nothing could be more different from 

the great, wide open and empty plains of the American West than the crowded and 

cacophonous stretches of the open Internet. But the connection with his biography—he 

did in fact grow up on a Wyoming ranch—is too much for most obituarists to resist. If the 
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cyber frontier provided an apt metaphorical space in which “the American romance of 

individualistic masculinity” could be played out in the late-20th century (Miller, 1995, p. 

52), journalists used Barlow as a symbolic figure to help them translate this American 

myth for the information age. Here was a real cowboy who had experienced freedom on 

the Great Plains and so could teach us something about freedom in cyberspace.   

 Yet, Barlow’s frontier metaphor came to stand in, and thus mask, his 

cyberlibertarian commitments. Barlow’s metaphor promotes a mythic vision of the 

American West in which decisions were made through the deliberation of individuals 

rather than through centralized authority (Barlow, 1990; Balsamo, 2000). This imaginary 

pure democracy of the electronic frontier relies on a flattened sense of power. It ignores 

how power structures shaped history, determining how much access different individuals 

and groups have to those bodies and technologies of deliberation. The myth of the 

American West was of a frontier of boundless plenty and individual freedom, but the 

historical record reflects a different legacy: of capitalist domination, of the corporate 

seizure of public lands, and of the privilege and racism inherent in Manifest Destiny 

(Grandin, 2019). Barlow’s electronic frontier myth, likewise, ignores how power and 

privilege have been extended to certain and corporations in the names of progress.  

 The myth of the white American man who pulls himself out of obscurity and 

changes the world is central to how Barlow has been remembered. Barlow, writes Sam 

Roberts (2018) of the Times, “had many guises in an uneven evolution from an only child 

whose nearest neighbor lived four miles away to a corporate consultant and citizen of the 

world” (para. 11). In some of his obituaries, Barlow is used as a proxy for shifts in the 

culture: the mainstreaming of digital networking; the crosspollination of libertarianism, 
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Eastern spiritualism, and techno-enthusiasm; the very commodification of the Internet his 

work seemed to resist (“A tribute,” 2018). His interactions with popular music and 

cultural figures, like the Grateful Dead and Timothy Leary, were as central to his identity 

as an authority as were his later relationships with Silicon Valley luminaries (Cush, 2018; 

Legaspi, 2018). Barlow was literally a rock star technology writer. This narrative of 

personal self-determination and independence was central to Barlow’s representation of 

cyberlibertarian ideals (Schofield, 2018). Yet it’s unclear how much the shape of his 

biography was a matter of how the press represented him or vice versa. Many of 

Barlow’s obituarists breathlessly repeated the key details of his biography. Some are so 

credulous of his ideas and his influence that they read like promotional copy on the 

Electronic Frontier Foundation’s website (e.g. Schofield, 2018). 

 Barlow’s legacy, as it is rendered by the journalists, is shaped as much by his 

centrality to the culture at-large as it is by his centrality to the world of technology. 

Though Barlow’s vision of the Internet was aligned with the many tech corporations who 

found the EFF’s legal efforts commensurate with their own business models, that vision 

was also shaped and disseminated in its own way by Barlow’s brushes with influential 

countercultural figures from a young age. Not only did he meet a future member of the 

Grateful Dead at a boarding school he attended as a child, he also dabbled in LSD with 

Timothy Leary while at college in Upstate New York (Roberts, Sam, 2018). According to 

at least one source, he was institutionalized around the time he graduated from 

Wesleyan—on an epic Leary-inspired trip—though it’s unclear from the record whether 

this is merely mythmaking (Jarnow, 2016). He would later characterize his experience 

with psychedelics and radical politics in the 1960s in much the same way he 
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characterized life in cyberspace. “I knew who I was because I was someone on the 

frontier of consciousness, right on the edge of the known and peering off into the 

unknowable,” he said of his college years to The New York Times Magazine in 1991 

(Bromberg, 1991).  

 Remembering Barlow, even for tech figures like Tim Berners-Lee (2018), evoked 

nostalgia as much for the early heady days of the Internet as for the music and cultural 

scene of the 1960s from which Barlow emerged. The Economist’s obituary quoted as 

much from Barlow’s lyrics for the Grateful Dead song “Cassidy” as it did from his 

declaration (“A tribute,” 2018). Barlow’s death was noted with long obituaries in 

prominent pop music magazines like Rolling Stone (Legaspi, 2018) and Spin (Cush, 

2018) where his influence on Internet culture was no more central to his legacy than his 

role as a lyricist. Even the remembrance of Barlow written by Steven Levy (2018), a 

prominent and early tech journalist, for Wired, was as much about Barlow as a raconteur 

and popular culture legend as about his influence on the Internet. From the beginning, 

Barlow was as much a popular culture figure as an influential thinker and writer about 

technology. The two roles are inextricable and self-reinforcing because they exposed him 

to a massive popular audience that crossed subcultures and the mainstream. 

Many of the countercultural signifiers journalists included in their work after his 

death, reiterated Barlow’s identity as not just a hippie, but a hippie who made a cottage 

industry of his image and his ideas, becoming a commercial success. But money and 

success had always come easy for him, if not always via the most direct route. According 

to the mythos surrounding him, he received an advance on a novel just after finishing 

college and then trashed it when he wasn’t happy with what he wrote; later he sold 
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cocaine in New York to make ends meet (Vainshtein, 2018). Though he was not a 

conventional capitalist, the pursuit of profit was always central to the formation of the 

cultural mystique around him. His privilege as a white, well-educated man in America 

facilitated this success in ways he and many journalists never acknowledged. 

The myth of Barlow, however, was not a posthumous amalgam. He had always 

been noted as much for the long strange trip of his life as for the value of his ideas. The 

Wall Street Journal’s review of a non-fiction book about hackers written by Bruce 

Sterling (1993) represented Barlow as much as a serious interlocutor of cyberspace as an 

inexplicable oddity: “For my money, a Wyoming-based, Republican, Deadhead 

songwriter who gives up ranching to become a techno-crank is the only serious 

competitor to Michael Jackson for the title of oldest living weird American” (Queenan, 

1992, p. A7). 

 Reviews of Barlow’s posthumously published memoir, as one might expect, often 

focus as much on the exploits of his life roaming around the American West and India as 

they do on his influence as a cyberlibertarian thinker. Critics highlight stories about him 

nearly blowing himself up in a bell tower in Cambridge, Massachusetts to protest the 

aimlessness of his own generation—a sort of Holden Caulfield suicide bomber (Jennings, 

2018). Another critic, a personal friend of Barlow, remembered him smuggling hashish 

and marijuana in a bronze Buddha head from India (McEnteer, 2018). Wired’s reviewer 

is even more expansive, magnifying Barlow’s outsized claims to such various things as 

dating the Dalai Lama’s sister and convincing the Grateful Dead to embrace bootleggers 

(Jarnow, 2018). McEnteer (2018), his friend and roommate after college, notes in his 
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review that Barlow kept a Nazi flag draped over the couch at their shared house, not out 

of anti-Semitism but just for “shock value” (para. 16).  

 Barlow’s life, even the one gleaned from his own memoirs by generally friendly 

critics, reads like a litany of lifestyle libertarianism’s excesses, filled with drug-use and 

promiscuity but also with evidence of his power to profit off his own charisma. What 

none of these critics note is that these exploits, and the life Barlow was able to lead after 

them, were aided by his privilege as a wealthy white man in America. By his own 

account, Barlow did little more than “hanging out with intent” for much of his life, 

apparently waiting for people to recognize his greatness (quoted in Jastrow, 2018, para. 

13). Arguably, he failed upward as so few people with less privilege do. Could we 

imagine another figure given a second chance by the dean of students after planning to 

bomb his college campus (Jennings, 2018)? McEnteer (2018) sums up the life he led 

despite his excesses, after getting kicked out of their shared houses:  

Of course, Barlow overcame this minor setback on his otherwise upward 

trajectory toward his destiny. He would write lyrics to Dead songs, marry and 

have children, rub shoulders with the famous, declare cyberspace free and 

independent, help found several organizations promoting that freedom, become a 

Harvard Fellow and TED talker, divorce and find true (if doomed) love and 

generally morph into the legend he had always wanted to become. (para. 38) 

  

Yet some of his actions might have been more than “minor setbacks” in the life of a 

person with less privilege. Even later in life, he justified his attempted bombing of a bell 

tower as an undergraduate at Wesleyan by insisting that he knew better than his peers that 

the hippie dream was false: “if I did something really outrageous and horrible… it would 

cause everybody to take a hard look at where we were headed in terms of consciousness” 

(Jarnow, 2018, para. 29). Later, a critic relates, Barlow would accidentally shoot Bob 
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Weir in the nose on his wedding day (Jennings, 2018). As told in retrospect, none of this 

recklessness seemed to derail the steady upward trajectory of his life. Barlow’s flaunting 

of social norms and laws as well as casually (and ironically) dabbling with the symbolic 

power of Nazi iconography bear a striking resemblance to the trolls that would use the 

unfettered freedom of expression offered by the Internet to move through life with little 

care for how their behaviors might affect others (Phillips, 2015). 

 Rarely noted by the press even after his death, with some exceptions (e.g. 

Schofield, 2018), was the fact that Barlow had no particular expertise in technology. 

Furthermore, many of his ideas were not exactly original. He did not coin the term 

“cyberspace,” but only repurposed it specifically to the burgeoning Internet (“A tribute,” 

2018). Barlow was as much a popularizer as an originator of cyberlibertarianism. But the 

image of him fostered in the press as both a bootstrapping rancher and a hippie visionary 

may have made his lack of expertise irrelevant. By the mid-1990s, that lack of expertise 

had become so irrelevant and Barlow had become enough of a central figure in 

discussions about the Internet that scholarly and academic luminaries like bell hooks 

(1995) were seeking him out as a voice of authority (cited in Roberts, Sam, 2018). More 

than two decades later, a law professor at Berkeley noted, one of Barlow’s articles for 

Wired magazine had gone on to be cited more than 700 times in legal scholarship 

(Kelley, 2018). The press’s consecration of Barlow allowed him to serve as a sort of 

translator of the Internet’s emergent cyberlibertarian ideals for a broad audience of non-

technical readers who may have been resistant—or were imagined as resistant by 

editors—to embracing those cyberlibertarian ideals. 
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Interpreting a Cyberlibertarian Internet for Mass Consumption 

 Though Barlow did not have a technical background, his countercultural bona 

fides and his enthusiasm for the liberating potential of the Internet brought an otherwise 

esoteric cyberlibertarianism—which had a longer, more obscure history before he took it 

up—into the mainstream (Goldsmith & Wu, 2006). Barlow not only made logging on 

seem like a cool, almost revolutionary act, he also made it seem like an act very much in 

line with traditional concepts of American democracy, individualism, and freedom. 

Journalists often used Barlow as an interlocutor of an Internet that was mysterious to a 

broader audience. He spoke to journalists “in defense of hackers” (Bromberg, 1991), 

explaining whether or not “hacking is a crime” (Hitt, 1990, p. 45), and in opposition to 

“the taming of the ‘electronic frontier’” (Daly, 1991, p. 77). His ideas were used to make 

sense of the proliferation of newsgroups that journalists and critics called “repellant” 

(Bates, 1995, p. 28) and to explore what future the culture might be “driving towards” as 

the Internet emerged (Langan, 1995, p. 10). He served as a primary source in stories on 

telecommunications policy (Shenk, 1995) and the value of free information online 

(Stewart & de Llosa, 1995). He was called, not always fondly, a “cyber-seer” (Zachary, 

1995) and purveyor of “cyberhype” (Pearl, 1995, p. A1). By using him to decipher the 

complexities of the Internet as it emerged, journalists played a role in tempering and 

adapting Barlow’s cyberlibertarianism for mass consumption. 

 The early journalism in which Barlow appears represents him as a safe and 

relatable translator of new and sometimes frightening developments in cyberspace. In 

part, this was because he was a person with his feet in many different parts of the culture 

that would have been familiar to readers—from the libertarian wing of the Republican 
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Party, to the hippie counterculture, to the new tech capitalism. In a 1992 New York Times 

article that focused, oddly, on the déclassé nature of a group of New York City hackers, 

Barlow’s account of the hackers’ crimes relates them to bourgeois values, equating good 

credit ratings with freedom (Tabor, 1992). The Times reporter quoted Barlow,  

I've been in redneck bars wearing shoulder-length curls, police custody while on 

acid, and Harlem after midnight, but no one has ever put the spook in me quite as 

Phiber Optik did at that moment [when he downloaded and published Barlow’s 

credit history]. … To a middle-class American, one's credit rating has become 

nearly identical to his freedom. (Tabor, 1992, para. 32) 

 

Though Barlow may be speaking with his tongue firmly in his check, here he is called 

upon to put the activities of characters with names like Acid Phreak and Outlaw and the 

Masters of Deception and the Legion of Doom into terms that the readers of the Times 

might understand.  

 Commenting on the portrayal of himself and some of the same hackers in the 

1990 Harper’s forum, Barlow acknowledged that much of what he said in that context, 

and what those scary hackers said, was a performance as much for the readers as the 

editors of the magazine:  

The terrifying poses which Optik and Acid had been striking on screen were a 

media-amplified example of a human adaptation I'd seen before: One becomes as 

he is beheld.  They were simply living up to what they thought we, and, more 

particularly, the editors of Harper's, expected of them. Like the televised tears of 

disaster victims, their snarls adapted easily to mass distribution. (Barlow, 1990, 

para. 50) 

 

The same could be said of Barlow’s strident and optimistic cyberlibertarianism: it was 

adapted for mass distribution as much as for subcultural consumption in this journalism. 

 Sometimes Barlow was called upon to decipher the trappings of technological 

subcultures that had been around for years, but only just started breaking into the 
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mainstream. A 1992 article in The Boston Globe, for example, called upon Barlow to 

make sense of cyberpunk culture, from the television shows to Hollywood movies to 

novels that were cohering into their own popular culture and mass market genres (Cobb, 

1992). Barlow defined this budding counterculture in familiar, if lyrical terms that related 

it to past countercultural movements: 

Cyberpunk the natural inheritor of that American cultural movement that called 

itself beatniks and later hippies. … You have a group of bohemians armed with 

digital technologies and a certain kind of gloomy optimism. I see a great deal of 

dyspepsia about technology along with a willingness to embrace anything that 

comes along. (Cobb, 1992, para. 14) 

 

Around the same time, a Guardian reporter visited a nightclub in London where tech 

enthusiasts were remaking the culture of “computers as rock and roll” (Fisher, 1992, p. 

33). Barlow is quoted as an authority on this still emergent subculture, one who could 

articulate their spirit more coherently than they could themselves. By connecting 

cyberpunk culture with the beatniks and hippies of previous generations, Barlow makes a 

youth subculture palatable to a newspaper-reading public that might be wary of narratives 

and narrators who profess “grim predictions about the future coupled with a willingness 

to hasten its advent by whatever means possible” (para. 17). He helped turn a 

technological determinist cyberlibertarian ethos into a consumable culture and lifestyle. 

 Barlow was often careful to distinguish himself and the ideals he stood for from 

the criminalized activities of the hackers he interpreted for a mass audience. In an earlier 

article in Computer World magazine, Barlow distanced himself and the EFF from the 

hackers who they defended, even as he justified defending them. He told the reporter, 

“We want to create a culture and an environment that is free and open and characterized 

by its liberties rather than its limitations” (Daly, 1991, p. 79). Yet Barlow maintained, 
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according to the reporter, “that the EFF is not a safe house for hackers but it wants the 

promise of basic liberties extended to a vast, unmapped and untamed landscape” (Daly, 

1991, p. 79). The more terrestrial basic liberties the public would have been familiar with, 

Barlow claimed, should merely be extended into the Internet. The EFF’s cyberlibertarian 

vision of the Internet wouldn’t so much revolutionize freedom as translate the familiar 

negative conception of freedom for the Internet.   

 Barlow also spoke in terms that deflected the ethical concerns raised by 

developments on the Internet, such as the proliferation of pornography. National Journal 

quoted his comments at an Aspen conference capturing the zeitgeist of an Internet culture 

that was defiantly anti-authority (Browning, 1995). Yet his statements are more lyrical 

and obfuscatory—filled with his metaphors of disembodiment and liberation—than 

radical. Regarding a proposed ban of pornography on the Internet, Barlow did not defend 

the rights of people to access pornography, but instead engaged in soaring rhetoric about 

the impossibility of banning things on the Internet. Though he would call more wholesale 

attempts to regulate the Internet authoritarian (“Right turn,” 1995), Barlow represented 

the government as “clueless” of the real workings of the Internet (Browning, 1995, para. 

10). The ethical implications of allowing pornography to proliferate online are beside the 

point. 

 Journalists represented Barlow explicitly as a guide for a public that was 

relatively new to the idea of the Internet. A reporter in the Christian Science Monitor 

gave him mythic status: “If the Internet is humanity's new frontier, John Perry Barlow is 

a latter-day Daniel Boone, guiding newcomers over its rugged terrain and explaining in 

pithy phrase why new rules - or maybe none apply” (Trumbull, 1995, p. 12). In the rest of 
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the Monitor article, which included phrases like “payments can be zapped through 

cyberspace in the form of electronic currency known as "e-cash"”— Barlow was 

represented as an iconoclastic, but optimistic sojourner in the “wild west” of the Internet 

(Trumbull, 1995, p. 12). The reporter paraphrases Barlow’s enthusiastic gloss on the 

disruption the Internet could pose to people’s relationship to the economy: “Being free to 

telecommute to work, many people may find themselves rebuilding a lost sense of 

physical community and connection to the land” (Trumbull, 1995, p. 12). In these 

narratives, Barlow’s cyberlibertarian ideals might seem revolutionary, but they resist 

threatening the middle-class mores or perceptions about job security and community. 

These journalists use Barlow to depoliticize the idea of Internet freedom, to make the 

unknown Internet compatible with mainstream values. 

 Even trade publications, like Communication World were portraying the Internet 

as a novel and scary place and Barlow as one of the only public voices making sense of it 

for the public and for professionals who might be affected by it:  

The good news, according to John Perry Barlow - who is surely on the short list 

of prominent Cybergurus - is that the communicators' skills of perceiving and 

explaining reality will be increasingly valued as we advance toward lives 

increasingly virtual. The bad news, says Barlow, is that the institutions 

communicators work for are doomed. (Gerstner, 1995, para. 10) 

  

Again, rather than offering an explicitly radical vision of the Internet, Barlow translated 

his cyberlibertarian ideals into a language more palatable to a reading public that was just 

starting to think about what the Internet. The Internet might put your current employers 

out of business, but it will make your skills more important than ever. 

 Yet even in otherwise prosaic reports about policy issues, Barlow’s voice is called 

upon to provide a lyrical veneer to what are, essentially, starkly libertarian approaches to 
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social and commercial policies. In particular, Barlow’s words were used by journalists to 

articulate arguments against Internet regulation. In 1995, Barlow told The Economist that 

then-Vice President Al Gore was “an authoritarian--a Deadhead, yes, but still an 

authoritarian” because of his efforts to regulate and track Internet use (“Right turn,” 

1995, para. 8) and that “‘forces of reaction’ in the federal government are going to try to 

crush cyberspace” (para. 13). Also in 1995, he told two reporters for People that 

copyright enforcement would be the focus of regulatory battles around the Internet, using 

hyperbolic rhetoric to get his point across:  

I'm convinced that copyright is about to become the Vietnam of cyberspace. … 

The U.S. Patent commissioner has recommended calling something a copy each 

time a computer writes it into memory. That means anything you transmit across 

the Net would be subject to license control and regulation. (Dougherty & Dodd, 

1995, para. 3) 

 

The same year, in an article in National Journal, Barlow’s words from a recent 

conference in Aspen were used to sum up how regulating the Internet would be different 

from regulating other media or industries: 

It is difficult to enforce a credible order upon people who do not have bodies to 

imprison, whose actions may be distributed evenly in every terrestrial jurisdiction 

on the planet and, indeed, whose actions may be easily made invisible… It is 

difficult to silence people who have at their disposal a medium which can carry 

their ideas to the rest of humanity without expense and without revealing the 

location of their bodies. (quoted in Browning, 1995, para. 13) 

 

Though this statement is countered with other sources who are in favor of regulation, the 

fact that National Journal, a weekly magazine aimed squarely at the Washington power 

elite, would publish at such length Barlow’s vision of a cyberlibertarian Internet is 

representative of the press’s generally credulous treatment of his ideas and statements. 

Government regulation is represented here and elsewhere by Barlow as both authoritarian 
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and soon-to-be impossible. That same year he told Christian Science Monitor that the 

Internet would soon make governments obsolete and that they would persist "only in the 

most ceremonial sense” (Trumbull, 1995, para. 6). The Internet, in other words, would 

produce a libertarian dream world. 

 What is unclear from this record is whether the work of Barlow and these 

journalists was reflective of the ideals and practices emerging online or if this work was 

merely helping produce the ideological commonsense of discourses about the Internet. 

Contemporary cultural critic, Helen Nissenbaum (2002), argued that Barlow and others 

did the work of mythologizing the Internet for a mass audience before that mass audience 

even logged on. The audience, she argued, began naturalizing and adapting many of the 

ideals Barlow and others proposed only after they were articulated in public. If this is so, 

journalists helped give Barlow the space and authority to become a translator and 

popularizer of otherwise esoteric ideas about the Internet. Barlow was portrayed as an 

explorer of an Internet which, at the time when he started writing about it in the 1990s, 

many still thought of as exotic, foreign, and distant. Like generations of white colonialists 

and explorers before him, Barlow’s missives about cyberspace were as much a reflection 

of his own values as the values of the place he ventured to (Goldsmith & Wu, 2006).  

 Yet, as time went on, Barlow remained an ready source, at least in much 

mainstream journalism, for a diverse array of reporting on technology issues. Though 

Barlow’s words would still show up in breathless features on new and strange Internet 

cultures, they also started appearing in more quotidian public discussions, such as 

controversies over music licensing and filesharing (Fitzpatrick, 1999; “Shawn Fanning,” 

2000). By 2000, in the Christian Science Monitor he was being pitted against some of his 
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old running buddies in the 1960s music scene who wanted to protect their “right to sell 

the product of one's artistic efforts” (Regan, 2000, p. 15). Barlow repeated famous 

platitudes from his earlier writing: “There shouldn't be property in cyberspace. … I think 

that future generations will recognize that” (Regan, 2000, p. 15). Yet he always framed 

these ideals in terms of freedom and connectivity rather than consumerism. In a 2002 

editorial in New Architect he argued that the legislation that effectively did away with 

file-sharing on Napster “has effectively killed one of the greatest opportunities to share 

creativity that the world has ever seen” (Barlow, 2002, para. 8).  

 Increasingly, Barlow was called upon by the press to comment on the Internet as a 

consumable product and a commercial marketplace. Cyberlibertarian ideals, in this work, 

were put to neoliberal ends. In 2000, he weighed in on online targeted ads in PC World, 

balancing privacy concerns with blatantly commercial analysis: 

We can have a much more efficient and resource-intensive economy if we don't 

bombard the market with products people don't need. …But even if we give 

people what they are looking for, it is not necessary to include the name and 

address in order to understand market behavior. (Bermant, 2000, para. 12)  

 

The old libertine libertarian cowboy had become something other than radical. By 2001, 

Barlow was speaking at the Global Interactive Gaming Summit & Expo where he was 

billed as “thought-provoking and listened to worldwide by policy-makers who are 

fashioning the future of this new medium” of online gambling (“Interactive gambling,” 

2001). In a 2003 article in the business section of The New York Times, Barlow railed 

against the proliferation of consumer electronics:  

I want a gizmo to liberate me from gizmos. … I've reached the point where I 

believe that gadgets are self-replicating to the point where my whole life is a sea 
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of gimcrackery and doodads. I want to connect with people without feeling 

constantly oppressed by all of the beeping and buzzing and whining. (Schiesel, 

2003, para. 7)  

The Internet had become a consumer good and Barlow, more and more, became a critic 

of consumable products. Users of the Internet, it turned out, were as much interested in 

free music and sleek devices as in free speech. But Barlow could often be counted on by 

the press to offer a cyberlibertarian interpretation of whatever people were doing online.   

 

Complicating Internet Freedom in the Tech Press 

 Though the tech-focused journalists of the 1990s, whom Barlow often published 

alongside, often represented him and his ideas in ways similar to the popular press, some 

of the earliest critical evaluations of his cyberlibertarian ideals and his mythic persona 

show up in publications that catered to people who were already online. Even when 

Barlow’s authority was not contested in the tech press, the reporting there did often 

manage to give more nuanced context to his ideas. Barlow’s translation of 

cyberlibertarian values for the popular press is often a much simpler, less political version 

of what he would say in more tech-centric contexts. Yet even many tech publications did 

not resist mythologizing Barlow as a philosopher of the early Internet. 

 In the tech-focused press, Barlow often appeared as an expert advocating for his 

vision of the Internet—most commonly in his capacity as a spokesperson for the EFF. In 

an article in Computer Industry in 1991, Barlow is quoted as an authority on emerging 

legal issues relating to the Internet, but is also given a platform to describe the 

cyberlibertarian ideals of the EFF: “We want to create a culture and an environment that 
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is free and open and characterized by its liberties rather than its limitations” (Daly, 1991, 

p. 79). Barlow’s voice is countered by law enforcement representatives who push back on 

the frontier metaphor and challenge his understanding of how the law works online. A 

security consultant told the reporter that Barlow’s unfettered libertarian Internet was a 

myth, saying, “The rules to the game are well-established; comparing the electronic 

community to the wild West is ridiculous” (Daly, 1991, p. 79). In effect, this reporter 

situates Barlow between law enforcement and the Internet’s users, representing him as a 

mitigating influence of Internet regulation. Cyberlibertarian ideals are pitted against 

government authority, this time in the guise of law enforcement. 

 In tech-focused publications, Barlow does less of the translating work that he does 

in the popular press, but is allowed a platform for a more nuanced, less idealized, 

description of how the Internet might disrupt the world. Often his statements here go far 

beyond the platitudes of his declaration and the lyricism of his statements in major 

outlets. In Industry Week, a technology and manufacturing trade publication, Barlow 

offers a dystopian, Marxist critique of the Internet that conflicts with his popular legacy:  

Corporate America and the government—the community of institutions—have a 

great deal of solidarity. But, as I say, they are increasingly aligned against the 

human community. And they are increasingly out of touch with what the human 

community is creating in cyberspace. And if they want to survive they will have 

to make a better peace. (Bottoms, 1995, p. 51)  

 

Even though he had already earned a reputation as a techno-utopian, in this 1995 article 

Barlow was frank when discussing how the Internet might weaken or destroy the few 

responsibilities corporations then maintained in relationship to their employees. He 

argued that in the coming digital economy “everybody is kind of on his own” (Bottoms, 

1995, p. 51). As the Internet began to decentralize production and labor, he predicted that 
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corporations would begin to further neglect the basic human needs of their employees—

“human necessities like medical care and a reasonable retirement” (Bottoms, 1995, p. 

51). Despite his reputation as an unflinching optimist about the Internet age, Barlow 

presciently took up concerns about technological disruption and dehumanization that 

have become de rigeur in 2019, but were largely ignored in popular discourses in the 

intervening years. Though other critics (e.g. Brook & Boal, 1995) had likewise voiced 

these concerns, journalists only recently have begun to recognize that the more optimistic 

cyberlibertarian narrative overshadowed these critiques for decades (Madrigal, 2019a).  

 Though he recognized the problematic neoliberal endgame of the Internet long 

before most, Barlow still put his own cyberlibertarian spin on this possible future. He 

suggested that the obvious human suffering these developments would cause would 

amount to nothing more than growing pains in the transition to a more individualistic and 

freer society. Despite these concerns, he told Industry Week that the Internet would be  

re-humanizing—giving small groups of people a lot more leverage than they had 

in the past, giving individuals much more leverage, in the sense that an individual 

is now capable of publishing his ideas to the rest of the planet without having to 

get them through the intermediation of the large institution. (Bottoms, 1995, p. 

51) 

 

The reporters and editors of People, Newsweek, or The New York Times might not have 

been ready in 1995 to amplify such prognostications which set the Internet up as an 

epochal challenge to their industry. 

 Around the same time, some critiques of Barlow that would persist for decades 

were first emerging in the tech-focused press. In Upside, a magazine popular in the 1990s 

among the tech world’s moneyed class—SF Weekly called it a “glossy guide to Silicon 

Valley lucre” (Young, 1996, para. 5)—G. Pascal Zachary (1995) critiqued the values that 
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were being amplified by Barlow’s charisma and zeal. Zachary, furthermore, questioned 

the media’s willingness to parrot these ideals in national publications. Yet even he 

recognized the strange mixture of American folksiness and uber-Mensch mythology that 

produced Barlow’s popular appeal and belied his problematic ideology. Barlow, he 

wrote, “combines the zeal of Johnny Appleseed with the intolerance of a Nazi” (para. 

22). 

 Before many others, Zachary recognized Barlow’s ability to give journalists a 

compelling and easily understood vision of what the Internet was and what it might 

become. Barlow’s lack of technical expertise is not just a confounding fact, but rather 

quite central to his allure:  

His emergence as one of the foremost pundits on this topic is proof that the mass 

media is so confused by technical change that they will embrace anyone who makes 

soothing noises. To be sure, Barlow is good at it. … In this, as in all things digital, 

Barlow shrewdly turns his ignorance into a virtue, and he assumes a posture of 

pseudo-enlightened resignation. (Zachary, 1995, paras. 22-23) 

 

In a 1995 article in The Guardian, Barlow likewise took on this ignorant persona asking, 

“if logging into the Net can really connect him with the world” and using cowboy 

colloquialisms like “Howdy, neighbors.” He narrates his discovery of digital networking 

from his ancestral ranch like this: “I heard about a 'place' I could visit without leaving 

Wyoming” (Barlow, 1995, p. 11). A decade later in 2005, he still played up his own 

ignorance of emerging technologies in a New York Times article in which he narrated his 

experience with Skype in a vernacular style, assuming a random call was a scam or 

pornography. The Times reporter’s assessment: “Mr. Barlow’s experience is not unique” 

(Todras-Whitehill, 2005, G1). Barlow stood in as a surrogate for the reader who was 

likewise learning about these things from a position of ignorance. 
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 Furthermore, Zachary and surprisingly few other early critics put the lie to the 

ahistorical claim that the Internet was an exceptional technology, unlike those which 

came before it. Zachary (1996), argued that the cyberlibertarian idea that technology and 

design would replace government’s role in organizing modern life was not new, but had 

its roots in popular 19th century discourses about emerging technologies. This critique, 

unlike much of the effusive praise of Barlow at the time, engages with the work of 

historians who explored the interrelationship between technology and culture (e.g. 

Pursell, 1995). Daniel Pearl (1995) writing around the same time in The Wall Street 

Journal, called upon historians to put into perspective Barlow’s rhetoric. Those historians 

harkened back to the prognostications of Barlow’s early 20th century equivalents who 

thought the telephone would reform society and make government obsolete (Marvin, 

1990). These journalists, unlike so many others, were calling upon cultural experts to 

challenge or complicate the ideas of a celebrated expert source with little expertise. In 

doing so, they were reclaiming explanatory authority independent from the emerging 

cyberlibertarian common sense. Most journalists, however, rarely engaged with the work 

of historians in the way Zachary did, so they often missed how present discourses are 

rooted in the past, particularly when the topic is technology (Carey, 1974).  

 Later journalists did occasionally engage in a critique rooted in historical context, 

as when a journalist writing for CityLab—a reporting project of The Atlantic magazine—

contrasted Barlow’s ahistorical declaration with the reality of the Internet. Rather than the 

disembodied space Barlow imagined, even the early Internet’s most popular sites, like 

Geocities, “enacted a spatial politics rooted in American history, bound to the nation’s 

history of settler colonialism and suburban sprawl” (Howard, 2019, para. 5). Yet, again, 
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most of the critiques of Barlow in later years were mere dismissals of his 

prognostications as wrong, rather than critical reevaluations of his influence. 

