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 [Discussions] of the democratic potential of the Internet cannot be satisfied with listing its 
positive or intrinsic features… The same is true for its negative effects or consequences, such 
as its disaggregative character or its anonymity… the Internet becomes a public sphere only 
through agents who engage in reflexive and democratic activity. For the Internet to create a 
new form of publicity [it] must first be constituted as a public sphere by those people whose 
interactions exhibit the features of dialogue and are concerned with its publicity… These 
features may not be the same as manifested in previous political public spheres, such as the 
bourgeois public sphere of private persons… 

 — James Bohman, “Expanding dialogue: The Internet, the public sphere 
and prospects for transnational democracy”1 

 

I know who you are… You're almost invariably male, Caucasian, middle-class. Your parents 
were normal… You enjoy being Anonymous because it is a release from the normal world: 
no Anonymous has an identity, no anonymous is a preening faggot. Anonymous realizes he is 
just a guy fucking around on the internet. Anonymous knows others of his kind enjoy this 
fact, too. You despise … the internet tough guy for one simple reason: he acts like the internet 
is the real world, a place where actions should have social consequences and where there 
needs to be a pecking order. Needless to say, you do not approve. 

 — A post under the pseudonym “Anonymous,” quoted in the Encyclopedia 
Dramatica entry on “Anonymous”2  

                                                
1 Published in After Habermas: new perspectives on the public sphere, 2004: 139-40. 
2 [Accessed 6 June 2009.] 



Page 2 of 60

Introduction 

In the early 1990s, Louis Rossetto—founder of Wired magazine—saw inherent in digital 

technologies a kernel of what he called “spontaneous order.” If realized, this kernel would grow into 

a kind of cybernetic utopia in which human civilization, enabled by digital communication, would 

become fully determined by pure, free, democratic communication, and in which larger institutional 

structures of authority would wither away.3 Rossetto’s optimistic futurist vision was among the most 

radical to gain prominence in the highly dynamic, fledgling, tech-oriented community he inhabited,4 

but while his vision was outside the norm for its radicalism, in Silicon Valley in the early 1990s it 

was only a radical form of a more mainstream optimistic techno-libertarianism. R.U. Sirius—author 

and cyber-culture icon—reflected on the era in a piece in the Village Voice in 2000: 

In the early 1990s [we] saw a digital revolution that ultimately would free information by 
making it difficult for powerful forces to keep secrets, empower every man and woman to 
communicate their visions without the intervention of capital or an editor, create a space for 
the human imagination to act out, and break down the boundaries of nationalities and races, 
creating a global humanity.  

That was then. He finishes the paragraph darkly, writing: 

But with just a few minor edits, we were writing the future ads for Microsoft, and the 
ideology of corporate neoliberalism.5 

This sentence voices a broadly held feeling that the hopes of the early 1990s have not been born 

out—the subject of the rest of his article.  

Pessimism has become popular over the past decade. Beyond Sirius’ lament of its larger 

commodification, one common position critiques the peculiar structure of the Internet itself, arguing 

that far from empowering the demos as a self-regulating public, the Internet structurally leads people 

to isolate themselves in ideological echo chambers. Legal theorist Cass Sunstein has been among this 

                                                
3 Gary Wolf, Wired: A Romance, 2003: 54. 
4 Ibid.: 146. 
5 “Blurred Visionaries,” The Village Voice, 29 February 2000. [Accessed 18 July 2009 from: 
http://www.villagevoice.com/2000-02-29/news/blurred-visionaries/] 
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thesis’ most vocal proponents, arguing in his books Republic.com (2002) and Republic.com 2.0 

(2007), that while the Internet does vastly broaden the space in which discourse can occur, it provides 

no systemic imperatives for individuals to leave their comfort zones. It will therefore act as a 

necessarily polarizing force, drawing people away from structurally generalized (and thus 

purportedly more moderate), large-scale “traditional” information sources in the mainstream, 

commercial media.6 He distilled his argument in a recent article on the democratic impact of web 

logging (blogging), titled “Neither Hayek nor Habermas”:  

The rise of blogs makes it all the easier for people to live in echo chambers of their own 
design. Indeed some bloggers, and many readers of blogs, live in information cocoons. 
Shared identities are often salient on the blogosphere, in a way that makes polarization both 
more likely and more likely to be large. [No] prices exist to aggregate the dispersed 
information that emerges from people’s posts [and] because of self-sorting, people are often 
reading like-minded points of view, in a way that can breed greater confidence, more 
uniformity within groups, and more extremism.7  

There is certainly descriptive validity to the social fragmentation that Sunstein identifies; there is no 

lack of “daily me”8 echo chambers created on-line or within the greater media environment. But 

undergirding his explanation of (and proposed responses to) this state of affairs is the theoretical 

assumption that, given the choice, people are primarily motivated to do what is “easier,” what is the 

least personally challenging. This is a very narrow understanding of human motivation and one that 

is limited, for its narrowness, in its power to do more than describe. As I will argue later, the limited 

understanding of motivation that this assumption contains is significantly contingent. The passivity 

of information “consumers” has been fostered by conditions within a mass media environment that 

have been profoundly disempowering, but that are currently being challenged. One shoots oneself in 

the foot by essentializing this passivity while considering the system’s trajectory and prescribing 

reform. In doing so, Sunstein risks reifying exactly those anti-deliberative traits that are at the root of 
                                                

6 These “large-scale” traditional information sources, many of which persist though increasingly shakily, competed 
with one another to capture the unified “mass audience,” and were each others’ only major competition. 
7 Public Choice, 2008, 134: 94 
8 Republic.com 2.0, 2007: 1.  
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the problem he is so evidently concerned about. 

Owing to this assumption, a serious interpretive problem arises when Sunstein’s social theory 

is confronted with the anonymous discursive network that has grown seemingly spontaneously out of 

the Internet’s least regulated message boards. This network is noted most broadly in the mainstream 

for the deliberate offensiveness, extreme vulgarity, and ostensible nihilism of its content, and the 

aggressive and seemingly indiscriminate, roving-pirate quality of its initiatives.9 It was identified in a 

particularly hysterical 2007 Fox 11 News report as an “Internet hate machine” populated by 

“domestic terrorists.”10  

Why anyone would go around picking fights with strangers on-line for no clear material 

motive is a quandary for Sunstein, whose subjects are presumed to flow through the Internet like 

water, down the path of least resistance. He might write this network off as anomalous and its 

participants as a fringe of misanthropic malcontents. I believe that not only would such a strategy fail 

to do them justice, it would also miss a much larger analytical opportunity to found a much more 

critically potent social theory of the Internet. Founding his social theory on an impoverished idea of 

how people understand and motivate themselves in their activities online, Sunstein’s criticism can 

only be nostalgic. And while nostalgia may be emotionally compelling, it lacks for critical teeth. In 

the face of a fragmenting digital public, Sunstein searches the Constitution for justification for 

limiting choice; looking for ways to legitimate using institutional mechanisms to forcibly narrow the 

“media market” back down so that people are forced to engage with one another across ideological 

lines, as he implies they were in the era of a centralized mass media market.11 He has, of late, given 

such efforts up as unworkable, and now offers as constructive solutions only vague pleas for bloggers 

                                                
9 See, for example, the discussions by Shuman, 2007; Prager 2007; Schwartz 2008; Dibbell 2008, or see it directly on 
the anonymous “random” imageboard (“/b/”) at 4chan.org; or at the Encyclopedia Dramatica. 
10 Phil Shuman, 2007. 
11 Republic.com, 2002: e.g. 40-42. 
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to create “deals” with their ideological foes to link to one another,12 but he fails to offer any 

particularly compelling reason for why we should expect a societally meaningful shift among 

bloggers in that direction. 

 Drawing on Jürgen Habermas’ theoretical framework, I will tackle this anonymous discursive 

network directly. I will look in particular at the problem of defining the network’s political 

significance—which Sunstein is theoretically ill equipped to deal with in any positive sense—with 

critical reference to its impact on democracy and the public sphere. In service to this problem, I will 

gesture towards an understanding of the network’s historical genesis (for lack of space I cannot do 

more than gesture). In doing this, I hope to articulate the rough outlines of a more satisfying social 

theory of the Internet; one that is consistent with a far less reductive and reifying concept of the social 

individual than the one with which Sunstein is left in his analysis, and one that therefore founds a 

more forward-looking critical perspective.  

I would like to begin by noting some of this network’s defining features— the nuts and bolts of 

how interactions occur within it, what these interactions look like, where it is primarily situated, how 

its participants are positioned with relation to it, who these participants are, how the IHM is 

positioned within the context of the Internet and society, and how it interacts with society more 

generally. Before embarking on this expository endeavor, however, I must first briefly address the 

problem of what to call it. This is a problem because, on the one hand, the network is not an a priori 

purposefully structured institution, and explicitly and actively defies reductive definition, but on the 

other, calling it “the network” is vague in a contemporary context in which everything is called a 

network. Within “the network,” the title “Internet Hate Machine” has come to be worn as a badge 

symbolizing what it sees as its frightening irreducibility from the mainstream perspective, deduced 

                                                
12 “Neither Hayek nor Habermas”: 95.  
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from the mainstream’s typically hysterical reaction to it.13 For lack of an alternative that is both 

adequately specific and at the same time non-hypostatizing, I will henceforth refer to the network as 

the “IHM,” to be understood, as I think the IHM would have it, with tongue firmly in cheek.14  

Second, a quick word about the methodological challenge of this project: anonymous on-line 

discussions pose inherent difficulties to those seeking to study them. As was suggested above, they 

tend to be extremely dynamic in form and content. Further, they are often deliberately challenging 

and deceptive towards their readers, particularly if those readers are outside observers unfamiliar 

with the slang and internally established intertextual references that constitute the discursive 

vernacular.  

As the IHM’s dynamic, complex, and extremely plastic platform, the Internet itself adds 

further problems: It supports diverse forms of expression, and provides no guarantee that content will 

not be erased or altered ex post facto by the authors, other participants, or third parties with various 

motives—e.g., forum administrators, prank victims, or legal authorities—and sometimes by illicit 

means, such as “hacking.” I have therefore avoided relying for any substantive points on “outsider” 

secondary source interpretations, instead focusing on primary texts that have been or continue to be 

active in the IHM. By “primary texts” I mean something broader than merely message board 

postings. I also mean any text with which the IHM is engaged; including mainstream media reports, 

and documents of the actions the IHM has undertaken off-line, for example its 2007 global protest 

against the Church of Scientology. I recognize the hazards of this and have digitally archived copies 

of all specific primary text, image, and video utterances here mentioned and the pages on which they 

were posted. I have also relied considerably on the Encyclopedia Dramatica (henceforth ED), an 

                                                
13 See the Encyclopedia Dramatica entry on “Faux News” for a direct treatment of the report by the IHM. References 
to it can be found throughout the discourse (see, for instance, the appendix). 
14 I say this confidently on the basis of the ED’s entry on “The Internet Hate Machine,” in which it is made clear that it 
is not to be confused with the “Internet Hat Machine,” the “Internet Cake Machine,” or the “Pretty Hate Machine” (the 
1989 debut album of the industrial band Nine Inch Nails). All three of the latter have their own ED entries.  
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Internet counter-culture answer to the “mainstream” user-generated on-line encyclopedia, 

“Wikipedia.” It is one of the major depositories in which information (and lore) pertaining to the 

IHM is stored, and also one of the major fora in which the IHM is active. As useful as it therefore is, 

it is vulnerable to the same hazards as are enumerated above. 