 It is, perhaps, this very ahistoricism which enabled Barlow’s ideas and persona to 

be presented as exciting, new, and countercultural. The brazenness of hackers and the 

newness of digital communities like The WELL led many journalists to represent them as 

progressive when they were, at core, merely techno-libertarians (Drew, 1995). Some 

journalists have more recently attempted to sort out the historical roots of the conflicting 

ideals in the tech industry embodied by Barlow: the industry’s relatively liberal cultural 

politics and its persistent libertarian ethos. Yet the real, provable links between Barlow’s 

cyberlibertarianism and ideological currents in conservative American politics have often 

been dismissed out of hand. A writer for Wired—echoing a much earlier article in the 

same magazine (Kinney, 1995)—downplayed the cyberlibertarianism of Barlow and 

others of the period, calling it “a folk, feral phenomenon” much detached from the 

partisan and academic strains of libertarianism which were coming into prominence 

around the same time (Johnson, B., 2018, para. 15). Barlow’s image as a countercultural 

figure may have aided this interpretation. Yet the same writer acknowledged that 

Barlow’s ideals of deregulation and private, corporate-friendly innovation were central to 

the neoliberal, technocratic common sense of the tech industry. “In the Valley of the 

techno-libertarians,” the writer argued, “a class of earnest, incrementalist liberal 

technocrats emerged” (Johnson, B., 2018, para. 16). Barlow and his cohort may have 

represented a brand of folksy libertarianism, but it may have been this very folksiness 

which smuggled such consequential libertarian ideals into the emergent tech industry. 
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Conservative Unorthodoxy and the Depoliticization of Internet Freedom 

 Though Barlow was a central figure in the early tech publications, Mondo 2000 

and Wired and had a pedigree among culturally liberal popular figures like the Grateful 

Dead, Timothy Leary, and a number of science fiction luminaries, he had always been a 

supporter of Republican Party politics. Particularly central to how he articulated 

cyberlibertarian ideals was the deregulatory impulse which would shape the development 

of Internet technologies and commerce in the 1990s and 2000s. The depoliticized nature 

of Barlow’s electronic frontier, however, helped erase those political differences. After 

all, the Internet for Barlow, was a technology where the old forms of politics would 

evaporate, where information would be free, where the limitations of history would 

disappear (Sobchack, 2000). The frontier metaphor allowed these journalistic discourses 

to obscure or ignore the consequences of deregulating the Internet. Cyberlibertarianism, 

despite the lofty rhetoric and appeals to revolutionary sentiment, is still libertarianism. 

Because of this, Barlow’s association with libertarian ideas and Republican Party politics 

and figures deserves our attention, especially if he served to shape broad discourses about 

the Internet in the 1990s.  

 A strain of privilege explicitly runs through Barlow’s statements in the press, 

often in the form of colonialist rhetoric that supports cyberlibertarian ideals of unfettered 

capitalism. Barlow, like the Ayn Rand disciples at the Progress and Freedom Foundation, 

did not shy away from the language of colonization and conquest, comparing himself and 

others who logged on to the early Internet to Christopher Columbus discovering the 

Americas. Before the “settlers” of the electronic frontier, Barlow wrote, Columbus “was 

probably the last person to behold so much usable and unclaimed real estate” (quoted in 
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Fuller & Jenkins, 1995, p. 59). Barlow, here, has symbolically annihilated all the 

inhabitants of that “real estate” that Columbus discovered. Likewise, Barlow’s “settlers” 

were claiming real estate that could, ostensibly, be open to anyone and may have already 

begun to be populated by plenty of people who were not driven by the cyberlibertarian 

ideology he articulated. That those cybernauts felt the need to stake a claim and make a 

territory out of a potentially limitless space shows how colonialists ideas about territory, 

resources, and privilege informed cyberlibertarianism. 

 Yet these ideals were reiterated by journalists as much as they were put in 

Barlow’s own words. A writer for National Journal described the electronic frontier in 

Barlovian terms, even heightening the individualistic, anti-institutional and ahistorical 

rhetoric:  

The technology that undergirds the virtual world is so difficult to master, they 

believe, that surviving in this modern frontier demands the same qualities that 

American settlers displayed two centuries ago: smarts, guts and an indomitable 

will. Those who can ford the wild rivers of bytes and scale the mountains of 

modems, however, enter a realm where information and ideas travel at the speed 

of light, in every direction at once. Restricting that flow of information is--and 

should be--impossible, many cybernauts believe. (Browning, 1995, paras. 12-13) 

 

Implicit in these descriptions is the privilege that makes one able not just to “ford the 

wild rivers of bytes” but also able to afford access to them. By Barlow’s (1995) own 

admission, cyberspace was then overwhelmingly “populated by white males under 50 

with plenty of computer terminal time, great typing skills, [and] strongly held opinions” 

(para. 7). Though Barlow identified this lack of diversity as a problem, he never 

interrogated how his own vision of the Internet, his own ideal future for it, reflected the 

whiteness and maleness of its users. Furthermore, he knew that the Internet could fortify 



  

162 

people’s power, telling a journalist at Industry Week that cyberspace would be “the real 

power base” in his utopian visions of the future (Bottoms, 1995, p. 53). 

 In many of the press reports in the 1990s, Barlow and his ideas garner much of 

their authority through his close proximity to powerful and influential political figures. 

Some of these figures contrast starkly with the hippies and drug experimentalists he ran 

with in earlier decades. At a 1995 conference in Aspen that was often cited in the press 

and which was held by the Progress and Freedom Foundation—a libertarian think tank—

Barlow shared the stage with Republic Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich, where they 

often agreed on issues of online censorship (Bates, 1995). The mismatch between 

Gingrich and Barlow’s cultural politics is noted in reports of the conference, but many of 

them focus on points of ideological agreement. “Newt Gingrich's culture is literally at 

war with my culture. … But ideologically, about the Net, we don't have any 

disagreements," Barlow said at the conference (“Right turn,” 1995, para. 4).  

 This conference, in media reports, became an inflection point, explicitly linking 

many of the cyberlibertarian values of the Internet with an emerging movement in 

Republican Party politics. Other cyberlibertarian voices are quoted alongside Barlow’s in 

reinforcing this connection. Despite the depoliticized rhetoric of cyberlibertarianism in 

general, these statements are often overtly political and even partisan. Barlow and 

Stewart Brand, the publisher of the Whole Earth Catalog and founder of The WELL, 

even depict Vice President Al Gore, a prominent Democratic voice on technology issues, 

as an authoritarian when it comes to Internet policy (“Right turn,” 1995). The ideological 

line in the sand has been drawn, by this point, and Barlow and other tech luminaries 

found themselves on the side of an increasingly deregulatory Republican establishment.  
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 Like the Harper’s forums, this Aspen conference became a wellspring of 

statements that would drive journalistic representations of the Internet’s values in 

mainstream and partisan press outlets. Summaries of the conference, and Barlow’s and 

Gingrich’s roles in it, were featured in The Economist (“Right turn,” 1995), The Weekly 

Standard (Bates, 1995), National Journal (Browning, 1995), The Wall Street Journal 

(Pearl, 1995), and were critiqued as elitist and technocratic in The Nation (Sayre, 1995). 

In the international press, Barlow also served as a proxy for anti-government and anti-

regulatory libertarian ideals and policies associated with Gingrich (Langan, 1995).  

 Even if the press did not shy away from acknowledging Barlow’s associations 

with influential Republicans, few of them lingered on the contradiction of a 

countercultural Internet guru being friendly with—or at least simpatico with—the likes of 

Newt Gingrich. Some outlets noted after his death that Barlow worked for Dick Cheney’s 

first congressional campaign in his home state of Wyoming (Cush, 2018; Glaser, 2018). 

Few of his critics fully contend with how his relationship with the centers of conservative 

power, at least in ideological terms, was more than passing. Later critics would 

eventually realize that his ideas cut across mainstream political debates. His most 

prominent work “became a rallying cry for a certain kind of digital civil libertarianism 

that's defied partisan politics and carried through to the present” (Greenberg, 2016, para. 

6). Though his vision was thoroughly ideological, it was not necessarily greeted as 

partisan or even political. Its deregulatory ethos, after all, was eventually adopted across 

party lines. He served to help make deregulation of the Internet common sense. 

 Yet, even if Barlow explicitly aligned himself with the Republican Party and its 

luminaries of the 1990s, his words were often trained on a broader swath of the political 
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class. Sometimes this meant that his ideals conflicted with a pro-business conservative 

ideology. In policy debates about deregulating Internet service providers, wonky policy 

publications like The Washington Monthly called upon Barlow as a voice critical of 

telecommunication monopolies in other media like cable television and telephones 

(Shenk, 1995). Again, Barlow was given legitimacy not through technical expertise but 

because he was able to translate the problem into terms that a typical member of the 

political class might understand. “It's a superhighway with 250 lanes in one direction, and 

one lane in another,” he told a reporter, describing the imbalance of information flows 

that might result from Internet service provider monopolies (p. 22). Whether this support 

of regulation signals ideological inconsistency, it does signal that Barlow’s ideas 

complicated his relationship with party politics in a way that may have obscured the 

political nature of many of those ideas. 

 Furthermore, Barlow came along as a voice of right-leaning cyber-politics just as 

the Republican Party was itself fracturing. Conservative media were trying to make sense 

of this fracture and what it would mean for technology, culture, and commerce. Though 

Barlow was occasionally fondly noted in the conservative press as a shaggy-haired oddity 

whose politics were sympathetic to the libertarian ethic of unfettered markets and speech 

(Bates, 1995), he did offend more traditional conservatives, particularly as he and the 

EFF began to defend obscenity and pornography as much as political speech. In 

particular, Barlow’s hyperbolic critiques of American power offended conservative 

writers (Tyrell, 2000) and some cyberlibertarian exuberance struck conservative critics as 

irrational well before the dot-com bust (Pearl, 1995). But this varied treatment of Barlow 

in the conservative press says as much about the fractures in the American right as they 
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do about Barlow’s shifting ideas about the Internet. National Journal even used Barlow 

as a representative of the “radical futurists,” a faction within Republican and conservative 

American politics that was vying for influence in the party with social conservatives, 

nationalists, and more traditional libertarians (Starobin, 1995, para. 3).  

 As these multifaceted examples show, Barlow helped to center the Internet as an 

industry and an issue at the heart of American politics just as more and more people 

started logging on for the first time and it became a topic for public debate. In essence, he 

was a voice for all parties and all people because of the contradictions in his politics and 

his biography, in his lack of expertise and his renown as an expert. Yet the press, from 

mainstream outlets to conservative or tech-focused publications, helped popularize 

Barlow’s cyberlibertarian values. 

 

Keeping the Legacy Alive: The EFF Remembers Barlow 

 After Barlow’s death in 2018, individuals and organizations continued to maintain 

his legacy, not least the Electronic Frontier Foundation and its members. In various texts 

and events commemorating Barlow, the EFF presented his message as something gentler 

and more generic than depicted in the earlier journalism. Public discourse about the 

Internet was no longer as exuberant as it had been during the heady days of the 1990s and 

early-2000s. Wired magazine was now publishing articles that argued that the Internet 

was playing a part in the destruction of democracy (Tufekci, 2018a). Yet, as might be 

expected, the EFF’s official announcement of Barlow’s death valorized his visions of the 

Internet “as a fundamental place of freedom” (Cohn, 2018, para. 2). The EFF quoted 

Barlow’s statement that the Internet would come to be, 
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a world that all may enter without privilege or prejudice accorded by race, 

economic power, military force, or station of birth . . . a world where anyone, 

anywhere may express his or her beliefs, no matter how singular, without fear of 

being coerced into silence or conformity. (Barlow, 1996, paras. 7-8)  

 

Other obituarists quoted at length from the EFF’s statement about Barlow’s death (e.g. 

Vainshtein, 2018; Cush, 2018). Less expected, the EFF’s brief statement rebuked the 

critiques of Barlow as a naïve optimist and even contended with the dystopian aspects of 

the technology brought to public attention by Edward Snowden (Cohn, 2018). The EFF 

reaffirmed its commitment to Barlow’s vision, even in the face of mounting evidence of 

that vision’s flaws.  

 At a symposium dedicated to his memory hosted by the Internet Archive in April 

2018, many of Barlow’s peers and younger associates at the EFF valorized his role in 

shaping a vision of the Internet that would connect people and be a force of good in the 

world (Kelley, 2018). Though no prominent tech CEOs attended the symposium, the 

rhetoric here resembled Mark Zuckerberg’s focus, in the midst of growing controversies 

around Facebook, on the role of social media in connecting people around the world 

(Chaykowski, 2017). Barlow’s brand of cyberlibertarianism, likewise, had come under 

enough fire to prompt his advocates to reorient themselves to the social messages of his 

writings. Yet, true to Barlow’s memory, when speakers did invoke the ideal of Internet 

freedom, they often focused on the threat of government surveillance and copyright 

policy rather than on the role of corporations. Yet, Barlow was still a quintessential 

symbolic American freedom-fighter. In a write-up of the symposium on the EFF site, one 

of Barlow’s daughters is pictured draped in an American flag reading from his work 

(Kelley, 2018). 
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 Still, the element of privilege that structured Barlow’s life and his vision of what 

freedom would mean on the Internet continued to do so in the consecration of his 

memory. At the annual Pioneer Awards given by the EFF later that year, the award 

statuettes were rechristened the “Barlows” by the foundation’s executive director (Jue, 

2018). The EFF, in this respect, had repurposed Barlow as a symbol of the spirit and the 

purpose of the organization. At the awards ceremony, executive director Cindy Cohn said 

“Barlow was one of the first people to see the potential of the Internet as a place of 

freedom where voices long silenced could find an audience and people could connect, 

regardless of physical distance” (Jue, 2018, para. 2). What is not articulated here, or in 

any of the other hagiographic remembrances of Barlow is exactly who those “voices long 

silenced” were who had been aided by Barlow’s vision of the Internet. Those voices 

serve here only as a rhetorical pawn to legitimate Barlow’s memory and his ideas; they 

are not identified as real groups or individuals in any of these statements. Nonetheless, 

Barlow’s memory, in the form of the award statuettes, was used to laud activities as 

various as Daniel Ellsberg’s whistleblowing to a mother’s fight to use a Prince song in a 

YouTube video of her child dancing. Internet freedom, in the parlance of the EFF, 

includes a lot of things, but at the 2018 awards ceremony it did not include any of those 

long-silenced voices. In 2019, many of the same prominent members of the EFF 

appeared alongside law scholars in a special issue of Duke Law and Technology Review 

celebrating the life and work of Barlow (Boyle, 2019). However much the journalistic 

evaluation of Barlow’s ideas had shifted in the previous decades, his advocates were still 

committed to the cyberlibertarian ideals of the Internet he gave voice to. 
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 Yet by 2019, there were other signs of a more critical reconsideration of Barlow’s 

legacy. After the director of the MIT Media Lab resigned when it was revealed that he 

had accepted money from the pedophile philanthropist Jeffrey Epstein (Peters, 2019), 

danah boyd, a prominent technology and media researcher who had worked at the Media 

Lab, accepted a Barlow/Pioneer Award from the EFF. In her acceptance speech, she 

noted that sexual predation and harassment were commonplace when she began 

researching tech in the late-1990s and early-2000s. Though Barlow comes off as a 

benevolent figure, boyd said  

We [boyd and Barlow] became good friends and spent lots of time together. Here 

was another tech luminary who had my back when I needed him to. A few years 

later, he asked me to forgive a friend of his, a friend whose sexual predation I had 

witnessed firsthand. (boyd, 2019, para. 11) 

 

Barlow, despite all his rhetoric about the Internet remaking the world for the better, 

remained firmly entrenched in a sort of old boys’ club in which privileges were extended 

to people similar to him at the expense of vulnerable and marginalized people. 

 

Conclusion 

 Though John Perry Barlow had little technological expertise, the popular press 

legitimated his vision of the Internet by mythologizing him. His image as a pioneer of the 

electronic frontier, bolstered by his bona fides as a real-life cowboy poet, made him a 

popular culture figure as much as a thought-leader. Yet this myth helped depoliticize the 

cyberlibertarian ideals that Barlow helped bring into the mainstream, in particular the 

deregulatory impulse that would open up the Internet to dominance by corporations. His 

project was deeply political and deeply conservative even if it was dressed in the rhetoric 
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of liberation. Barlow’s sense of Internet freedom, steeped in the negative conception so 

essential to American doxa, was shaped by the privilege he carried through his life as 

much as by the countercultures he emerged from. By his own account, with the help of a 

few editors, he almost stumbled from shoveling cow manure on his Wyoming ranch to 

selling “BS” utopian visions of the Internet on the conference circuit (Gerstner, 1995, 

para. 16). His life was a prime example, to those who celebrated him, of what unfettered 

freedom could bring—if one enjoyed the privileges he did. 

 Public discourse about the Internet was shaped both by Barlow’s work and the 

journalism about Barlow that further reified cyberlibertarianism as common sense. 

Though cyberlibertarian ideals may have been depoliticized in the figure of the rambling 

cyber-cowboy, they helped to set the boundaries of dominant discourses about the 

Internet, foreclosing on the emergence of alternatives in those discourses. Freedom on the 

Internet meant negative freedom, an extension of the doxa of American freedom—the 

absence of government restraint on individual pursuits. There would be little room in 

dominant discourses in the ensuing years for a conception of the Internet as a public good 

to be enjoyed and shaped in the public’s interest. Certainly, the National Science 

Foundation’s push to privatize the Internet in the early 1990s and the adoption of Section 

230 of the Communications Decency Act of 1996 served to shape the Internet as a space 

for the pursuit of individual liberties and profit (Greenstein, 2015). But journalists used 

figures like Barlow to make that conception of the Internet, and the policies that extended 

from it, sensible. Alternative conceptions of the Internet might have challenged its 

continued deregulation and the delegation of how we conceive of and govern free speech 

online to tech corporations, which I explore in chapters seven and eight. 
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 Barlow laid many of the foundations of how the Internet would be understood and 

designed in the ensuing years. Before masses of people logged on to the Internet, which 

was anything but inevitable in its early years, Barlow helped define the act of logging on 

as a lifestyle and culture that could be consumed. Users would eventually be able to 

consume the Internet, just as Barlow hoped, for free. Yet despite the freeness of the 

Internet, this cyberlibertarian vision was quite adaptable to neoliberal ends in the 21st 

century. The Internet would soon be dominated by a new generation of corporations that 

would largely go unregulated by what Barlow (1996) called the “Governments of the 

Industrial World, you weary giants of flesh and steel” in his declaration (para. 1). Yet the 

old countercultural cowboy’s soaring rhetoric would come to seem passé to many 

journalists and commentators as the years went by. As the Internet grew and produced a 

new class of technocrat informed by the cyberlibertarian ideals Barlow helped make 

popular, journalists found in these technocrats new figures to help them define make 

sense of the rapidly changing technology.   
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CHAPTER 6 

INTERNET FREEDOM, FREE CULTURE, AND FREE INFORMATION: 

AARON SWARTZ AND CYBERLIBERTARIANISM’S NEOLIBERAL TURN  

  

 Aaron Swartz was not yet into his teens when he first heard John Perry Barlow 

speak in public in 1996, but the talk inspired him to take up the cause of Internet freedom 

as Barlow had articulated it (Cush, 2018). Less than two decades later, Barlow would 

speak at a memorial for Swartz hosted by the Internet Archive after Swartz committed 

suicide and became, for many, a martyr for the cyberlibertarian ideals of Internet freedom 

that Barlow helped usher into the broader cultural consciousness (doubleustreet, 2013). 

By the time of his death in 2013, Swartz had become well known, first as a wunderkind 

coder who worked on some of the central design features of the Internet in the early 

2000s: from RSS, which allowed content feeds to be refreshed and populated across 

websites, to Creative Commons licensing, which allowed for broader sharing of certain 

types of information and media. An early coder at Reddit, Swartz cashed out of the 

company after it was bought out by Condé Nast, moving on to work in political 

advocacy, lobbying against legislation that would strengthen online copyright 

enforcement. He would go on to use his coding skills to free information from 

institutional gatekeepers—occasionally by breaking the law—in the spirit he adopted 

from Barlow when he was still a child. 

 In 2011, Swartz was arrested at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and 

later indicted by federal prosecutors, charged with crimes related to hacking MIT’s 

servers and downloading millions of documents from the academic archive JSTOR. Two 
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years later, Swartz hanged himself in his Brooklyn apartment. A narrative emerged 

among activists, family and friends, and eventually journalists, that Swartz killed himself 

because of the pressure of the government’s prosecution and the potential for significant 

jail time and fines related to the charges. Even before his death, Swartz’s case was 

labelled a “cause celebre” as soon as the prosecutors’ indictment was released (Glenn, 

2011, para. 6). After his death, Newsweek called him a “Cyber martyr” (Butterworth, 

2013). Though Swartz’s advocates found many public forums in which to represent his 

case and his death in these ways, journalists played an important role in establishing and 

reiterating the meaning of Swartz’s actions and statements from the time he emerged as a 

figure of journalists’ fascination as a teenage prodigy until he was getting the full New 

Yorker profile treatment after his death at the age of 26 (MacFarquhar, 2013). 

 Some scholarly attention has been paid to Swartz as a symbolic figure and 

political actor. Martini (2018), for example, examined how Swartz was represented as a 

hero in online memorials by communities that claimed to have adopted his values as their 

own. This chapter focuses, instead, on the journalism surrounding Swartz, exploring how 

journalists often relied on cyberlibertarian doxa when interpreting his actions and death 

through a cyberlibertarian common sense. This analysis reflects the way journalistic doxa 

shapes the representation of a subject as much as the articulated ideals of that subject. 

 Importantly, though, much had changed since the period when Barlow became a 

prominent cyberlibertarian voice in the 1990s. Barlow’s famous declaration that 

“information wants to be free,” (Barlow, 1994b, para. 72) along with a later statement 

that “there will be no property in cyberspace” (Barlow, 2000, para. 11) represent a bridge 

between earlier cyberlibertarian notions of unfettered freedom with core tenets of what 
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would become known as the Free Culture movement. Not only should speech—and 

therefore everything on the Internet—go unregulated, this thinking goes, but it should 

also literally be freely available to all of the Internet’s users. Though the Free Culture 

movement was spearheaded, in large part, by Lawrence Lessig (2004), one of Swartz’s 

mentors and colleagues, Swartz also served as an important symbol and representative in 

the press for this set of ideals. This new iteration of cyberlibertarian ideology rested on a 

technocratic vision in which coders and other technologists would be the wellspring of 

greater economic and expressive freedom.  

 A sort of “digital Proudhonism” (Mueller, 2018), this ideological variant of 

cyberlibertarianism helped facilitate the rise of a neoliberal Internet. Journalists had 

begun representing the individual coders and technologists celebrated by the Free Culture 

movement as innovators and sages of a free market of free ideas, who could turn these 

ideals into unimaginable riches. This linkage of technology with democratic and 

economic ideals was not necessarily new. The neoliberal order had long relied on the idea 

that technology and technologists would eradicate social problems in democratic societies 

(Mandel, 1975). The privileging of tech corporations in the United States has been further 

aided by corporate libertarianism, which has made common sense of deregulation in 

policy and discourse (Pickard, 2013). Cyberlibertarianism helped make this technocratic 

thinking more explicit in popular discourses (Drew, 1995). Yet Swartz served, in a sense, 

to repoliticize the ideal of Internet freedom as a progressive cause in such a way that only 

obscured the ideal’s libertarian roots.  

 As with Barlow, the press played a central role in giving Swartz the authority to 

carry and translate these ideals to a wider audience. Though Swartz and Barlow did not 
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otherwise have a close relationship beyond Swartz’s early embrace of Barlow’s ideas, 

both were central to the press’s representation of ideas about freedom on the Internet. 

Like Barlow, Swartz eventually came to think of himself as a writer first and a coder—or 

in Barlow’s case a gadabout—second (Amsden, 2013). These identities—as thought-

leaders and engaging writers—made both particularly accessible sources for journalists 

writing about the Internet in the 1990s and 2000s. Their biographies provided compelling 

narratives and their public statements offered journalists copious material. 

 In Swartz’s case the press helped foster a narrative about him as a precocious boy 

genius. Later, journalists granted him ethical, cultural and political authority because he 

was a coder who demonstrated exceptional technical expertise. In Swartz’s biography, 

the lack of a coherent political project was compensated for by his association with other 

prominent activists. Central to Swartz’s story, and what makes it such a powerful carrier 

of cyberlibertarian ideals, was that journalists often pitted him against an over-regulatory 

government even well before he was arrested at MIT. This narrative would be cemented 

as the central feature of his life and death in the press after his suicide. Despite the 

libertarian core of his actions and ideals, he was also represented by many as a 

progressive activist, fighting for the public good, even though the public he spoke to, and 

on behalf of, was largely made up of other technologists and his activism often opposed 

public institutions charged with the interests of a broader public. The press often elided 

these contradictions in their narratives about Swartz. These journalistic discourses gave 

cyberlibertarian ideals the varnish of progressivism. Rather than challenging the 

corporate neoliberal order emerging online in the wake of expanding deregulation, these 

discourses contributed to making that order common sense for a broader public.   
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The Internet’s Boy Genius Next Door 

 Beyond either the political or technical substance of what Swartz did in his short 

life, the press broadly valorized him as a wunderkind of the Internet age. For many 

journalists, Swartz served as a proxy for the Millennial generation and its by-turns 

quotidian and epoch-defining relationship with the Internet. In early press accounts, 

Swartz was represented as a child who stood out because of his technical abilities but also 

had a typical relationship to new technologies for people his age. In these texts, he served 

as a symbol of an emerging Internet that was, by turns, exceptional and everyday. In 

these accounts, he did not just shape the Internet as a coder, he embodied the Internet in 

all its youthful, reckless, and liberating dimensions. 

 Swartz was barely into his teens when he became something of a public figure, a 

go-to source for both popular and tech journalists reporting on the youthful energy of the 

Internet. In 2001, when he was just 14 years old, Swartz was profiled in the Sunday 

Times of London, where the reporter gushed about the young wunderkind’s ability to 

articulate the logic of the Internet and produce innovative code (O’Brien, 2001). This 

journalist, unlike most who wrote about Barlow, compared Swartz’s work and his 

perspective to the earliest days of academic work on ARPANET. Unlike Barlow, Swartz 

was portrayed as being a consummate expert in the technology itself, connected in 

practice with its earliest innovators. Yet Swartz is represented as an ordinary kid who is 

otherwise not taken very seriously. "Teachers at school and other adults instantly assume 

that I can't possibly be doing anything 'real' and must be doing some special project for 

kids,” he told the Sunday Times reporter (O’Brien, 2001, 30). Like the hackers that 
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Barlow helped interpret for a mass audience, Swartz’s media persona help make the 

Internet he was helping shape seem both exceptional and ordinary. He had already 

written code used by billion-dollar corporations, but he was also as alienated by school as 

any other teen. It was his youth alone, in particular, which made this a newsworthy story. 

 Particularly in general-interest journalism, despite his exceptional 

accomplishments Swartz helped journalists and audiences understand how the average 

young person used and conceptualized the Internet in the early 2000s. In a 2004 

Newsweek article, Steven Levy (2004) a by-then seasoned tech journalist and old pal of 

Barlow’s, wrote about Swartz’s blogging in his freshman year at Stanford. What’s 

remarkable in hindsight about this piece, and other pieces which feature Swartz during 

this period, is not just the quaint way in which journalists portrayed the potential of the 

Internet, but just how ordinary they make Swartz out to be. Though he was attending an 

Ivy League school, had already made a bundle of money with his programming skills, 

and had the technical expertise to block his parents’ IP address from accessing his blog, 

Swartz stood in, in Levy’s reporting, for the average college student. Though journalists 

had begun to recognize him as a “teenager in a million” (O’Brien, 2001), somehow his 

blog was still portrayed as representative, his college experience as standard.   

 Maybe for Levy, who had been running in tech circles since the early 1980s when 

he wrote one of the first popular books about hackers, Swartz was unexceptional, but 

even today such technical expertise is far enough beyond most Internet users to set 

Swartz apart. This expertise allowed Swartz to determine who could and who could not 

access information about him, giving him the ability to express himself freely with little 

concern for the consequences. Coding is required, here, to enjoy Internet freedom. 
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 This strained representation of Swartz as a normal kid—even as he was being 

represented as a precocious genius at the center of Internet innovation—is especially 

apparent in early press accounts that associate him with hackers. As he began to develop 

encryption technologies, Swartz’s conflicting identities as, on one hand, a boy genius 

with a promising future in the tech industry and, on the other hand, a potential 

troublemaker or political provocateur, come into tension. By 2009 Swartz was appearing 

in industry press publications with some regularity, such as an interview with Virgil 

Griffith in which Griffith mentions him as a partner in his project developing applications 

for Tor, a router used for accessing digital networks anonymously through encrypted 

channels (King, 2009). Griffith’s portrayal here is a study in contrasts with how Swartz 

had been portrayed in media up to this point. Where Swartz got bored with school and 

dropped out, Griffith was a troublemaker and hacked his way into a lawsuit with 

Blackboard, the academic software company. A few years later, Swartz would be at the 

center of a much more high-profile lawsuit involving MIT and JSTOR. Griffith and 

Swartz’s Tor project would facilitate the emergence of the so-called “Dark Web” where 

illegal activity—ranging from human trafficking to drug dealing—would be enabled by 

end-to-end encryption. This aspect of Swartz’s work was elided in many press accounts 

where he was portrayed as an innocent and idealistic genius. Journalists and critics left 

themselves little room to contend with how Swartz’s work may have helped shape some 

of the more problematic aspects of the Internet. 

 Around this time, however, journalists did begin to represent Swartz more as a 

visionary hacker than as a normal, if brilliant, young person. In a New York Times article 

from 2009, Swartz was featured in a photograph, sitting behind his laptop in a dark room, 
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a halo of light above his shaggy hair (Schwartz, 2009). On his blog, Swartz himself later 

made fun of how he was glorified as a heroic hacker in this photograph (quoted in 

MacFarquhar, 2013). Much like Barlow, who sensed that Harper’s was projecting an 

image that was more myth than reality in the early forums he participated in, Swartz was 

savvy about the role media played in crafting his image as a heroic hacker. The press’s 

attention to him, as he grew into this role, may have helped place him at the center of 

conversations about Internet freedom. His established identity as a normal kid who 

related to the Internet much as other normal kids did made him a particularly powerful 

symbol in discourses about the Internet’s evolution.  

 Yet journalists also used Swartz’s experiences as a normal kid, "Bored in class,” 

to highlight just how exceptional he became, working with famed technologist Lawrence 

Lessig and developing a tech startup at Y Combinator, a tech industry incubator (Guynn, 

2006, p. F1). His identity as a child prodigy was central to the way in which journalists 

granted him authority in their stories. In an era when many people had extensive firsthand 

experience with the Internet, his identity as an expert—unlike Barlow, the visionary 

amateur—was central to how issues of Internet freedom were represented in the press. 

   

Granting the Coder Ethical, Political, and Cultural Expertise 

 It is perhaps ironic that Lawrence Lessig, one of Swartz’s mentors, collaborators, 

and advocates, warned that a new power elite would emerge from Silicon Valley, 

composed of those with the technical ability and capital to design and control global 

digital networks (Lessig, 2004). Internet freedom would be defined, in Lessig’s warnings, 

by figures like Mark Zuckerberg, Larry Page, Sergey Brin, and, though Lessig never 
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really acknowledged it, his protégé Aaron Swartz. The coder would become king in the 

government-free Internet that Barlow and other cyberlibertarians had imagined. This 

would make technologists extremely powerful. Coders, some argued, had become a class 

of people who defined the social world in a way that lawyers and engineers had in the 

past (Thompson, 2019). Predominantly white men, the tech industry elite would bring the 

same sense of privilege to their work, practicing what Pasquale (2017) called a 

“functional sovereignty” over public life. With the discursive rise of the coder, the tech 

mogul, and Silicon Valley disruptor, journalists played a role in representing technical 

expertise as a sort of proxy of expertise in public affairs will beyond tech. Swartz, 

likewise, was afforded all sorts of political, ethical, and cultural authority on the basis of 

his precocious beginnings as a child coder. 

 Swartz’s technical acumen often led journalists to call on him to comment on 

complex issues emerging on the Internet. Even while he was still a teenager, he was 

called upon to comment on the ethical intricacies of digital networking technologies. In a 

Macworld article in 2003, the still teenaged Swartz spoke as an authority on what then 

was being called “warchalking,” which amounted to stealing bandwidth from open 

networks (Schmeiser, 2003, p. 22). Swartz, unlike those hackers who Barlow interpreted 

for general-interest audiences in the 1990s, was being asked to speak directly about the 

ethics of free culture online. Certain assumptions about the Internet are implied in this 

representation of Swartz. Of “warchalking” Swartz said, “I'm using their [an 

unsuspecting business’s] access point because I believe they won't mind and perhaps 

even encourage it”; of efforts to curtail the practice, he said, “New technology shouldn't 

make us lose our common sense” (Schmeiser, 2003, p. 22). But such a perspective, such  
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“common sense,” rests on the expertise of people like Swartz and the ignorance of those 

unsuspecting network administrators who “won’t mind” their resources being stolen. 

Swartz was an ethical authority because he was a technical expert and spoke for other 

experts. In an article about Wikipedia’s lack of diversity and openness to change, The 

Guardian granted Swartz authority by identifying him as “[s]omething of a wunderkind 

in the software development world” (Johnson, 2009, para. 17).   

 Most notably, though, when journalists reported on his indictment for hacking 

JSTOR’s servers at MIT, he was often given authority to interpret his own actions as just. 

In those reports, journalists focused on his exceptional technological and business 

acumen and his centrality to so many prominent issues regarding the Internet (Liebovitz, 

2011). The Boston Globe called him, by turns, a “computer-hacking virtuoso” and an 

“extremely intelligent” coder and designer (“Hacker should,” 2011, paras. 1-5). In 

another Guardian story, Swartz was called a “well-known digital activist” and a “brilliant 

programmer” (Washington, 2011, para. 10). Swartz’s illegal hacking activities, for 

another reporter, were “inspiringly nerdy” (Goldacre, 2011, para. 3). If a tech nerd has 

done it, these reporters seem to be implying, it can’t be as bad as it’s made out to be. 

 Swartz was “well-known” to the press and to other activists by this point, but his 

fame and brilliance were taken as givens in the later stories because he had been charged 

with such a serious crime by the federal government. His authority was intimately tied to 

this act of defiance. By granting Swartz ethical and political authority, journalists gave 

credence to his actions and statements as political actions and statements even as their 

political meanings often go unarticulated or remain incoherent.  
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Politics by Proxy and by Code 

 Whereas Swartz was afforded authority on the basis of his technical abilities, his 

political commitment was defined in this journalism largely through his association with 

other actors. Journalists often focused on his association with other activists who had 

more coherent politics and more coherent methods of fighting for those politics. Whether 

he was associating with Free Culture activists who were subverting the courts through 

hacking online archives (Schwartz, 2009) or coders who were developing encryption 

software so users could evade law enforcement (King, 2009) or Wikipedia contributors 

who were creating a crowd sourced knowledge project (Johnson, 2009) Swartz aligned 

himself with actors who were working to subvert traditional democratically legitimated 

roles of government and other public institutions. Journalists did not tend to use his 

words to articulate his political ideals. Instead, his associations with these others gave his 

actions and statements political meaning. Yet, Swartz’s actions were also afforded 

political credence by their technical nature. Unlike many of the figures he worked with in 

and out of the Free Culture movement, he knew how to write a script that would 

circumvent network security and download a lot of information, very quickly, and—

unlike his associates—he was willing to break the law to do so. The political nature of 

Swartz’s actions was bound up in his ability and willingness to use code to act on 

convictions articulated, at least in the work of journalists, by others.  

 Journalists often established the political nature of Swartz’s actions and 

statements by associating him with already established public figures and activists, such 

as Lawrence Lessig and Carl Malamud, a prominent technologist and public domain 

advocate. For the first time, in 2009, Swartz was associated specifically with “a small 
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group of dedicated open-government activists,” which included Malamud, in a New York 

Times article about an effort to download and post court documents from the PACER 

system to free, Google-indexed archives (Schwartz, 2009, p. A16). Malamud described 

this effort as a way for the public to have access to “the operating system of democracy” 

(Schwartz, 2009, p. A16). By subverting the institution of the courts, Malamud and his 

fellow activists imagined they were encouraging direct democracy by technological 

means. Swartz appeared only briefly in this article, but the way he was represented is 

telling. Unlike the other activists featured in the article, Swartz was remarked upon 

specifically for his technical skills—in this case his ability to download a massive 

number of court documents very quickly from the PACER system. Not too long after 

this, Swartz would be indicted by a federal prosecutor for a very similar act, only with 

privately copyrighted documents. As in earlier reporting, Swartz’s technical acumen was 

centered as the reason he was being featured in the press. But his association with 

articulated political ends—putting code to use as a means of routing around established 

institutions to promote direct democracy—even if he didn’t articulate them, gave his 

actions political meaning. 

 Yet there was some distance put between Swartz and his more established 

associates. Swartz wrote code and hacked systems, when those who articulated the ideals 

of Free Culture were not always willing to do so. Because of this willingness, he was 

often represented as a harbinger of the next generation of Internet activists: someone not 

too cautious, like his older peers, to act upon a set of principles, even if they were 

articulated by others. In an article in The American Prospect focusing on Carl Malamud’s 

open government work—which included the PACER project—the sheen of Swartz’s 
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innocent image, as an ordinary kid with a computer, began to take on a new light (Scola, 

2010). Where in the past his associations with hackers and activists was mostly couched 

in terms of his expertise and his precocity, the press here began to describe his actions as 

explicitly anti-authority. Malamud told the reporter, “Unlike my good friend Aaron 

Swartz and others who are willing to stick it to the man. … I look very carefully at what 

we're doing to see if it's legal or not” (Scola, 2010, para. 22). Even Swartz’s old friend 

Lawrence Lessig, writing for the Media Freedom blog soon after the indictment was 

made public, said that the ethical and legal line that Swartz’s actions crossed was “not a 

line I believe it right to cross, even if it is a line that needs to be redrawn, by better laws 

better tuned to the times” (Wendy, 2011). Though this may seem like a minor difference 

in representation, it is central to how Swartz’s legacy developed in the press through the 

rest of his life and after his death. He was a boy genius, for sure, but he was also a rebel 

with a very specific cause, the cause of openness and Internet freedom. In this sense, he 

was the manifestation of cyberlibertarianism in action. Code was put to use in increasing 

freedom and challenging the legitimacy of traditional institutions. According to Quinn 

Norton, a former partner of Swartz’s, Swartz resisted the representation of his actions as 

criminal by this older generation (quoted in MacFarquhar, 2013). He and his advocates 

pushed, instead, to represent them as purely political. 

 Even before he was ever indicted for hacking crimes, Swartz was being 

represented as a target of government overreach, a representation that would grow and 

flourish after he got caught hacking MIT servers. Already in 2009, Swartz was being 

represented in the tech press as a target of government surveillance. In eWeek, an early 

tech news website, Swartz was named in connection with an EFF lawsuit which alleged 
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that the FBI had surveilled the social media accounts of protestors and activists (“Are 

feds,” 2009). What the article failed to contend with was that much of the government’s 

surveillance of Swartz and the other figures mentioned was performed on open, publicly-

accessible communications on social media. The irony is that, at least in Swartz’s case, 

his own activities—posting court documents on freely accessible public servers—put 

others in jeopardy of further surveillance that he himself, and many of his advocates, 

rejected as unconstitutional. Savvy technologists and protestors deserve unlimited privacy 

even for their public communications—this logic posits—but the people who are swept 

up in the judicial system get no such considerations. Their lives should be an open book. 

Swartz’s work privileges freedom and privacy for the elite technologist and disregards 

how non-elites might differently conceive of or experience freedom and privacy. 

 

United States v. the Robin Hood of Internet Freedom  

 By the time news of Swartz’s indictment circulated in the press, he had already 

acquired a reputation as a progressive activist and freedom fighter, despite the lack of a 

coherent vision articulated in the same press accounts that heralded him as such. Yet, the 

way his hacking crime at MIT was reported on only reiterated and reinforced the 

accepted political meaning of his actions. Though some journalists, like The New York 

Times’ Noam Cohen (2011), represented Swartz’s crime as something less than serious—

comparing it to taking and distributing coins from the “take a penny, leave a penny” tray 

at a candy shop—his actions were often contextualized in terms of the Free Culture 

movement and the long-standing legal battles regarding file-sharing online. Yet these 

specific issues garner broader political significance in this reporting in part because 
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cyberlibertarianism’s anti-regulatory and anti-government ideals serve as the common 

sense of the reported narrative. In the reporting, Swartz was represented as a (sometimes 

self-styled) Robin Hood figure and the government was represented as overly punitive, 

regulatory, and powerful. 

 The sources that journalists called upon to make sense of Swartz’s actions and the 

laws he broke often drove the political narrative that coalesced around his case. Swartz’s 

political motivations were often articulated by those who had explicitly adopted, at least 

to some extent, the common sense of cyberlibertarian ideals about the Internet and its 

regulation. Cohen and other journalists, in contextualizing Swartz’s arrest and 

prosecution, quoted representatives from Demand Progress, one of the activist 

organizations Swartz founded; Students for Free Culture, an international activist 

organization; Glenn Greenwald, a journalist and critic of open Internet issues; and 

WikiLeaks, which had emerged as a popular symbol of open information (Cohen, 2011; 

Leibovitz, 2011; Washington, 2011). These articulations were often countered in the 

reporting by language in the government’s indictments or other voices that explain the 

government’s case. These sourcing practices framed the story as one in which political 

activists were pitted against the government, thereby politicizing Swartz’s actions. 

 In reports after his arrest, Swartz’s work in the area of “freedom of information” 

(Leibovitz, 2011, para. 3) was often contrasted directly with the government prosecution, 

which was represented as contradictory to the cause of freedom. In one report from The 

Guardian, Swartz was called a “self-styled digital Robin Hood,” whose arrest would be 

seen as a “cause celebre for data use and freedom of information” (Washington, 2011, 

para. 1). Though the journalist’s use of the modifier “self-styled” might indicate 
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skepticism of Swartz’s self-image, the reporting nonetheless carried with it the Robin 

Hood metaphor, tying Swartz to social justice and justifying his anti-government 

activism. Another journalist leaves off the modifier altogether and calls the government’s 

description of Swartz’s crime “remarkable tales of Robin Hood behaviour” (Goldacre, 

2011, para. 8). After his indictment, Swartz had become a fairy tale figure in the fight for 

a cyberlibertarian Internet. 

 Even if his hacking activity made little political sense to some, journalists used his 

case to highlight the government’s aggressive tactics when prosecuting such crimes. His 

story became one of a miscarriage of justice. The government appeared in this reporting 

almost uniformly as overzealous and unfairly punitive. In critiquing the government’s 

suggested prison sentence, the Boston Globe noted that “There are some murderers who 

don’t serve 35 years” (“Hacker should,” 2011). One journalist, writing in a Jewish 

cultural publication, even compared Swartz to the biblical sacrificial lamb and 

represented the government wielding the knife (Liebovitz, 2011). By representing the 

government as overbearing and repressive on one hand and an individual technologist as 

the source of democratic freedom on the other, these reports fortify the cyberlibertarian 

idea that individual expertise and freedom trump consensus and institutional norms. 

 Through the case’s representation in media, Swartz became a potent symbol for 

the government’s overreach in regulating technology. After his death, in particular, 

Swartz embodied a new era in which Silicon Valley would be pitted against the federal 

government (van Zuylen-Wood, 2014). His actions represented a natural outgrowth of the 

Internet’s possibilities, while the government’s case against him was unjust repression of 

the inevitable course of progress. In the reporting on other prosecutions of Internet 
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crimes, Swartz’s case became a quick referent for the unreasonableness of federal 

government policies regarding cyber law (Poulsen, 2014). A New Yorker profile 

suggested that after his death Swartz had become “a hero…to those who believe that 

governments are crushing what was once the freedom of the Internet” (MacFarquhar, 

2013, para. 8). In 2018, when Gizmodo obtained FBI records indicating that Swartz had 

been the subject of investigations even before he hacked the PACER system, journalists 

reiterated this representation, and even aligned their own work—they had obtained 

Swartz’s FBI files through FOIA requests—with the work Swartz was investigated and 

prosecuted for (Cameron, 2018). Years after his death, journalists were still using his case 

as a prime example of government overreach in prosecuting potential cases of cybercrime 

around the world (e.g. Fung, 2017; Chirgwin, 2019; Penny, 2016). 

 In much of the reporting—though there are significant exceptions (e.g. 

MacFarquhar, 2013)—the notion that the government’s prosecution forced him to 

commit suicide is unquestioned by the journalists reiterating the words of fellow activists 

and Swartz’s family (e.g. Palazzolo, 2013). A documentary film, The Internet’s Own Boy 

(Knappenberger, 2014), charted Swartz’s rise in the tech world, the criminal case, and his 

eventual suicide. An interviewee in the film says that Swartz “was killed by the 

government.” One reviewer of the film called Swartz a “canary in the coal mine” for the 

coming government crackdown on the open Internet (Aufderheide, 2014, para. 2). This 

exaggerated rhetoric made him a salient symbol even for more terrestrial and 

controversial figures on the right of the political spectrum, like Dinesh D’Souza, a 

conservative conspiracy theorist, who invoked Swartz’s case when describing his own 

federal prosecution for campaign finance violations (Mahler, 2014). White supremacist 
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and “men’s rights” provocateur, Stefan Molyneux (2013), likewise called upon Swartz’s 

memory when articulating his own anti-government ideology. Like the culturally liberal 

Swartz, these conservative and far-right figures foster a persecution narrative which 

emphasizes the values of individual freedom over publicly negotiated norms and 

regulations. In these discourses, the negative freedoms of the cyberlibertarian hacker—

and the campaign fraudster and racist misogynist—are valorized. 

 When sourcing practices were broadened in the reporting, however, the case 

could no longer be framed as a simple narrative of government overreach. The academic 

newspaper The Chronicle of Higher Education, for instance, gave broader context by 

widening the range of authorities whose voices were called upon to comment on Swartz’s 

case. The Chronicle quoted Lawrence Lessig, a leading proponent of free culture; experts 

on issues in scholarly publication; members of MIT’s faculty; Swartz’s Harvard 

associates (Glenn, 2011). These sources provided nuanced arguments about how Swartz’s 

actions arise in a very specific academic context. The problems raised by the case were 

not dismissed, but they were not merely represented as a two-sided argument between 

Swartz and the federal government. 

   

The Boy who Would Have Saved the Internet and the World 

 After Swartz’s death, many of the themes in the reporting that developed from the 

time he was 14 were only further crystallized. The political meaning of his actions and 

his death were broadened in the often-hagiographic treatment of his legacy in the press. 

His legacy grew not just as a cyberlibertarian martyr of an aggressive government 

prosecution, but also as a liberal, even progressive, activist deploying his technical 
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expertise to make the world a better place. In death, he was not just remembered as a 

“child prodigy” but also an “Internet activist” of great renown (Amsden, 2013, para. 1). 

His life, in retrospect, had a clearer and more coherent political purpose than the 

contemporary reporting might have suggested. After he died, his life was fitted in to a 

decades-old narrative in which hackers and online communities were a progressive force 

pitted against corporations and the government (Drew, 1995). Yet Swartz’s privilege as a 

member of the technocratic elite was central to how he served as a progressive symbol 

for the press and how journalists helped him reframe cyberlibertarian ideals as 

commensurate with social justice. 

 The theme of Swartz’s life and death being devoted to “bettering society” 

(Borsanti, 2014) was reiterated in the reporting on him, from feature documentary films, 

to magazine profiles, to general news reporting that mentioned him in later years. Many 

outlets focused on how little Swartz seemed to care about money and how this proved he 

was doing his work for just, progressive ends (“The data liberator,” 2013). Swartz had 

given up the promise of Silicon Valley riches and instead “headed east, and cast about for 

social change” (Aufderheide, 2014, para. 4). This abandonment of wealth was a myth. 

Those close to him said he liked having money and was never in need of it, from the time 

he was growing up in a wealthy Chicago suburb until the last years of his life as he 

mounted a costly legal defense (MacFarquhar, 2013). Yet wealth, in the form of political, 

social, cultural, and technological capital, played a central role in how Swartz was 

legitimized by the press, by the tech industry, and by activists. Swartz was a champion of 

the “technocratic elite,” which he thought was the best hope for American democracy 

(Yang, 2013, para. 47). Like Barlow penning his declaration at Davos, Swartz’s drafting 
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of his own manifesto-like document at an Internet activist retreat in an 800-year old 

Italian monastery (Scheiber, 2013) symbolically demonstrates how the political ideals of 

these two figures emerge from structures of wealth and privilege.  

 His hacking crimes even became identified as acts of “civil disobedience,” with 

commentators including him in the tradition of Henry David Thoreau and Martin Luther 

King, Jr., though unlike them he never spent much time incarcerated (Aufderheide, 2014, 

para. 5). One journalist even represented Swartz’s death as a reason to take a “closer look 

at the criminal justice system and use cases like his to call for positive change,” even if 

Swartz never put his talents to criminal justice reform during his life (Pavlo, 2019, para. 

5). Journalists who had more room to explore the subtleties of Swartz’s life and death in 

longer magazine pieces, tended to challenge these notions that Swartz was a political 

martyr. In The New Yorker, Larisa MacFarquhar (2013) rejected the notion that Swartz 

considered his crime “an act of civil disobedience for which he was prepared to sacrifice 

a portion of his life in prison” (para. 9). Quite to the contrary, some thought he’d rather 

die than serve any prison time and the notion that the government’s prosecution forced 

his hand supports this idea. 

 Another Guardian journalist called Swartz’s actions at MIT an example of “the 

recent rise of direct action” on the issue of open access (Goldacre, 2011). Direct action, 

whatever this writer’s intent, connotes concerted and communal political activity, rather 

than covert, individualistic activity. It’s a bit of a stretch to include Swartz’s actions in 

the tradition of direct action which includes, notably, Gandhi and American Civil Rights 

activists. Wesley Yang (2013), writing in New York, challenged the many comparisons 

made between Swartz’s activism and Gandhi, Martin Luther King, Jr., and Rosa Parks.  
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 Even when lofty egalitarian ideals and rhetoric were attributed to Swartz, it was 

often in the form of the work and words of those he was associated with, like Carl 

Malamud or Lawrence Lessig, just as it was before his death (Higgins, 2014). He was a 

progressive by association, not necessarily by deed. After his death, those same 

associates used their association with Swartz to legitimate their political activism. In a 

New Yorker profile of Lawrence Lessig, Swartz’s suicide and legacy was represented as 

the impetus for Lessig’s broader political agenda—fighting against money and corruption 

in electoral politics—even though Swartz was still remembered, while he was alive, 

mainly as an activist for open information rather than broader progressive reforms 

(Osnos, 2014). After his death, Swartz’s associates were invoking his name to articulate 

the political meaning of their work.  

 When the press contended with Swartz’s actual political accomplishments, the 

dissonance in portraying his cyberlibertarian hacktivism as a progressive crusade 

becomes apparent. Some journalists, for instance, claimed that his fight against the Stop 

Online Piracy Act [SOPA]—federal legislation introduced in 2011 that would have 

reinforced copyright protections online—was an example of the progressive causes he 

fought for (Amsden, 2014; Wallace, 2014). This work was one of the ways he was 

“changing the world” for the better toward the end of his life, wrote one journalist 

(Scheiber, 2013, p. 23). The Nation even called his work blocking the legislation “a 

Capra-esque rhapsody to American democracy” (Madar, 2013, p. 6).  

 But the idea that Swartz was something other than a “typical Anonymous-allied 

libertarian demolisher” and instead was “an actual political progressive” (Borsanti, 2014, 

para. 3) is challenged by how extreme libertarians have called upon these very actions 
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and Swartz’s legacy in their own media. On a libertarian podcast, alt-right, anti-feminist 

Stefen Molyneux compares Swartz’s advocacy work—particularly his role in defeating 

SOPA—with that of Phyllis Schlafly, a prominent anti-feminist activist who led the fight 

against the Equal Rights Amendment in the 1970s and 1980s which would have made 

gender discrimination unconstitutional (Molyneux, 2013). The ideology Swartz 

articulated to justify his activism—including breaking laws—has been adaptable to the 

rhetoric of a public figure and provocateur who blames feminism and what he calls 

“white genocide” for the world’s woes. Even if Molyneux picks and chooses which ideals 

to embrace and reject from Swartz’s work—he rejects the lefty anti-commercialism 

Swartz championed—he does draw legitimate comparisons to the deregulatory measures 

Swartz protected, such as his fight against SOPA, with more traditional libertarian and 

conservative activism. 

  Still, in the mainstream press, Swartz’s deregulatory efforts were often portrayed 

as inherently progressive because of his commitments to make the world a better place by 

making information more accessible. After his death he became a symbol for both the 

conservative idea that the government is too powerful and the progressive idea that the 

Internet could be harnessed for public-minded purposes. Journalists characterized his 

crime as an attempt to “liberate culture from corporate ownership” (Yang, 2013, para. 9), 

without contending with the non-corporate people who created that culture. The 

libertarian ideals he shared with much of Silicon Valley were often acknowledged but 

tempered with frequent reference to his own writing about shifting his focus to “lifting up 

the poor” (Scheiber, 2013, p. 21). How liberating documents from JSTOR or allowing 

people to pirate media would help alleviate poverty was left unarticulated. 
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 After his death, the press glorified Swartz’s actions well beyond their direct 

political context. He had not just been trying to liberate documents from their institutional 

keepers, he had been saving the very Internet itself. One writer for a progressive 

magazine suggested Swartz had basically saved the Internet as we know it by leading the 

fight to stop SOPA (Aufderheide, 2014). For others, Swartz’s death made even more 

apparent the idea that he had a large part in building the Internet as it was (Amsden, 

2013). In a piece for New York, Wesley Yang (2013) called Swartz not only a 

“precocious coder, hacker visionary, and ‘pirate’” but also “a martyr” for the open 

Internet (para. 1) who had been “sanctified” from the time he emerged as a public figure 

as a teenager (para. 7). Britain’s New Statesman described him as paying the ultimate 

price “for the open society” (Gill, 2013). Another journalist wrote that Swartz 

represented, for those who shared his cyberlibertarian ideals, “someone who could realize 

the messianic potential of the Internet, someone who could build the tools that would 

liberate information” (Scheiber, 2013, p. 18). Another journalist calls him “a lightning 

rod for debates about freedom of information” (Wallace, 2014, para. 3).  

 Soon after his death, a journalist turned a Slate profile into a full-length book for 

Scribner, framing Swartz’s story as a pivotal moment in the history of free culture and 

copyright (Peters, 2016). Swartz’s life and death took on the weight of some of the most 

central debates and figures related to Internet freedom. Swartz, as one writer suggested, 

“became a symbol,” after his death for a whole raft of ideas about the Internet, but most 

clearly that it should be free of the institutions which seek to regulate it, like 

governments, libraries, and schools, so that coders could make a better, freer world 

(Aufderheide, 2014, para. 8). Journalists often took for granted the principles that 
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Swartz’s hacking and activism implied. They rarely contested that his actions were 

founded on the idea that “the power of unfettered connectivity” fostered by the Internet 

would liberate those who accessed it (Amsden, 2014, para. 3).  

 Likewise, for the cyberlibertarian activists who coalesced around the EFF, Swartz 

remained a potent symbol of the ideals of Internet freedom, especially after his suicide. 

Like Lessig, they used Swartz’s memory to articulate the political significance of their 

own work. Posthumously, the EFF honored Swartz with a Pioneer Award for his work as 

a technologist and activist (“EFF Pioneer Awards,” 2013). In subsequent years, the EFF 

continued to remember Swartz as “a leader in the fight for a free and open Internet” who 

“inspired millions around the world” through his work which was “always aligned 

towards a better, more just future” (Higgins, 2014, paras. 1-2). The EFF continued to lean 

in to the idea that the government was to blame for Swartz’s death even six years later, 

calling the law under which he was charged “notoriously draconian” and erroneously 

arguing that he still faced decades of imprisonment at the time of his death, when in fact 

the prosecutors had decided not to pursue the maximum sentence (Tsukayama, 2018, 

para. 2). In these remembrances, the EFF aligned his legacy with their own work 

protecting whistleblowers and fighting Internet regulators, making the argument their 

work protects people like Swartz from the type of prosecution that killed him. On the 

popular collaborative tech blog, Boing Boing, Cory Doctorow, an influential voice in the 

Free Culture movement and prominent member of EFF, has frequently called upon 

Swartz’s memory to make arguments about the regulation of technology and information 

(e.g. Doctorow, 2015; 2016a; 2016b). Activists, as much as journalists, have worked to 

keep Swartz’s legacy alive and salient when discussing Internet policies. 
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 Much of the journalism resembled hagiography. A Newsweek obituary titled 

“Cyber martyr” compared Swartz to Alan Turing, another technologist who killed 

himself after a deeply personal criminal investigation (Butterworth, 2013). The Nation 

compared him to whistleblower Chelsea Manning who leaked classified military 

documents and was facing a 35-year sentence (Madar, 2013). Tim Berners-Lee, the 

inventor of the Internet, told Rolling Stone, Swartz was “[b]lazing across the dark sky of 

ordinary people, broken systems, a shining force for good, a maker of things” (Amsden, 

2014, para. 5). Another Internet activist was quoted in the press saying Swartz “could 

have revolutionized American (and worldwide) politics” (Yang, 2013, para. 7). For 

another journalist, Swartz “has become an avatar for a movement” (Peters, 2016, p. 11). 

One journalist called him “a human repository of the Internet’s virtues and its unrealized 

fantasy of social transformation” for those who mourned him after his death (Yang, 2013, 

para. 10).  

 In some sense, the manner of his death, as much as his life, made him a powerful 

rhetorical symbol with which journalists and activists could make sense of the Internet. 

Rolling Stone’s feature after his death suggested that his suicide fated him for 

international fame as a symbol for Internet freedom in a way that none of his work as a 

programmer or activist could have (Amsden, 2013). A New Yorker profile reported that,  

The response to his death was immediate and astonishing. It was not just because 

he was young and he had killed himself. He represented many things to people. … 

His friends put up a Web site, Remember Aaron Swartz, and people posted on it 

from all over the world—from Germany, Bangladesh, Brazil, France, India, 

China, the Philippines, Venezuela, the Netherlands, Spain, Ireland, Australia, 

Portugal. Very few of the people who posted had known him personally, or even 

heard his name before his death. (MacFarquhar, 2013, para. 114)  
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Yet Swartz was already a public figure who the press had cultivated and used as a 

symbolic proxy for a whole set of ideas well before he died. The press had long anointed 

him as a coder who could change the world. Well before he killed himself, Swartz had 

“already secured a permanent legacy written in code” (Yang, 2013, para. 4). Yet, that 

legacy had long rested on journalists, aligned activists, and Swartz himself, representing 

his actions and ideals and actions as public-minded. In this sense, Swartz is the 

archetypical cyberlibertarian hero, the technologist and entrepreneur who used his 

expertise and commercial adventurism to shape the world in his image. 

 

For the Sake of a Technocratic Public 

 Since this reporting often served to legitimate the political meaning of Swartz’s 

actions, analyzing how the public is defined reveals journalistic assumptions about who is 

and who is not considered important in these discourses. The public’s interest that 

Swartz’s actions were meant to represent were often the coders and technologists who 

would know how to use and exploit the information and culture that he hoped to set free. 

This conception of the public was not necessarily new. For decades, enthusiastic and 

prominent figures sympathetic to certain cyberlibertarian tenets, such as Al Gore, had 

been envisioning the Internet as “a metaphor for democracy itself,” one in which digital 

networks would subsume the functions of the public sphere (quoted in Brook & Boal, 

1995, p. xii). This narrow public of technocrats replaced a broader notion of the public in 

much of this reporting, fostering the sense that Swartz was working toward progressive 

public-minded ends, when he was in favor of deregulation and considered issues like 

hunger and poverty problems of design rather than politics.   
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 The reporting on Swartz lacks an articulated argument about how exactly the 

public might be served by Swartz’s activism and other work. Swartz’s legacy, after his 

death, was as a fighter for a freer and more democratic Internet. The assumption that a 

liberal or even leftist ideology underlies Swartz’s activism was reiterated when Swartz 

was represented as an anti-elitist, “liberating” documents from institutions, so “the 

people” could access them (Weinman, 2012, paras. 3-4). Yet, the reporting often failed to 

contend with who “the people” were in Swartz’s political mission. As Brian 

Knappenberger, the director of a documentary about Swartz, said of Swartz’s activist 

mission, “The Internet isn't for hackers and geeks anymore. The Internet is for all of us. 

It's a machine made of code and laws, and everyone should be able to have a say in it, 

because it's the new commons” (quoted in Aufderheide, 2014, para. 15). One of Swartz’s 

partners in the Open Library project said that the project’s efforts were meant to benefit 

millions of people (Amsden, 2013). These lofty claims were rarely contextualized by 

journalists. Instead, it was often assumed that Swartz’s work promoted “an economy of 

culture based on sharing” (Yang, 2013, para. 4), even if his political acts involved as 

much stealing from institutions as they did sharing with the public. 

 Despite Knappenberger’s suggestion that Swartz made the Internet more 

representative of the public, the implied public in the reporting on Swartz’s actions was a 

public of technologists. After Swartz was arrested on charges of downloading documents 

illegally from JSTOR, for instance, reports focused on the fact that he did not sell the 

documents, but instead made them freely available to “the public” (Liebovitz, 2011, para. 

3). These journalists rarely contended with what segment of the public might actually 

access academic documents on the illicit servers where Swartz posted them. It’s not your 
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average library-goer, but more likely technologists or hackers like Swartz. This is a very 

narrow conception of the public and thus a very narrow conception of who matters in 

these discourses.  

 In these discourses, the public often becomes a feature of the Internet itself and is 

defined as those who inhabit certain parts of the Internet. This limited notion of the public 

showed up in earlier reporting on Swartz’s activities in public Internet forums and 

platforms like Wikipedia. In an article in The Guardian exploring infighting among 

Wikipedia editors, Swartz was positioned as a moderate, understanding the factions’ 

opposing desires to be inclusive and to be conservative, but also someone who rejects the 

legitimacy of Internet culture if it is not massive and open, if it does not encompass 

whatever his notion of the public was (Johnson, 2009). We start to see here how Swartz 

conflated the technologists and enthusiasts with a broader public. In these discourses, the 

Internet was the world, not just a product of the world.  

 The language journalists often used to describe Swartz’s centrality in political and 

technological issues reinforced the idea that technologists wield, and should thoughtfully 

wield, power over the public. Coders like Swartz, the reporting implied, know “how 

distressingly fragile the barrier is between freedom and censorship—it’s a simple matter 

of who writes the code” (Scheiber, 2013, p. 18). If the Internet is not a perfect 

encapsulation of the public, the coders who design it are the last best hope for figuring 

out how to make the public and the Internet one and the same. 

 If Swartz’s conception of the public was largely limited to other technologists and 

Internet users, it left out a huge swath of less privileged people. If, as a Rolling Stone 

feature suggested, Swartz’s activism was inspired by the idea that “information was the 
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most valuable of currencies, a form of wealth no one should be deprived of,” it becomes 

apparent, through his legacy, that information can only be considered the most important 

form of wealth if you already have material wealth as Swartz and his associates did 

(Amsden, 2013, para. 3). That the public might be made up of many people who need 

something more fundamental than free information rarely enters the press’s 

representations of Swartz’s actions. 

 Swartz’s anti-authoritarianism was often celebrated in the press. His rejection of 

authority manifested as sympathy with the technocrats who were held back by 

government and traditional corporate structures. The truly disadvantaged and 

marginalized who might be at the mercy of public authorities like law enforcement or 

private institutions not receive the same sympathy. According to his writings cited in a 

New Yorker profile, Swartz hated the structures of corporate capitalism but had little to 

say about capitalism’s effects on the working class or the poor, some of whom he thought 

of as “gangs of leering indigents sitting on every streetcorner” in San Francisco (quoted 

in Macfarquhar, 2013, para. 54). By his own accounts, Swartz was obsessed with 

efficient managerial processes—he gobbled up biographies of Warren Buffett and Sam 

Walton and valorized Toyota’s “lean production” methods—and assumed those same 

processes could be deployed to reform the government inefficiencies that he saw as the 

source of so many of the world’s ills (Peters, 2016, p. 7). If Swartz did in fact aim to help 

those “leering indigents” it would have been a neoliberal, technocratic project, in which 

efficiency would be maximized by individual coders and the exigencies of collective 

democracy would play little part. 
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 Yet some journalists did extend the political meaning of Swartz’s actions and 

ideals to a broader public, even when the threads of connection were tenuous. For 

instance, one reporter compared Swartz’s prosecution to the daily injustices of an 

overzealous criminal justice system (Madar, 2013), despite the fact that Swartz had a 

bevy of resources to marshal in his defense and an activist network ready to make him a 

symbol of needed reforms, a far from typical experience of those prosecuted for even 

minor crimes. Six years after his death, journalists were still using his case to illustrate 

the tragic consequences of an “overwhelming” criminal justice system, with no reference 

to the types of people—poor people and people of color—who tend to be swept up in 

overzealous prosecutorial practices (Pavlo, 2019). Swartz was not only privileged with 

immense capital and social resources; he was also privileged with the sympathy of many 

journalists in a way that the average defendant is not. 