I – What is the Internet Hate Machine? 

This section will be structured by five general 

questions: (a) how does participation in the IHM 

work?; (b) what does that discourse in the IHM look 

like?; (c) where does the discourse take place?; (d) 

who participates in the IHM; and (e) how is the IHM 

positioned within society? 

(a) How does participation work?  

The IHM is associated most strongly with a 

handful of primary venues, in particular: the 

anonymous, themeless, and minimally moderated 

“/b/” image-board on 4chan.org15 (henceforth 

4chan); the ED, which identifies its function in part 

as serving as the IHM’s archive16; and a few Internet relay chat (IRC) networks.17  

To provide the reader with a sense of how the discourse operates in these venues, I have copied 

                                                
15 On an imageboard, participants post images either themselves for discussion or as a pretense for discussion of 
something else.  
16 The ED’s companion blog, “Encyclopedia Dramatica Blog,” bears the subtitle, “Sometimes archiving the Lulz is 
serious business” [Accessed on 30 May 2009 from: http://www.blog.encyclopediadramatica.com/?page_id=2]. This 
self-description as an archive is quite apt, though it is a reflexive archive, evidently self-conscious of the perlocutionary 
significance of the act of archiving itself.  
17 IRC networks host real-time text messaging “chat.” Having come on-line originally in 1988, IRC is one of the oldest 
continuously active institutions—for lack of a better word—on the Internet. 

Figure 1 – This is a screenshot from 4chan.org, 
specifically capturing the “reply” screen for a post on the 
/b/ imageboard. The original post is the picture in the 
bottom left, and the message “So I just got World War 
Z…”  The posts in pink are previous replies. The tool 
captured at the top of the page is the input. It is not 
necessary to use a real name or e-mail address. Note the 
“file” field. Using that field, users can insert images or 
videos into their responses. The banner in the middle is 
advertising space sold by 4chan. The image is typical of 
the advertising one finds in these venues. [Accessed on 
30 May 2009]  
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over a discussion thread in /b/ that contained a particularly (though not exceptionally) substantive 

exchange. By “particularly” I mean that it was the most substantive exchange I found on the first 

three pages of the board.18 It should be noted that this example shows the discourse at the truly micro 

level. Though it touches on a central ongoing concern of the IHM at the macro level, figuratively 

speaking, it is to the broader discourse what an exchange on the street about the vacuity of American 

Idol is to the broader cultural discourse in America. Turning now to the example, a participant posted 

the image below (which happens to be of text, but could have been of anything) and question on 

Wednesday May 20th 2009 at 18:31:12:  

Anonymous19 05/20/09(Wed)18:31:1220 No.13699470621 : How come it's so 
little talk about the pwnage [“pwn” is a corruption of “own,” which generally 
means something like ‘manipulated into acting ridiculous’ or ‘made to look 
ridiculous’] DOS  [“Denial of Service”] attacks against /b/?  I mean, you love 
talking about people getting pwned everyday, so why not talk about your own 
failure? Because, the fact of the matter is, you got REALLY fucking owned this 
time /b/...REALLY fucking owned. … God has spoken! 

Improper spelling and grammar has been left untouched, and may or may not at any particular instant 

have been deliberate. There were 21 responses at the time that I saved and archived a copy of the 

thread, but it was both recent and remained open. From the 21 responses, I extracted the following 

five on the basis of their being particularly engaged with the original question and one another: 

Anonymous 05/20/09(Wed)18:33:23 No.136994914 : Not like it doesn't happen every few 
months, it was noting special really. We've all moved on. 

Anonymous 05/20/09(Wed)18:35:55 No.136995252 : i don't think anyone noticed 

Anonymous 05/20/09(Wed)18:36:29 No.136995350 : lol que? [“laugh out loud, what?”] / 
apparently we got owned without noticing? / failed pwnage? 

Anonymous 05/20/09(Wed)18:37:28 No.136995510 : >>136994706 …why does it matter / 

                                                
18 The pages are reverse-chronologically organized by the most recent post on a given “subject” image. Each page 
shows between 15 and 25 subject images and between 45 and 65 associated posts. The most recent post on the bottom 
image on a given page tends to have been posted approximately 30 seconds prior to the most recent post on the top 
image on the page. 
19 “Anonymous” is how the poster has chosen to identify him or herself. 
20 “05/20/09(Wed)18:31:12” is the date and time of posting. 
21 “No.136994706” is the post’s ID number (which can be referenced in replies).  
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we don't have pride in /b/ dumbass / moot [the founder of 4chan] and the mods [moderators] 
might / but we contribute nothing / its like having pride in a sports team, its worthless because 
pride does nothing to keep it running. 

Anonymous 05/20/09(Wed)18:37:37 No.136995529 : we got owned by ourselves....”22  

In the above exchange, a participant has made a 

claim, amounting to something like that /b/’s discursive 

community, by not expressing shame at having been the 

target of a successful DoS attack, is holding itself to a 

different standard than the one to which it holds others. 

Other participants, in critical counterclaims, then 

challenge the claim’s validity, arguing that the DoS 

attack was not in fact successful, because no one noticed 

it (which implies that what matters is not whether it 

technically worked, but whether it was perceived as 

working); that successful DoS attacks on /b/ are common 

and unremarkable (i.e. they’ve been explored before and 

there’s nothing new to say); and that since the 

community is not responsible for the technical defense 

of /b/—that responsibility being the domain of moot and the moderators—a successful DOS attack 

says nothing about the community. These claims are open for challenge. No participant can close a 

thread, though a moderator can delete it if he or she suspects that it contains illegal material.  

(b) What does it look like? 

In terms of content, this particular exchange is relatively tame. It is not without reason that the 

Fox 11 News report mentioned above finds these networks to be so disturbing. A large proportion of 
                                                

22 [Accessed on 20 May 2009]. 

Figure 2 – This is a screenshot from the 
Encyclopedia Dramatica, capturing the “Edit” 
page and tool from which users can change the 
content of, in this case, the “Discussion” page on 
the entry on the ED itself. How the encyclopedia 
defines itself is thus discursively generated, and 
changes on an ongoing basis. [Accessed on 30 
May 2009]  



Page 10 of 60

the images posted to /b/ are scatological, pornographic, or racist, and many threads read like a game 

of offensive one-upmanship. The same goes for the ED or the IRCs mentioned. It is important to note 

though, that while the content of /b/ is extremely offensive to outsiders, to participants who are 

acclimatized to a discursive environment in which such images or statements are common, the 

challenge is to offend. To create something that is offensive within the community is highly 

discursively interesting, generating a great deal of commentary (both explicit and performative). 

Such accomplishments in offensiveness are judiciously archived in the ED.  

The eagerness to seek out taboos and explore what accounts for the aura society puts around its 

norms suggests a decidedly post-metaphysical mentality. The question will be explored later whether 

that mentality goes further, and is actually fully deconstructive and “nihilistic,” as is often 

ostentatiously claimed within the discourse (see note 60). 

Although the responses I posted were all textual, this need not be the case. I have copied 

screen-shots of the tools through which participants post to both /b/ and the ED (Figures 1 and 2). 

Using these tools, participants can embed images of their own (either original or copied from another 

location on-line) into their responses. They can also write in the URLs (web addresses) to any site 

on-line—the most common links I have noticed are to YouTube23 videos, MySpace24 pages, or blog 

entries, all of which provide somewhat less fleeting venues for expression in video, audio, or text. 

Essentially, this means that participants are extraordinarily free in the form through which they can 

make their utterances. They can express themselves using text, images, video, audio, or any 

combination of the four. Further, their utterances can be originally drawn, photographed, written, or 

filmed,25 or at the other extreme, can be nothing more than a reference to something they had no 

                                                
23 YouTube is currently the Internet’s largest open video-sharing website. It is owned by Google. 
24 MySpace began as a social networking site for musicians, and is particularly effective at hosting audio for public 
sharing. 
25 Most new computers now have video-cameras built in and software for video editing. Further, high-definition digital 
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hand in creating.26 They can also be something in between. “Mashups,” in which participants splice 

together various preexisting utterances in meaningful ways, are very common, generating original 

expression through juxtaposition.  

Beyond the formal freedom of expression, the content 

of the IHM is not itself bounded by explicit, pre-established 

norms, nor is it instrumentally oriented towards any 

particular issues—as would be, for example, an on-line 

anonymous discourse facilitated with the a priori aim of 

organizing political opposition to an oppressive 

government. “/b/,” as one of the primary loci of the IHM, is 

identified by 4chan as its “random” board and its content is 

only minimally regulated—moderators reserve the right to 

delete illegal images, such as child pornography, and ban 

the IP addresses of those who post them.27 But beyond that, 

the stated “rules” for /b/ are “ZOMG NONE!!!1.”28 

Christopher Poole, the recently revealed “real world” 

identity of the founder of 4chan,29 told Mattathias Schwartz 

with reference to /b/ that “Ultimately the power lies in the community to dictate its own standards 

                                                                                                                                                       
camcorders have become very affordable (at the low end they are comparable in price to an I-pod).  
26 When he or she makes such an utterance, the speech act is the conceptual linking of the thing linked to, to the 
exchange in question. 
27 A blocked IP address is easily circumvented through the use of open proxy servers (with different IP addresses) that 
allow users to access websites indirectly. 
28 “ZOMG” is a corruption of a popular web vernacular abbreviation of “oh my god”; “1” shares a key with “!”. See: 
http://www.4chan.org/rules#b. [Accessed on 24 March 2009] 
29 He was previously known only by the moniker “moot,” and is still primarily recognized by that name. 

Figure 3 – The above is an anonymously 
posted image copied from the ED’s entry on 
“Anonymous.” [Accessed 3 June 2009 from 
http://encyclopediadramatica.com/Image:Ano
nymousvsNewfagVert.jpg] 
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… all we do is provide a general framework.”30 While he was referring to /b/ in particular, since 

there is no coherent administrative rationality governing the Internet, his claim obtains for the IHM 

generally: the norms governing the IHM and the interests steering it have emerged—and must 

emerge—from the IHM itself. This is instantiated in a widely viewed video message posted to the 

video-sharing website, YouTube, under the title “Message to Anonymous.” “Anonymous,” in 

addition to being the most common nom de plume for the IHM’s participants, is itself a commonly 

used name for the IHM as a whole. Over the last couple of years, the name “Anonymous” has 

come to be associated in particular with certain initiatives, notably the campaign against the 

Church of Scientology—which many participants found tiresome to begin with, and with which 

many others have since become bored (see Figure 3, on the previous page). In the YouTube 

message, a participant, under the name “avoidtheone” addresses the IHM directly, saying: 

We direct this message to ourself [sic] to clarify the importance that we do not allow 
ourselves to become tainted by personal distinction. Once an individual attempts to act as, or 
act for, the many, Anonymous is no longer the incoherent machine it is intended to be. There 
are no official messages from Anonymous. There are no official videos from Anonymous. 
There are no official representatives of Anonymous. There is no official gathering point of 
Anonymous. There is no official goal of Anonymous. Anyone attempting to modify these 
points does so to the detriment of the whole. Anonymous is not your personal army. One 
head lacks the power of many. One head is corruptible [sic]. One head is removable. 
Everyone's contribution is equal. Don't be a follower. Rely on the whole. Be part of the 
whole. Avoid the one.31 

In addition to the point about Anonymous’ lack of any official goal or formally constituted 

coherence, there are a number of other interesting things in this message that deserve further 

exploration; for example, how the “We” ought to be interpreted, or more specifically, how the 

ambiguous position of the utterer as well as the addressees translates into an ambiguity regarding 

whether a claim like “there is no official goal of Anonymous” should be understood to be 
                                                

30 “Malwebolence,” New York Times Magazine, 3 August 2008.  
31 avoidtheone. “Message to Anonymous” YouTube (18 January 2008). In keeping with certain sectors of IHM’s 
emphasis on anonymity over pseudonymity, this video message is the only post associated with the “avoidtheone” 
YouTube account, suggesting the account was created for the sole purpose of posting that video (corroborated by 
the name which mirrors the final phrase of statement). [Accessed 23 March 2009 from: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KJ4HSwb59IA] 
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constative, expressive, or regulative.32 I will return to such issues later.  