 Furthermore, many of the pet issues Swartz took up during his life, not to mention 

the way he went about provoking debate on them, may have put at risk the people who 

have a stake in the information he claimed to be setting free. Sometimes, though rarely, 

journalists acknowledged this. In a New York Times article reporting on Swartz’s work 

with open-government activists, the reporter raised ethical issues regarding the privacy of 

individuals who were identified in court documents that Swartz had made freely available 

on the web (Schwartz, 2009). Here, a journalist had recognized how the spirit of 

openness and transparency in Swartz’s work might benefit those who are relatively 

immune to surveillance and policing, while jeopardizing the people most vulnerable to 

exploitation as a result of that openness. For a person who was famously secretive about 
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his private life—even as he blogged about it (Amsden, 2013)—Swartz was more than 

willing to open up court records that could publicly expose people charged with crimes. 

 The relationship between institutions and the public in this reporting reveals the 

narrowness of the cyberlibertarian conception of who counts as a stakeholder in these 

discourses. One of Swartz’s defenders, an MIT graduate, argued that Swartz’s case 

brought to light that universities “owe a standing moral debt to the public” and that they 

had failed to repay this debt by bringing charges against Swartz (Glenn, 2011, para. 33). 

Yet, MIT, where Swartz downloaded the documents, and Harvard, where he was a 

fellow, are both private universities whose recognition of debt to the public is 

questionable. How do these paywalled educational entities represent the public any more 

or less than the paywalled archives of JSTOR? Some reports argued that those 

institutions had been living up to Swartz’s legacy by offering free online courses to the 

world (“Aaron Swartz and the liberation,” 2013). Other stories substitute vague words 

like “all” for the public, further obscuring the actual accessibility of these documents for 

“all” of “the public” (“Hacker should,” 2011, para. 4). Here the public was being pitted 

against academic institutions in a narrative that valorized Swartz’s hacking. 

 In fact, anti-academic themes recur throughout the reporting on Swartz. Whereas 

earlier cyberlibertarian discourses pitted individuals against the governments of the 

world, other public institutions, like schools, universities and libraries were now also 

conceived, in these journalistic discourses, as antithetical to the freedom that the Internet 

promised. Public institutions had little place in the libertarian dream world of the Internet.  

 

An Anti-Institutional Libertarian Dream World 
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 In these discourses, cyberlibertarian ideals inform a recurring antipathy not just to 

governments, but also to the public institutions which have traditionally had some role in 

fostering public life, democracy, and knowledge production. Swartz was often 

represented as an iconoclast who could singlehandedly make such public institutions 

obsolete. Swartz left both high school and college behind and journalists fostered the idea 

that these institutions had been stifling him (e.g. Guynn, 2006; “Why would,” 2008; 

Yang, 2013). MIT, as many journalists accepted, contributed to his early death. 

Institutions had killed an almost messianic individual. One of Swartz’s earliest projects 

aimed to remake the world of library indexing through creative coding ( “The Scribbler,” 

2007; Kniffel, 2008). The individual coder’s disruptive powers, Swartz and his 

journalistic interlocuters argued, could make all the world’s information free, if they 

weren’t stifled by institutional gatekeepers. Here, the central anti-regulatory ethos of 

cyberlibertarianism was extended to schools and libraries. 

 Early in Swartz’s life as a public figure, the contrast between the tech world and 

the world of schools and other institutions was central to Swartz’s story. He was the 

teenage technologist who quit high school because it was too stultifying and restrictive of 

the many freedoms he found in online communities (Levy, 2004). This continued as 

Swartz became more prominent. In a San Francisco Chronicle group profile of young 

tech entrepreneurs who dropped out of college, Swartz was featured, again, as a 

wunderkind who was, nonetheless, representative of the Internet and tech culture (Guynn, 

2006). From his reluctance to sell out, to his t-shirt and jeans, and his distaste for school, 

Swartz was portrayed as something other than a remote and exceptional technologist. 

Here he was celebrated for embracing the freedom to act outside of the bounds of 
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institutions like higher education and traditional corporate structures. Yet, the Chronicle’s 

story, by valorizing the youthful indiscretion of dropping out of school and disrupting 

industries, celebrated a very anti-institutional and, frankly, anti-academic vision. One 

drop-out told the journalist, “I just didn't want to sit and listen to what other people had to 

say for four years. … …a lot of people go to school to learn to be like everybody else” 

(Guynn, 2006, F1). Institutions of higher education were represented here as impediments 

to the freedom required for innovation. A tech startup, unlike a high school or college 

classroom, was a place where the technocrat could be free to design a better world, and to 

make a bundle of money at the same time. Later, in an article about Google’s struggle to 

keep employees, a passage from Swartz’s blog was quoted in which he compared the 

culture at Google unfavorably to the college experience; unlike other tech firms, 

Google’s own recruiters fostered comparisons between college and the workplace (“Why 

would,” 2008).  

 The anti-academic rhetoric which informed the reporting on Swartz from the time 

he dropped out of high school and helped developed RSS code continued in the press’s 

portrayals of him after his death. In many cases, journalists merely reiterated or even 

reinforced this rhetoric. Swartz’s father was quoted in a lengthy New York magazine 

article saying American high schools make drudges of people who don’t have the 

foresight to drop out. The journalist who quoted his father takes this one step further, 

writing that schools “injure people’s innate sense of curiosity and morality and inure 

them to mediocrity” (Yang, 2013). Institutions that communities have traditionally 

cohered around—schools—were represented as inhibitors of progress and freedom. 
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 Perhaps because Swartz’s experience of higher education was limited to the most 

elite American universities—from Stanford to Harvard to MIT—Swartz and his 

journalistic interpreters often critiqued academia as a place that is out of touch with the 

world’s essential problems. Swartz was quoted describing Stanford as a “libertarian 

nightmare world” (Yang, 2013, para. 16). What journalists rarely considered was that he 

was living and acting in what could be termed a libertarian dream world. In the narrative 

constructed by journalists from the material of Swartz’s life, the very same technocratic 

and cyberlibertarian ideals of Silicon Valley’s academic incubator—Stanford 

University—were merely recast as liberal and progressive. Swartz imagined that 

technology could fix the ills he had identified in the world outside of Stanford, but he 

rejected the role of institutions in the work that would be required for real change to 

occur. An individual coder could save the world, where an institution could not. Get the 

government and other institutions out of the way and individuals will fix things. Quinn 

Norton articulated the nature of this libertarian dream world in her statements about 

Swartz after his death:  

One of the things that makes him the Internet’s boy is he was already living in the 

future that I hope we get to. … Where everybody has the permission to act and be 

important and where hierarchies don’t prevent people from doing things or 

believing in themselves and just having a fucking life. We get a huge number of 

messages that we are not allowed in the world. We occupy social laws of living, 

and we are not allowed to leave them. And all we ever have to do is walk out. 

And I think one of the most extraordinary, moving parts of Aaron’s life, his story, 

is that he just didn’t accept the limits that we put on ourselves. (Yang, 2013, para. 

22)  

 

In this libertarian dream world, the technocratic privilege of people like Swartz would be 

expressed as a rejection of these community and institutional responsibilities.  
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 The privileged individualism of the new communalists, and the first members of 

The WELL and the hackers Barlow helped interpret for journalists, had found its newest 

expression in this dream world of Aaron Swartz. Barlow’s cyberlibertarian techno-utopia 

had now become Swartz’s libertarian dream world. Journalists rarely countered this anti-

institutional rhetoric with voices from those institutions which Swartz critiqued.  

 Along with the government, an institution of higher education, MIT, came up for 

criticism in the press in the immediate aftermath of Swartz’s suicide. After his death, 

many reports and newspaper editorials portrayed MIT as a villainous institution that 

incited and failed to rein in the government’s prosecution which was almost unanimously 

portrayed as the cause of his suicide (e.g. “In Swartz case,” 2013; “Deadly silence,” 

2013; “Aaron Swartz case,” 2014). A writer for The Chronicle of Higher Education went 

beyond laying Swartz’s death at the feet of MIT as an institution, going so far as to blame 

MIT’s students and faculty for not fostering critical engagement with the case (Ludlow, 

2013). The EFF called MIT’s instigation and cooperation with the government’s 

prosecution “a shameful failure” (Higgins, 2014, para. 6). The institution of higher 

education became the power-hungry villain and the celebrated individual hacker became 

the oppressed and persecuted figure in this narrative fostered by the press.  

 An anti-institutional ideology also runs through much of the work Swartz did as a 

coder and how it was celebrated by activists and journalists alike. Around 2007, Swartz 

began appearing in press accounts of new online library cataloging efforts, often as a 

champion of open access and critic of institutional control of books and information. His 

project Open Library was featured in publications as disparate as an Irish financial 

newspaper (“The Scribbler,” 2007) and library trade publications (Kniffel, 2008). Again, 
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Swartz’s ideals, which were in fact quite radical—such as the idea that the contents of all 

books should be available freely on one site designed by himself—were represented as 

quite commonsensical and progressive. One paper even called Swartz’s Open Library 

project a “Public Rival for Amazon” (“The Scribbler,” 2007, para. 6). Surely, Swartz’s 

project was a non-profit extension of the Internet Archive, but how this constitutes a 

“public” library, when it was not funded or overseen by the public and it would not 

compensate those whose materials it archived and loaned out for free, was not contended 

with in this reporting. 

 Swartz’s perspective, as someone who privileged the digital world and distrusted 

institutions, was amplified in his statements on his Open Library project. American 

Libraries, a trade magazine, quoted him in an article about how his project was 

challenging library-supported online catalogs like WorldCat:  

Wandering through the stacks of my local library, I noticed I kept coming across 

all sorts of fantastic books I’d never heard of, and when I got back to my 

computer, I found out why: There was nothing about them on the internet. 

(Kniffel, 2008, para. 2)  

 

This sounds like the very purpose of a library: to hold and make accessible materials that 

commercial services won’t. But Swartz saw this as a failing of the library, rather than a 

failing of the commercial Internet. For Swartz, the technical savvy of a programmer 

trumped the expertise of librarians. Here, Swartz expressed the cyberlibertarian notion 

that design and engineering ought to replace public instititions. This is not to say that the 

institutions he critiqued have ever been perfect, but in his vision, technology would not 

just disrupt institutions, it would make them utterly obsolete. 
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 In this reporting, journalists often simply dismiss the role of the library as an 

institution with its own practices and investments of skill, time and money. Swartz’s free 

culture work was framed as a commitment “that the Internet ought not to be considered a 

bookstore as much as an infinite library, its contents made available for the benefit of all” 

(Peters, 2014, p. 3). In this framing, the library is just a repository for books, not an 

institution that serves the public. Coders should simply make all the books the libraries 

are hoarding free and accessible online. The Guardian’s reporting framed the issue in 

terms of money, highlighting the profits reaped by cataloguing services, but failed to 

contend with what it might mean to hand over the cataloging of the world’s knowledge to 

whoever wants to volunteer to do so for free on the Internet (Grossman, 2009). Again, the 

wisdom of the coder was privileged over the institution. 

 After Swartz was indicted for downloading millions of documents from JSTOR, a 

library trade journal contested the narrative established in other press outlets. Though the 

author acknowledged Swartz’s technical expertise in hacking the library system, she 

insisted that policy experts—in the government and in libraries—might be better 

equipped to make the fine distinctions necessary in how documents should be made 

accessible through those institutions (Sims, 2011). Much of the other reporting and 

discussion about Swartz’s case, the author, an academic librarian, argued, failed to 

acknowledge the role the library plays and how it fulfills its commitments to both the 

providers of the content it lends out and the users of that content—i.e. the public. The 

relationship between the public and institutions, in much of the other reporting, was 

elided in the anti-institutional doxa of cyberlibertarianism. 
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 The institutional position of the library and government, in relation to the public 

was, for the most part, left out of the reporting on the MIT hacking case. Reporters often, 

instead, focused on the MIT library’s role in bringing Swartz’s misdeeds to the attention 

of an overzealous prosecutor. After Swartz’s death, his efforts in reforming libraries by 

challenging their institutional authority was glorified even by writers in library trade 

publications, who celebrated the technocratic initiative he took (Weinberger, 2014). In 

2013, he was awarded the American Library Association’s James Madison Award “for 

promoting and protecting public access to research and government information” (“James 

Madison Award,” 2013). The institutional libraries that he was so critical of came to 

represent his work as public-spirited and in line their own missions. 

 Even Swartz’s commercial work, such as his central role in coding and designing 

Reddit, centered around an anti-institutional ethos. Reddit’s designers embraced the idea 

that on “the Internet the anonymous commenter could hold as much sway as the seasoned 

op-ed columnist” (Amsden, 2013, para. 19). Reddit would become a place where 

individuals could escape the bounds of the institutions that previously constrained them. 

It would be a haven for Internet freedom. This did not get lost on Reddit’s users or those 

inspired by Swartz’s life. After his death, The Guardian published a number of posts on 

Reddit, where users “immediately began memorializing Swartz's legacy in a way that is 

specific to the site he helped build: through a lengthy debate about the price of internet 

freedom” (Rogers, 2013, para. 3). 

 Yet, Swartz’s anti-institutional libertarian dreamworld contains untenable 

contradictions. The very institutions he impugned—the government, universities, schools, 

libraries—provided the human and intellectual capital necessary to create the Internet. 
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Those institutions largely adopted cyberlibertarian ideals in the deregulation of the 

Internet, allowing private corporations to dominate it in the early 21st century. 

Cyberlibertarianism as an ideology has allowed power to be enacted and stabilized in this 

particular way. The individual coder does not disrupt industries and processes alone. 

Discourses, such as the journalism reviewed here, must make this disruption sensible. 

 

Conclusion 

 From the early 2000s when he emerged as a subject of journalists to the hacking 

activities at MIT that eventually led to his arrest and federal prosecution, Aaron Swartz 

served as a symbol of cyberlibertarian ideals for a rapidly changing Internet. Draped in 

the rhetoric of progressive causes, Swartz embodied the technocratic ideal, a coder who 

carried ethical, political, and cultural authority by the very fact of his technical expertise. 

Politics became, in this technocratic discourse, a matter of design and code. The concept 

of the public was subsumed by the Internet and the commercial platforms that came to 

dominate it. Free expression, free consumption, and freedom from responsibility to 

community and public institutions operated as commonsense in journalistic discourses. 

 Just as the journalistic discourse around John Perry Barlow helped make sense of 

the privatization and deregulation of the Internet, the journalism reviewed in this chapter 

helped translate cyberlibertarian ideals for an Internet dominated by platforms developed 

by massive tech corporations. Ideals and policies that had been embraced by libertarian 

and conservative politicians and thinkers in Barlow’s day were rebranded as progressive 

in the guise of the information-liberating hacking of Aaron Swartz. Yet the valorization 

of Swartz in this discourse only further delegitimized the institutions he was working 
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against—namely governments and public institutions, like schools, universities, and 

libraries. By representing Swartz’s anti-institutional, technocratic ideals as part of a 

progressive techno-activism, journalists helped further foreclose on alternative 

conceptions of the Internet’s value to the public. By granting coders like Swartz ethical, 

political, and cultural authority on no other basis than their technical expertise, journalists 

helped make sense of the privatization of the public sphere online, which I turn to in the 

next two chapters. Journalists might have, instead, challenged the ways in which 

corporations were given so much authority over public life. 

 Still, the cyberlibertarian promise of maximized speech had come to fruition for 

the many people who logged on and expressed themselves in any way they chose, free of 

consequences. Yet, just as the earliest Anglo-American conceptions of freedom were 

built around the subjectivities of wealthy white men, Swartz and the Free Culture 

movement perpetuated structures of power based on race, gender, class, and other 

dimensions of identity. The public institutions that held the power to grant access to 

power to marginalized people—though they never perfectly did so—were the very 

institutions which this ideology sought to topple. In their place, a corporate technocracy 

would emerge in which the ideals of cyberlibertarianism and neoliberalism mingled in the 

ways in which Internet freedom was practiced and policed. Journalists would eventually 

start to critique these ideals, but they often drove the reporting on issues like online hate 

speech, harassment, and platform moderation. 
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CHAPTER 7 

ONLINE FREE SPEECH, HATE SPEECH, AND JOURNALISM’S 

CYBERLIBERTARIAN COMMON SENSE: 

GAB AND THE TRAGEDY OF INTERNET FREEDOM 

  

 As the reporting on John Perry Barlow and Aaron Swartz shows, journalists have 

often relied on prominent figures to represent cyberlibertarian ideals as the common 

sense of the Internet to a broader public. This ideology has been adapted—in part, 

through these figures—to make sense of the deregulation and privatization of the 

Internet. An Internet increasingly dominated by platforms designed by tech corporations 

has only further reified the ideals of cyberlibertarianism in the design and use of the 

technology and its representation in discourses such as journalism. In this chapter, I turn 

to examine how journalistic definitions of free speech and its boundaries on the Internet 

are shaped by those platforms and, in turn, cyberlibertarian ideals. Cyberlibertarian ideals 

often serve as a schema for making sense of emerging crises and phenomena on the 

Internet—such as the proliferation of online hate speech and harassment.  

Journalists also often rely on cyberlibertarian doxa in their reporting on issues like 

net neutrality and other legislation affecting the Internet in the United States and 

geopolitical developments, such as governments around the world tightening Internet 

regulations. Yet, the assumption by tech corporations of so much power over online 

public discourse has readily apparent discursive and ideological links to 

cyberlibertarianism’s dominance in discourses about the Internet. The mainstreaming of 

this ideology in journalism has discursively legitimized this assumption of power. 
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 Before moving on to look at journalism about content moderation by platforms in 

the next chapter, in this chapter I focus on journalistic discourses about online hate 

speech and harassment. By analyzing reporting and commentary in an array of 

journalistic outlets—from general-interest news to tech-oriented web outlets to overtly 

libertarian publications—I examine how cyberlibertarian ideals shape journalistic 

discourses about the tension between free speech ideals and the regulation of hate speech 

and harassment online. Primarily pulling from material published between October 2018 

through April 2019, this archive represents a specific moment when journalistic discourse 

about such issues was becoming more critical and the cyberlibertarian ethos of the 

Internet was being questioned by some. This archive included editorials and reporting 

from The New York Times and other legacy outlets and commentary in glossy tech 

magazines like Wired and high-traffic tech blogs like Techdirt and explicitly ideological 

screeds on libertarian and right-wing news sites such as Liberty Nation and Breitbart.  

 Much of the journalistic material about online hate speech and harassment during 

this period focused on incidents of violence that journalists and others have connected to 

online speech. While I reviewed articles about a variety of such incidents in order to 

better understand how cyberlibertarian ideals shape the journalistic representation of 

these problems, in the second half of this chapter I focus more closely on material about 

the shooting at a Pittsburgh synagogue in late 2018. Much of the reporting showed that 

the shooter announced the attack on Gab, a platform where anti-Semitism, white 

supremacy, and other violent ideologies flourish and where the shooter and others have 

been radicalized (e.g. Schmit, 2018; DeJesus, 2018; Garsd, 2018; Doubek & Garsd, 2018; 

The Editorial Board, 2018b). This event sparked many journalistic treatments of the 
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relationship between platforms’ permissiveness of hate speech and harassment and acts 

of violent extremism. It also served to concentrate journalists’ attention on the real 

consequences of certain kinds of Internet speech, revealing both the stakes of debates 

about online hate speech and the lack of accountability of tech corporations. Though 

Gab’s defenders distinguished between the hate speech allowed on the site and the 

violence that extended from it, the journalistic coverage in the aftermath of the shooting 

called this distinction into question. 

 The journalism about the shooting and its relationship to Gab serves as a case 

study in how cyberlibertarian doxa shape discourses about the tensions between 

unfettered freedom online and the regulation of speech which threatens the safety of 

marginalized communities. Events like these challenge the prevailing common sense 

about Internet freedom because journalists acknowledge the connections between 

problematic speech that is permitted by platforms and physical violence. Yet in many 

ways, as I show, journalists fall back on cyberlibertarian doxa in their routines of 

representing the parties implicated in such events—the platforms, violent extremists, the 

victims, and the public at-large.  

 The power to define the terms of debate—such as the meaning of free speech and 

its appropriate boundaries—is often given over to tech corporations. This privileging of 

tech corporations produces a journalistic discourse in which unfettered free speech is an 

unquestionable ideal against which such events must be understood. The people targeted 

by hate speech, harassment, and related violence are rarely centered in this reporting. 

Instead, people who might lose some of that unfettered freedom of speech are represented 

as potential victims of the regulation of such problematic speech online. As chapter eight 
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shows, this discourse shapes how journalists represent the governance of speech online 

by platforms, which often permit hate speech and harassment in order to sustain pretenses 

of neutrality and protect their own immunity from liability for the content they profit 

from. The rationale for these moderation decisions is often based in the same classic 

cyberlibertarian logic that is challenged by incidents of violence, like the Pittsburgh 

synagogue shooting. 

 Yet, as this chapter shows, journalists do often represent such online speech and 

the violence that extends from it as a serious problem worthy of attention. The 

technological determinism essential to cyberlibertarian logic, however, leads many to 

represent it as a problem of the technology of the Internet, rather than a problem arising 

from the culture and ideology that have shaped the Internet. Scholars likewise have often 

focused on how the Internet’s affordances—in particular anonymity and 

instantaneousness—and the network effects of massive networking platforms have made 

hate speech and harassment such a big problem (Banks, 2010; Brown, 2018). Yet, like 

offline hate and harassment, the very people who are often left out of the reporting on 

such issues—women, people of color, and other marginalized people—are 

overwhelmingly the targets of online hate speech and harassment (Chetty & Alathur, 

2018). Such online hate speech and harassment has become prevalent and concerning 

enough to prompt extensive study and policy debates in governments and civil society 

organizations across the globe (Faris, et al., 2016).  

 However, as the next chapter explores, governments have largely ceded power to 

regulate such content to the platforms which enable and permit hate speech and 

harassment online. Journalists have often represented this as an inevitable state of affairs. 
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Online hate speech and harassment are a problem that only tech corporations have the 

authority to address. Concurrently, few legal protections exist for victims of hate and 

harassment online, at least in the American context, in part because governments and law 

enforcement agencies have not made this a priority and in part because the First 

Amendment has been interpreted as protecting most Internet speech (Marwick & Miller, 

2014). Yet, the journalistic portrayal of the problem as primarily a technological problem 

reiterates the cyberlibertarian valorization of technologists and tech executives, fortifying 

their power by representing them not only as the ultimate source of the problem but as the 

ultimate source of its potential solution. This forecloses on journalistic critiques which 

might challenge the supposed intractability between free speech and the regulation of 

hate speech and harassment. 

 This narrative of intractability also privileges those who use the Internet to profess 

hate and harass marginalized people. Journalists have occasionally recognized these 

linkages between cyberlibertarianism and right-wing hate speech and violence. A New 

York Times editorial, for example, cited a University of Maryland study linking right-

wing extremism and violence to “obsessions over individual liberty” (The Editorial 

Board, 2018b, para. 2). The ideal of unfettered free speech has been used as a foundation 

for both extreme right-wing movements and the web platforms that have enabled them to 

spread their messages and organize (Weill, 2018). Far right-wing and white supremacist 

events like the Boston Free Speech rally and the Unite the Right rally in Charlottesville in 

the summer of 2017 were explicitly founded on absolutist free speech ideals. The ideal of 

free speech functions, in these contexts, as a discursive tool for the normalization of hate 
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and harassment—"a catch-all excuse for being abjectly terrible” as Kelly Weill (2018, 

para. 7) put it in The Daily Beast.  

 If this libertarian ideal of freedom is at the heart of such problematic 

developments in American and global culture and politics, then the cyberlibertarian 

ideology which has so dominated the thinking of the people and corporations who have 

built and designed the Internet may be a particularly strong foundation for our cultural 

and political moment. As I show later in this chapter, the common idealization of 

unregulated free speech online provides the foundation for a narrative of anti-

conservative bias in right-wing and mainstream media that works to delegitimize any 

changes that might begin to address these problems. 

 Even if they are often foreclosed upon in these discourses, alternative ways of 

thinking about freedom do exist and could potentially take hold and shape how 

journalists represent concrete issues like hate speech, harassment, and platform 

moderation. For instance, Tim Wu (2017), writing for the Knight First Amendment 

Institute at Columbia University, has argued that cyberlibertarian common sense, in 

which maximized speech is the goal, actually produces a public sphere in which valuable 

speech is drowned out by floods of misinformation, political invective, and harassment. 

This argument challenges the assumption that the only way to combat bad speech is more 

speech, an argument which is particularly salient in the journalism reviewed in this 

chapter. When bad speech is amplified by the algorithmic power of platforms, Wu 

argued, good speech has a hard time winning out. Likewise, Jameel Jaffer, the director at 

Knight, has argued that the “Pervasive surveillance” enabled by Internet platforms “has 

very real implications for the freedoms of speech and association and the press. … When 
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people are under surveillance, they act differently” (Johnson, E., 2018, para. 237). These 

theoretically-grounded arguments complicate the idea that a hands-off approach to speech 

online actually fosters more freedom. Importantly, though, these arguments rely on a 

positive conception of freedom which promotes access to something valuable rather the 

absence of constraints. This positive conception rarely informs reporting and analysis 

about hate speech and harassment online. Instead, journalists’ reliance on cyberlibertarian 

doxa perpetuates a negative conception of freedom which further extends privilege and 

power into the platform-dominated Internet. 

 

Technological Determinism: The Internet as the Problem 

 In much of the reporting and commentary focused on hate speech and harassment, 

technological determinist representations of the Internet drove how journalists 

conceptualize the relationship between culture, ideals, and technology. For instance, 

Leetaru (2018), writing for Forbes, invoked a dystopian view of the early Internet:  

In many ways the early web represented human society without rules, where the 

darkest corners of society were let loose to run free in a nightmarish dystopia. 

This was a place where those who professed hatred could run free, wielding their 

newfound anonymity and audience to unleash all the horror they had historically 

kept bottled up. (para. 5) 

 

Not only is this a narrow view of technology—the early web was a lot more than a 

cesspit of hatred and hedonism—it’s a narrow view of history. Hatred and violence had 

hardly been “bottled up” in the past. But these technological determinist conceptions of 

the Internet—whether utopian or dystopian—tend to produce discourses in which 

historical context is ignored. The Internet becomes the problem, rather than the symptom 
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of other problems. Technology’s effect on culture, rather than the culture’s use of 

technology are the focus. 

 Even those journalists who offered pointed critiques of the proliferation of hate 

speech and harassment on the Internet, often fell back on the language of technological 

determinism, writing about the Internet as a technology which has brought with it many 

problems and promises. For example, Frank Bruni (2018), an opinion columnist for The 

New York Times, used soaring rhetoric to capture the centrality of the Internet in the rise 

of hate speech, violence, right-wing populism, and conspiracy theories, writing, “What a 

glittering dream of expanded knowledge and enhanced connection it was at the start. 

What a nightmare of manipulated biases and metastasized hate it has turned into” (para. 

3). Though Bruni identified and critiqued real problems, he overlooked the role of 

specific actors, from the platforms that provide a vessel and amplifier for such hate, to the 

political movements, extremists groups, and institutions that filled the Internet with these 

things. Bruni described an “online vortex” where right-wing terrorists develop their 

grievances and plans for violence with “an unfiltered efficiency that simply doesn’t exist 

offline” (para. 6). Though Bruni acknowledged the good that has come with the 

Internet— “It’s a nonpareil tool for learning, roving and constructive community-

building”—he called it “the technology paradox writ more monstrous than ever” because, 

in part, “It creates terrorists” (paras. 10-12).  

 As an opinion columnist, Bruni might be forgiven for using such powerful and 

simplified rhetoric to make his point, but it’s important to note how little he engaged with 

the structures and historical realities that have made the Internet so problematic in the 

way he described. The Internet, of course, did not create terrorists. Rather, as designed, 
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the Internet proved an easily adaptable tool for terrorists to recruit people to their causes. 

Instead of placing the Internet in its cultural and political context, Bruni and others make 

it a technological symbol that bears the entire weight of the world’s problems.  

 Likewise, the Times’ editorial board blamed the recent rise in right-wing 

extremism and terrorist violence on technology, writing that “the violent extremism [was] 

made possible through the internet” (The Editorial Board, 2018b, para. 3). Yet, if we look 

past this technological determinist conception, we see that the Internet is a product of a 

problematic world, not the wellsprings of its problems. Is it exactly true that there “was 

no organization behind these [right-wing terrorist] attacks” that were preceded by 

radicalization online as the Times’ editorial board claims (The Editorial Board, 2018b, 

para. 8)? Or is it more accurate to argue that there are many organizations and individuals 

and tools—including social media and the Internet, mainstream politicians and media—

that have provided the foundation for this violence? Contending with the structural, 

cultural, political, and historical dimensions of the Internet, which few journalists have 

the space for, might allow for a broader critique of the ideologies from which these 

attacks emerge.  

 Many times, these technological determinist critiques circled back on the techno-

utopianism of the past, mourning the dreams a reporter or critic might have held earlier 

for the potential of the Internet. For instance, Kara Swisher, writing for the Times in the 

aftermath of a spate of hate-motivated violence related to Internet radicalization in the 

fall of 2018, eulogized her old utopian vision like this:  

I cannot tell you how sad that is to write, because when I first saw the internet 

way back when, I hoped that it would help eliminate the attitudes that had fueled 

those horrible letters to me. I naïvely thought a lone man sending a reporter a 
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missive of malevolence could not find such refuge on the wide-open internet, 

where his hate would be seen for what it was and denounced and exorcised. I was 

obviously very wrong. Instead, the internet gave people like him the space to 

grow and thrive. Tech made no real rules, claiming the freedom from any 

strictures would be O.K. in what is the greatest experiment in human 

communications ever. (Swisher, 2018b, para. 17)  

 

Swisher had traded one technological determinist argument for another. In her earlier 

vision, the Internet would be a sort of cultural sanitizer or disinfectant, exposing bad 

ideas for what they were in an expansive marketplace of ideas. Now, the Internet became 

a medium without which hate could not grow in the way it has. Swisher had begun to 

realize that the cyberlibertarian ideal of unfettered free speech might have produced the 

problems she and other critics had started to identify, but she still portrayed the problem 

as a technological one in which the coders and corporations who produced the Internet 

hold the keys to the culture’s downfall and redemption. 

 Sometimes journalists conflated specific parts of the Internet, such as web hosting 

companies or social networks, with the whole of the Internet. Discursively, this produces 

a form of technological determinist metonymy in which the structures of the Internet—

the networking technologies and corporations which allow it to function—are treated as 

synonymous with the Internet as a whole. This metonymy flattens the Internet as an 

object of critique and reinforces cyberlibertarian ideas about the dangerousness of 

Internet regulation. For instance, a PennLive reporter wrote that Gab, an explicitly 

cyberlibertarian social media platform, was “suspended from the internet” after the 

Pittsburgh synagogue shooting, when in fact only Gab’s web-hosting company had 

cancelled their contract (DeJesus, 2018). This language suggests that the Internet is a 

unified place or body, when in fact, web hosting companies make decisions about who or 
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what to host individually and not en masse. Suspending someone or something from the 

Internet—a cyberlibertarian nightmare scenario if there ever was one—is probably not 

even possible, since there is no central authority constituted with the authority to do so.  

 Even critiques that focus on the political economic dimensions of the Internet 

often relied on the central technological determinist narratives of cyberlibertarianism in 

which the business model that has dominated the Internet—a hyper-capitalist deregulated 

free market—is an inevitable outgrowth of the technology itself. Such political economic 

critiques often focused on problems inherent in what many describe as the Internet’s most 

liberating qualities: its openness for users—or its relative lack of paywalls—and its 

promise as a commercial space. For instance, in a roundup of mea culpas from prominent 

technologists who had begun to critique the role of tech corporations in the proliferation 

of hate online, a New York magazine writer summarized the central problem this way: 

“To keep the internet free — while becoming richer, faster, than anyone in history — the 

technological elite needed something to attract billions of users to the ads they were 

selling. And that something, it turns out, was outrage” (Kulwin, 2018, para. 4). What this 

construction of the political economic problem of the Internet assumes is that the 

business model tech companies landed on—i.e. giving away free content or access to 

consumers in order to monetize their attention—was an inevitability. 

 These sorts of critiques foreclose on a number of ways we might otherwise 

construct the central problems of the Internet. That the profit motive must be central to 

the Internet—and is not at the heart of the very problems these critiques do well to 

identify—goes unquestioned. Some critics—such as a librarian from the Midwest, 

writing for The Minneapolis Star Tribune—have offered vivid alternatives for how the 
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Internet and its stewards might envision free information and communication, something 

institutions like public libraries have centered in their own missions without the incentive 

of profit (Fister, 2019). Barbara Fister (2019), the librarian, revisited the history of her 

own institution to question the intractability of the Internet’s problems: 

Over the past century, libraries have developed a robust set of core values. 

Libraries defend intellectual freedom and fight censorship. They are committed to 

protecting privacy. They strive to honor the diverse voices in their communities. 

They value access to knowledge for all. They are committed to the public good. In 

short, they serve as proof of concept that sharing need not entail revealing every 

detail of your personal life to a multitude of data miners. The existence of public 

libraries demonstrates that we have the will to support sharing knowledge as a 

public good, not simply as a profit-making enterprise. (Fister, 2019, para. 4) 

 

Fister provided a non-profit, public vision of the Internet—at least as a source of 

information and public discourse. Yet this vision is rarely imagined as a counterpoint to 

the common sense in the reporting on hate speech and harassment online. 

 Central to more standard journalistic critiques, instead, is an assumption that the 

Internet never could have existed without the profit-motive pushing technologists and 

capitalists to innovate. As Marketplace’s Molly Wood (2019) wrote, tech corporations 

shape their platforms based on “economic incentive” more than anything else (para. 11). 

Journalists may assume the commercial model is the only possible model for Internet 

platforms, in part, because journalists have often assumed that the commercial model is 

the only workable model for journalism itself (Pickard, 2017). The assumptions of 

capitalism inform cyberlibertarian discourse as much as they inform journalism about 

issues like hate speech and harassment. 

 Libertarian bloggers lean into the technological determinism that shapes much of 

the more mainstream journalism about online hate speech and harassment. For instance, 



  

223 

the editor of the libertarian blog Liberty Nation, began his polemic about the dangers of 

web hosting companies cutting off platforms like Gab with a bit of high-flown rhetoric: 

“Once known as the new frontier of free speech, the internet seemed destined to be one 

place on the planet where ideas could be freely expressed, and thoughts could be 

challenged in open debate. But no more” (Angelides, 2018, para. 1). Just like in John 

Perry Barlow’s declaration, the Internet has a destiny that might be thwarted by too much 

meddling through regulation. Another libertarian blogger called upon Greek myth and 

philosophy, comparing the Internet’s affordance of anonymity for so many of its users to 

the ring of Gyges, a mythical object which granted its wearer invisibility (Kirby, 2018). 

What do humans do with invisibility or anonymity, this blogger asked? They spew hate at 

each other and tear each other down, was the answer. Not only is technology naturalized 

here; culture is as well. Hate speech and harassment are human nature, anthropological 

certainties, as old as Greek myth. The Internet has only allowed them to become more 

apparent.  

 Even if techno-utopianism has largely been abandoned even by these 

cyberlibertarians, the technology itself is still the central problematic in their conceptions 

of the Internet. The Internet is the real problem. Culture, history, politics are moot points. 

Technological determinist rhetoric may be heightened in these overtly libertarian outlets, 

but it is not all that dissimilar from the way in which the Internet is conceptualized in the 

reporting in legacy mainstream outlets and the less overtly political tech-focused press. 

This technological determinism forecloses on deeper journalistic critiques of the politics 

around problematic speech because journalists represent such speech as a relatively 
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insoluble technological problem. Unregulated speech is considered a natural state of 

affairs on the Internet devoid of the historical and political context that made it so. 

 

Maximized Speech, Engagement, and Privileging Hate and Harassment 

 The same intersection of capitalist and cyberlibertarian ideals is apparent in the 

ways in which online speech is often represented by journalists. The cyberlibertarian 

ideal of maximized speech—that the Internet can and should be used to distribute as 

much speech as possible—often serves as an ideological justification for the hands-off 

approach to moderation taken by many platforms and governments and for the 

algorithmic maximization of engagement that has shaped speech on those platforms. Bad 

speech should not be combatted with regulation, the dominant cyberlibertarian thinking 

goes, it should be combatted with more speech. Free speech, in other words, is speech 

without restriction.   

 The argument that the only way to fight bad speech is with more speech often 

serves as a commonsense assumption, even in journalistic critiques of the frequently lax 

moderation policies of platforms. In an opinion piece published in the wake of a 

controversy over Mark Zuckberberg’s statements about holocaust denial being worthy of 

protection on Facebook, The New York Times editorial board agreed with Zuckerberg, at 

least in principle, that “the best way to fight offensive speech is with good speech” (The 

Editorial Board, 2018a, paras. 12-13). These representational routines further reify the 

cyberlibertarian ideal of maximized unfettered speech, justifying the profusion of speech 

that journalists nonetheless tend to agree is problematic.  
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 Though the Times editorial board admitted that Mark Zuckerberg’s statement was 

“platitudinous,” they reaffirmed the dictum, arguing “that doesn’t mean that American 

society couldn’t benefit from much more of it [good speech] today” after the Pittsburgh 

shooting (The Editorial Board, 2018a, para. 13). Likewise, an NPR reporter foregrounded 

the argument of Gab’s executive that “The answer to bad speech, or hate speech, however 

you want to define that, is more speech. And it always will be” (Doubek & Garsd, 2018, 

para. 7). John Stossel (2018), writing for Daily Press, argued that free speech was little 

more than a “myth” on social media platforms where right-wing ideologues like Alex 

Jones were finding it harder to publish. The solution, Stossel claimed, was a renewed 

commitment to unfettered free speech because “The best answer to speech we don’t like 

is: more speech” (para. 28).  

 Mike Godwin (2018b)—who worked alongside Barlow at the Electronic Frontier 

Foundation—wrote in Techdirt, that the focus on regulating “bad speech” might lead to 

onerous regulations. Instead of regulation, Godwin argued, the effects of bad speech 

should be limited by encouraging more, better speech. In overtly libertarian outlets, the 

marketplace of ideas metaphor still carries salience. Writing in The Federalist, Johnson 

(2019) argued that speech regulation online was being used “to squelch [conservative 

ideas] in the public marketplace of ideas” and that platforms and governments should let 

Internet speech sort itself out in a free and unregulated market (para. 9).  

 In much of the journalism, early American political rhetoric and court decisions 

of the early 20th century serve as the historical and ideological foundations upon which 

analysis of issues like online hate speech and its relationship to violence rest. In much of 

this work, speech and the marketplace are linked. Critics in the mainstream and tech 
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presses as well as in libertarian outlets often cite the work of Enlightenment philosophers 

like John Stuart Mill—who provided the basis for the marketplace of ideas metaphor—

documents like the First Amendment of the Constitution, and examples from U.S. 

jurisprudence like Schenck v. United States of 1919 or Whitney v. California of 1927 to 

support the argument that the only way to combat bad speech is more speech, an 

argument against any but the most narrow of speech constraints (e.g. Delistraty, 2018; 

Cohen, 2011; Douek, 2018). Even those journalists who argue that the libertarian binding 

of free speech and free markets is untenable on social media, the argument often uses 

these foundational texts to present an unfortunate dichotomy between the freedom of the 

old libertarian negative conception of free speech and the unfreedom of a new, if 

necessary regulatory regime (e.g. Pontin, 2018; Wood, 2019). 

Yet, as Friedman (2018) noted in the Jewish publication Forward, such 

reiterations of the old libertarian argument about the marketplace of ideas are hardly 

credible in the current media environment. When explicitly partisan outlets—Friedman 

cites Fox News and the Sinclair broadcasting empire—are motivated by an effort to 

dominate the metaphorical marketplace of ideas, good speech has little chance to win out. 

By 2017, even an executive of the American Civil Liberties Union—traditionally a 

protector of even the most overt hate speech—was telling a conference audience,  

We need to consider whether some of our timeworn maxims—the antidote to bad 

speech is more speech, the marketplace of ideas will result in the best arguments 

winning out—still ring true in an era when white supremacists have a friend in the 

White House. (Delistraty, 2018, para. 20) 

 



  

227 

Despite growing skepticism of these doxa about free speech, journalists often reiterated 

corollaries of these clichés about maximized speech—namely that regulation of speech, 

even when justified, amounts to a constraint of freedom. 

 Whatever this “more speech” argument’s merits, it is stretched thin when used to 

support the protection of direct threats to or celebration of violence against marginalized 

groups or individuals. Few journalists ask why exactly platforms protect these types of 

speech which they almost uniformly represent as problematic. Often, in cases where 

violence is connected to specific rhetoric and posts on platforms, journalists present 

evidence of harassment and hate speech without putting this evidence in the context of 

the platforms’ policies and practices regarding speech. The central problem is often 

represented by journalists as the migration of hate speech and harassment from online 

spaces into physical spaces, rather than the permissiveness of online hate speech and 

harassment by platforms in the first place, even when that permissiveness is critiqued 

(e.g. Corera, 2019). For example, reporters from The Daily Beast catalogued the tweets of 

Cesar Sayoc Jr. who sent explosive devices to prominent Democrats and liberals in 

October 2018, showing that many of his communications rose to the level of threats 

against groups and specific individuals; yet the fact that these communications were 

enabled by Twitter and remained on Twitter despite their violent nature goes 

uncommented upon (Weill, Sommer, & Melendez, 2018). The speech itself, rather than 

the context of the speech, is the focus of the reporting. One of NPR’s reports around the 

same time at least acknowledged that specific threats made by Sayoc had been reported to 

Twitter and that Twitter did not remove them or suspend his account (Garsd, 2018).  
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 An assumption that even violent, obscene speech should be—and will be—

protected extends throughout this discourse. The cyberlibertarian ideal of maximized 

speech forecloses on alternative interpretations of these events. What value can such 

speech have, journalists fail to ask, other than to discourage those targeted from 

participating in public conversations? In what way does allowing users to send pictures of 

death with veiled threats at other users enrich public debate or the cyberlibertarian 

marketplace of ideas (Weill, Sommer, & Melendez, 2018)? Critical journalists like Carlos 

Maza at Vox are beginning to press platforms on these questions, as I explore in the next 

chapter, but too many journalists leave them unasked.  

 The assumption is often implicit that hate speech and harassment are merely the 

inevitable side effects of our unassailable policies and beliefs—our doxa—regarding 

freedom of speech online. Online hate and harassment are not considered legitimate 

causes for concern in much of the reporting. Jonathan Rauch, a free speech absolutist 

working for the Brookings Institution, was quoted by NPR in a story on hate speech and 

harassment, saying:  

Trying to deal with hate by repressing hate speech is like trying to deal with 

global warming by breaking the thermometers. The problem isn't the speech. The 

problem is the hate. And the way you deal with that problem is by understanding 

and confronting it. (Garsd, 2018, para. 16) 

 

This articulation ignores the way such threats shape how people use digital spaces. 

Furthermore, it relies on a specious distinction between hate and its expression. Hate 

speech is not a barometer or thermometer of hate; it is an enactment of hate that has the 

potential to harms its targets and to reduce their freedom.  
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 As the reporting of Buni and Chemaly (2016) in The Verge has shown, women, 

people of color, and other marginalized groups are often the targets of hate speech and 

harassment online, yet it is the speech of the purveyors of hate and harassment that is 

often protected by platforms. As the next chapter shows, the imperatives driving the 

governance of speech on Internet platforms are more about maximizing engagement, or 

saving face under mounting pressure from the public, than they are about protecting 

marginalized groups and individuals. This reporting makes apparent that the experience 

of targets of harassment is not central to how moderation policies and practices are 

constructed. These experiences are also rarely central to the reporting on hate speech and 

harassment. 

 

Gab and a Representative Tragedy of Cyberlibertarian Freedom 

 Much of the remainder of this chapter focuses on reporting and commentary in 

the aftermath of a specific instance of violence that was connected, by journalists and 

others, to online hate speech and harassment. In October 2018, a gunman killed eleven 

worshippers at the Tree of Life Synagogue in Pittsburgh (Morales, 2019). Prior to this act 

of violence and terrorism, the gunman used a social network called Gab to express his 

anti-Semitism and to issue threats to the Jewish community. Much of the reporting in the 

wake of the killings focused on this online hate speech and harassment, specifically the 

question of whether Gab was responsible for enabling the gunman’s speech and, 

consequently, for the violence related to that speech (e.g. Schmit, 2018; DeJesus, 2018; 

Garsd, 2018; Doubek & Garsd, 2018; The Editorial Board, 2018b).  
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 By looking more closely at journalists’ representation of the central issues and 

actors in this case, this section examines how cyberlibertarian doxa shape journalistic 

representations of the tensions between free speech ideals and the proliferation of 

problematic speech online. As I show in the sections below, journalists often left these 

tensions unresolved, deferring to normative assumptions about the value of unregulated 

speech even in the face of horrific violence associate with it. These normative 

assumptions were reinforced by platform executives whose voices were often centered in 

the reporting and commentary. Executives often defined their platforms as defenders of 

free speech principles and turned the focus of reporting to the potential consequences of 

regulating speech online. The threat of censorship became the primary problem rather 

than the violence that prompted the reporting.  

 Conflicting ideals about online free speech become central to the reporting on 

such events in part because they are what Wright (2017) calls “representative tragedies” 

or archetypical journalistic stories “that expose warring social forces that are at the heart 

of people’s everyday concerns” (p. 130). The “warring social forces” revealed in the 

reporting of this representative tragedy are central to how controversies over Internet 

freedom have been represented in general. People want to be safe in public and private 

spaces and others want unfettered freedom from constraint, including the freedom to 

make marginalized people feel unsafe in public and private spaces through speech.  

 The legitimacy of this latter freedom, in the reporting and commentary, is often 

founded on the First Amendment and an assumption that any regulation of expression is 

tantamount to censorship and constrains freedom, even if it is sometimes represented as 

necessary (e.g. Vigo, 2018; Garsd, 2018; Douek, 2018; Angelides, 2018; “Online rants,” 
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2018; DeJesus, 2018). For many journalists reporting on online hate speech and 

harassment, the proliferation of unregulated speech online has a Constitutional origin: 

“The First Amendment prevents government censorship” (Garsd, 2018, para. 20).  

 Yet this is a simplified negative interpretation of the First Amendment’s 

protection of the freedom of speech. Journalists rarely interrogated the basis for these 

assumptions, more often framing their coverage as an intractable stalemate between two 

equally valid social forces. Violence that is related to online hate speech is a problem, 

journalists tended to agree, but it does not serve to legitimize any restraint on speech 

according to the common sense of much of the reporting. These representative tragedies 

are tragic in the Aristotelian sense in that hate speech and violence are recognized as 

problematic but they are represented as inevitable outcomes of an immutable state of 

affairs (Aristotle, 1942). In this case, unfettered free speech may enable hate speech and 

harassment, but unfettered speech is an eternal and unquestionable ideal, so we must 

accept the tragic violence and hatred it enables. 

 The platform Gab emerged in 2017 to explicitly embody and enable the 

cyberlibertarian ethos of maximized free speech in reaction to a perceived increase in 

speech regulation at more popular platforms: “Billed as an alternative to Twitter, Gab is a 

social network that positions itself as a champion of free speech ‘and the free flow of 

information online’”  (Webster, 2019, para. 4). The platform, however, only came to the 

attention of most journalists after the killings in Pittsburgh in late 2018. Yet the 

statements of Gab’s founder, published in the reporting after the killings, echoed the way 

more prominent tech executives have tended to distance themselves from the hate and 
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harassment enabled by their platforms, while simultaneously reiterating their 

commitment to unfettered speech.  

 Andrew Torba, Gab’s founder, told a reporter for WBRE-TV in Wilkes-Barre, 

Pennsylvania, “It disgusted me. … I was horrified to find that this alleged terrorist was on 

our site. I fundamentally believe in free expression and the individual liberty and 

fundamental human right for everyone to speak freely” (quoted in DeJesus, 2018, para. 

30). This echoes Mark Zuckerberg’s infamous insistence that holocaust denials were 

valuable and therefore protected expression on Facebook, even if he found the sentiment 

behind these denials distasteful. Zuckerberg told Recode’s Kara Swisher (2018a, para. 

51), “I’m Jewish, and there’s a set of people who deny that the Holocaust happened. I 

find that deeply offensive. But at the end of the day, I don’t believe that our platform 

should take that down because I think there are things that different people get wrong.”  

 Ideologically, such reporting, which serves to amplify these statements and 

arguments, squares the conflicting ideas that on one hand speech amplified by these 

platforms is heinous, and on the other that any restriction of speech on these platforms 

would be inimical to the doxa about free speech accepted by the platforms and the 

broader culture. Torba and Zuckerberg might find this speech problematic, but they also 

insist that anti-Semitism and other hate speech is worthy of protection on the Internet. In 

this case, concerns about the safety and freedom of the targets of hate and violence do not 

alter do not challenge cyberlibertarian common sense about online speech. 

 Safety and freedom are inimical to each other, in this discourse, and freedom 

always wins. If, as Patterson (2001) has shown, people experience freedom through 

safety in the spaces they inhabit, journalists are perpetuating a conception of an idealized 
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freedom and not a lived freedom. How this idealized freedom—which inhibits the lived 

freedom of marginalized people—provides something of value to those who enjoy it goes 

unarticulated in the reporting and commentary. Why do anti-Semites, racists, 

misogynists, and conspiracy theorists need to be afforded spaces on these platforms if the 

owners of the platforms find their speech heinous and their speech leads to the harm of 

other people? 

 These questions went unasked and therefore went unanswered. In Torba’s 

statements to the media, “Gab unequivocally disavows and condemns all acts of terrorism 

and violence” even as it provided a haven for violent white supremacist and anti-Semitic 

rhetoric (Schmit, 2018, para. 9). Yet neither Torba, nor Zuckerberg—in his defense of 

holocaust denials—articulated how these forms of speech are valuable. Journalists rarely 

pushed for anything beyond a reiterated commitment to absolute freedom of speech.  

 

Platforms: The Cyberlibertarian Defenders of Free Speech 

 In much of the reporting, journalists deferred to official definitions of individuals, 

institutions, and corporations, producing coverage in which Gab was allowed to define 

itself and journalists couched any critiques or analysis of the platform in the words of 

others. This practice is routine in much journalism (Hall, et al., 1978). Gab and other 

platforms were thus often able to define themselves as defenders of free speech, even in 

journalism about violence associated with speech. For instance, two NPR reporters called 

Gab an “alternative social media network,” one “that touts itself as an alternative to 

Twitter and Facebook to give conservatives a platform for free speech. But it also has 

been criticized for providing a platform for anti-Semitism and white nationalism” 
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(Doubek & Garsd, 2018, paras. 1-2). By giving Gab the power to self-identify as merely 

“alternative” and by assigning the criticism of its enablement of hate to a nameless 

source—using the passive construction “has been criticized”—the reporters afforded Gab 

the same legitimacy that many journalists have given to so-called “alt-right” figures and 

groups by deferring to their chosen naming conventions (Mohajer, 2017).  

 Is the platform really “alternative” or is it merely more tolerant of hateful and 

violent rhetoric? Is there an “alt-right”? Or is there just a new generation of hate groups? 

These names and designations matter and journalists often let their routines of 

representation—deferring to the subject and consigning critical views to other sources—

determine how they name and define people and things in their work. Later the NPR 

reporters noted that, “A casual scroll through Gab's message boards while it was up over 

the weekend revealed plenty of anti-Semitism, racism, Nazism and sexism running 

through its messages” (Doubek & Garsd, 2018, para. 11). Yet this evidence was not 

enough for the reporter to define the site as a home for hate speech, first and foremost, in 

a story about violence related to the platform.  

 Gab was, instead, allowed to define itself as a place for unpopular “alternative” 

speech, even in critical opinion columns. For example, opinion pieces in The New York 

Times called Gab “a social network established to harbor speech censored by mainstream 

platforms” (The Editorial Board, 2018b, para. 7) and “a new social network that bills 

itself as a guardian of free speech, unlike somewhat less permissive platforms like 

Twitter” (The Editorial Board, 2018a, para. 8). In these editorials, the Times used the 

terms Gab itself uses, calling the relatively lax speech regulation on other more popular 

platforms censorship. Whether a privately-owned platform setting terms of use that 
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disallow hate speech and certain forms of harassment should be considered censorship 

remains a contested proposition (Ganesh, 2019), but the Times framed this as a foregone 

conclusion. Twitter censors speech in this journalistic representation, producing the need 

for a less censorious platform, i.e. Gab.  

 Other journalists were less equivocating in their description of Gab. A reporter for 

Philadelphia Weekly called it a “Hate haven” and foregrounded the fact that white 

supremacists had made it their home, going so far as to suggest that it may have some 

“responsibility for having helped foment violence” (Schmit, 2018, para. 14). A reporter 

for The Daily Beast called Gab an “extremist-friendly website” (Weill, 2018, para. 1). 

Kara Swisher, writing in the Times called the site “an alt-right platform with an adorable 

name and a dead-ugly purpose” (Swisher, 2018b, para. 4). Gab can be defined as a refuge 

for free speech, and as a platform for hate and as both as when Kevin Roose, also writing 

for the Times, called it “a last refuge for internet scoundrels — a place where those with 

views considered too toxic for the mainstream could congregate and converse freely” 

(Roose, 2018, para. 18). Even when Gab was being critiqued, it was represented as a 

place where freedom can prevail.  

 In critiques of the way hate speech and harassment have proliferated online more 

broadly, tech executives often reiterated the commitment of their platforms to 

cyberlibertarian ideals. Ellen Pao, a former executive with Reddit who had become a 

Silicon Valley critic, told New York magazine that tech entrepreneurs were “creating 

platforms that were designed and oriented around free speech” and this had started 

getting them in trouble (Kulwin, 2018, para. 12). The deference that many journalists 

paid to tech executives’ definitions of these platforms is problematic because it 
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legitimizes an argument for hosting hate speech in the name of unfettered free speech that 

often gets no further articulation, and calls for no deeper critique, in the reporting. 

 In some journalism, the line between the platform and a broadly conceived public 

is obscured by the way in which journalists represent free speech issues as subject to the 

decisions of tech executives. These discourses reiterate a prevailing narrative of 

“corporational determinism” in which technologists—specifically tech executives—are 

afforded ultimate authority in public debates about digital governance (Natale, Bory, & 

Balbi, 2019, p. 1). When Mark Zuckerberg wrote, in a Facebook post that was quoted by 

journalists, that it’s not Facebook’s responsibility but “society’s” to determine what is 

and isn’t acceptable speech on Facebook, he and the journalists who did not push back on 

this statement conflate the citizens of society with the users of Facebook (Douek, 2018, 

para. 11). When Zuckerberg told Vox’s Ezra Klein (2018a, para. 75) that “civic society 

basically starts bottom up” he didn’t mean that people should demand their public 

institutions regulate Facebook but instead that Facebook provides a tool for individual 

people to connect and communicate freely.  

 As in the cyberlibertarian rhetoric that emerged in the early-1990s in which 

democracy and digital networks were imagined to fuse on the Internet, technology has 

subsumed the public in this discourse. People who are not users of Facebook, and 

therefore cannot monitor and report problematic content, have little recourse to shape 

what speech is acceptable on the platform and, therefore, what free speech means on the 

Internet. As the following chapter examines, tech executives tend to rhetorically give 

their users agency in order to deflect responsibility for decisions that platforms—not 

governments and not the public—are ultimately responsible for.  
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 This conflation of the public and the platform provides the foundation of a 

cyberlibertarian dream of direct democracy, one which, according to a law scholar 

writing for Lawfare, “risk[s] undermining [the] protection of minorities,” (Douek, 2018, 

para. 11). Even in the case of Gab, the platform’s executive represents his platform as a 

haven for free speech for the public, rather than as a place where hate and harassment can 

flourish. Gab’s users seem to agree. Yet, as a public, their conception of freedom is 

inextricable from their expressions of hate. One of the most popular posts on the site after 

the Pittsburgh shooting read “Gab is the free speech platform Jews want to destroy” 

(Roose, 2018, para. 32). The platform becomes a symbolic metonym of the public, the 

body in which and for which freedom is facilitated. 

 

Drawing a Line between Speech and Violence 

 United States legal standards and normative notions about the line between 

speech and violence are often permissive of all but the most specific threats of violence 

(Guyton, 2013). These laws and norms align with the cyberlibertarian ideal of relatively 

unregulated free speech online. Sometimes the law enforcement community itself voices 

these commonsense notions about what constitutes the bounds of protected free speech 

online in journalistic reports. In a story from KDWN, a nationally-syndicated 

conservative talk radio station, the perspective and experiences of law enforcement 

officials were centered in a story about the blurred lines between constitutionally 

protected hate speech and legally-actionable threats of violence (“Online rants,” 2018). 

By centering this perspective, the KDWN reporter represented the nature of speech, and 

its robust protection under the Constitution, as unquestionable doxa in a story that, at 
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least initially, tried to sort out the line between verbal or textual hate and threats of 

physical violence. KDWN explicitly ceded authority over the bounds of speech and 

violence to law enforcement, writing, “They [law enforcement] are mindful of the fact 

that the First Amendment protects Americans' right to express even speech that many in 

society find abhorrent — and have to make often-subjective decisions about what crosses 

the line” (“Online rants,” 2018, para. 8). 

 This type of story implies that it is a tragic inevitability that hate-fueled violence 

will extend from hate speech online, but we must tolerate it for the sake of free speech 

rights. As a former agent of the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives 

told KDWN, “We can go out on Twitter and there are loads of people saying insane stuff, 

but how do you know which is the one person?” (“Online rants,” 2018, para. 4). The 

implied answer is, no one can know, so hate speech and its relationship to violence is 

largely beyond the purview of law enforcement, and anyone else. Since common 

interpretations of the laws around hate speech and the First Amendment hold that 

threatening language—including hate speech and harassment—is not legally-actionable if 

it is aimed at a general group, rather than at an individual (Blakey & Murray, 2002), 

much hateful speech will be protected by platforms and by law enforcement. 

 Savvy hatemongers have exploited this in order to foment as much violent 

rhetoric as they want on these platforms, making sure it’s not rendered too explicit and 

directed at too specific a target (Feinberg, 2017). The tone of irony and crass humor that 

defines so much of the most extreme rhetoric on the Internet gives the posters and their 

defenders a certain amount of “plausible deniability”; many of the threats embedded in 

such harmful speech are not “overt enough to get them banned outright” according to 
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Marketplace’s Molly Wood (2019, para. 4). Yet journalists often reiterate this logic in the 

way they represent these issues. Reporting on the Pittsburgh shooting, NPR’s Jasmine 

Garsd wrote that some online threats are obvious, but “online behavior” like the killer’s 

anti-Semitic violent rhetoric “isn’t always this easy to define” (Garsd, 2018, para. 8). In 

effect, the outwardly confounding nature of the rhetoric is what makes it so easily 

defensible under the broad cyberlibertarian rubric of free speech. 

 However, the logic of this common sense breaks down in cases where reporters 

contend with the actual content of online hate speech and threats and with the 

consequences of such threats to its targets. For instance, a reporter for PennLive quoted 

the posts of a white supremacist in Pennsylvania who used the platform Gab to ask 

threatening rhetorical questions—that qualify as protected speech—like “Why do we sit 

behind keyboards? Why aren’t we organizing and killing leftists in droves? What are we 

afraid of?” (DeJesus, 2018, para. 5). This poster described these types of posts as “free 

speech expressions not meant to threaten or incite violence” (para. 6). The Gab user’s 

posts do not rise to the level of credible or actionable threats because they do not target 

specific people but only a class of people, as law enforcement acknowledges in the story. 

Yet, when a threat to a group precedes actual violence committed against that group, the 

consequences of protecting such speech are perhaps greater than specific threats to an 

individual. The value of protecting such threats to groups or classes of people is never 

articulated in these reports, but instead assumed as a foregone conclusion under 

jurisprudential and cyberlibertarian doxa about free speech. 

 Very few reports explicitly articulate harassment as a threat to the freedom of its 

targets. Even an NPR report that gave voice to a targeted person does not dwell on how 
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these threats might affect such a person, other than to quote the targeted person, an 

African American woman, saying “Do I have to be walking out of my condo building and 

end up being physically hurt or harmed in order for it to be taken seriously?” (Garsd, 

2018, para. 6). Safety is the primary concern expressed in this statement, but it is not 

articulated as a matter of personal freedom that is being compromised by the threats 

levied online. Yet some journalists have unveiled a central paradox to the cyberlibertarian 

interpretation of hate speech and harassment. For example, in a New York Times editorial, 

Parker Molloy (2018) a trans writer, made the argument that a new policy on Twitter 

restricting anti-trans speech would actually produce more valuable speech. Molloy (2018) 

acknowledged that “to many on the right, it reeked of censorship and ‘political 

correctness,’” but argued that it would “promote[] free speech” by reducing hate speech 

and harassment that “impedes the free flow of ideas and debate” (paras. 1-8). In this 

conception, relatively unfettered free speech is represented as potentially restrictive of the 

freedom of marginalized people. Yet, just as slaveholders and Jim Crow-era 

segregationists used the ideal of freedom to legitimate slavery and segregation, purveyors 

of hate now use the ideal of freedom to legitimate hate speech and harassment online.  

   

Cyberlibertarian Victims of Censorship 

 Because acts of violence like the Pittsburgh synagogue shooting are rendered as 

tragic clashes of intractable values, journalists often produce a narrative in which those 

who run and use sites like Gab are able to represent themselves as victims of potential 

censorship. When Gab was temporarily shut down after the killings, a message on its 

frontpage, which was quoted in many press reports, said, "We have been smeared by the 
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mainstream media for defending free expression and individual liberty for all people and 

for working with law enforcement to ensure that justice is served for the horrible atrocity 

committed at Pittsburgh” (Doubek & Garsd, 2018, para. 4). In this narrative, amplified in 

the press, Gab was the law-abiding figure and those who criticized it for hosting hate 

speech—and promising to continue hosting hate speech—were victimizing it and its 

users. Journalists often deferred to these types of statements, even as they identified the 

problematic nature of the hate speech and extremist radicalization on sites like Gab. 

 Platform executives have their own political and economic motivations in 

fostering this narrative of victimization. Gab’s executive specifically pitched the platform 

as a sanctuary for right-wing conservatives and libertarians who think Facebook and 

Twitter are censoring their voices (Selyukh, 2017; Doubek & Garsd, 2018). An opinion 

writer for the Jewish publication Forward argued that better regulation at sites like 

Twitter, which had recently strengthened its terms of service to deal with hate speech, 

actually produces demand for sites like Gab, feeding into this narrative of victimization 

(Friedman, 2018). Right-wing commentators like Glenn Beck (2018), likewise, reiterated 

this narrative when Twitter strengthened protections against the harassment of trans 

people, writing that free speech was being “held hostage” by a tiny minority bent on 

political correctness. Trans journalists, unlike much of the media, recognized the bad-

faith victimization game being played by the right-wing press in these cases. In an 

opinion piece for The New York Times, Parker Molloy wrote,  

They [critics of the new policy] surely see themselves as truth-tellers fighting 

against political correctness run amok. … But in fact, the content free-for-all 

chills speech by allowing the dominant to control the parameters of debate, never 

letting discussion proceed past the pedantic obsession with names and pronouns. 

(Molloy, 2018, paras. 6-7) 
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Ideologically, the cyberlibertarian commitment to unfettered free speech serves as a 

foundation for delegitimizing any regulation of speech and representing it as tantamount 

to censorship. The trans people being victimized by hate speech and harassment recede 

into the background and those being constrained from victimizing others become victims 

themselves. 

 Paradoxes in this victimization narrative emerge in the work of libertarian 

bloggers writing about these issues. The editor of the libertarian blog Liberty Nation, in a 

screed against the media portrayal of Gab, engaged in what-aboutism—arguing that 

Twitter and Facebook enable hateful speech as much as platforms like Gab—while also 

arguing that those mainstream platforms are too censorious (Angelides, 2018). The 

blogger wrote,  

The Facebooks, Twitters, and Googles of this world fear no such repercussions. 