(c) Where is it located? 

Adding to its fluidity, the IHM is remarkably independent of the principal venues in which it is 

seated at any given time; to over-identify it with these venues would be an error. Although much of 

the IHM’s activity is centered in these venues, it is neither restricted to them nor dependent on them. 

The only necessary condition for any forum to host an extension of it is that it must allow 

participants to make utterances in effective anonymity. As will be discussed, speech acts intended as 

engagements with the discourse can be expressed in any number of places and through any number 

of vehicles on the Internet or the “real” world—for example, through a broadcast of Oprah’s 

television show,33 or through the media coverage of, for example, the hacking of Sarah Palin’s e-mail 

account34—so long as they can be represented digitally, and attention can be drawn to them through 

the central, disseminating loci (such as /b/). This flexibility is enabled by the non-rival nature of 

information35 and the negligible cost of either linking to, or fully reproducing information once it has 

been digitally encoded. When an idea of interest emerges in any one venue, it is immediately linked 

to, or fully reproduced in another. Further, there are several redundant venues to which the IHM can 

shift, if one of the primary loci is somehow compromised—for example, the /b/ boards on 7chan.org, 

711chan.org, 888chan.org, and zerochan.org (among other *chan boards36) see their traffic spike 

                                                
32 Habermas, 1984: 309. 
33 See the ED’s entry on “Oprah” for a comprehensive account of her interactions with the IHM.  
34 It is very likely that the e-mail was “hacked” by a participant in the Discourse. A justification for hacking the 
account was posted to /b/ the next day by someone who unverifiably, but with some plausibility (judging by the details 
provided), claims to have been the hacker. It was deleted almost immediately by 4chan moderators but was saved and 
reposted by Kim Zetter to her blog on Wired magazine’s website (2008). [Accessed 28 March 2009 from: 
http://blog.wired.com/27bstroke6/2008/09/palin-e-mail-ha.html] 
35 By “non-rival” I mean that information is not consumed by its communication; i.e., if I give a chair to someone, I 
can’t simultaneously keep it for myself or give the same chair to someone else. Due to its inherent properties, claims to 
the chair are necessarily “rival.” Conversely I can conceivably give the same piece of information to all of the people 
in the world and keep it at the same time. There’s nothing inherent to information that makes claims to it rivalrous. To 
render information rival, society needs to impose copyright laws and effective enforcement mechanisms onto it.  
36 See the ED’s entry, “list of *chan boards.”  
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dramatically whenever 4chan goes down.37  

The IHM’s flexibility is amplified by the fact that, formally, access to the IHM is unrestricted. 

Given access and the skills to operate a computer with an unrestricted Internet connection 

(admittedly not a small “given”), there are no structural barriers inherent to the IHM itself to posting 

to any one of the central loci, or to posting something elsewhere in such a way that it will attract the 

broader IHM’s attention. While many people are still excluded by this limiting condition of having 

unrestricted access to the Internet, by any historical standard, it is a staggeringly low structural 

threshold. No bathroom stall wall in the world imposes such weak geographic constraints on 

potential graffiti artists.  

(d) Who participates in it? 

Not only is real-world location formally irrelevant to admission, in addition to those other 

features of personal identity screened behind the blanket of what we typically understand by social 

anonymity, geographic identity is formally irrelevant to how a participant is treated in the discourse, 

unless a participants geographic identity is willfully or inadvertently disclosed by the participant him- 

or herself. The primary venues mentioned above (/b/, the ED, et cetera) do not require users to enter 

any identity or location-verifying information. And while users’ IP (Internet protocol) addresses can 

be traced, the more technologically sophisticated users typically route their participation in the site 

through multiple proxy servers (each layer of which has its own associated IP address), rendering 

them effectively untraceable. This is not a difficult thing to learn to do. The Wikipedia entry on 

                                                
37 From the ED’s entry on  /b/:  

From 5th May - 12th May 2009, /b/ and some other boards grinded to a halt and then went offline. For the many basement 
dwellers who live their entire lives, dicks pressed against palms, lurking on 4chan, this was an unthinkable disaster… The 
refugees had invaded and occupied /x/, /gif/ and /d/, the residents of which wanted them the fuck out. In the end, it turned 
out the culprits for the 4-5 day offline period were a bunch of morons who blindly downloaded files from links spammed 
around /b/. This nasty piece of work installed a trojan that raped the shit out of the available bandwith, effectively DDoS'ing 
/b/ and the other affected boards without the infected users even fucking realizing it. Since the 12th May, /b/ is back up. 
Well, it is until the next cloud of retards who will download shit from /b/ without a second thought, and then proceed to 
gutfuck the forums… One thing can be for sure : Newfags are to blame. [Accessed, 4 June 2009]. 
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“Open Proxy” contains or links to all of the information needed to get underway with no cost.  

Participation in the IHM being anonymous and unrestricted (both geographically and 

virtually), it is very difficult to say with any certainty what kind of people—or how many—actually 

participate (continually or occasionally) in the IHM. Judging by the imperfect reference of the 

photos turned up by a Google image search of the terms “Anonymous Scientology protest,” 38 

participants in the IHM are by a substantial majority male, and by an overwhelming majority 

young (mid-teens to early 30s) and white; a demographic that tends (with reason) to be thought of 

as the most materially privileged in society.  

(e) How is it positioned within society? 

On the question of how many people are involved in the IHM, the centrality of anonymity 

makes it impossible to say with any specificity. It is certainly true that only a very small portion of 

all of those who structurally could participate in the IHM ever do and only a small fraction of 

postings (anonymous or otherwise) on the Internet are intended as engagements with the IHM. Those 

that are, often signal themselves with any of the evolving bundle of collectively recognized 

identifying references.39 As a possible clue to the IHM’s actual size, the 2008 protests against the 

Church of Scientology drew several thousand people in over one hundred cities across the world, 

but there is nothing to indicate that that was anything close to an exhaustive turnout. The IHM has no 

coercive means of motivating its participants to take part in its endeavors, and the level of hostility in 

some corners of the IHM towards Project Chanology (the name by which the campaign against 

Scientology is known) suggests that many IHM participants actively abstained, and that’s to say 

nothing of those who simply did not bother to respond at all. Individuals who participate in the IHM 

                                                
38 This refers to the 10 February 2008 protests against Scientology mobilized—if not “organized”—through the IHM, 
as part of what is referred to as “Project Chanology,” the IHM’s ongoing campaign against the Church of Scientology.  
39 The most established of these references are documented and explained in the ED. 
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either do so intentionally, motivated by the meaning they draw from it, or are drawn into it through 

some kind of discursive provocation. The question of whether an utterance in society constitutes an 

engagement with the IHM depends on the intention of the person who makes it, which in turn 

depends on their social identity. Hence, while the IHM is not a priori structurally defined, it does 

have a somewhat coherent, internally generated and reproduced, and constantly changing structure 

that is shaped continually by the evolving interests of its constitutive discourses. The evolution of 

these interests, in turn, has everything to do with the dynamic self-understanding of the IHM’s 

participants. I will return to this later. 

We are left to estimate the “size” of the IHM on the highly imperfect measure of its social 

impact. The question of its social impact is deeply implicated with the question of how the IHM is 

positioned in society more broadly. I will thus treat these two questions together. The IHM is 

profoundly engaged with, and largely dependent for content, on the mainstream; it orients itself by, 

and frequently towards the mainstream. To illustrate, many of the IHM’s core discourses pertain in 

some sense to the debate over the limits to freedom of information.40 The overriding attitude seems 

to be that information should not be restricted lightly or without reasonable justification and what 

constitutes reasonable justification merits vigorous debate (see the threads collected in the appendix 

for such a debate pertaining to a recent block imposed on /b/ by AT&T). A question that will need to 

be addressed is whether or not this debate is itself reasonable from a Habermasian perspective, or 

whether perhaps it is rooted in an un-scrutinized ideological foundation.  

The people and institutions that serve as the main symbolic referents in the IHM’s debate on 

such freedom of information issues are simultaneously more than symbols, but in fact are players in 

                                                
40 Of the 39 itemized “Targets of Anonymous” listed in the ED’s entry on Anonymous, a sizable portion are major 
players or elements in the mainstream freedom of information debate: the Recording Industry Association of America 
(RIAA), the Federal Communications Commission (FCC), the Federal Bureau of Investigations (FBI), “Copyright 
Laws,” and “Censorship”; and most (arguably all) of the rest are either smaller players, or objects that have been 
invoked in it (Oprah, 2008 American Vice-Presidential Candidate Sarah Palin, Scientology, “You”). 
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the mainstream debate itself.41  They are both objects of discourse, and subjects to action by the 

IHM. By ordering this statement as I have, I do not mean to suggest that discourse necessarily 

precedes any kind of action, though it certainly precedes wide-scale action such as the campaign that 

the IHM has undertaken against the Church of Scientology. In fact, the line between action and 

discursive utterance is blurred by the fact that the actions themselves are treated, within the IHM, as 

claims for support to be evaluated and either accepted or rejected by other participants. Large-scale 

efforts are the culmination of a snowballing cycle of action feeding into discourse feeding into action, 

whose origins are as diffuse and modest as the “origins” of most generalized mainstream 

discussions. As an example, the IHM’s interest in Sarah Palin jumped significantly in response to 

the media reaction to the hacking of her private Yahoo! e-mail account (in all likelihood by an 

IHM participant) 42—the ED entry devoted to her quickly grew to be one of the largest on the 

site.43 The entry was innocuously created two weeks earlier, the day she was announced as John 

McCain’s running mate, containing originally only an insinuation equating her with Dan Quayle, 

George H.W. Bush’s often-mocked Vice President.44  

The Scientology protests and the media ruckus generated by the hacking of Palin’s account 

are only two examples of the attention grabbing firestorms instigated through the IHM, and the 

Fox 11 News report that coined the “IHM” name is only one example of mainstream media 

coverage the IHM has attracted. 4chan alone has been featured in stories in most of the major 