Indeed, anti-Semitic content has been widely viewed and shared on these major 

league social media platforms without a single action being taken. … Despite 

examples such as this, the voices who are celebrating GAB’s imminent demise 

have not called for Twitter to suffer the same fate.” (Angelides, 2018, para. 8) 

 

These confounding narratives of victimhood serve to erase the concerns about violence 

and hatred at the heart of these stories. Gab and the purveyors of hate that use it are the 

victims of concern in this work, not the people who have been harassed off those other 

websites or who have been killed by people radicalized on Gab. The removal of Gab 

from the servers of its web-host was interpreted by this blogger as “a step that will have 

the delegates of political correctness exulting in faux righteousness” rather than an actual 

effort to stop enabling hate to flourish online (Angelides, 2018, para. 5). The 

cyberlibertarian doxa of free speech serves as a powerful ideological foundation for these 
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grievances—both drawing new users to sites like Gab and serving the political ends of 

right-wing commentators. The targets of hate speech, harassment, and the violence that 

extends from them are utterly lost in these reports. 

 

A Narrative of “Anti-Conservative” Bias in Silicon Valley 

 This narrative of the victimization of the purveyors and enablers of far-right hate 

speech and harassment online, serves as a strong foundation upon which conservative 

politicians and pundits base claims of an anti-conservative bias in Silicon Valley. As the 

recent White House “Social Media Summit” in July 2019—which was attended by right-

wing Internet provocateurs and trolls—shows, discourses about tech corporations 

censoring right-wing speech serve as a political tool to stoke grievances and push back 

against change in content moderation policies (Rogers, 2019). Tech executives and 

journalists often enable such discourses to flourish. When tech executives were called to 

testify in front of congress between 2017 and 2019, certain government officials and 

political actors began to define the controversy in a way that drove not only the 

journalistic narrative but also the statements and policies of tech executives.  

 For instance, in The New York Times’ reporting on the congressional testimony of 

Google executive Sundar Pichai, much of the focus was on the claim of conservative 

politicians that Google and other tech platforms have embedded an anti-conservative bias 

in their products (Wakabayashi & Kang, 2018). The Times’ reporters acknowledged that 

this argument has been challenged, writing “The accusations [of anti-conservatism] are 

largely discredited by academics and technologists”. Yet in the same sentence, they re-

legitimize the anti-conservative claims, writing “but Google, Twitter and Facebook have 
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been dogged over the past year by suspicions that their companies, based in liberal-

leaning Silicon Valley, have been trying to suppress the views of the right” (para. 5). 

These disembodied “suspicions” were centered in this reporting, because they were the 

focus of the government’s inquiry, even if those suspicions were unfounded.  

 Furthermore, tech executives rarely insisted on the baselessness of these claims, 

but instead reiterated the cyberlibertarian ideals that have structured their products and 

policies for so long. Pichai’s rejoinders to the claims of anti-conservatism are telling. 

Google’s commitments are to “free speech and political neutrality” he said (Wakabayashi 

& Kang, 2018, para. 6), the old go-to ideals of cyberlibertarianism, talking points which 

other tech elites, like Twitter’s executives, who have called Twitter “the free speech wing 

of the free speech party” (Halliday, 2012, para. 1) had long used to claim neutrality and 

to rationalize their lax policies regarding things like hate speech and harassment.  

 Sometimes journalists and critics did contend with the irony in this narrative of 

anti-conservative bias taking up so much space in the reporting and in the rhetoric 

coming out of Silicon Valley. When Twitter introduced algorithms that ended up 

amplifying extreme voices on the right, for instance, the irony of the conservative 

narrative of Silicon Valley bias was not lost on Oliver Darcy (2019), who, in a CNN 

article, wrote:  

There is some irony to the amplification of these right-wing voices. Trump and 

other prominent Republicans have long accused Twitter of "shadow banning" 

users with conservative viewpoints, an accusation Twitter has strongly denied. In 

reality, not only is Twitter not "shadow banning" these right wing personalities 

for their political viewpoints, the platform's algorithm is actually amplifying some 

of their tweets to audiences who do not even follow their accounts. (para. 20) 
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A Twitter representative, in the same story, defended the new algorithms with rhetoric 

about increasing the breadth of content users would be exposed to, a sort of algorithmic 

maximization of speech:  

We are constantly working to bring people who use Twitter relevant content, and 

one way we do that is by looking at content and accounts followed by people you 

follow. This does mean that you might sometimes see accounts or content you 

don't agree with. (Darcy, 2019, para. 6).  

The unfounded claims of platforms’ anti-conservative bias, in effect, push tech elites to 

retreat to the standard ideological common sense of the Internet, the cyberlibertarian idea 

that technology could and should be a neutral maximizer of free speech. Reporters were 

relatively adept at identifying the ironies of the conservative narrative around Silicon 

Valley, but generally less so at teasing out the subtler ironies embedded in the tech 

industry’s own policies and rhetoric.  

 This narrative of bias may be facilitated by tech industry statements, but it arises 

from a specific political mobilization on the right. Though journalists may question the 

narrative in their reporting and commentary, the idea that platforms are biased against 

conservatives has been widespread among the general public, according to polls 

published by Pew Research Center and Axios (Fischer & Snyder, 2018; Solon, 2018). 

Furthermore, because journalists represent online free speech issues as matters of 

controversy, the bias narrative receives perhaps undue attention. For example, when 

former U.S. Attorney General Jeff Sessions initiated inquiries into whether tech 

companies were suppressing conservative speech, even relatively progressive press 

outlets amplified these claims with little of the context that shows that such suppression 

does not occur (Solon, 2018). Instead, Sessions’ “growing concerns” that tech companies 
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are “intentionally stifling the free exchange of ideas” was foregrounded and Donald 

Trump’s tweets about those concerns reiterated (para. 1). The story read, 

Social media companies have long been accused of stifling conservative views on 

their platforms, most recently by Donald Trump. In a flurry of tweets last week 

the president claimed that Google’s news service was “rigged” against him. 

Google denied that search results were politically biased. The White House 

subsequently said it was “taking a look” at whether, and how, Google should be 

regulated by the government. (Solon, 2018, para. 3) 

 

A systematic anti-conservative bias among social media companies’ policies, for which 

there is no evidence, was asserted here as a matter of controversy. In fact, according to a 

deeply reported story about internal tensions at Facebook published in Wired, executives 

were so concerned with avoiding accusations of anti-conservative bias that they have 

avoided supporting high quality journalism on their platforms, fearing that supporting 

outlets labelled too liberal by conservative activists would draw criticism (Thompson & 

Vogelstein, 2019). To this end, The Guardian reported, Facebook partnered with a 

project of The Daily Caller, a right-wing media organization that publishes work by 

conspiracy theorists and white nationalists, in a fact-checking project on the site (Levin, 

2019). Furthermore, Mark Zuckerberg must have helped further this narrative when he 

told the press that taking a more active role in moderating speech on Facebook would 

“set himself up as the Grand Censor of American or global debate” (The Editorial Board, 

2018a, paras. 12). 

 At least in the case of Facebook, the relationship between journalistic values and 

norms and policies regarding free speech is fraught with political maneuvering that is as 

much, if not more, about the appearance of neutrality than facts or truth or responsibility. 

Facebook may be outwardly adopting the idea that journalistic neutrality and objectivity 
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means airing the opinions of both sides, rather than relying on evidence as an organizing 

principle for valuable journalism. The “liberal media” trope, which now includes Silicon 

Valley, uses journalism’s stated principles to delegitimize journalistic practices. As 

Marwick and Lewis (2017) have argued, this effort by the far-right at what they call 

“media manipulation” works to “contribute to decreased trust of mainstream media, 

increased misinformation, and further radicalization” (p. 1) a cycle which self-fortifies 

the right’s positions. Facebook amplifies the power of this trope, tacitly legitimating it by 

partnering with ideologues in its “fact-checking” operations. These problematic 

developments are entangled with the idealization of unfettered free speech online that has 

dominated discourses about the Internet for decades. 

 This narrative of anti-conservative bias, when reiterated in right-wing and 

libertarian press outlets, tends to substitute the old cyberlibertarian bogeyman of 

government constraint with a new paranoia about corporate authoritarianism. The same 

cyberlibertarian logic that runs through much of the more mainstream reporting on 

platform moderation serves in conservative and libertarian outlets as the foundational 

logic for a rhetoric that delegitimizes any boundaries for free speech—especially 

anything that censors or de-platforms right-wing voices. A blogger for the Gatestone 

Institute took anti-conservative bias as a given, writing, “The question of whether such 

discrimination against conservative viewpoints constitutes a breach of law is currently the 

subject of a number of lawsuits” (Bergman, 2018, para. 9). Other right-wing outlets 

charged Silicon Valley with caving into demands from the left and blacklisting search 

results that were too conservative (e.g. Bokhari, 2018; Dale, 2019; Carl; 2019). These 



  

248 

stories often traffic in dystopian visions of censorship. Allum Bokhari (2018) at Breitbart 

wrote,  

America has already caught a glimpse of the coming corporate dystopia. Over the 

past two years, we’ve seen a massive, largely unchecked assault on Americans’ 

ability to enjoy their constitutional freedoms, led by unaccountable CEOs and 

relentlessly encouraged by Democrats and the establishment media. (Bokhari, 

2018, para. 3) 

 

In this narrative, tech corporations have become a central villain in the “liberal media” 

rhetoric used by the right to delegitimize the potential regulation of speech that might 

help their cause. Yet even a writer for the libertarian Ayn Rand Institute wrote that claims 

about anti-conservative bias in social media policies—based on a now publicly available 

document—did not pass the “sniff test” (Bayer, 2018, para. 4). That so many journalists 

had reiterated these claims without foregrounding their baselessness only plays into the 

narrative’s salience, much in the way that claims used to delegitimize climate science, for 

example, were amplified by journalistic practices in the past (Oreskes & Conway, 2010). 

 

Conclusion: The Slippery Slope of Censoriousness 

 As this chapter explored, definitions of online free speech, hate speech, and 

harassment are imbricated with the imperatives of the commercial platforms which now 

dominate the Internet. Policies regarding these concepts are enacted less often by the 

United States government than by the massive corporations that make up Silicon Valley. 

This emerging practice of corporate speech regulation and governance has shifted much 

of the cyberlibertarian critique of government on to those platforms. The journalistic 

discourse has often followed. The prevailing negative conception of freedom in the 

reporting and commentary on these issues often leads journalists and their sources to 
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represent any regulation of speech, whether by governments or platforms—no matter 

how well-justified and otherwise uncontroversial—as a slippery slope or gateway to 

greater and more problematic censorship, even outside the bounds of the narrative of anti-

conservative bias.  

 For instance, when Alex Jones was banned from a number of platforms such as 

Facebook and Twitter, though some critics represented this as a positive use by those 

platforms of their prerogative to remove harmful material (e.g. Tufekci, 2018b; 

Doctorow, 2018), often threaded through these reports were warnings about how 

allowing platforms to ban speech like Jones’ conspiracy-theorizing would lead to broader 

censorship based on political stance or opinion. For instance, Jameel Jaffer, director of 

the Knight First Amendment Institute at Columbia University, told Recode’s Kara 

Swisher:  

That’s when I think free speech advocates start to get nervous about Facebook 

excluding people from the platform, especially when there’s an argument that 

they’re excluding people on the basis of viewpoint. … You can think whatever 

you want to about Alex Jones, but I worry not about Alex Jones, but about the 

next person or the next year. Who is it that Facebook is going to be excluding 

next year? (Johnson, E., 2018, para. 6) 

 

Mike Masnick (2018b), writing for Techdirt about another case of deplatforming, 

parodied the views of those who supported such measures in moderating speech like this: 

“meh, no big deal if there are some more lawsuits or more censorship” (para. 4). In effect, 

these critics, who are by no means the most extreme cyberlibertarian voices in the tech 

press, reject even banning harmful content like Jones’ conspiracy theories, because 

giving platforms such powers to remove content will lead to harmful censorship and the 

loss of freedom of speech. What this argument often lacks is any real historical evidence 
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for such a “slippery slope.” Moderation of speech happens in all sorts of public and 

private institutions. Most of them don’t end up as Orwellian dystopias. Cyberlibertarian 

ideology, however, rarely relies on historical precedent or analysis. Freedom is an all or 

nothing game played out in the present and future with little regard to how it has 

functioned in the past. 

 Some critics writing for tech publications have used examples of existing Internet 

regulations to argue that any regulation leads to disastrous consequences and threatens to 

hamper all sorts of useful speech. For example, again in techdirt, Masnick (2018b) 

critiqued the work of New York Times columnist Nicholas Kristof (2017), which Masnick 

argued was pivotal in getting legislation passed that aimed to eliminate sex trafficking 

and prostitution from the Internet. Though Masnick has a point regarding Kristof’s often 

naïve perspective—many sex workers and advocates say the legislation makes them less 

safe (Arnold, 2018)—he used this one very complicated case to make the point that any 

regulation would be a “slippery slope” to harmful censorship. Yet sloppy legislation and 

out-of-touch Times columnists do not prove that regulation is inherently harmful or that it 

leads to egregious errors—as when Facebook banned a Pulitzer Prize winning 

photograph because it contained nudity (Scott & Isaac, 2016). Moderation is complicated, 

but it is not an all-or-nothing process. Yet, the cyberlibertarian ideals of negative freedom 

and maximized speech tend to produce arguments that past mistakes made by platforms 

like Facebook and critics like Kristof are proof that there ought to be no regulations. 

 As this chapter has shown, journalists tend to uniformly represent online hate 

speech and harassment as a problem, even if they often represent it as an intractable one 

because most constraints on online speech are outside the bounds of the cyberlibertarian 
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doxa which have driven journalistic representations for so long. Yet when solutions to the 

problem are debated in reporting and commentary, journalists overwhelming focus on 

tech corporations as the ultimate authorities of online speech and, by extension, much of 

public discourse. In the next chapter, I turn to journalism from the same period that 

focused on platform moderation in order to examine how journalists often fortify the 

authority of tech corporations over public life and how they make sense of, or challenge, 

the solutions proffered and practiced by those platforms. 
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CHAPTER 8 

CYBERLIBERTARIAN IDEALS AND CORPORATE IMPERATIVES: 

JOURNALISM AND TECH CORPORATIONS’ AUTHORITY OVER THE PUBLIC 

SPHERE 

  

 In April 2017, Carlos Maza, a writer for Vox, published a video in his YouTube 

series “Strikethrough,” critiquing the media’s credulous reporting of a story about the 

Obama administration wiretapping the Trump campaign (Vox, 2017). A popular right-

wing YouTube commentator, Steven Crowder, responded to the video on his own 

channel, using homophobic, racist, and xenophobic language to mock Maza (Inside 

Edition, 2019). Over the next two years, according to the podcast Reply All, Crowder 

made Maza his “punching bag,” persistently using hate speech in his responses to 

“Strikethrough” videos. Crowder’s followers began to “swarm the comments” of Maza’s 

videos, using the homophobic and racist language used in Crowder’s videos (Goldman, 

2019). These followers found Maza’s cell phone number and then “bombard[ed] him 

with hundreds of text messages” using similar language (Goldman, 2019).  

 Maza had been drawn to YouTube, before becoming a journalist, because it 

offered him access to LGBTQ content that reflected his experience but was not 

represented in other media. As he told Reply All, this content was not “acceptable for 

primetime corporate TV” (Goldman, 2019). Now he was being harassed on the platform 

because of his identity. As the harassment mounted, Maza found language in YouTube’s 

content policy prohibiting the behavior Crowder and his followers were engaging in: 
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Content or behavior intended to maliciously harass, threaten, or bully others is not 

allowed on YouTube. …content that is deliberately posted in order to humiliate 

someone …content that makes hurtful and negative personal comments/videos 

about another person…content that incites others to harass or threaten individuals 

on or off YouTube [are also prohibited]. (Statt, 2019, paras. 15-16) 

 

Maza reported Crowder’s videos—which on their face violated these policies—to 

YouTube. YouTube decided not to remove them. 

 The head of corporate communications for YouTube told Reply All that because 

Crowder’s racist and homophobic harassment was couched in political commentary, it 

did not violate the platform’s policies and was not grounds for removal. Meanwhile, 

Crowder and other right-wing media used Maza’s complaint to YouTube “to cast himself 

[Crowder] as a martyr–an innocent guy under the thumb of left-wing censorship” 

(Goldman, 2019). Fox News personality Tucker Carlson blamed a censorious mainstream 

media, saying Crowder’s “stuff isn’t for everyone, but who is? If you don’t like his 

videos watch Colbert, it’s a free country. Or it used to be. The press is working to change 

that” (Schwartz, 2019, para. 2). Crowder, Carlson, and similar right-wing media 

personalities used the story as evidence of anti-conservative bias in media and Silicon 

Valley. As chapter 7 showed, this narrative is often facilitated by tech executives and the 

journalists who report on such claims credulously.  

 The very algorithms that structure YouTube actually worked to amplify content 

like Crowder’s by leading people to more and more divisive and extreme material to keep 

them engaged with the platform, as the reporting of The New York Times’ Kevin Roose 

(2019b) has shown. YouTube, when Maza started using it, represented to him a place 

where corporate logic might not hold as much sway as other media. Now that corporate 

logic was amplifying the hate speech and harassment that threatened to drive him off the 
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site. Furthermore, arguments like Crowder’s and Carlson’s about an anti-conservative 

bias in Silicon Valley have been echoed by President Trump (Roose, 2019c), representing 

any content moderation of right-wing-inflected hate speech or harassment into evidence 

of political bias. As a corporate entity, some observed (e.g. Roose, 2019c), YouTube’s 

best interests might not be served by removing content, like Crowder’s videos, that keeps 

people engaged on their site. YouTube’s refusal to remove Crowder’s hate speech and 

harassment from their platform represented the ways in which the imperatives of a 

private corporation work to fortify cyberlibertarian ideals of unfettered speech.  

 Important assumptions about online speech, shaped by cyberlibertarian ideals, 

structure journalistic representation of stories like Maza’s. First, the power of tech 

corporations to govern the boundaries of free speech online is assumed as a given. 

Second, content moderation policies and practices are represented as compromises 

between the ideals of unfettered free speech and the well-being of users, rather than as an 

extension of the profit incentives of tech corporations. If definitions of the appropriate 

boundaries of online free speech are shaped by power and privilege, as I examined in 

chapter 7, then content moderation policies reify power and privilege in the day-to-day 

workings of online platforms. This chapter interrogates these assumptions by exploring 

how journalistic discourses about content moderation and algorithmic amplification of 

problematic content on YouTube and other platforms—from October 2018 through April 

2019—represent platforms’ governance of speech online. Articles from mainstream, 

tech-centric, and explicitly ideological journalism were included in this archive.  

The cyberlibertarian conception of free speech perpetuated in the journalism 

reviewed in previous chapters often served as the basis for how journalists represent tech 
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companies’ responsibilities to their users and the public at large. However, journalists 

have begun to recognize how the imperatives of profit and growth have often superseded 

these ideals in content moderation decisions. The cyberlibertarian narrative of a slippery 

slope of censoriousness remains a powerful rhetorical tool for right-wing ideologues like 

Steven Crowder, but this narrative obscures the motivations of for-profit tech 

corporations in developing their moderation policies. The logic and consequences of 

platform policies regarding speech have often been left opaque in journalism until 

recently. As Roberts (2018) has shown, major tech corporations have long purposefully 

obscured the mechanisms by which they moderate and amplify content. Journalists are 

now beginning to contend with the corporate logic of platforms’ relationship to speech 

(e.g. Bergen, 2019; Buni & Chemaly, 2016; Campbell, 2019; Wood 2019). 

 More broadly, critics, journalists, academics, and, increasingly, public officials, 

have started recognizing the importance of content moderation as platforms have 

expanded to encompass so much of the Internet and public discourse in general. Tech 

corporations have begun to assert what Pasquale (2017) has called “functional 

sovereignty” over many of the dimensions of civil society—such as public debate—

abrogated by government. Tech corporations have become, in the process, administrators 

of public debate rather than just participants in it. If “moderation is governance” and it is 

central to “the health of our communities both online and offline” as Gorwa (2018, para. 

4) has argued, then the ideals that provide the foundational logic for content moderation 

and algorithmic amplification deserve our attention.  

 As Gillespie (2010; 2015; 2018) has recognized, the very concept of a neutral 

communication “platform” has been used to naturalize all the many ideological, political, 
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and economic decisions that go into how discourse on the Internet is structured and 

moderated, ultimately reifying corporate authority over the Internet. Scholars like 

Gillespie, and increasingly journalists following the lead of these scholars, have begun to 

interrogate the ways in which platform moderation policies are anything but neutral and 

instead often merely reiterate existing structures of privilege and power by claiming 

neutrality. Tech corporations profit from the perpetuation of homophobia, racism, and 

misogyny, often justifying this in terms of cyberlibertarian notions of free speech.  

 The first part of this chapter explores how journalists have made sense of the 

power tech corporations exert over the governance of speech online. For the most part, 

journalists have ignored the important historical and political context of the privatization 

of the Internet which put so much power in the hands of corporations, representing this as 

an inevitability outside the bounds of political agency. Journalism thus reifies a 

cyberlibertarian and neoliberal understanding of how digital spaces should be governed 

by framing online speech as subject to the authority of tech companies whose power lies 

beyond the bounds of public debate and regulation.  

 The second part of the chapter explores some of the problems journalists have 

begun to identify regarding how corporations have governed the boundaries of online 

speech. This emerging critique complicates the exercise of tech companies’ power over 

online speech, but in ways that preserve an assumption of corporate authority rooted in 

market logics. Content moderation policies, journalists have revealed, are often ad hoc 

and represent a tech corporation’s shifting strategies for protecting its business and brand, 

rather than any coherent logic about the bounds of speech, even as those decisions are 

often justified by tech executives with references to free speech ideals and concern over 
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the well-being of users. These policies and practices often result in negative freedom 

being extended to those who use hate speech and harassment because that speech exploits 

the algorithms which serve the interests of the corporations which own the platforms. 

Journalists have begun recognizing that a small group of technocrats have been allowed 

to “develop new global standards for free speech” (Buni & Chemaly, 2016, para. 17) with 

little or no oversight by government and civil society. Yet so much journalism about the 

Internet still tends to accept corporate governance of online speech as an inevitability, 

foreclosing on alternatives to the dominance of tech corporations. 

 

Governance isn’t for the Government 

 In these journalistic discourses, tech corporations have taken on much of the 

terrain and function of government in terms of online speech. These claims to authority 

have been aided by the larger tech corporations like Facebook, Apple, Google, and 

Amazon themselves, which have fostered narratives—and marketing campaigns—in 

which they claim to be the source of progress and freedom online (Natale, Bory, & Balbi, 

2019). These corporations have also insisted that they be defined as technology 

companies rather than media companies in order to evade the particular regulatory 

policies applicable to media, namely those that would make them liable for content 

published on their platforms (Napoli & Caplan, 2017). This ideal of freedom from 

government regulation is particularly synergistic with the ideology of American press 

freedom (Smith, 1988). The insistent and repeated references to the First Amendment of 

the Constitution in this archive show how intertwined the freedom of tech corporations 

and the freedom of the press have become for many journalists. Though this synergy runs 
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through the journalism analyzed in this dissertation, it becomes particularly explicit in 

reporting and commentary on the government’s relationship to regulating online speech. 

 The role of journalists in reiterating assumptions about corporate governance of 

communication on the Internet becomes especially clear in the way they represent the 

relationship between public policy and online speech. Though U.S. federal government 

policy is central to how the Internet has been transformed into a space dominated by 

private corporations, the federal government’s role as an agent of regulation was rarely 

centered in the reporting and commentary reviewed here. The role of the National 

Science Foundation in the 1980s and 1990s in prompting the government to transform 

what had been a publicly-owned government network into a resource for private 

corporations (Greenstein, 2015) was completely absent from the archive. A number of 

articles, on the other hand, did mention the role of the Communications Decency Act of 

1996 (CDA). Section 230 of the CDA deregulated speech on the Internet by effectively 

shielding platforms, and service providers, from legal responsibility for the 

communications they enable (e.g. Kulwin, 2018;  Poulsen, 2014; Kaminsky, 2018).   

 Though the CDA aimed initially to regulate pornography on the Internet, by 

immunizing corporations from liability for user-generated content, Section 230 enabled 

the rise of some of the most profitable tech corporations on the planet (Goldsmith & Wu, 

2006). This immunity has persisted to the present despite a challenge in 2013 by 47 state 

attorneys general (Rottman & Rowland, 2013). Though its defenders have claimed that 

Section 230 has been a bulwark protecting free speech, it does not grant individuals 

further speech protections, but only extends those protections to the corporations that 

now profit so massively from online speech. Furthermore, as Sylvain (2010) has argued, 
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Section 230 was central to transferring the traditionally “democratically legitimated 

authority” of regulatory agencies to private corporations and technical experts (para. 1). 

Journalists tended to represent the CDA’s rules as inevitable and therefore outside the 

bounds of political debate. 

 When the CDA was mentioned in reporting it was often detached from the 

political-economic context in which it arose—namely a push for the further 

commercialization of the Internet—and represented as a defense of the free speech rights 

of Internet users. For example, in a New York magazine article in which tech executives 

and luminaries lamented the state of the Internet in 2018, Sandy Parakilas, who worked at 

Uber and Facebook, said: 

In terms of design, companies like Facebook and Twitter have not prioritized 

features that would protect people against the most malicious cases of abuse. 

That’s in part because they have no liability when something goes wrong. Section 

230 of the Communications Decency Act of 1996, which was originally 

envisioned to protect free speech, effectively shields internet companies from the 

actions of third parties on their platforms. It enables them to not prioritize the 

features they need to build to protect users. (Kulwin, 2018, para. 57) 

 

Here the CDA was represented as an attempt to protect free speech from government 

regulation, with little of the context of how it led to the privatization of the Internet. 

 Likewise, even in critiques of the tech industry’s efforts to retain the immunity 

granted by the CDA, issues of free speech were assumed to be central to these struggles. 

Vigo (2018), writing in Forbes, framed the pushback from tech firms to new exceptions 

in the CDA’s rules in ideological rather than economic terms: 

The tech industry lobbied heavily to get back Section 230 immunity by invoking 

“free expression” for its users while conterminously taking on the policing of free 

speech on its platforms. In short, big tech’s request for absolute immunity, in light 

of its use of Section 230 to justify political bias and censorship, reveals a 

troubling present for free speech on the net. (Vigo, 2018, para. 6) 
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Vigo here questioned the tech industry’s commitment to free speech, but still centered 

free speech issues in this debate and affirmed the centrality of the tech industry in 

governing such issues, neglecting the government’s potential role in regulating the 

industry. Essentially, this reporting reiterates the idea that the terrain of speech on the 

Internet is subject to tech companies rather than governments or other institutions. 

 Likewise, in a review of a book about the CDA, The Washington Post’s Susan 

Benkelman (2019), described the legislation as key to the flourishing of the commercial 

Internet, but insisted on its roots in First Amendment commitments: 

For the Internet we have today…we can thank Section 230 of the 

Communications Decency Act of 1996, which protects platforms such as 

Facebook, Twitter and YouTube from legal liability for material posted on their 

sites by third parties. …these companies, whose business models depend on user 

content, wouldn't have prospered, and may not even have existed, had they been 

afraid of being sued whenever anyone posted something defamatory on their 

platforms. The decency act, part of a larger telecommunications overhaul that 

year, received a lot of media attention because it sought to criminalize 

transmission of indecent material online (hence the legislation's name). The 

Supreme Court struck down that element on First Amendment grounds in 1997. 

(Benkelman, 2019, para. 2) 

 

The government merely held up the ideals of the constitution, in this representation of the 

history of Internet deregulation, by getting out of the way of private interests. Later in her 

review, Benkelman noted that any change in this legislation has been foreclosed upon by 

the doxa of negative freedom in the United States:  

Other countries, including the United Kingdom, have proposed or initiated 

crackdowns on the companies for damaging content posted by third parties. Such 

an effort in the United States, though, would trigger a fierce debate given the 

nation's historic preference for free speech. (Benkelman, 2019, para. 10) 

 

Free speech ideals, rather than the imperatives of profit and enterprise, were assumed 

here to be at the heart of struggles over the CDA. The CDA is essentially depoliticized 
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here and made to seem fundamental to the U.S., like the Constitution, because it 

produced the Internet as it came to be. 

 Critical journalists who called on the work of legal scholars offer an important 

counterpoint to the representation of the CDA as, at heart, about free speech ideals. Buni 

and Chemaly (2016), in a lengthy investigative report about content moderation 

published in The Verge, quoted David Post of the Center for Democracy and Technology, 

on the CDA’s neoliberal deregulatory underpinnings. Post called the CDA the “most 

important law on the Internet” because it allowed a "trillion or so dollars of value” to be 

created through the expanded privatization of the technology (Buni & Chemaly, 2016, 

para. 48). Buni and Chemaly (2016) later paraphrased Emily Laidlaw, a legal scholar 

focusing on the Internet, who suggested that the CDA should be changed so corporations 

would be liable for content contributed by users and thus forced to take moderation more 

seriously.  

 Voices that acknowledge the political economic underpinnings of the legislation 

and its mutability were, however, rare in this archive. By focusing more on the 

relationship between the CDA and the tech industry than the relationship between the 

CDA and the government and politicians that produced it, journalists have tended to 

delegitimize the government’s role—and by extension the public’s role—in determining 

free speech’s bounds online. In this discourse, the CDA, in some de-politicized past, gave 

the platforms enormous power over speech online. 

 As authority over speech online has been discursively ceded to tech corporations, 

the ways in which those corporations have wielded this authority have become ripe for 

journalistic contestation. In some cases, the reporting on content moderation reveals that 
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corporations have explicitly taken on roles and structures reserved for governments rather 

than private corporations. When Mark Zuckerberg told Vox, in April 2018, that Facebook 

would be setting up a “Supreme Court” to deal with issues of content moderation (Klein, 

2018a), he was implicitly acknowledging that many of the duties and responsibilities 

expected of Facebook would have been traditionally reserved for government agencies 

and courts. Though Zuckerberg described this judicial body as independent of Facebook, 

it would essentially work at the behest of Facebook, and separate from any elected 

government, to advise the corporation on the boundaries of speech on the platform. As 

Zuckerberg said, regarding the future of Facebook’s content moderation decisions, 

But over the long term, what I’d really like to get to is an independent appeal. So 

maybe folks at Facebook make the first decision based on the community 

standards that are outlined, and then people can get a second opinion. You can 

imagine some sort of structure, almost like a Supreme Court, that is made up of 

independent folks who don’t work for Facebook, who ultimately make the final 

judgment call on what should be acceptable speech in a community that reflects 

the social norms and values of people all around the world. (quoted in Klein, 

2018b, para. 22) 

 

The techno-utopian ideal of the global village is subsumed here under Facebook’s 

technocratic aegis. Yet, Facebook executives have generally eschewed the ideal of public 

responsibility in an effort both to appear neutral and to enhance engagement on the site, 

as Facebook’s reaction to the “trending topics” controversy in 2016—in which human 

moderators were accused of anti-conservative bias—demonstrated (Carlson, 2018). Yet, 

as Carlson (2018) argued, journalists have assumed that tech corporations can and should 

act in the public’s interest when moderating content even if those corporations have 

shown little inclination to do so. Even if the proposed court were truly independent, the 

enforcement and practice of speech policies would still be subject to Facebook’s own 
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corporate logic which would only be reified further in the form of a corporate structure 

meant to mimic a government structure.  

 As Evelyn Douek (2018) noted on the popular law and policy blog Lawfare, 

creating a separate body that would ostensibly act independently of the executives of 

Facebook, but whose decisions would be binding, “is a highly unusual governance 

structure for a private company. It is, of course, less unusual for a nation-state, which 

might be closer to what Zuckerberg is getting at when he refers to Facebook as a 

“community”” (para. 4). Furthermore, even if Facebook created an ostensibly external 

body to make judgments on moderation practices, it is still getting into the business of 

jurisprudence, if this body would be “charged with interpreting…local law” (Douek, 

2018, para. 11). This shift from private corporate policy to jurisprudence represents 

another breech of the traditional distinctions between corporations and governments.  