                                                
41 I use the word “debate” in a broad sense. I do not wish to suggest that these players are communicative deliberators. 
In fact, I would suggest that most are primarily engaged in the issue strategically (this distinction, communicative 
versus strategic, will be unpacked in the following section).  
42 As a side point, it is a broad misconception that the most active participants in these discourses are “hackers on 
steroids,” or otherwise ultra-proficient manipulators of the on-line medium. While it is true that some certainly are 
highly adept hackers, even in the most prominent pranks it seems that in most cases participants did little more than 
deductively guess a password, or answer a security question based on a Wikipedia search. The latter was exactly what 
was done in the case of the 2008 “hacking” of vice presidential candidate Sarah Palin’s Yahoo! e-mail account.  
43 See the ED entry on “Sarah Palin.” [Accessed 26 March 2009]  
44 See the “Sarah Palin” entry’s history. [Accessed 26 March 2009 from: 
http://encyclopediadramatica.com/index.php?title=Sarah_Palin&oldid=1997724771].  
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American media sources (including the New York Times,45 the Wall Street Journal,46 and the 

Washington Post,47 among others). Further evidence of the social impact of the IHM, its politics 

and core interests seem to have a significant influence on the English-language Internet’s largest 

collaborative filtering websites—Reddit.com and Digg.com, whose users recommend and sort web-

pages of interest through an ongoing collaborative process, and whose widgets one can now find 

associated with most entries at major blogs and most news articles on-line. According to the tracking 

site Alexa.com, for the three months going up to 28 July 2009, Digg.com was the 134th most popular 

website on the Internet (by comparison, NewYorkTimes.com was 112th, and WashingtonPost.com 

was 380th).48 On these sites, articles, videos, and images about “Anonymous,” “4chan,” “/b/,” or 

“Scientology” are perennial favorites.  

There is evidence that the IHM’s agenda setting power in these sites has given it considerable 

sway. For instance, in what was pronounced by participants to be "the first shot in the war of net 

neutrality," on 27 July 2009, AT&T—America’s largest Internet service provider (ISP)49—blocked 

its customers from accessing /b/. It was later revealed that this was not for content but for technical 

reasons, but within hours news of the block was at the top of both Digg and Reddit, and the ED’s 

entry on the event had filled with plans for a response formulated in discussions on various *chan 

boards50 (see the appendix for a transcript of the discussion on 420chan’s /net/ board which provides 

                                                
45 Schwartz, 2008. 
46 Jamin Brophy-Warren, “Modest Website is Behind a Bevy of Memes,” 9 July 2008. [Accessed 6 June 2009 from: 
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB121564928060441097.html]  
47 Erick Schonfeld, “4chan takes over the Time 100,” 21 April 2009. [Accessed 6 June 2009 from: 
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/04/21/AR2009042101864.html]  
48 Alexa has 4chan at 682nd for the same period, though that is an aggregate of the whole site which, beyond /b/, has a 
number of popular image-boards. /b/—for which specific information is not available—must be presumed to be 
considerably lower on the list.  
49 This is based on data from October 2008, reported by Alex Goldman at ISP-Planet in December 2008. [Accessed on 
28 July 2009 from: http://www.isp-planet.com/research/rankings/usa.html] 
50 These included plans to bypass AT&T’s customer service infrastructure by posting the personal contact information 
the company’s top executives. More interesting though, was the discussion itself on the issue of “net neutrality.” See 
the appendix.  
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an excellent example of the IHM engaged in substantive discourse in real-time, and which will be 

further discussed later). According to the author of the blog who broke the story, his breaking post 

received over 120,000 visitors within 10 hours. AT&T lifted the block only “15-16 hours” after 

initially imposing it.51  

So we have established that the IHM is, that it is strange, and that it is big. But what exactly is 

it? Why did people create it and why do they continue to participate in it? What role does its 

antagonizing the mainstream play in the broader public discourse? What does it signify about the 

future of the discourse as the Internet age matures? Since the IHM is constituted by willing 

participants, the question of what accounts for its even existing, not to mention the question of the 

trajectory of its social significance, can only be resolved by unpacking the motivations of these 

constitutive participants. Is participating in the IHM what is “easiest” for them? Or is there something 

more?  

II – Interpretive Approach 

I have suggested that Jürgen Habermas’ critical theory provides a promising interpretive 

avenue into the IHM and the Internet in general, one that is far less reductive and reifying than 

Sunstein’s. In this section I will introduce his theory in order to lay the groundwork for substantiating 

this claim.  

(a) An overview of Habermasian discourse 

Habermas’ social theory is founded in a synthesis of action and systems theory. Drawing from 

action theory, he reinterprets the social (linguistically communicating) individual in terms of that 

individual’s impulse for what Habermas calls “communicatively rational” self-realization (an 

impulse he identifies from the observed fact that people make truth claims they intend to be 
                                                

51 Erling Løken Andersen, “AT&T Blocks 4chan,” 27 July 2009. [Accessed  28 July 2009 from: 
http://stormen.wordpress.com/2009/07/27/att-blocks-4chan/] 
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intersubjectively acceptable). But at the same time, drawing from systems theory, he understands the 

individual to be embedded in, and subject to, the instrumentally (strategically, monologically) 

rational forces of the sub-systems of material reproduction.52 In a capitalist context, the most 

important of these sub-systems are the market and the state’s administrative apparatuses. Barring the 

path to what Habermas understands by emancipation in advanced Capitalism are the dominating 

systemic forces of an economy and political administrative apparatus grown vastly out of proportion. 

These forces gain an imperial power, “colonizing” and reifying what Habermas calls the 

“lifeworld”—generally defined as the intersubjectively and historically constituted shared webs of 

meaning from which individuals draw reasons to support their truth claims in discourse. In The 

Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, he goes so far as to worry that because of society’s 

technologically enhanced productive power, these forces may in fact be irrevocably re-feudalizing 

society.53 

Oriented against these forces, Habermas draws a very particular picture of social agency. He 

builds from an idea of the potential for a universally recognizable interest (for anyone who enters into 

discourse) in the free reproduction of the lifeworld. He understands this not in terms of some 

hypothetical original position floating above society (as John Rawls is popularly interpreted), nor in 

terms of an empirical analysis of behavioral patterns and of cognitive psychology (Sunstein).54 His 

idea of rational social agency is instead founded in the actual perspectives of the individuals 

themselves, positioned within (and subject to) the reality they inhabit in any given moment. He 

defends this position by pointing to what he posits to be the necessary pragmatics of an 

intersubjectively rational discourse—the type of discourse we pretense to engage in when we argue. 

                                                
52 By these dehumanizing forces of material reproduction, Habermas has in mind those forces that Weber described in 
his essay The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1905) as trapping the subject within an iron cage: 123.  
53 1989b: 142. 
54 I think Habermas, in keeping with the Frankfurt School tradition, would be very nervous about the hypostatizing 
positivistic dimension in such an approach. 
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This pragmatics, as he understands it, shapes the development of agency by enabling free 

participation in a kind of grand science project oriented towards truth at all levels (personal, 

normative, and objective). Habermas levers this “reconstructive”55 science from a “quasi-

transcendental”56 Archimedean point—which he claims is, for anyone who ever engages in 

argument,  a universally acceptable idealization of the necessary presuppositions to participation in 

moral discourse.57 He calls this pivot “the universalization principle” (or “U” principle). The U 

principle requires that for any norm to be valid:  

All affected can accept the consequences and the side effects its general observance can be 
anticipated to have for the satisfaction of everyone’s interests (and these consequences are 
preferred to those of known alternative possibilities for regulation).58 

For Habermas, an individual can communicatively legitimate her truth claim by working maximally 

to adhere to this principle in the proposals she makes, something she can only do through discourse. 

In discourse an individual attempts to demonstrate her displacement from (while not denying) the 

circumstances of her position in the social system. From this vantage point, she is able to criticize 

that system in reasoned argument against the existing consensus of her communication community, 

with an idea of generating a new consensus that is more true, practical, or beautiful (depending on the 

nature of the claim in dispute).  

Habermas’ idea of communicative consensus is qualified in that the “truths” arrived at are 

                                                
55 He calls this science “reconstructive” in light of what he recognizes as the collapse of the Western rationalist 
tradition. Habermas did much of his formative work at the Frankfurt Institute for Social Research, whose most 
prominent members, Max Horkheimer and Theodore Adorno, were his mentors. The collapse of Western rationalism 
is detailed comprehensively in these two thinkers’ major work in critical pessimism, Dialectic of Enlightenment 
(1947), and Habermas takes the critical position they present very seriously.  
56 Theory and Practice, 1973: 14. 
57 To clarify what Habermas intends by “moral,” the moral is one of three types of communicative imperatives on the 
will; the other two are “the ethical” and “the practical.” The practical is what is expedient, the ethical, what is good, 
and the moral, what is just. Habermas contends with the U principle that, unlike question of expediency and the good, 
questions of the just transcend circumstance. The rules of just discourse always obtain and can always be invoked by a 
discourse participant, though it is a matter for the will whether or not to respect them. Habermas’ arguments for 
placing questions of the just prior to questions of the good is the focus of the book Justification and Application (1991: 
vii). 
58 Moral Consciousness and Communicative Action, 1990: 65. 
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recognized as propositional and fallibilist—they are recognized only as the best answer given the 

information available, and as being always vulnerable to disproof (hence he identifies his theory as 

being only quasi-transcendental). Nevertheless, he contends that these qualified truths are able to 

motivate and legitimate action. Such discourse-legitimated action is rational from an intersubjective 

perspective. More importantly for the purposes of this paper, communicative action is a means of 

structuring elements of society outside of the rigid bounds of pre-defined institutions. 

So how do we assess the IHM from the perspective of this critical framework? Between the 

seemingly malicious pranksterism of its participants, the “terroristic” tactics they’re described as 

using, their “scorekeeping”—as it is described by Schwartz in the New York Times Magazine—in 

“Lulz” (a corruption of the web vernacular abbreviation of “laugh out loud”),59 and their oft self-

proclaimed nihilism,60 one might think that the IHM should obviously be condemned as a fraternity 

                                                
59 3 August 2008. 
60 For example, the following text is posted to the ED’s “Anonymous” entry under the title “Anonymous Manifesto”:  

Pyromaniacs lusting after the flames that consume humanity. / Right or wrong? No. We destroy for destruction's sake. / 
Strauss warned that this accommodating culture would become stagnant. / He feared that materialism would leave 
philosophy barren. / This apathy toward transcendent truth would breed nihilism. / Welcome to nihilism made manifest in 
Western Civilization. / Strauss described nihilism as strong or weak. / Strong were the Nazis, who worshiped might and 
power to destroy. / Weak are the hollow McMansions, strip malls, emo kids, and most of all you. / Little did he realize weak 
nihilism would fester in the tubes. / Strong nihilism has emerged in resentment of a superfluous society. / Tycho's dickwad 
corollary would go beyond net flaming [hostile and insulting interactions between Internet users]. / To fear us is to fear 
everything. To not fear us is suicide. / Anonymous has achieved a persona. / Anthropologists would call it a “death cult”. / 
We have subjugated our individuality for our thirst for hatred. / Anonymous moves as a force of nature. Our thirst grows. / 
You will never know when we are watching. We have shattered lives. / We are always close to you. We are in each 
stranger's face. / We are the itch that humanity will scratch into an infected, pus filled open sore. / TL;DR  [short for “too 
long; didn’t read,” used to criticize something as pretentious] / We are Anonymous. / We are Legion. / We do not Forgive. / 
We do not Forget. 

[Accessed 26 March 2009] 
The question of how to interpret such ostentatious utterances will be taken up in the following section.  
Two quick side-notes:  
First, regarding the TL;DR line. I see two possible meanings: Either it is a signal by the author that he knows how 
ridiculously over-the-top the manifesto is, or it was an addendum by another participant making the general point that 
the manifesto is tiresome and over the top.  
To give you a sense of the usage of TL;DR, this is from the ED entry on Noam Chomsky: 

Since Noam Chomsky is completely TL;DR, ED presents to you a brief summary of all his publications: 
   1. AMERIKKKANS ARE THE REAL TERRORISTS 
   2. The class of Context Free Languages is subsumed by the class of Finite but Recursively Enumerable languages. 
   3. THE WEST IGNORED THE GENOCIDE IN EAST TIMOR BECAUSE OF AMERICAN FOREIGN POLICY 
INTERESTS! 
   4. Children acquire their first language by making a series of hypotheses regarding the grammatical structure of the 
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of anti-social, pseudo-Nietzschean egotists interested only in deconstructive play. But, while these 

behaviors are, prima facie, damning, it seems naive, from an outsider’s interpretive perspective, to 

take any surface level information expressed in the IHM—especially any claims about its motives—

at face value. In response to this, one might riposte that the mere fact that its utterances are so 

deliberately misleading—at face value—itself disqualifies the IHM from serious consideration as a 

deliberative public. However, I suspect that such a dismissal would be premature. It is to miss the 

point of Habermas’ theory to think that it is so fussy as to be unwilling to admit as a public any 

discursive space that does not pristinely stage the ideal speech situation. As will be discussed later, in 

                                                                                                                                                       
language, whereby the grammatical surface structure of phrases is mapped to the underlying deep semantic meaning of the 
utterance. JUST KIDDING!  

[Accessed 10 July 2009] 
This photo is similarly critical of Ayn Rand: 

 
Alternatively this photo uses “tl;dr” with a completely different meaning (posted in the top right corner of the ED entry 
on “tl;dr”): 

 
[Accessed 24 July 2009] 
Second, the conclusion “We are Anonymous/ We are Legion/ We do not Forgive/ We do not Forget” is a common tag 
used in utterances oriented in part to an external audience. It functions to signify that a particular anonymous 
statement, usually delivered outside of the IHM’s core venues, is in fact coming from the perspective of a participant 
in IHM, and is intended not only for the external audience, but as an utterance within the discourse of the IHM itself. It 
is not clear where it originated, but it dates at least back to the genesis of the “Anonymous” meme in 2006. “Meme” is 
the commonly used term in Internet culture, coined by the evolutionary biologist Richard Dawkins in his book The 
Selfish Gene (1976), denoting seemingly self-replicating (through imitation) cultural behaviors or trends subject to a 
kind of natural selection.  
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his analysis in The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere,61 Habermas points very 

favorably to the public sphere that grew out of the English coffee houses of the 17th and 18th 

centuries—a public to which he attributes the creation of the conditions of possibility for the 

emergence and wide-spread recognition of a figure like Jonathan Swift62 who, aside from Gulliver’s 

Travels (which is itself satirical), is most remembered for writing a letter recommending, prima facie, 

as a solution to the problem of poverty in Ireland, that Irish parents should sell their babies to the 

English as food.63  

My point is that if an utterance—or, by the same principle, a discourse—appears inaccessible 

on first look, it does not necessarily mean that it is intended to be esoteric. It could just as easily be a 

call for active interpretation from an otherwise passive intended audience. Such an interpretation 

would seem to be consistent with the lengths to which the IHM goes to provoke the mainstream into 

engaging with it. And although this is inadequate grounds for proclaiming that the IHM is composed 

of Swiftian satirists oriented towards reasoned argument—and not merely of cynical bullies starved 

for attention (as IHM participants are often described)—it seems at least to ground a legitimate claim 

to a closer look.  

(b) Social consciousness in historical context 

If Habermas is to help us break through the interpretive problems that the IHM presents the 

IHM must be considered in its contemporary historical context and understood with reference to the 

state of consciousness that that historical context suggests. Habermas proposes that we understand 

history as a process of “decoupling” of system from lifeworld. As system and lifeworld decouple, 

they begin to distinguish themselves along the following lines: The system becomes structured by a 

                                                
61 The book was originally published in German in 1962. I am using is the English translation originally published in 
1989.  
62 Ibid.: 59.  
63 “A Modest Proposal,” 1729.  
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monological means/ends reasoning embedded in the media of money and power. The logic of these 

media seeks to reduce and generalize what it describes into abstract, quantitative terms. Conversely, 

the decoupled lifeworld is un-mediatized—meaning, for instance, it is not restricted in its ability to 

describe a thing to giving that thing’s worth in dollars. From the lifeworld emerges a critically 

independent and contextually variable communicative rationality. This rationality motivates 

communicative action, or the means by which the lifeworld reproduces itself and progresses, and by 

which individuals exercise what Habermas understands to be rational agency (as discussed in II).  

Communicative rationality realizes and reproduces itself as independent of systemic 

imperatives through the process of ongoing conscious problematization of formerly pre-conscious 

social assumptions, and the resolution of these problematized assumptions through deliberation 

oriented towards mutual understanding. While this problematization and discursive redress of 

subjective preconceptions is, for Habermas, the process of rationalization, subjectively it is also a 

discomfiting process of individuation. Habermas, drawing from Durkheim, argues that this originally 

occurs as the division of labor objectively changes and differentiates the material conditions of 

interacting subjects.64 The social incongruities that result from this differentiation push individuals 

into conflict, and are either resolved through argumentative discourse or induce crisis states that 

“assume the form of a disintegration of social institutions”65 which then must be reconceived. To put 

it differently, as subjects come to recognize themselves as bearers of perspectives that cannot be pre-

discursively assumed to be shared by others, they put demands on the system’s institutions, which 

must adjust to facilitate a new plurality of possible ideational perspectives. Thus, “the more complex 

social systems become, the more provincial lifeworlds become” and, “increases in [system] 

                                                
64 Theory of Communicative Action: Volume Two, 1987a: 118. 
65 Legitimation Crisis, 1975: 3. 
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complexity are dependent on the structural differentiation of the lifeworld.”66 But, like Marx and in 

contrast to the first generation Frankfurt School critique, social reality remains substantially, 

necessarily, and (intersubjectively) critically accessible and changeable through, as will be explained, 

the legitimating power of the lifeworld. 

In the contemporary context the lifeworld is highly differentiated, and in keeping, the social 

system is staggeringly complex—institutionalized in the vast political administrative structure of the 

modern welfare state apparatus, and the equally vast corporatized and globalized market economy. 

What this means is that traditional forms of legitimation lose their ability to obviate criticism of the 

non-communicatively rational systemic imperatives that bind the “material substratum”67 on which 

society rests—i.e. tradition can no longer account for exactly why society is structured the way it is. 

The intervention into the lifeworld of the system’s non-communicatively rational imperatives 

becomes evident from the participants’ newly critical perspective, and the system and lifeworld take 

on an adversarial relationship: The lifeworld tries to make coherent and meaningful symbolic sense 

of a world in which traditional (mythical, religious, metaphysical, &c.) assumptions can no longer 

generate consensus. But at odds with that, the system “colonizes” the participants’ subjectivities, 

clandestinely “mediatizing” (taking the linguistic meaning out of) what legitimating symbols it needs 

in order to realize and integrate society around the instrumental reason embedded in its steering 

media.68 Through symbolic colonization, systemic imperatives in a sense tame the lifeworld; isolating 

social “progress” in safely compartmentalized and discursively isolated “exclusive expert cultures,” 

and throwing “everyday” social consciousness back on “traditions whose claims to validity have 

already been suspended.”69  

                                                
66 1987a: 173. 
67 Ibid.: 233. 
68 Ibid.: 305. 
69 Ibid.: 355. 



Page 27 of 60

The further the system goes in integrating society around the logic of its media, the further 

society gets from the equiprimordial70 (by Habermas) modern ideals of private and public autonomy. 

Such autonomy, to review, is realized for Habermas only in a society structured by norms that 

represent an uncoerced public consensus, as defined through free and ongoing linguistic (as opposed 

to “mediatized”) deliberation between private citizens in a public sphere, i.e. by norms that come as 

close as possible to meeting the standard of the U principle. But there is reason for optimism built 

into the very strategy of symbolic colonization: because these economic and political subsystems are 

seeking to “anchor” themselves in the symbolic structures of the lifeworld, they implicitly submit 

themselves to the premise that legitimacy comes from winning in argument (i.e., from 

intersubjectively acceptable meaning). Hence, there is always a toehold for would-be Habermasian 

deliberators who would actively problematize the system’s implied claims to legitimation, if only it 

would occur to them that they could persuasively do so. For this to happen, however, they need the 

space and time to first reflect and ask the questions necessary to determine that what strikes them as 

irrational and meaningless is more than merely a function of their own peculiarity.  

So where does this leave us in terms of assessing the IHM and the contemporary public 

sphere? As far as the contemporary public sphere, Sunstein’s assumption is telling. For all that it 

allows one to descriptively capture current social fragmentation, the presumption that people are 

primarily motivated to do what is easiest in political discourse—actively avoiding challenging 

viewpoints when controversy, in the very fact of fragmentation, is undeniably evident—flies directly 

in the face of what Habermas identifies as the core implicit claim one has to make if one is to believe 

that one’s political ideas are both reasonable and legitimate: that they are as close to being true as can 

be determined, which means that they can stand up to the strongest arguments competing against 

                                                
70 Meaning that each one, to be fully realized, must be able to “conceptually presuppose” the other. See his essay 
“Three Normative Models of Democracy,” in The Inclusion of the Other: Studies in Political Theory, 1998: 245. 
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them. That said, one would be hard pressed to dispute Sunstein’s claim that there is a great deal of 

argumentative passivity in contemporary democratic culture, and that such passivity has lent itself to 

what appears to be increasing social fragmentation. Before we can analyze the social and political 

significance of the IHM in Habermasian terms, we must first at least gesture to how Habermas’ 

framework can account for both the passivity and fragmentation that Sunstein observes in our current 

political culture. I say ‘gesture’ because treating the question comprehensively would require a book.  

III –Meaningful deliberation in the contemporary public sphere (or its lack) 

Sunstein is correct to observe that compared to the era of centralized mass media, people 

sharing today’s political society share fewer basic assumptions about the world than they used to. It 

seems intuitive that if most people all watch and listen to the same limited number of television and 

radio stations playing the same popular “hits,” they will have a better sense of one another, sharing 

more cultural referents than co-nationals who consume completely different media. There’s little 

overlap today in the cultural spheres of a Wall Street banker who enjoys CNBC, reality television, 

and classical music, and a twenty-something Portland barista who prefers Jon Stewart, HBO, and 

indie music. Forty years ago it would have been reasonably safe to assume that a New York banker 

and Portland food-service worker would both have seen American Bandstand or Ed Sullivan on a 

given night, or at least heard the highlights. But did everyone watch American Bandstand because it 

was so universally meaningful and interesting that it felt like a celebration of a robust equiprimordial 

sense of public and private autonomy? Did everyone really understand why exactly watching Ed 

Sullivan was, by consensus, the absolute best thing that they could be doing with that hour of every 

evening? Failing in these respects makes obvious the absurdity of expecting that most American, 

when they thought of the strategic nuclear policy of Mutually Assured Destruction (M.A.D.), could 

genuinely feel like they were the authors of their own lives and laws. My point is that what were held 
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to be publicly shared values in the era of mass media were not always founded on public assumptions 

that were actually meaningfully grounded from the perspective of the private individuals who held 

them. 