 Yet, these developments are treated by journalists more often as complicated 

structural problems rather than examples of growing corporate sovereignty. As Kate 

Klonick and Thomas Kadri (2018), two professors of law, argued in an opinion piece in 

The New York Times, how well Facebook’s “Supreme Court” would replicate the 

functions of the government would determine how legitimate its decisions would appear: 

Details [about the court’s structure] so far are scarce, and what this really means 

for free speech and fair process on the internet will depend on the answer to one 

key question: How much will the “Supreme Court of Facebook” be like the 

Supreme Court of the United States? … There are good reasons to doubt whether 

even the United States Supreme Court is an institution that lives up to these ideals 

[of due process, representation, and independence]. But at the very least there are 

structures in place that aim to promote these values on the court. (Klonick & 

Kadri, 2018, paras. 3-4) 
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The question is not whether Facebook should be mirroring the structure and functions of 

the United States government but how well it could do so. As Klonick (2018) wrote in an 

earlier article for the Harvard Law Review, the cooptation of online speech governance 

by private corporations had become a fait accompli, something it would be 

counterproductive to question: 

private content-moderation systems curate user content with an eye to American 

free speech norms, corporate responsibility, and the economic necessity of 

creating an environment that reflects the expectations of their users. In order to 

accomplish this, platforms have developed a detailed system rooted in the 

American legal system with regularly revised rules, trained human 

decisionmaking, and reliance on a system of external influence. …to best 

understand online speech, we must abandon traditional doctrinal and regulatory 

analogies and understand these private content platforms as systems of 

governance. These platforms are now responsible for shaping and allowing 

participation in our new digital and democratic culture, yet they have little direct 

accountability to their users. Future intervention, if any, must take into account 

how and why these platforms regulate online speech in order to strike a balance 

between preserving the democratizing forces of the internet and protecting the 

generative power of our New Governors. (Klonick, 2018, paras. 2-3) 

 

Our New Governors are private corporations, we must admit, and our Old Governors and 

the people who have elected them seem to have no choice but to acknowledge that the 

boundaries of speech will be determined by tech corporations and hope for the best. 

 The pronouncements of tech elites were afforded such grand power in critiques 

and reporting on these issues that they seem to set entirely new terms of debate of things 

well beyond platform moderation. In Douek’s Lawfare blog post about Facebook’s 

“Supreme Court,” she wrote, “It is difficult to overstate the potential this has to transform 

understandings of online speech governance, international communication and even the 

very definition of “free speech”” (Douek, 2018, para. 3). Tech-focused publications also 

often represented platforms and tech executives as central to questions of what free 
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speech and Internet freedom means. For instance, in The Verge, Buni and Chemaly 

(2016) quoted a 2010 statement by Jeffrey Rosen, a law professor, on the immense 

influence of companies like Facebook: such platforms have “more power in determining 

who can speak and who can be heard around the globe than any Supreme Court justice, 

any king or any president" (para. 13). A few years later Rosen was telling an audience at 

South by Southwest that executives from Google and Facebook were “the two most 

powerful women in the world when it comes to free speech” (Buni & Chemaly, 2016, 

para. 67). The idea that a single person or small group of people can dictate and define a 

central concept of jurisprudence, culture, and politics, reveals how much power and 

influence tech elites wield in such discourses.  

 Critics have begun acknowledging that beyond the discursive legitimacy granted 

to tech executives, tech corporations have begun to play a central role in democratic life 

around the world. The small group of tech executives who dictate moderation policies 

and practices, as Robert Gorwa argued in a The Los Angeles Review commentary on 

Gillespie’s work (2018), can be understood as the new administrators of democracy, 

taking on roles long served by government and civil society: 

Yes, moderators can in one sense be conceived as the “custodial” staff invisibly 

performing distasteful (yet crucial) work behind the scenes; but in another, even 

more pressing sense, platforms themselves are now the “custodians” entrusted 

with contemporary political and social life by a significant proportion of the 

world’s population. This guardianship brings with it enormous opportunities and 

responsibilities. How will we ensure that platforms live up to the challenge? 

(Gorwa, 2018, para. 25) 

 

Though critics like Gorwa and Klonick have increasingly acknowledged platforms’ role 

as the new governors of so much public discourse, they have rarely questioned the 

inevitability of this arrangement or entertained alternative ways in which corporations, 
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government, and publics can relate to each other. Even as they suggest that corporations 

might be encouraged to act with more public responsibility, they ignore and invalidate 

other means by which the custodians of public life have been legitimated in the past, 

namely through democratic contestation. If the authority of tech corporations is 

represented as a given in these discourses, then the remaining critical question is how we 

make these corporations do a better job. Yet the mechanisms by which a public might 

make a corporation do anything are beyond the boundaries of this reporting.  

 Of course, some journalists explicitly recognized that the economic motivations 

of tech corporations make them poor, or at least demotivated, ethical actors when it 

comes to moderation and regulation and that little will change without public or 

governmental pressure. Tech corporations, as some experts and journalists acknowledge, 

are technically quite capable of regulating content in productive ways—even if it’s often 

portrayed as a herculean task. But as Marketplace’s Molly Wood (2019) wrote, “It’s a 

matter of economic incentive” and there’s little economic incentive in investing resources 

in such regulation (para. 11). Though government intervention or regulation was often 

portrayed as something either unthinkable and authoritarian or a slippery slope at best, 

opinion writers like Friedman (2018) argue that government is in a much better position 

to guide, if not determine, how online speech might be regulated. Friedman wrote:  

We need to help these [tech] leaders be responsible shepherds of society by 

providing them with clear legal and ethical signposts of what’s acceptable. … we 

need laws or at least legal precedent — using existing laws — explaining what is 

acceptable free speech on social media. … Shouting “fire” in a movie theater is 

already illegal, carriers knowingly delivering bombs is illegal, shouting “I’m 

ready to kill Jews” on social media should also be illegal. (paras. 8-9) 
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Yet the American government’s general reticence when it comes to regulating the big 

business of Silicon Valley may have dissuaded most journalists and critics from 

contending with the possibility that the platforms are not the ultimate arbiters, or should 

not be the ultimate arbiters, of speech online.  

 

Reckoning with the Problems of Platform Governance 

 Despite all this, journalists have at least begun to recognize and represent the 

many problems that arise from this privatization of a vast swath of the public sphere. In 

the rest of this chapter, I review a number of the problems journalists have identified, 

contending with how journalists might better contend with ow these problems extend 

from the assumed logic of the corporate governance of speech. Far from the way content 

moderation is represented in cyberlibertarian discourses, the logic of platform policies 

regarding speech privileges profit over ideological commitments. However, 

cyberlibertarian ideals tend to still align with tech corporations’ efforts to retain their 

legal identities as “neutral” platforms in order to resist government regulation (Napoli & 

Caplan, 2017). By committing to a cyberlibertarian conception of free speech, which 

aligns with this imagined neutrality, tech corporations have extended privilege and power 

into digital spaces, amplifying problematic hate speech and harassment and neglecting 

how this amplification constrains other speech.  

 Furthermore, the cyberlibertarian ideal of maximized speech has found its 

apotheosis in platforms’ algorithmic amplification of engaging content—a sort of 

governance of speech that most do not recognize as such—allowing profit imperatives to 

shape online speech well beyond content moderation policies. Though journalists have 
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often taken for granted the neoliberal order of the Internet, some have begun to reveal the 

problematic ways in which that order shapes public discourse online. Yet this discourse 

often only serves to further legitimize corporate power over the public sphere. The 

sovereignty of these corporations is rarely contested. At most, journalists demand a sort 

of corporate social responsibility of the corporations which now govern so much speech. 

 

The Corporate Logic of Content Moderation Policies 

 Recent reporting about content moderation has revealed that policies and practices 

are often ad hoc and represent a platform’s shifting strategies for protecting its business 

and brand, rather than any coherent logic about the bounds of speech (e.g. Limbong, 

2019; Oliveira, 2019; Lorenz, 2019; Newton, 2019; Thompson, 2018). For example, a 

former YouTube employee, Micah Schaeffer, told Mark Bergen, a Bloomberg reporter, 

that when videos promoting anorexia emerged on the site in the mid-2000s and began 

garnering extensive engagement, YouTube started taking measures, like adding age 

restrictions and removing these videos from recommendations. They did so, Schaeffer 

said, because the videos “threatened the health of our users” (Bergen, 2019, para. 17). 

Yet, as another YouTube employee who worked as an early moderator for the platform 

told Buni and Chemaly (2016) at The Verge suggests, YouTube embraced active 

moderation not necessarily to protect its users from harmful content but to make it an 

attractive place for users to spend their time. The job of moderators was clear: 

To protect YouTube’s fledgling brand by scrubbing the site of offensive or 

malicious content that had been flagged by users, or, as Mora-Blanco puts it, "to 

keep us from becoming a shock site." The founders wanted YouTube to be 

something new, something better — "a place for everyone" — and not another 

eBaum’s World, which had already become a repository for explicit pornography 
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and gratuitous violence. (Buni & Chemaly, 2016, para. 3) 

 

Though “a place for everyone” might have the ring of public-mindedness, pornography 

and violence—and most likely those anorexia videos—were not removed because they 

would hurt the members of the public who used YouTube, but because they would drive 

them away and hurt YouTube’s then “fledgling brand.” 

 Furthermore, as reporting in Bergen’s article revealed, after early forays into 

relatively active moderation, YouTube later took a much more hands-off approach, 

emphasizing the maximization of engagement at the expense of attracting the broadest 

user-base it could or, if we’re generous, of protecting the health of its users as Schaeffer 

had understood it. A YouTube channel that featured videos of children vomiting and in 

“extreme pain” was allowed to remain on the site until November 2017 in part because 

the platform had recognized that such engaging content was profitable and kept people on 

the site for long periods of time. Bergen (2019) reported that the more lax moderation 

standards were justified in cyberlibertarian terms: 

…the channel hadn’t been in the shadows. With over eight million subscribers, it 

had been reportedly among the top 100 most watched on the site. These types of 

disturbing videos were an “open secret” inside the company, which justified their 

existence often with arguments about free speech, said one former staffer. 

(Bergen, 2019, para. 42) 

 

Those same ideals were used to justify allowing YouTube’s algorithms to spread health 

misinformation and other harmful rhetoric which it had previously moderated.  

 In effect, content moderation policies have been adapted to take into account 

shifting notions of what will attract and retain users. Yet tech company rhetoric in the 

press has often reiterated a concern for the wellbeing of users that does not reflect 

moderation practices. For example, as YouTube faced mounting criticism about its 
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moderation policies and recommendation algorithms in March 2019, Susan Wojcicki, the 

CEO, told Kara Swisher,  

We take kids’ safety incredibly seriously, and I would say that the last two years 

have really been focused on the responsibility of our platforms. … I’m a mom, I 

have five kids from 4 to 19. … I understand kids, and as a parent I really want to 

do the right thing. (quoted in Pearlstein, 2019, para. 2) 

 

Yet Swisher pushed back against these statements, relating that “her teenage son was able 

to land on neo-Nazi propaganda after a few clicks on YouTube” (Pearlstein, 2019, para. 

5). Yet Swisher, a high-profile tech journalist and critic, assumed that this content that 

both she and Wojcicki agreed was harmful to YouTube’s users was merely an unintended 

consequence of the tech industry’s obliviousness to the importance of content 

moderation. She, like other journalists, did not ask how such content as neo-Nazi 

propaganda and videos of children in pain might serve YouTube’s corporate imperatives. 

 As recent reporting has revealed, it was not so much that Swisher’s son and others 

landed on neo-Nazi videos and other problematic content as an unfortunate consequence 

of unregulated free speech, but that users have been driven to such content by the 

algorithms that YouTube adopted in order to maximize engagement. Much of the content 

that journalists and other critics have identified as problematic on these sites has been 

amplified by recommendation algorithms which drive relatively passive users of 

YouTube to more extreme content (Pope, 2019). These algorithms were part of a pivot at 

YouTube after their acquisition by Google to increase engagement on the platform. As 

Kevin Roose (2019b) of The New York Times reported, this pivot achieved this goal: 

In a talk at an A.I. conference in February, Minmin Chen, a Google Brain 

researcher, said it was YouTube’s most successful launch in two years. Sitewide 

views increased by nearly 1 percent, she said — a gain that, at YouTube’s scale, 



  

271 

could amount to millions more hours of daily watch time and millions more 

dollars in advertising revenue per year. (Roose, 2019b, para. 52) 

 

Though this amplification of content—which is not uncommon among platforms—is not 

generally recognized as a form of content moderation, it does serve to shape and 

constrain discourse on platforms. Yet technological determinist assumptions legitimate 

the idea that platforms are passive and these algorithms are only responding to some 

assumed natural form of user behavior. In these discourses, the agency of corporations to 

act in proactive ways is rendered either moot or ultimately ineffectual. Importantly, 

reporting around these practices directly exposes the corporate imperative of profit and 

growth which drives how corporations shape public discourse online. 

 Tech executives quoted in the press don’t often directly contend with how the 

algorithms that populate their platforms with content shape what types of speech 

dominate them. For example, in a Facebook post about the platform’s plans for more 

active moderation of content—which was quoted by journalists—Mark Zuckerberg said 

that “it's important for society to agree on how to reduce [harmful content] to a 

minimum—and where the lines should be drawn between free expression and safety” 

(Douek, 2018, para. 12). Though Zuckerberg claimed Facebook was taking active 

measures to moderate content that critics and journalists had identified as problematic, it 

is ultimately the responsibility of “society” or at least members of society who use 

Facebook, to determine the boundaries of speech. But this rhetoric is less an admission 

that Facebook ought not to be the arbiter of speech than a redirection of the responsibility 

for content distributed by Facebook—and which Facebook profits from—onto users who 

may play no conscious role in that distribution. 
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 Likewise, in Buni and Chemaly’s (2016) work in The Verge, Dave Willner, a 

former head of content policy at Facebook, put the blame at the feet of users for not 

embracing their own role in moderating content. Paraphrasing Willner’s argument, Buni 

and Chemaly write, 

Members of the public, "as much as ‘the public’ exists," he said, hold one of three 

assumptions about moderation: moderation is conducted entirely by robots; 

moderation is mainly in the hands of law enforcement; or, for those who are 

actually aware of content managers, they imagine content is assessed in a 

classroom-type setting by engaged professionals thoughtfully discussing every 

post. All three assumptions, he said, were wrong. And they’re wrong, in great 

part, because they all miss the vital role that users themselves play in these 

systems. (Buni & Chemaly, 2016, para. 42) 

 

Yet if the public has these misconceptions it has been because the tech industry has made 

the process of content moderation opaque, as Roberts (2018) has shown. Users ought not 

to be blamed for not wielding the power that such tech executives profess they have if 

those executives have not made it clear that users play this vital role. Furthermore, 

experiences like Carlos Maza’s, described at the beginning of this chapter, put the lie to 

the idea that users can exert much power in determining whether hate speech and 

harassment targeting them will persist on these platforms. 

 Yet tech executives do react to pressure from users when it is in their economic 

best interest to do so, journalists and others have begun to argue. The boundaries of 

speech, it seems, are whatever the majority of a given platform’s users will tolerate. 

Campbell (2019), a reporter writing for the Huffington Post, alluded to this when he 

related how Facebook had failed to enforce its own moderation policies in the past “often 

enforcing them only after there’s mass public outcry or media attention over a particular 

person or group violating the policy” (para. 16). This often means that privilege and 
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power are reiterated in what Facebook and other platforms choose to moderate and what 

they choose to ignore. People like Steven Crowder are free to spout hate speech and 

harass marginalized groups and individuals.  

 These and other critiques are revealing how the logic of platform moderation of 

speech online works to serve the commercial ends of tech corporations. Others, such as 

Gorwa (2018), writing in The Los Angeles Review of Books, have begun to recognize the 

paradox in the rhetoric of tech executives and their performance of content moderation. If 

tech executives have been so concerned with their responsibility to their users and want 

moderation to be a user-centric process, why have they not designed their platforms with 

these ideals in mind? Gorwa writes, 

Of course, these [content moderation] systems are not perfect, and are 

characterized by their own political issues and problematic power dynamics. But 

it’s fascinating that, despite their constant invocation of the language of 

“community,” most platforms never bothered to experiment with meaningful 

mechanisms for community-based moderation. As Kate Klonick and others have 

documented, moderation has always been an afterthought: it took more than five 

years after Facebook was founded for the company to set up its first permanent 

team of content moderators. (Gorwa, 2018, para. 23) 

 

The logic behind this oversight—if it really was an oversight—is that these platforms 

have a vested interest in staying out of the content moderation game as much as possible 

in order to perpetuate the idea that they are neutral platforms and not media companies. 

This identity allows them to continue functioning without government interference. 

 Tech executives may have been strategically playing dumb in order to protect 

their immunity from liability for third-party content under the CDA, journalists have 

revealed. As Bergen (2019), writing in Bloomberg, showed, YouTube executives 

dissuaded their employees from researching how videos containing misinformation and 



  

274 

conspiracy theories were proliferating on the platforms because they might not be 

protected under the CDA if they acted to stop the proliferation of that specific content: 

If YouTube knew these videos existed, its legal grounding grew thinner. Federal 

law shields YouTube, and other tech giants, from liability for the content on their 

sites, yet the companies risk losing the protections of this law if they take too 

active an editorial role. (Bergen, 2019, para. 48)  

 

Journalists rarely contended with how the legislation in the CDA itself may prevent any 

meaningful logic emerging around content moderation that goes beyond profit 

imperatives. It’s more profitable to behave like a platform than like a media company 

with editorial standards. Therefore, YouTube purposefully ignored the problematic 

content it was profiting from until users and critics complained publicly because it served 

YouTube’s corporate objectives of profit and growth to do so. 

 Journalists, by relying on critical sources, often from academia, have begun to 

reveal how some of the more recent changes in moderation policy and implementation 

might merely be strategies for tech companies to continue eschewing responsibility. For 

example, when Mark Zuckerberg announced a pivot in Facebook’s product to private 

group communications, Fast Company’s reporter, Steven Melendez (2019), focused less 

on Zuckerberg’s rhetoric and more on the quick skepticism from experts regarding the 

announcement. Though Zuckerberg’s words were still centered as the news peg for the 

story, the report featured the analysis of scholars and experts like Zeynep Tufecki, a 

sociologist and frequent tech critic in her own right; Hany Farid, a computer scientist and 

expert in disinformation; Cristian Vaccari, a political communication scholar; Siva 

Vaidyanathan, a cultural historian and media scholar; and David O’Brien, a scholar of 

digital privacy and security. These scholars and critics provided a nuanced dissection of 
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Zuckerberg’s statement, moving beyond mere skepticism and arguing that a pivot to 

private communication may provide Facebook more insulation from responsibility to its 

users and other communities. Farid told Melendez:  

By implementing end-to-end encryption throughout, FB could plead ignorance as 

to what their users are doing and potentially circumvent legislation meant to 

remove the most harmful content from online platforms. … It is possible that 

there is a less nefarious explanation for this proposal, but given the timing, it is 

hard for me to see what that might be. (Melendez, 2019, para. 6).  

 

These critics recognized that Facebook’s move could shield them from having to engage 

in content moderation decisions. Facebook’s executives could reinvest in an identity as a 

“neutral” platform providing channels for communication, the content of which they 

would be even less responsible for, rather than engaging in the complicated task of 

reducing harm on their existing platforms. If governing online speech gets in the way of 

profit, these moves suggest, tech corporations will find a way to get out of the business of 

governing online speech. How can critics not assume that profit motivates content 

moderation while corporations claim so much power of this process? As reporting has 

shown, protecting hate speech and harassment often serves those corporations’ interests. 

 

Negative Freedom for White Supremacists 

 Critical journalists have recognized that tech corporations often perpetuate 

privilege and power when determining policies regarding problematic speech online. 

Moderation of problematic speech online, journalists have begun to reveal, is determined 

as much by the identity and standing of the speaker as by the content of the speech. Much 

reporting and commentary has noted the different approaches and outcomes of platforms 

contending with, for example, extreme jihadist and white supremacist speech. YouTube 
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and Facebook, for instance, have been relatively stringent in censoring and removing 

jihadist posts from their platforms, according to The New York Times’ editorial board 

(2018b). However, “platforms have been more tentative in dealing with the kind of right-

wing extremism that focuses on white supremacy,” as the Times editorial board argued: 

Major platforms are applying machine learning and other techniques to remove 

noxious content, but what good is the most sophisticated artificial intelligence 

when the actual intelligence that feeds it is inadequate and skewed by biases in 

American society? … These biases are reflected in government lists, in policy 

decisions by tech companies and in the enforcement of those policies by 

moderators. Yet it’s quite clear that while the core philosophies of white 

supremacists and jihadists differ, their recruitment strategies and propaganda 

efforts are frequently similar. (Editorial Board, 2018b, paras. 21-22) 

 

Tech companies, the Times recognized, reiterate the biases of the culture at large when 

deciding what content to moderate. Thus, they accept a certain amount of white 

supremacist content but not radical jihadist content because white supremacist content is 

much less different from the baseline of content online. In a piece by Eliza Mackintosh 

(2019) published by CNN, Pedro Domingos, a professor of computer science, affirmed 

this, telling the reporter, “The main problem is that the (far-right extremist) content is too 

variable and multifarious to be reliably distinguished from acceptable content by the 

filtering algorithms that tech companies use, even state-of-the-art ones" (para. 30). “In 

contrast,” the reporter paraphrased Domingos, “ISIS content is easier to identify because 

it tends to repeat words and phrases that don't appear in other content” (para. 27). ISIS 

content is more marginal than white supremacist content and is therefore easier to 

eliminate and thus more likely to be eliminated. This idea that white supremacist content 

is commonplace and thus hard to moderate runs through much of the reporting. 
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 Likewise, the problem of moderating such content has been represented as nearly 

impossible, considering the way the Internet is currently structured, as if the technology 

determines the bounds of speech as much as the decisions of executives. For example, 

Frederick Brennan, the founder of 8chan, told reporters at The Washington Post that “he 

worries there are no true technical solutions beyond a total redesign of the Web, focused 

around identification and moderation, that could undermine it [8chan] as a venue for free 

expression” (Harwell & Timberg, 2019, para. 14). In the aftermath of a mosque shooting 

in New Zealand in March 2019, Brennan reiterated a technological determinist 

cyberlibertarian narrative in which the Internet becomes a subject that is, by its very 

nature, resistant to moderation. Though he was speaking specifically about problems 

prevalent on the site he founded—known by some as the “the darkest reaches of the 

Internet”—Brennan made more sweeping pronouncements: “The Internet as a whole is 

not made to be censored. It was made to be resilient. … And as long as there's a 

contingent of people who like this content, it will never go away” (Harwell & Timberg, 

2019, para. 15). Is this precisely true, though? Or might it be the case that as long as 

there’s a contingent of people who profit from this content that it will never go away? 

Journalists rarely make these connections between the commercial imperatives of 

platforms and the ways they permit, promote, and profit from such speech. 

 Critical reporting has, however, challenged the tech industry narrative that 

moderating white supremacist and other problematic speech is an insurmountable 

technical task. Becca Lewis, a researcher at Data & Society told Marketplace’s Molly 

Wood (2019) that “platforms did a good job of largely stamping out ISIS and related 

terrorist content online and need to treat far right extremism with the same seriousness” 
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(para. 10). Like The Times editorial board, Lewis rejected the idea that white 

supremacists are just too wily to moderate. Dipan Ghosh, of the Harvard Kennedy School 

of Government told Wood that platforms are acting under imperatives other than 

protecting their users from harmful content: 

it’s not so much that it's that hard. It’s a matter of economic incentive. … 

…platforms should treat extremist content more like Google treats junk mail and 

phishing scams in email. Like explicit ISIS recruitment videos, "spam" mail has 

almost disappeared from Gmail inboxes, because there’s no economic incentive 

for it to be there. The more junk there is, the less likely we are to use the product. 

So far, that’s not the case with extremist content, although Google has 

experienced multiple boycotts by advertisers who don’t want their products 

showing up next to the worst material on the web. (paraphrased in Wood, 2019, 

paras. 12-14) 

 

The big tech firms have focused on removing ISIS content and spam from the Internet 

because they contradict their commercial imperatives. As of now, the same can’t be said 

of white supremacist content. This may be because, as the narrative of anti-conservative 

bias in Silicon Valley shows, the moderation of such content often sparks political 

backlash and threats of regulation. But as long as tech corporations are the governors of 

online speech, profit and growth will be the imperatives that determine who can say what 

in many digital spaces. The cyberlibertarian ideal of unfettered free speech may still 

occasionally operate as a justification for permissiveness in these spaces, but as these 

examples suggest, that freedom is extended as much for the profit of corporations as for 

any ideological commitment. 

 Even when platforms have explicitly banned white supremacist and other 

problematic content, journalists have revealed that the practice of moderating it has often 

not reflected these policies. After Facebook’s executives strengthened a ban on white 

supremacist content, the company came under criticism from journalists for failing to 
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identify and remove content that was explicitly white supremacist. Campbell (2019) 

writing in The Huffington Post, revealed that clearly white supremacist content had 

evaded even Facebook’s more stringent policies: 

Now it’s unclear what that new policy actually means, if anything. On Tuesday, 

HuffPost showed a Facebook spokesperson a video on Facebook in which 

prominent Canadian white nationalist Faith Goldy laments white “replacement” 

and demands that Jews and people of color repay the white European countries 

they’ve “invaded.” The spokesperson said that no policy had been broken, not 

even the social media giant’s new policy banning the promotion or praise of white 

nationalism. (Campbell, 2019, paras. 2-3) 

 

This is more than just a case of a moderation algorithm not catching problematic content, 

though. A Facebook representative told Campbell that Goldy’s video was “a discussion 

about immigration and ethnicity statistics” and therefore did not violate their policies 

(para. 10). Just as Crowder’s hate speech and harassment directed at Maza was couched 

in what YouTube identified as political commentary, Goldy’s white supremacy was 

couched in political discussion. It might be technically difficult to moderate such content, 

but Facebook is not claiming here that it’s just too hard to moderate white nationalist 

content. They’re saying they will protect it now and in the future. Journalists might do 

well to more often focus on why Facebook permits and protects such speech, rather than 

accepting the commonsense cyberlibertarian explanation. 

 Journalists treated the rationale tech executives give for this permissiveness in 

different ways. Some credulously reiterated claims that such content is nearly impossible 

to moderate, and others rejected these technical explanations. After the white supremacist 

terrorist attack at a New Zealand mosque was livestreamed on Facebook in March 2019, 

for example, Shona Ghosh (2019), writing in Business Insider, summed up the problem 

as a technical one: “Part of the issue is that users are getting around social-media 
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moderation with minor manipulation of search terms. They are, for example, uploading 

Tarrant's manifesto and livestreamed footage and captioning it with a misspelled version 

of his name” (para. 13). But this hardly gets at Facebook’s general permissiveness of 

white supremacist content. Users may find ways to get around moderation, but Facebook 

has come out publicly, in the case of Goldy’s posts and others, to say it will protect 

Islamophobic and other extreme content.  

 Other more critical journalists have recognized how commercial imperatives 

shape content moderation in these cases and have begun to question how the narrative of 

technical infeasibility presented by tech executives. Questioning the procedures at 

Facebook which permitted the livestream to appear on the platform, Peter Wells (2019), 

in The Sydney Morning Herald, rejected the platform’s explanation:  

I’m finding it harder to accept the social media giant is capable of deploying 

advertisements with military precision, while being incapable of limiting the 

spread of hate on its platform. … If you were feeling generous, you could argue it 

is much harder for the company to react to such a truly awful and unexpected 

event, one that was over in just 17 minutes. A less generous reading would be that 

Facebook, YouTube and other social media platforms focus only on improving 

the parts of their product that generates revenue. Microtargeting advertisements 

based on cross referencing location, recent purchases and the social graph helped 

earn Facebook $US 6.9 billion ($9.7 billion) in the last quarter of 2018. Limiting 

hateful speech and images only costs the company, in AI and human moderation. 

(Wells, 2019, paras. 4-6) 

 

Journalists could more broadly critique the narratives produced by tech corporations 

regarding content moderation and start contending with the commercial imperatives that 

serve not only to permit but to promote such problematic content. 

 

Algorithmic Amplification: Free Speech and Maximized Engagement 
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 The algorithmic amplification of content, which is much less often represented as 

an issue of free speech, nonetheless demonstrates how corporate imperatives shape the 

bounds of speech online. Crowder’s racist and homophobic “political commentary” 

mentioned at the beginning of this chapter proliferated on YouTube because the 

algorithms which recommend videos to users rely on engagement metrics which tend to 

serve users homogeneous and divisive content that keeps them watching for long periods 

of time (Chaney, Stewart, & Engelhardt, 2017). Rather than producing diverse and useful 

speech, the algorithms that shape how speech is accessed online instead help proliferate 

relatively homogenous and narrow ranges of speech. Journalists have begun reporting on 

these previously obscure methods of shaping speech online, but rarely connect this to 

issues of free speech in their critiques. Free speech remains a negative proposition. The 

narrowing of online speech through algorithmic amplification of homogenous content 

does not represent a barrier to freedom, even if it floods out other speech (Wu, 2017). 

 Thanks in large part to former employees of tech corporations speaking out, 

journalists and scholars have begun to reveal the previously opaque methods that tech 

corporations have used to enhance engagement. Those methods often amplify the very 

content that journalists and others have identified as problematic in recent years. 

According to Guillame Chaslot, who worked as an engineer at YouTube, the platform’s 

algorithms amplified conspiracy theory content “because those videos tend to draw in 

lengthy engagement from a significant amount of viewers” (Hale, 2019, para. 1). Thanks 

to these statements, journalists have recognized that the proliferation of this type of 

content is not merely an unintended consequence of unfettered freedom but the result of 

corporations shaping the distribution of speech in ways they profit from. Max Fisher 
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(2018) of The New York Times, in a piece reflecting on the use of Facebook to promote 

genocide in Myanmar, contended with how engagement imperatives have shaped speech:  

We think of any danger as coming from misuse — scammers, hackers, state-

sponsored misinformation — but we’re starting to understand the risks that come 

from these platforms working exactly as designed. Facebook, YouTube and others 

use algorithms to identify and promote content that will keep us engaged, which 

turns out to amplify some of our worst impulses. (Fisher, 2018, para. 12) 

 

Journalists and platform executives may agree that conspiracy theories are harmful to 

users, but there has been little contrition on the part of Silicon Valley. Few executives 

have publicly come to terms with how their own commercial motives have shaped public 

discourse in profound and problematic ways. 

 Even when tech corporations have changed these algorithms to reduce the 

proliferation of problematic content, they have often still focused on maximizing 

engagement. For example, in 2018, Facebook executives changed the platform’s News 

Feed algorithms in order to shift the amplification of content away from publisher-

submitted material to user-submitted material (Owen, 2019). Engagement increased, yet 

the new “friends and family focus” of the platform resulted in the amplification and 

dominance of conservative news content that, by-and-large, was shared because it made 

users “angry” (Owen, 2019, para. 1). Judy Estrin, a tech entrepreneur, told Financial 

Times’ Hannah Kuchler (2019) that the problems with these changes are not incidental:  

disinformation comes more from an "intended use" than a "negative consequence" 

of the platform. "The platform taps into people's emotional reactions to 

manipulate them: that is essentially what advertising is about - messaging and 

persuasion - and this is at a new level of scale. Disinformation is using the same 

tools with malicious intent," she says. (Kuchler, 2019, para. 39) 

 

These assertions are borne out by market research. Social media engagement tracker 

Newswhip found that the change at Facebook, which was ostensibly “aim[ed] at driving 
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‘more meaningful and social interactions’ actually ended up increasing the prominence of 

articles on divisive topics such as abortion and gun laws in the US” which are often prone 

to conspiracy theorizing (Kuchler, 2019, para. 61). Tech executives are reticent to admit 

that problematic and relatively homogenous content is good for business, but it 

nonetheless promotes their corporate interests by maximizing engagement. 

 In their statements about these issues, tech executives often referred to 

cyberlibertarian ideals that have little to do with engagement or the profit incentives. For 

example, Neal Mohan, YouTube's chief product officer, spoke to The New York Times’ 

Kevin Roose (2019a) about recent criticism of the platform’s amplification of conspiracy 

theories and radical extremism. The old cyberlibertarian marketplace of ideas metaphor 

served as a foundation for Mohan’s deflection of this critique. Mohan told Roose, 

I think some of it has to do with the fact that, as you know and as you've written 

about, YouTube was started as, and remains, an open platform for content and 

voices and opinions and thoughts. Many of them being, you know, really across 

the entire spectrum, many of which you or I or others may or may not agree with. 

I wouldn't be at YouTube, working on what I work on, if I didn't believe in the 

power of diversity of voices and opinions. (Roose, 2019a, para. 7) 

 

How can these paeans to “diversity of voices” be squared with the ways in which 

YouTube and other platforms have made decisions about the boundaries of speech? Is 

YouTube a steward of public discourse? If so, how do its imperatives as a business 

compromise its responsibility to its users? Journalists have begun to ask these questions, 

but too often defer to the pronouncements of tech executives. 

 Even relatively critical journalists often produced critiques that are credulous of 

the assertions of tech elites. For example, Amy Russo (2019) of The Huffington Post, 

challenged the rhetoric coming from Facebook executives portraying new algorithms as 
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something other than a bit to capture engagement. The dominance of divisive 

conservative news content, Russo wrote,   

begs the question of whether Zuckerberg's vision for the platform is truly coming 

to fruition. In January 2018, Zuckerberg told users he had 'a responsibility to 

make sure our services aren't just fun to use, but also good for people's well-

being.' He said he was hoping to promote 'meaningful interactions between 

people' and that the algorithm overhaul would result in 'less public content like 

posts from businesses, brands, and media' and 'more from your friends, family and 

groups. (Russo, 2019, para. 1) 

 

Yet even this critical coverage begs the question of why journalists assume that tech 

executives’ “visions” for their platforms are anything more than creative ways to keep 

people spending time on them. 

 Some in the tech press have recognized that the algorithms which structure speech 

online have made it nearly impossible for critiques of problematic speech to take hold 

online without also amplifying that problematic speech. The algorithms which maximize 

engagement and help turn immense profits for tech corporations can make the very act of 

critique on platforms like Twitter counterproductive in a way that a non-technical 

journalist may not have been equipped to interrogate until very recently. Mentioning the 

very content you are trying to critique—white supremacist videos, for example—in 

effect, will amplify that content’s reach on a given platform. For example, Zeynep 

Tufecki (2018b), a sociologist of technology, writing for Wired, compared conspiracy 

theorist Alex Jones to Voldemort from the Harry Potter stories because any mention of 

Jones on social media, whether positive or critical would feed his power and extend the 

reach of his content. Cory Doctorow (2018) on his tech media site Boing Boing 

elaborated: “The combination of attention-maximization algorithms and Jones's perfect 

playing of them meant that any talk about Jones was a way to drive support to Jones” 
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(para. 2). The combination of the cyberlibertarian ideal of maximized speech with the 

corporate imperative of engagement-above-all-else produces a paradox in which 

concerted criticism of Jones is read by the algorithm as engagement and therefore the 

algorithm amplifies Jones’ content. Good speech doesn’t stand a chance. 

 More quotidian paradoxes emerge from journalism about how speech is shaped 

by these algorithms of engagement. After Cesar Sayoc sent mailbombs to a number of 

prominent Democrats in late 2018, Patrisse Cullors (2018), a Black Lives Matter activist 

writing for CNN, reported that at least one of Sayoc’s targets had reported him harassing 

her to Twitter and no one at Twitter responded. Yet attempting to expose such 

harassment on the very platforms where it occurs can often result in the speech of the 

person who was the target of harassment being moderated. As Cullors noted: 

Democratic strategist Rochelle Ritchie recognized Sayoc right away and tweeted 

that she'd reported harassment from him to Twitter. His account was allowed to 

continue -- unmoderated. Meanwhile, racial justice activists have repeatedly had 

their posts removed and accounts suspended for publicly sharing the harassment 

they've received online and in the real world. (Cullors, 2018, para. 8) 

 

Likewise, YouTube’s head of corporate communications told Reply All that a video that 

Carlos Maza made to raise awareness about Crowder’s harassment of him would itself 

have been removed from the platform: “if that exact video had been uploaded to 

YouTube, that video would have violated our policies” (Goldman, 2019). People trying 

to exercise their own speech rights in fighting back against harassment risk either 

amplifying that harassment or being suspended from platforms for repeating it. The 

algorithms which tech corporations use both to moderate and to amplify speech tend to 

narrow the boundaries of speech even without overtly censoring anything. 
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 During the period covered in this chapter’s archive and since then, tech 

corporations have been modifying their algorithms to contend with what YouTube 

executives call “borderline content”—conspiracy theories and other misinformation that 

might not be covered by terms of use (Roose, 2019a, para. 4). Yet the drive for 

engagement has led platforms to continue finding new algorithmic means to get people to 

spend more time using their products. As CNN reported in March 2019, Twitter had 

begun using algorithms to insert tweets into users’ timelines from accounts they did not 

follow (Darcy, 2019). As CNN’s reporting showed, misinformation and extreme political 

rhetoric were often amplified by these algorithms. As with YouTube, Twitter’s 

algorithms privileged posts that drew more engagement. CNN’s reporter called the 

amplification of problematic content by Twitter, “unintended consequences” (Darcy, 

2019, para. 4). Yet this begs the question—which few reporters ask outright—how, at 

this late date, such consequences can still be understood as “unintended.” At some point, 

tech executives’ pleas of ignorance, amplified as they are by the press, become absurd. 

 Yet it may be a fraught proposition for tech corporations to take a more active 

role in moderation to reduce the reach of problematic content. When Google assembled 

research on content moderation for a presentation that was later leaked to the press, many 

right-wing journalists framed these hints at more active moderation as the first signs of 

authoritarian digital censorship (e.g. Jordan, 2018; Parscale, 2018; Leetaru, 2018). This 

narrative may represent less an ideological clash than a growing tension between a 

government that has for decades abdicated its authority over the Internet and the 

corporations which are more visibly wielding that authority in recent years. As Roose 

(2019c) wrote in The New York Times in a story about a meeting of “right-wing social 
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media trolls” at the White House in the summer of 2019, moves by platforms to clamp 

down on problematic content have been used to promote fears of coming censorship in 

order to challenge Silicon Valley’s authority over online speech:   

These moves seem to have re-energized pro-Trump internet influencers in recent 

months, by uniting them around a shared concern over censorship. … Whatever 

else it does, the White House’s social media function may serve the valuable 

purpose of shifting attention from the halls of Washington, where Mr. Trump 

holds ultimate power, to the platforms of Silicon Valley, where he doesn’t. 

(Roose, 2019c, paras. 19-20) 

 

Whether there will emerge alternative ways to challenge the corporate power over online 

speech remains to be seen. Needless to say, the symbolic challenge from the White House 

to Silicon Valley’s hegemony would not promote a positive conception of freedom that 

truly includes the flourishing of a diversity of voices or takes into account the wellbeing 

of marginalized people online. 

  

Conclusion 

 Though tech corporations have often used cyberlibertarian ideals to legitimate 

their moderation practices, it must be remembered that they are businesses, first and 

foremost, concerned with profit as much as anything else. Perhaps the present crisis of 

confidence in Silicon Valley has revealed, for the information age, that pure, unfettered 

commerce and the public interest are incompatible. As Jameel Jaffer, director of the 

Knight First Amendment Institute at Columbia University, told Recode’s Kara Swisher, 

the “privatization of the public sphere” and the platform-dominated Internet, makes 

issues of free speech and the public good more complicated than ever (Johnson, 2018, 

para. 4). As scholars such as Gillespie (2018) start to ask how platforms might be 
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reimagined to serve society at large and not just their shareholders, it is often assumed 

that corporations might be made to act as stewards of the public good. A more 

fundamental question might be whether the cyberlibertarian and corporate ideals that 

such platforms were built upon are compatible with the public interest. 

 Recent investigative reporting has revealed the often obscured material conditions 

of the labor of content moderation, showing how an industry built on the ideology of 

cyberlibertarianism has replicated the exploitative material conditions of the industrial 

economies that its most exuberant boosters, like John Perry Barlow (1996), claimed it 

would make obsolete. And though the neoliberal ideology that underpinned the 

privatization of the Internet in the 1990s posited that technology would solve the social 

ills of previous eras, tech corporations have tended to perpetuate these problems. For 

instance, Adrien Chen’s reporting for Wired (2014) and The New Yorker (2017) along 

with the work of Catherine Buni and Soraya Chemaly (2016) for The Verge, and Olivia 

Solon (2017) at The Guardian, has revealed the ways in which the work of setting bounds 

around speech on the Internet has degraded the lives of workers around the world, just as 

Brook and Boal (1995) predicted it would back when the Internet first emerged.  

 It turns out that the work of content moderation for sites like YouTube, Facebook, 

and Twitter is extremely human-labor intensive. Furthermore, that labor—watching hours 

and hours of extreme violence and hate day in and day out—takes an immense toll on the 

low-paid people who perform it. Though challenging Facebook’s executives about the 

use of their platform to livestream a terrorist attack on a mosque, for example, remains an 

important journalistic task, uncovering the ways in which tech corporations have shifted 

the psychic toll of such content onto a workforce largely made up of people of color is 
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essential to understanding how power and privilege are perpetuated, and often obscured, 

in these discourses. Whatever freedom the Internet provides today, it comes at the 

expense of marginalized labor. Perhaps rethinking who has access to freedom’s benefits, 

on the Internet and off, is vital to making it work for more than just the people in power. 

 Many of the journalistic critiques regarding content moderation perpetuate the 

power of tech corporations by representing that power as an inevitable outcome of 

policies meant to protect a very traditional American conception of freedom and 

economic progress. The harms and the costs of this freedom and progress may be tragic, 

but they do nothing to diminish the power of those corporations. Instead, the mitigation 

of these harms and costs, often provoked by institutions like government agencies and 

journalistic outlets, works to preserve the legitimacy of corporations as authorities over 

the digital public sphere. When journalists push tech corporations to be better stewards of 

the public sphere, they reaffirm that authority. 

That authority is, in part, built on the backs of the people and communities who 

have been harmed. Like the laborers whose lives were lost in the Westward expansion of 

the railroads, or the frontier communities despoiled by ecological catastrophe brought on 

by rapacious extraction, the targets of online hate speech and harassment and the laborers 

of platform moderation suffer at the behest of corporate freedom and progress. Their 

suffering only stops when it serves the interests of those corporations which have already 

exacted such high costs from them. Questioning the ideological assumptions which make 

sense of this perpetuation of power must be part of a thorough and constructive critique 

of the moment we find ourselves in today. 
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CHAPTER 9 

CONCLUSION 

 

 As April Glaser and Will Oremus argued in June 2019 on their If Then podcast, 

which covers tech and Silicon Valley for Slate, tech journalists had largely begun to take 

off their “rose-colored glasses” shifting from “marveling at the new” to “holding power 

accountable” (Drews, 2019). Surely something had changed in the tenor of the reporting 

during the previous three years or so in the wake of the 2016 U.S. presidential election. 

These changes manifested growing concerns about the algorithmic amplification of hate 

and far-right extremism on major tech platforms and frequent revelations about privacy 

breeches and constant surveillance. Yet, despite these shifts in tone and framing, much of 

the reporting still relied on cyberlibertarian doxa to make sense of these problems and 

their solutions. The work of Kara Swisher serves as a case in point. 

 Though Swisher has been critiquing Silicon Valley since the late-1990s when she 

developed the “Boom Town” column for The Wall Street Journal (e.g. Swisher, 2000; 

2001; 2002), her profile as a critic of the tech industry rose significantly during the period 

this dissertation covers. In August 2018, she began contributing frequently to The New 

York Times’ Opinion section (e.g. Swisher, 2018c; 2018d; 2019a) and appeared 

frequently on the cable news network CNBC as a critic of major tech corporations (e.g. 

CNBC, 2018a; 2018b; 2019). In October 2018, she interviewed Mark Zuckerberg at 

length for Recode, the tech news website she co-founded in 2014, just as Facebook was 

coming under increasing fire for the role fake news and misinformation on the site may 
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have played in the 2016 election and the Cambridge Analytica scandal in which 

Facebook users’ data had been used without permission for targeted political advertising. 

 Though Swisher had dubbed herself the “grumpy lady of tech” (thenewyorktimes, 

2018, para. 1), she had by then become what Newsweek called “Silicon Valley’s premier 

journalist” (Nazaryan, 2016, para. 7). Although Swisher’s early columns for The Wall 

Street Journal often serviced investors in the then-nascent world of tech startups 

(Swisher, 2002), or pilloried the very types of content regulation she would later advocate 

(Swisher, 2001), by 2015 when Vox Media bought Recode, Swisher’s work, and the tech 

news site for which she still served as editor-at-large, had shifted to focus on—as 

Recode’s tagline has it—”Uncovering and explaining how our digital world is 

changing—and changing us” (Vox Media, 2019). Her by-now longstanding critiques of 

technology’s role in society and her access to high profile Silicon Valley executives like 

Zuckerberg has allowed her to more recently function as a proxy voicing a growing 

public concern about the power of tech corporations. 

 Yet the business model of Recode and Swisher’s access to high profile tech 

figures serve as signs that this work is still shaped by cyberlibertarian ideals. As Business 

Insider’s Alyson Shontell (2015) noted when Recode was bought by Vox, most of the 

publication’s “revenue was generated from Code, its A-list technology conference…. 

Tickets to Code cost more than $3,000 a piece and the lineup for the last two years has 

included the CEOs of Uber, Snapchat, Twitter, Salesforce, Netflix, Microsoft, and 

Dropbox” (para. 4). Just as the more established Wired magazine frequently hosted tech 

executives at its own conferences (Thompson, 2018), Recode’s often critical take on 

developments in the tech world is tempered by the publication’s operating principle that 
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the solutions to these problems should come from the industry itself. Tech publications 

like Recode and Wired serve as venues in which figures like Swisher who straddle the 

worlds of Silicon Valley and journalism can urge corporations like Facebook and Twitter 

to regulate themselves in the face of public scrutiny, rather than insisting that public 

institutions, like the federal government, might solve such problems by regulating the 

industry. In the work of critical journalists like Swisher, technologists—and the 

technologies they produce—are granted authority over the public, reiterating the 

cyberlibertarian discourses that have perpetuated the problematic practices they critique 

in the first place. 

 For example, in the wake of rising concerns over Facebook’s policies allowing 

misinformation in paid political advertising, Swisher (2019b) published an opinion 

column in The New York Times praising Facebook’s announcement that its “Supreme 

Court” (see chapter 8, for more on this) overseeing content moderation would be 

established by the end of 2019. Just weeks later, Swisher (2019c) again was praising a 

tech executive in the pages of the Times, this time Twitter’s Jack Dorsey for announcing 

that political advertising would no longer be sold on the platform. Swisher framed this 

decision as a more responsible approach to problematic content than Facebook’s 

insistence on maintaining a hands-off approach to misleading content in political ads. But 

viewed another way, Swisher’s praise here abets Dorsey in avoiding public scrutiny by 

letting him relinquish responsibilities Twitter never took seriously in the first place. 

Prominent politicians like Donald Trump, and the large audiences they draw to the 

platform, still help drive Twitter’s bottom line. Just because no one will be paying 

Twitter to directly target political ads to audiences, doesn’t mean Twitter does not benefit 
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from the dissemination of political misinformation. Still, Dorsey and Zuckerberg get a pat 

on the back for making motions toward self-regulation. The most basic question—

whether a corporate entity can or should be entrusted with so much of the public 

sphere—remains unasked in these critiques. 

 Likewise, the growing critiques of the tech industry and tech executives in work 

by journalists like Swisher, often leave out the voices and concerns of marginalized 

people. Swisher has made gestures to groups of people who have been made to suffer 

because of tech corporations’ hands-off approach to content moderation—such as when 

she asked Dorsey in an interview conducted awkwardly via Tweets “do you think the fact 

that you all could not conceive of what it is to feel unsafe (women, POC, LGBTQ, other 

marginalized people) could be one of the issues?” (Borgerding, 2019). But Swisher’s own 

work fails to center members of those communities as important stakeholders in 

journalism about technology, unless they happen to be tech luminaries themselves—such 

as her work at the Lesbians Who Tech summit (Pearlstein, 2019). 

 Swisher’s columns for the Times and Recode’s daily news stories focus 

overwhelmingly on the white men who head tech corporations and who have, themselves, 

ignored those same marginalized people. Swisher herself identifies as an LGBTQ 

woman, but her work reiterates the dimensions of privilege endemic to the history of 

Silicon Valley. This is not to say that her work pushing for more ethical tech is not a step 

in the right direction, only that it reinforces many of the same ideas about technology and 

power that have allowed so much public life to be privatized by corporations. 

 Some critical reflexivity in this case, however, provides important context to 

Swisher’s work. Swisher was on the forefront of covering tech’s cultural and political 
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dimensions well before others and started Re/code with a partner after The Wall Street 

Journal withdrew its support of her work (Wasserman, 2014). Her identity and 

experience certainly have informed her work, just as the identity and experience of the 

often white male editors and journalists who have produced dominant representations of 

the Internet informed their work. Swisher’s work should not be noted only for its 

limitations, but for how it demonstrates how more diverse voices are needed in 

journalism to expand critical discourses about journalism beyond their current 

boundaries. 

 

Challenging Cyberlibertarianism and Corporate Power 

 This seems to be he flaw in a broader swath of discourse about the Internet and 

social responsibility: that corporations can be expected to act in the public’s best 

interests, to compromise their profit motives to do the right thing, to relinquish power in 

order to better serve marginalized users. But these assumptions do not stand up to 

scrutiny. Mark Zuckerberg seems to be as influenced by the fallacious narrative of anti-

conservative bias in Silicon Valley—giving his ear to right-wing ideologues (Bertrand & 

Lippman, 2019) and embracing the far-right Breitbart as a “trusted” source of news for 

Facebook users (Newton, 2019, para. 9)—as by any sense of civic virtue. Journalists have 

recognized the contradictions inherent in Zuckerberg’s statements and actions, but they 

often still report on him—and other tech executives—as if they were, in Kate Klonick’s 

(2018) words, our “New Governors” (p. 3) who might be expected to act otherwise. 

 Academic scholarship has not been immune to such thinking. As sociologist Jen 

Schradie told Washington Monthly (John, 2019b) the often-liberal communication 
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researchers who have argued that the Internet’s tools would allow for a flourishing of 

progressive democracy have failed to contend with “the reality [] that throughout history, 

communications tools that seemed to offer new voices are eventually owned or controlled 

by those with more resources” (para. 1). The technological determinist assumptions of 

many fail to contend with how power actually works and how the unimaginable wealth 

accrued by tech corporations would inevitably align their interests with those who 

traditionally hold power. Though their products and corporate structures may look 

nothing alike, tech corporations have proven themselves no different in their organizing 

principles from the fossil fuel, manufacturing, and financial corporations that have been 

at the center of capitalist economies in previous eras. Those industries still use corporate 

social responsibility campaigns to portray themselves as responsible actors in democratic 

systems, but just like tech corporations, they place corporate interests above public 

interests (Oosterhout & Heugens, 2008). Cyberlibertarianism, it turns out, is little 

different from the classic corporate libertarianism which has allowed for the deregulation 

of industries that exploit shared natural and human resources for private gain. 

 Just as the work of tech critics like Swisher pushes back against specific policies 

and actions of tech corporations while reiterating the idea that those corporations ought to 

have ultimate authority over the parts of public life they have privatized, popular 

technocratic liberals like Cass Sunstein have perpetuated the idea that corporate 

libertarianism can benefit the public because individuals will be free to make better 

decisions based on market principles (Thaler & Sunstein, 2009). Yet this neoliberal 

technocratic thinking aligns with cyberlibertarianism in even more direct ways. As Moyn 

(2019) argued in The Nation, this way of thinking ignores how freedom is constrained in 
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explicit and subtle ways by the corporate privatization of so many aspects of public life. 

The federal government’s deregulation of the tech industry has not given the public a 

variety of modes of using the Internet. Instead, it has allowed tech platforms to dominate 

the Internet, to foreclose on alternative, non-corporate uses of the Internet. 

 In this sense, the only discourses and policies that may actually challenge these 

assumptions about the power of tech corporations, are not those which insist that those 

corporations can and ought to self-regulate, but those which insist that those corporations 

should be regulated by the government or other institutions in the public’s interest. Such 

critiques have emerged from critics (i.e. Bartlett, 2018; Stoller, 2019) and journalists have 

begun to acknowledge the possibility (Brandom, 2018) and practicality (Patel, 2018) of 

breaking up tech firms as progressive politicians suggest doing just that (Stevens, 2019). 

These discourses and policy proposals are hardly unprecedented. During the Gilded Age 

of the late 19th century, anti-trust legislation was introduced that made monopolistic 

practices illegal in response to the consolidation of wealth and capital in industries like 

oil and railroads (“Mr. Sherman’s hopes…, 1890). It is not coincidental that as power and 

capital were consolidated in monopolies throughout this period, income and wealth 

inequality reflected the ability of unregulated corporations to exploit workers and shared 

resources, just as inequality has arisen in the era of deregulation from the late-20th to 

early-21st centuries (Piketty, 2014). These conditions did not change immediately with 

anti-trust legislation, but they may never have changed without those laws. Tech power 

may not immediately bend to regulation, but it certainly shows little sign of otherwise 

sacrificing self-interest for the public good. 
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Asserting Alternative Conceptions of Internet Freedom 

 This relative fealty to corporate power and corporate freedom in even critical tech 

journalism so often ignores the lives of marginalized people—people of color, women, 

LGBTQ people, people from the Global South—and their roles in the Internet, as users, 

moderators, and targets of hate speech and harassment. Yet, when the voices of such 

people are asserted in journalism, alternative conceptions of Internet freedom emerge and 

reveal the limiting nature of the common sense undergirding much of the reporting 

analyzed in this dissertation. Journalism is a capacious discursive field in which 

marginalized voices can find venues—even if those venues are marginalized themselves 

in the commercial media marketplace which has suffered as much from the hyper-

privatization of the Internet as any area of public discourse. 

 In the course of the archives represented in the previous two chapters of this 

dissertation, the voices of targets of online hate speech and harassment emerged to 

contest some of the commonsense assumptions of the rest of the reporting. For instance, 

Jewish outlets, such as Forward and Haaretz, challenged many of the assumptions about 

what freedom of speech means, specifically regarding cases like the Pittsburgh 

synagogue killings in October 2018, when violent threats are levied online against a 

whole group of people. From the perspective of communities targeted by hate speech and 

violence, the paradoxes at the heart of the law and online moderation practices regarding 

these issues are not easily disregarded.   

 In a column following the Pittsburgh shooting, Dan Friedman (2018), an opinion 

writer for Forward, drew a stark distinction between traditional free speech rights and the 

kinds of online rhetoric that lead to violence, suggesting that “it’s the time to call bullshit 
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on the pleas of ‘free speech’ by America’s violent racists,” pointing out that this freedom 

has established limits in the courts (para. 2). Furthermore, Friedman challenged the oft-

repeated maxim that the best way to combat bad speech is more speech, showing that the 

political realities of the moment are such that good speech cannot penetrate a hate-filled 

“epistemological bubble [that] is impermeable to fact or reason” (para. 6). Likewise, a 

Haaretz editorial centered the political and cultural context in which hateful rhetoric and 

violence arises, reiterating the centrality of community as a bulwark against hate, 

representing hate as, by definition anti-communitarian (“Victims,” 2018). Notable about 

these responses in the Jewish press, in contrast with other outlets, is that the material 

consequences of speech are considered relevant to the ideological question of what 

should be permitted or protected. If something leads to the deaths of innocent people, 

maybe it does not fall under the umbrella of “free speech”; if it robs people of their 

freedom to worship or move about their communities without fear, maybe it is not worthy 

of protection, maybe it prohibits other freedoms that the culture ostensibly holds dear. 

The prevailing negative conception of freedom, which serves as doxa in much of the 

reporting, often precludes these consequentialist arguments.  

 Likewise, in November 2018, when Twitter refined its anti-harassment policies to 

include more specific language—disallowing targeted harassment of transgender people 

through misgendering and deadnaming—the centering of the experience of trans people 

online shaped the representation of Internet freedom in the reporting. In an editorial for 

The New York Times, Parker Molloy, a trans writer argued that the new policies would 

not only protect trans people from harassment, they would also encourage freedom of 

speech by allowing more trans people to have access to the platform and for the terms of 
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debate over trans rights to focus on issues rather than identity (Molloy, 2018). Rather 

than quashing debate about trans issues, Molloy argued, the new rules would encourage 

civil debate and discourage ad hominem attacks.  

 As Molloy (2018) wrote, these protections pushed back against “the content free-

for-all” that allows the harassment of trans people and “chills speech by allowing the 

dominant to control the parameters of debate” (para. 7). Free speech, in this commentary, 

is reconceived as an ideal that allows for a greater breadth of more valuable speech rather 

than just entirely unrestricted and unregulated speech. Positive freedom is given an airing 

in these important, but rare, instances when the targets of hate speech and harassment are 

given a voice in journalism. Centering these and other alternative voices in journalism 

about the Internet crucial to challenging the cyberlibertarian doxa about freedom online. 

 

Asserting Journalism as an Ideological Field 

 Methodologically, this dissertation asserts journalism as a field of discourse in 

which ideology is negotiated and reiterated in ways that have ramifications not just for 

the popular representation of technologies and issues of public concern, but for the 

material conditions which give rise to and perpetuate those technologies and concerns. 

There are certain limits to a project that gets at ideology through journalism alone. As this 

dissertation attests, cyberlibertarian ideals arise out of fields as disparate as the military, 

academia, government, countercultures, and entertainment media. Journalism is less a 

producer of ideology than a translator of ideology into terms that audiences can use to 

understand the world around them. Therefore, journalism is not the best repository, 

necessarily, for studying the content of an ideology, but it is a particularly valuable field 
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in which to find the processes by which an ideology is centered or marginalized. The 

examination of those processes can be an important part of a larger critical project, as I 

hope this dissertation shows.  

 As Carey (2005) argued, discourses about the Internet need to be demythologized 

and re-historicized so that we can understand how this technology has fortified 

problematic social practices and relations of power. Journalism can be a popular form of 

this demythologization and re-historicization. Though many critical journalists have 

articulated critiques that reiterate and reify certain cyberlibertarian assumptions about 

free speech and tech power, others are beginning to challenge the inevitability of 

corporate power and deregulation. Others have asserted and amplified the voices of 

marginalized people often left out of commercial journalism. Though these processes 

may begin as shifts around who and what gets represented in journalism, they create an 

epistemological basis for policy change at both the public and corporate level by laying 

out practicable ideas for how the Internet might operate as a space where more inclusive 

forms of freedom can be practiced. 

 The field of journalism studies has taken great strides over the last few decades in 

recognizing how journalism as a field itself reifies its own ideology of representation and 

professionalism (e.g Deuze, 2005), often through metajournalistic discourses in which 

this ideology is negotiated and reiterated (Carlson, 2015). This inward turn has provided 

valuable insight into how journalists and other actors shape journalism’s authority and 

legitimacy in a democracy (Carlson, 2017) and how reportorial practices emerge from 

journalistic ideology (Parks, 2019). This dissertation strives to build upon this work and 

upon the work of cultural studies scholars in exploring how journalistic discourses shape 



  

301 

popular ideologies about adjacent fields, such as technology. As explored throughout this 

study, journalists have played a role in making common sense out of deeply political 

ideas about the Internet. The high modern conception of journalism in the 20th century 

may have held that journalism was an anti-ideological field, but it may be this 

conception—which lingers among many—that has made journalism such a powerful 

common sense-building field of discourse. 

 At a more fundamental level than shifting the representation of ideas about the 

Internet, a shift in the very idea of freedom may be essential. Though the negative 

conception of freedom has so defined dominant American ideology through much of its 

history, perhaps asserting a positive conception of freedom may help construct a 

discursive foundation upon which new visions of the Internet and its public possibilities 

may be built. This, admittedly, is a tall order. Seidman (2018), a legal scholar, has argued 

that a progressive conception of free speech has been exceedingly rare in the history of 

American jurisprudence. Such conceptions have emerged only in limited, isolated 

contexts and have tended to revert to much more corporate-friendly negative conceptions 

throughout the 20th century especially. 

 Yet progressive journalists have acknowledged that progressive policy makers 

need to take back the idea of freedom and to make sense of it as a progressive value if 

they are to challenge a resurgent right in American politics. This doesn’t even necessitate 

a fundamental shift to a positive conception of freedom. Konczal and Abernathy (2018) 

argue that progressives should invigorate discourses about the public’s right to “freedom 

from poverty,” “freedom for workers,” and “freedom from corporate power.” Certainly, 

tech corporations exert a form of corporate power in many people’s lives that journalists 
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have begun to do a better job of revealing. Better representing how freedom from that 

power may enrich public and private life alike may prove difficult, but rather than 

assuming, like Seidman (2018), that historical precedent precludes such a flourishing of 

progressive ideas, journalists and scholars might do better to look back at the historical 

moments in which such ideas did flourish and did lead to progressive policies. Journalists 

certainly don’t have all the power in the world to make these changes, but assuming they 

have none of it denies the human agency that is required for such changes. 

 

More than Just Taking Responsibility 

 In August 2019, days after a gunman killed 22 people in a Walmart in El Paso, 

Texas, Cloudflare, an Internet security provider, denied its services to the website 8chan, 

where the gunman had been radicalized and posted an anti-immigrant manifesto in 

anticipation of the mass killing (Prince, 2019). Cloudflare’s removal of 8chan essentially 

de-platformed the site. Like Gab, where the Pittsburgh synagogue shooter had been 

radicalized, 8chan was created by its founders ostensibly as a “free speech utopia” 

(Roose, 2019d, para. 6) and had become a home for hate and the planning of extremist 

violence. In a blog post, Cloudflare’s CEO, Matthew Prince represented 8chan’s 

culpability for the violence in no uncertain terms—terms that have been noticeably absent 

from the pronouncements of platform executives like Mark Zuckerberg and Jack Dorsey: 

We just sent notice that we are terminating 8chan as a customer effective at 

midnight tonight Pacific Time. The rationale is simple: they have proven 

themselves to be lawless and that lawlessness has caused multiple tragic deaths. 

Even if 8chan may not have violated the letter of the law in refusing to moderate 

their hate-filled community, they have created an environment that revels in 

violating its spirit. (Prince, 2019, para. 3) 
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This represented a dramatic shift in messaging from Prince, who, less than two years 

prior, had called himself “almost a free-speech absolutist” and promised never to de-

platform another site even after removing Cloudflare’s services from the neo-Nazi 

publication The Daily Stormer (Lee, 2017, para. 2).  

 In fact, Prince (2019) insisted that the decision had little to do with First 

Amendment issues and everything to do with 8chan’s permissiveness in letting people 

break the law or plan to break the law on the site. Even more striking was Prince’s 

evocation of the importance of policy and the infrastructure of the Internet—in which 

Cloudflare plays an important role—in contending with problems that are enabled by 

platforms like 8chan and, by extension, Facebook, Twitter, and other more prominent 

sites: “We and other technology companies need to work with policy makers in order to 

help them understand the problem and define these remedies. And, in some cases, it may 

mean moving enforcement mechanisms further down the technical stack” (para. 13).  

 Prince had begun to recognize that his company, by protecting sites like 8chan 

and Gab, had been implicated in the deaths caused by people radicalized on those sites 

and who used those sites to plan and profess extreme violence. Likewise 8chan’s founder, 

Fredrick Brennan called for the site to be shut down, arguing that it was harming both the 

victims of violence and its radicalized users. “Shut the site down,” Brennan said, “It’s not 

doing the world any good. It’s a complete negative to everybody except the users that are 

there. And you know what? It’s a negative to them, too. They just don’t realize it” 

(Roose, 2019d, para. 8).  

Yet the cyberlibertarian common sense of much journalism about the Internet 

tends to forgo the possibility that the Internet ought to be regulated in the public’s 
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interest: a public that includes both the victims and perpetrators of such violence. That 

Prince’s and Brennan’s arguments don’t hold more sway in discussions of public policy 

goes a long way in showing how engrained the ideal of cyberlibertarian free speech has 

become. What value is provided to the public by harassment campaigns like Gamergate, 

or hate incubators like 8chan and Gab, or Facebook’s amplification of political 

misinformation? These questions tend to be ignored because they conflict with the 

common sense about digital free speech—i.e. that it has always been, so must always be, 

a negative freedom. Hopefully, this work has revealed in part how that common sense has 

been constructed and suggested how it might be challenged in the future. 
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