Habermas argued in 1962 that, far from being a transparently intersubjectively meaningful 

expression of a sense of autonomy, such non-deliberatively established consensus was a symptom of 

what he went so far as to label the “refeudalization” of the lifeworld.71 The very use of a term like 

“refeudalization” for the era suggests the absurdity, from a Habermasian perspective, of nostalgia for 

a centralized and monolithic media market from people who profess to want to maximize autonomy. 

But what specifically did he mean by it?  

To understand what he means it would be helpful to review quickly how a deliberative public 

sphere emerged in the first place. In a sentence, as the newly emergent capitalist system’s forces of 

production grew in power in Western Europe, its inherent instrumental logic generated a tension with 

the feudal state (which had previously regulated the market without question by the logic of its 

traditions). This tension could not be resolved monologically by either force, and as a result, the 

closed logics had to be opened up. The critically deliberative and linguistically communicative public 

sphere “evolved in the tension-charged field” that emerged between “state and society” as a means 

for society to navigate this tension. In the public sphere, individuals deliberatively considers the 

social condition in terms of the newly (and fascinatingly) enigmatic lifeworld, and determined 

through this discourse what problematic norms should be discarded or what promising norms should 

be adopted in accordance with what consensuses are achieved. 

So what happened? As Habermas puts it in 1962, from the last quarter of the 19th century to the 

1960s… 

… capitalism gradually became “organized,” [and] the original relationship of public and 

                                                
71 1989b: 142. 



Page 30 of 60

private sphere in fact dissolved; the contours of the bourgeois public sphere eroded. … Two 
tendencies dialectically related to each other indicated a breakdown of the public sphere. 
While it penetrated more spheres of society, it simultaneously lost its political function, 
namely: that of subjecting the affairs that it had made public to the control of a critical 
public.72  

Effectively, the monological reason of the economic order began to play a more and more 

determinative role in people’s private lives—homogenizing them, while simultaneously publicizing 

those homogenized traits. This obviated deliberation since, as was suggested, the system publicized a 

notion of the private that told a story of a very particular kind of normalcy and agreement. Why 

watch the Ed Sullivan show? Well because everyone knows that everyone watches the Ed Sullivan 

show—you don’t even need to ask! Habermas described this in 1968, as the process by which 

capitalist society “immunizes itself… against the questioning of its technocratic background 

ideology.”73 This ideology is essentially a faith that the system’s ever increasing productive capacity 

(through advancements in science and technology) is the fundamental social good, that maximizing 

this productive capacity should therefore be society’s core priority, and that servicing it is at the 

proud heart of any happily normal life. Conversely if a person does not feel happy or normal, than it 

is likely something to do with them—after all, no one on TV shows any signs of sharing their 

doubts—and they ought to be properly ashamed and hide their unhappy abnormality. In this way 

both publicity of what reinforces the system and privacy of what is inconsistent with it are dialed up 

in ways that are profoundly disempowering. Individuals are no longer oriented towards figuring out 

what is good and holding society to that standard, but towards achieving what is externally defined as 

good, and holding themselves up against what is presented to be normal.  

The principal communications infrastructure of the 20th century—the radio and television 

networks, corporatized print publication, and the telephone—lent itself well to this task of systemic 

                                                
72 Ibid.: 140. 
73 1989a: 263. 
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immunization. First, the very way the mass media—whether mass produced radio, film, or television, 

or mass published books, magazines, or newspapers—positions the communicating parties is 

profoundly asymmetrically, structuring what can better be described as monologue than discourse. 

The producers and publishers can speak or write in full sentences, create artful and meaningful 

images; in short, they can communicate linguistically. Conversely, their “consumers” can only 

respond through the medium of money by either buying the piece of communication or not. 

Producers and publishers are not motivated to produce and publish on the basis of a constructive 

deliberative challenge from consumers, but only on the basis of what induces consumers to spend the 

most money. And such “consumer preference” can be best predicted, not through qualitative 

reflection about what is most likely to challenge their preconceptions and be generative of debate, but 

quantitatively, through market research on what people have tended to buy or not buy before. Such a 

structure does not lend itself to advancing a reflective conversation, but hypostatizes the conversation 

by favoring what is familiar.  

Even if consumers wanted to engaged one another in critical deliberation about a mass-

produced media product, they were limited in the avenues they had by which to together deliberate 

and critically assess it. The telephone—the dominant “symmetrical” communications medium of the 

era—does not itself alter the power balance between its users. But, it does not particularly lend itself 

to more than fleeting communication, providing no tangible record of what was communicated 

beyond the users’ memories. There is little expectation that the conversation should have any 

publicly interesting meaning. By comparison, ideas expressed in letters can be re-read, probed, 

contemplated, re-interpreted, and responded to constructively with the expectation that that response 

will be similarly read, re-read, probed, contemplated, interpreted, reflected on, and reinterpreted. I 

will return to the significance of this in the following section.  

Based on the general reasoning here outlined, I hope it is possible to see both how the passivity 
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that Sunstein assumes came about, and that it is not an intrinsic human trait, but a contingent 

phenomenon resulting from historical developments that have worked decidedly counter to 

communicatively established public autonomy. But what of the social fragmentation that Sunstein 

attributes to the rise of the Internet? Granted that fragmentation seems particularly obvious in a 

media environment in which liberal pundits like MSNBC’s Keith Olbermann do nightly segments 

called “the Worst Person in the World,” a distinction that without fail is given to a conservative 

pundit like talk radio’s Rush Limbaugh or Fox News’ Bill O’Reilly; a media environment in which 

such conservative pundits turn around and attribute the worst and most conspiratorial motives to their 

liberal opponents.74 These dynamics clearly instantiate the prominence of the disjointed, non-

communicative disagreement that has, for not being oriented towards achieving understanding, had 

an increasing polarizing effect, rendering neither side capable of acknowledging that their opponents’ 

viewpoints could potentially be legitimate. But, this “culture war” traces its most obvious roots to the 

civil rights, women’s, and anti-war movements of the 1960s. As a reminder, the public Internet only 

became societally prominent in the early 1990s and ubiquitous in the late 1990s, which suggests 

some problems with Sunstein’s causal reasoning.  

Writing in the mid-80s in a chapter on Marx and the thesis of internal colonization that set up 

the critically prescriptive conclusion to The Theory of Communicative Action, Habermas traces 

society’s fragmentation to the same systemic imperatives that I have just described as inducing mid-

20th century society’s critical passivity: 

[The] differentiation of science, morality, and art […] results not only in a growing autonomy 

                                                
74 For example, in March of 2009 the Fox News commentator Glenn Beck argued the following:  

And it was from America. Progressive movement in America. Eugenics. In case you don’t know what Eugenics led us to: 
the Final Solution. A master race! A perfect person. …. The stuff that we are facing is absolutely frightening. So I guess I 
have to put my name on yes, I hope Barack Obama fails. But I just want his policies to fail; I want America to wake up. 

…which was gleefully reported by the liberal punditocracy as evidence of their hypothesis that the right is crazy. See 
Ryan Powers’ 9 March 2009 report “Beck: Stem-cell research will lead directly to the search for a new ‘master race,’” 
at Think Progress (a liberal website founded and run by former Clinton chief of staff, John Podesta). [Accessed 29 
July 2009 from: http://thinkprogress.org/2009/03/09/beck-eugenics/] 
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for sectors dealt with by specialists, but also in the splitting off of those sectors from a stream 
of tradition continuing on in everyday practice in a quasi-natural fashion. […E]veryday 
consciousness [is subordinated] to the standards of exclusive expert cultures developing 
according to their own logics and that yet cut it off from any influx from them. Everyday 
consciousness sees itself thrown back on traditions whose claims to validity have already 
been suspended; where it does escape the spell of traditionalism, it is hopelessly splintered. In 
place of “false consciousness” we today have a “fragmented consciousness” that blocks 
enlightenment by the mechanism of reification. 75 

Through the rest of the chapter, Habermas traces the cause of this deliberatively dysfunctional 

fragmentation to the clientelistic attitude that develops in advanced capitalist society. If citizens don’t 

think of themselves as being at the helm of society, but only as its satisfied or dissatisfied customers, 

what would infuse the public sphere with the critical seriousness that political responsibility 

otherwise demands? As clients, people are not interested in actively interrogating and integrating the 

various logics that develop from specialization. And without such pressure, expert cultures cocoon 

themselves in their own logics, pulling their adherents away from—rather than seeking to become 

reconciled with—any consensus that might have seemed to exist in everyday consciousness.  

The trajectory of this trend points to exactly the kind of “daily me” Internet behavior that 

Sunstein describes. But, while exacerbated by the Internet’s expansiveness, the anti-deliberative 

democratic culture, as shown, cannot be said to be fundamentally caused by it, as Sunstein suggests.  

IV – Is the IHM deliberative? 

As was discussed in the introduction, the IHM is very interested in the freedom of information 

debate, but that says very little about whether or not it is deliberative. While a necessary condition for 

free deliberation, maximizing freedom of expression is not the same as maximizing meaningful 

discourse. So, is the IHM, as I have suggested, a deliberative response to this pernicious—from the 

standpoint of genuine private and public autonomy—state of affairs?  

Suggestive that the IHM does not place itself under the ideological authority of any “party or 

                                                
75 1987a: 355.  



Page 34 of 60

clique”76 in the culture war, searching the ED will turn up comprehensive entries on almost any 

popularly enhaloed text or person within any of the major varying cultural parties.77 In note 60 I 

touched on the IHM’s attitude towards Noam Chomsky and Ayn Rand. Search the ED for Jesus, 

Muhammad, Moses, Malcolm X, Barack Obama, Ron Paul, any right or leftwing pundit, &c., and 

you’ll find entries that no less comprehensively dull, or seek to dull, the haloes these figures are 

given by their followers. The same goes for the icons that have come out of the IHM, the most 

famous of whom are probably moot (creator of 4chan) and Weev (who recently received significant 

press coverage when he claimed responsibility for Amazon’s having listed all gay-themed books as 

pornographic78).79 In the entries on these two figures, there is obvious, though self-deprecating, 

respect, but nothing but sarcasm and scorn for the myths (whether heroic or villainous) that have 

grown around them.  

But Habermasian deliberation cannot only be deconstructive. Suggesting that the IHM has not 

so deconstructed society as to leave itself unable to engage in reconstructive discourse on serious 

political topics, I have included in the appendix sample threads from the IHM’s serious real-time and 

                                                
76 The phrase “Of no party or clique” is the epigraph that Andrew Sullivan uses on the banner of his blog (The Daily 
Dish). Sullivan is the former editor of The New Republic (ED: “a respected left of center magazine no one reads”), 
and among the most popular and respected general-interest bloggers on the internet. Alternatively, as described by the 
ED: 

Andrew Sullivan, aka Sully, aka St. Andrew, aka "RawMuscleGlutes" is one of the most 1337 [“LEET” meaning “elite”] 
blawggers of the Blog-O-Sphere. It is unclear whether he's allied with the leftards, or the rightards. But he's certainly reviled 
by both sides. He possesses levels of empathy for victims of torture previously thought impossible even for gay men, and 
may border on superhuman. This extreme empathy has driven him mostly insane, as apparent from his blawg, which still 
manages to draw quite a bit of traffic… 

[Accessed 30 July 2009] 
Most of the rest of the post on Sullivan teases him for being self-important and melodramatic (as a loyal reader of 
Sullivan’s, I don’t find such critiques unfounded).  
77 Sadly, there is no entry on Habermas. 
78 Geoffrey A. Fowler, “Did ‘Weev’ Play a Role in Amazon ‘Error?’” The Wall Street Journal Digits Blog, 14 April 
2009. [Accessed 29 April 2009 from: http://blogs.wsj.com/digits/2009/04/14/did-weev-play-a-role-in-amazon-error/] 
79 The idea of the IHM—which is defined by anonymity—producing celebrities might seem strange. I don’t actually 
think that the seeming strangeness holds up to scrutiny. Participants in the IHM participate anonymously but they are 
more than their anonymous posts. All have real world identities and many, like Moot and Weev, have pseudonyms. 
Moot and Weev are liked because their non-anonymous communicative output is clearly indebted to the conclusions 
generated in the IHM on what is a reasonable way to act, and what is absurd.  
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ex post facto deliberation of AT&T’s recent blocking of /b/ (mentioned in section I). While /b/ itself 

was as emotive and chaotically incoherent as ever, both its users and the ED were routing people 

interested in serious discussion to the more actively moderated (but still completely anonymous) 

420chan’s /net/ image-board. Many if not most of the posts demonstrate seriousness about the 

subject. And while some are preachy and monological, the other discussants found and responded to 

the deliberatively interesting content and mocked the not (see this instantiated in Thread 3 of the ex 

post facto discussions). 

But to offer serious answers to the question of whether the IHM is genuinely and uniquely 

deliberative (in the Habermasian model of a politically active public sphere) it is necessary to delve 

more deeply than impression and trace a theoretical line from the reasoning detailed above to the 

IHM as a manifest social phenomenon. To that end I am going to revisit the questions of who exactly 

it is that is motivated to participate in the IHM, and where their motivation to do so comes from. 

Following from the reasoning presented in the previous section, I will argue that the IHM’s 

development as a deliberative public sphere was possible for the attractiveness of the very anonymity 

it provides to people who have “shameful” doubts about the promises of autonomy that society 

makes. As was discussed in section III, whereas publicly, people might be loath to even admit that 

they have questions about the belief system they profess to hold (for fear of being condemned as 

abnormal within their community of co-believers), with the anonymity that the Internet provides 

them, they can explore their shameful hopes and doubts from the relative safety and privacy of their 

bedrooms.  

(a) Here’s the Bridge…  

Who exactly is it that finds the motivation to participate in the IHM? Habermas’ mentor at the 
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Frankfurt School, Theodore Adorno wrote, in the era of the pre-Internet mass media, 80  about a 

young man who seems strikingly familiar today, and in a tone that bears a further striking 

resemblance to that of, for example, the second epigraph chosen for this paper81: This young man 

strives to feel publicly normal, and so appears at his institutionalized work space to be eager…  

…he is shy and inhibited, perhaps has no luck with girls… At twenty, he is still at the stage of 
a boy scout working on complicated knots just to please his parents. This type is held in high 
esteem in radio matters. He patiently builds sets whose most important parts he must buy 
ready-made. 

As an analog, the IHM describes its own participants as “permavirgins.” Searching for the term in the 

ED turns up the entry “You.”82 This quote is generally representative of how the entry describes 

“You”: 

You have never had sex. You think people shouldn't judge you based on your meager 
accomplishments because you "could have done better if you tried". You collect Plastic Crap. 
You hover around the edges of your social group, grasping at straws of approval. 

Adorno continues: 

He “occupies” himself with music in the quiet of his bedroom […] he wants in any case to 
preserve his own special sphere. He seeks this as a radio ham. [He] scans the air for 
shortwave secrets, though there are none. […] As a radio ham he becomes the discoverer 
of just those industrial products which are interested in being discovered by him.  

But the Internet is not as unresponsive as the radio to his desire for “secrets.” From his bedroom, our 

Internet era “ham” can do more than turn a dial in the hopes of having some fleeting, 

decontextualized conversation. When he whispers his questions into the wind—through a Google or 

Wikipedia search, an anonymous message board, an IRC chat room, a blog’s comment field, &c.—

the wind, so full of the whispers of fellow hams, will not only answer back (more or less coherently), 

but invite further interrogation and challenge for its bared uncertainty. This is not “pseudo-activity,” 

                                                
80 Adorno originally published “On the Fetish Character in Music and the Regression of Listening,” in 1938. Quotes 
drawn from the translation of the essay in The Essential Frankfurt School Reader, published in 1978: 292-3. 
81 “I know who you are… You're almost invariably male, Caucasian, middle-class. Your parents were normal…” (See 
page 2 for the whole quote).  
82 [Accessed 28 July 2009] 
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as Adorno called the activities of the radio ham. This is the makings of a discourse that is not 

mystifyingly homogenizing, but generative of reflexive understanding. Through it, Internet users 

have the ability to rebuild the private foundations necessary for constructing self-possessed and 

intersubjectively compelling social criticism. 

The Internet ham—recall from the second epigraph—actually enjoys this process because… 

…it is a release from the normal world … Anonymous realizes he is just a guy fucking 
around on the internet. Anonymous knows others of his kind enjoy this fact, too. You despise 
… the internet tough guy for one simple reason: he acts like the internet is the real world, a 
place where actions should have social consequences and where there needs to be a pecking 
order. Needless to say, you do not approve.” 

By contrast, there are those that don’t enjoy this kind of unexpected stimulation; that are so used to 

being critically passive that they don’t have the reflex to interrogate questions that, on their face, 

seem completely contrary to what they’ve come to expect through all of their life experience. After a 

few shocking experiences (“I clicked the link at it took me to a picture of a penis!”), such people 

either become moralistic, seeking to re-impose real-world rules of interaction (“internet tough guys”), 

or become very careful about the questions they ask and about where on the Internet they ask them. 

These latter are the people who seek to isolate themselves in Sunstein’s tautologically narcissistic 

Daily Me; what Habermas, in an endnote to a 2006 lecture, somewhat less snappily called “isolated 

issue publics.”83 

Of these two broad types of people, whose attitude can be said to be more transparently 

fallibilist? Who is more honestly interested in transparent public reflection? I think it is surely the 

former. But a collection of isolated and alienated Internet hams writing anonymously from their 

bedrooms does not a politically engaged public sphere make. So how do we get from Point A—

individuals venting their secret alienation impotently into empty air because they have the space to 

do so—to Point B—these same individuals becoming a politically active, self-consciously 

                                                
83 “Does Democracy Still Enjoy an Epistemic Dimension?”, 2006: 423. 
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deliberative community (if that is in fact what the IHM is)?  It is not enough for there merely to be 

space for free public expression. Recall that IRCs (1988), personal web pages and public web search 

engines (1993), blogs (1997) all existed for years before there was ever any exclusively web-

generated84 community as large, as cohesive, as politically alarming, and as simultaneously 

dynamically pluralistic and self-reflexively aware as the one that has formed in the past couple of 

years out of anonymous boards like 4chan and around websites like the ED. If the IHM is to be 

convincingly accounted for as an agent for deliberative public reason, it is necessary to understand 

how one goes from isolated hams to something as thoroughly alarming as the IHM.  

(b) …Now let’s cross it 

If the formation of the bourgeois public sphere in the late 17th century is any indication, it is not 

actually surprising that people failed to jump straight into meaningful political discourse as soon as 

the new free discursive spaces opened up. Before the public sphere was able to take on a meaningful 

political function, people needed to figure out how to communicate meaningfully with one another in 

the first place.  

As Habermas describes it, the public sphere grew out of a new kind of intersubjective 

exploration among the ascending bourgeois class made possible, but not caused by new 

communications technology. Being at the heart of the emergent long-distance traffic in commodities, 

the bourgeoisie needed to create new modes of communication to facilitate their capital ventures. In 

particular, they created vastly expanded and improved postal systems to send news more efficiently. 

Corresponding to these economic shifts was a shift in the experience of the “private” by the 

bourgeois individual: most notably, the bourgeoisie became broadly literate as traders and 

manufacturers brought their letters home. What this enabled was the institution of a “privateness 

                                                
84 By this I mean, not a priori defined in terms of some particular real world concern. 
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oriented to an audience,” which Habermas understands, at this point, as founding modern 

subjectivity.85  

Prompted by the uncertainties that go hand in hand with a radically changing social 

environment, these bourgeois individuals began to probe themselves with and through one another, 

writing letters that were long and deeply introspective. In them they drew on each other’s language 

and experience, often copying phrases outright. By comparing worldviews in this way, bourgeois 

subjects confronted contradictions to “truths” they had previously taken for granted; feelings and 

anxieties they thought were unique to them were revealed as common. This generated skepticism in 

all of society’s exoterically available legitimacy claims, leading them to redouble their note-

comparing efforts.  

Sometimes these letters were written with the intention of generating public reflection; a social 

phenomenon that in turn founded a new popular literature in the form of the novel in letters. The 

most popular of these was a book called Pamela (1740) which, although decidedly mediocre from a 

literary standpoint,86 instantiated a stage in a learning process. But from the banal but 

intersubjectively meaningful and relatable Pamela—as Habermas suggests in his easy segue from 

one to the other—Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s critically powerful philosophical novel in letters, Julie 

(1761), was a natural step.87 This is an expression of Habermas’ theory of consciousness: the genesis 

of the conscious subject is a social process of experimentation and self-affirmation; the ego is 

produced through its critical interaction with alter.  

Despite rhetoric of openness, the composition of the 17th century public sphere was profoundly 

influenced by existing social relations. The public sphere that Habermas describes was a sphere of 

bourgeois individuals; a distinct group in society that was other to the old aristocracy, the peasantry, 
                                                

85 1989b: 49. 
86 Ibid.: 43. 
87 Ibid.: 49-50. 
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and the proletariat. They were men (and sometimes women) of enough leisure to have the time to go 

to the coffee house and participate in its ongoing discussions several times in a day, and who were 

not prevented from engaging in such encounters by social customs that members of other castes did 

not know had been problematized.88 This was possible for the bourgeois class in that capital, in the 

new economic order, reduced for them the otherwise time-consuming burdens of labor.  

In that its participants were relatively unconsumed by the demands of labor, there is an evident 

parallel with the participants in the IHM: in concept, it is open to anyone, but effectively, its 

participants tend to be young white males with the resources to have free time on their hands and 

computers in the bedrooms. Such pale youth are at the root of the blogger stereotype of the bored, 

narcissistic, basement-dwellers who have produced millions upon millions of personal web and 

video-logs (blogs and vlogs)—clear contemporary expressions of “privateness oriented to an 

audience”—whose banality it is popular, in mainstream culture, to lament. But as popular as 

lamenting the banality of these public utterances is in the mainstream, this does not even remotely 

compare to the level of criticism these blogs are subjected to by participants in the IHM. The 

preponderance of both /b/ and the ED’s critically satirical content is seeded in and reinforced by links 

to especially inane social networking profiles, blog posts, and YouTube videos.89 Tellingly, Weev 

gained early notoriety for his “denial of service” (DoS) sieges on LiveJournal (a popular host website 

for bloggers). But, despite making statements like “I want everyone off the Internet. Bloggers are 

filth. They need to be destroyed. Blogging gives the illusion of participation to a bunch of retards. . . . 

We need to put these people in the oven!”90 Weev himself keeps a blog on LiveJournal,91 and seems 

                                                
88 Ibid.: 33. 
89 See, for a recent example, the obsession that arose over a teenager named Boxxy: see the ED entry on “Boxxy” 
[Accessed 23 April 2009], or Bobbie Johnson’s 20 January 2009 post to the Guardian’s technology blog. [Accessed 
23 April 2009 from: http://www.guardian.co.uk/technology/blog/2009/jan/20/internet] 
90 Quoted in Schwarts, 2008.  
91 Accessible at: http://weev.livejournal.com/. [Accessed 30 July 2009].  
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to post to it not disingenuously, enabling comments, linking favorably to other people’s blog posts 

and videos, and maintaining what’s known as a “blogroll”—a sidebar in which a blogger links to the 

main pages of his or her favorite blogs. I don’t mean to suggest that this reveals Weev to be 

incoherent. From the theoretical picture I have painted of active participants in the IHM, it is surely 

true that bloggers who tell themselves that they are expressing their autonomy while tentatively and 

uncritically keeping to a passive, real-world ideological line have no future on the openly deliberative 

Internet (or society) that the IHM is oriented towards developing. Shocking such people into 

engaging in argument—for example by using a Holocaust metaphor (“We need to put these people in 

the oven!”)—forces them to confront the conflict between (a) the anchoring assumption that a given 

ideology is argumentatively legitimate, and (b) the unreasonableness of the critical passivity that the 

ideology actually demands. 

(c) Again, what is the IHM? 

The theoretical discussion above, I believe, has equipped us to venture a new and more precise 

answer to the question “What is the Internet Hate Machine?” Simply put, the Internet Hate Machine 

is the beginning of the turn of the Internet’s increasingly (critically) deliberative public from the 

merely personal to the political.  

V – Problems. 

Having proposed a theory of the IHM, I would like now to address some specific concerns 

hinted at earlier that might seem particularly inconsistent with the definition I have just provided. I 

have organized these concerns into three general categories: that the IHM is inadequately coherent to 

form a critical public; that it is too exclusive to be genuinely deliberative; and that it is dangerous. I 

will address these concerns in order by seeking to account for a sampling of the strongest seeming 

counterexamples likely to be raised against my claim. Unfortunately, due to space constraints, I 
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cannot in this paper be more comprehensive.  

(a) But it’s incoherent! 

/b/ looks like how Sigmund Freud described the id:  

[W]e call it a chaos, a cauldron full of seething excitations... It is filled with energy reaching it 
from the instincts, but it has no organisation, produces no collective will, but only a striving to 
bring about the satisfaction of the instinctual needs subject to the observance of the pleasure 
principle.92 

How can the IHM, in which fora like /b/ are so apparently central, possibly be deliberative? The 

answer to this, I believe, is quite simple: just as the human mind is not the id, /b/ is not the IHM. It 

serves the core function of validating the mutuality of our deepest impulses; impulses of which 

society has taught us to feel ashamed while simultaneously using their repressed energies to induce 

fetishism. But the deliberative process does not end there. The analogous role of the ego—the 

memory of the IHM, and its higher level deliberative capacity—is played by other more structured 

and thematized fora that are built on top of /b/ (and the other “random” fora that the /b/tards move to 

when 4chan goes down). Two examples of such higher level fora that should be familiar from the 

discussion above: the ED and 420chan’s /net/ image-board. It is these, more self-regulated parts of 

the IHM that actually engage in constructive deliberation about social reality, deliberation that is 

informed by and emboldened by what is confirmed in /b/ to be intersubjectively shared and 

interesting. Ideas for group actions tend to emerge from /b/, but the decision to take group action can 

only come after deliberation in these higher level fora. 

(b) But it’s exclusive! 

I would here like to address three counter claims that follow this line, two general, and one 

based on a specific example.  

First, how can a discourse that relies on such unfamiliar slang possibly not be exclusive and 

                                                
92 New Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis, 1933: 91. 
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esoteric? The answer to this is simple: there is effectively no esoteric slang in the era of Google, and 

what slang does persist in being exclusive (perhaps the in-jokes of Gnostic scholars?) finds no 

purchase in the IHM. How could it? Forcing people to rouse themselves to the extent that, faced with 

an unfamiliar word or phrase, they are motivated to “Google” it—rather than just assume that it’s 

stupid and dismiss it—seems like a fairly low wall to legitimate cries of exclusion. Is it really 

excluding people from deliberation to exclude people performatively not interested in deliberation? 

Second, doesn’t the easy use of charged (racist, sexist, or otherwise bigoted) language 

coercively keep reasonable people from participating, thus distorting whatever communicative 

consensus can be arrived at? While that would certainly provide an alternative account for why the 

majority of the IHM’s participants are white males, I take issue with the claim that, for example, anti-

Semitic language in an anonymous web forum is reasonable grounds for a Jew to avoid it (rather than 

address it). When one’s body is in danger, it is absolutely rational, when faced with language that is 

suggestive of violent threat, to flee, but on an anonymous web forum that rationale holds no water. 

To state this point differently, since the principal meaning of an aggressive slur when delivered face 

to face is essentially “I like to physically hurt people like you,” using the same slur on /b/ is 

effectively meaningless in terms of the social reality of the moment. Now there are plenty of other 

reasons why, in a fully realized deliberative democracy, people should not use such charged 

language, avoiding the forum does not articulate them. Meanwhile, for the participants, using those 

words is a handy means of making the point that in an abstract and anonymous realm, the rules are 

different.  

Third, there have been many widely circulating memes93 pertaining to suicide that have 

originated in /b/. Perhaps the most powerful and notorious such meme sprang up around the suicide 

                                                
93 “Meme,” again, is a commonly used term in Internet culture denoting a seemingly self-replicating cultural behavior 
or trend subject to a kind of natural selection based on their power to inspire people to imitate them.  
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of Mitchell Henderson, documented by Schwartz in his New York Times Magazine piece. Shortly 

before he shot himself, Henderson had posted to his profile page on the MySpace social networking 

website, that he had lost his I-pod (a digital music player). This anecdote, interpreted on /b/ as that he 

had committed suicide because he had lost his I-pod, was posted to /b/. As Schwartz puts it, “Within 

hours, the anonymous multitudes were wrapping the tragedy of Mitchell’s death in absurdity.” He 

continues to be a point of reference within the discourse, identified as the originator of the often-

referenced “an hero” meme: see the ED entry on “An hero.”94 The important point, for our purposes, 

is that the harassment of Mitchell Henderson’s grieving family after his suicide was motivated by a 

discussion within the IHM to which the family could not have reasonably been expected to have 

access.95 How can that be deliberatively justified?  

While my heart goes out to the family, on the basis of the theory I have presented above, I 

don’t think that it is without reason that Mitchell’s story had so much resonance in the IHM. What 

more potent symbol of systemic hypocrisy could there be than a child who thinks that losing his I-

pod is due cause for killing himself? How clearly does that reveal the lie of the ideology of science 

and technology? On top of that, the topic of suicide, even without the new dimension of the 

particularly poetic I-pod narrative, is generally fascinating and systemically tabooed. The discussion 

of how people come to decide to end their lives has profound implications for understanding why 

people don’t, what people find makes life worth living.  

(c) But it attracts crazy people, which is dangerous! 

Along this line, I would like to address a general counter-claim, and then a specific incident.  

First, doesn’t the play in rabid bigotry attract and legitimate the violent actions of actual bigots? 

                                                
94 [Accessed 13 April 2009] 
95 See the ED entry on “Mitchell Henderson.” [Accessed 31 March 2009] 
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One might presume that an anti-Semite, stumbling onto the ED’s entry on “Jews”96 would feel 

awfully validated. And he might, until he found his way to the entry on “Nazis.” The following quote 

comprises a large portion of the ED’s entry on specifically “Nazi Ideology”: 

During the 1920s and 1930s Homosexuality was dubbed the "German Vice". The Nazi party 
and specially the SS attracted young Aryan homosexuals to join their lines and cover it up 
with BS politics. The Nazi party therefore became the biggest gay organization in Europe 
(Gay rights were invented in Nazi Germany, as Animal and Furry rights, and Smokers lack of 
rights). To cover up their faggotry they had to kill men as much as they fuck them. This was 
convenient as a scapegoat could serve both the gay mafia and the general populace's demand 
for redemption, as follows:  

It's the Jews' fault. All of it. Lose a war? Jews. Country in a massive economic depression? 
Jews. Can't escape this overwhelming feeling of powerlessness and futility? Jews. Michael 
Jackson die? Jews. Step in some dog crap? Jew dog. It's all simple. The only effective weapon 
against the Jewish threat is the righteous Aryan nations rallying under Adolf Hitler. Hitler is 
awesome and Hitler will solve all your problems. […] 

To properly live as a Nazi, one must constantly wear the right sexy uniform. Men must be 
clean, live well and be totally not gay. Women must make healthy Aryan babies. Lots and 
lots of healthy Aryan babies. Women have only one good hole so they should keep it in top 
shape!97  

That’s not to say that he might not selectively ignore the above quoted. But if he is going to 

selectively ignore the above quoted, I think it reasonable to guess that he was already adequately 

steeped in anti-Semitic ideology that it is unlikely that his reading the ED’s entry on Jews made him 

particularly more inclined towards violent action than he already was. Recall the entry on “You”: 

people who go to the ED to have their pre-set idealized self-images confirmed—especially people 

possessing the type of highly romanticized self-image that allows them to justify de-humanizing 

others—don’t get what they came for.  

Second, a particularly shocking detail in Mattathias Schwartz’ article was Fortuny (a self 

described troll)’s argumentative defense of an attack on the Epilepsy Foundation’s website. Several 

links were booby trapped with flashing colors that could induce seizures in people with certain types 
                                                

96 [Accessed 31 June 2009] 
97 Italics mine. [Accessed 31 June 2009] 
As an interesting side note, having only occurred less than a month prior to accessing the quote, the reference to 
Michael Jackson dying in the second paragraph provides an excellent illustration of the ED’s vitality as a document.  
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of epilepsy. How can that possibly be deliberatively rational? I don’t think it can. I don’t see how 

anything but the most nihilistic and egotistical logic could support this, and such logic runs directly 

counter to critical theory. That said, the attack was not deliberatively sanctioned. In fact, later in the 

article Weev outright condemns it as “over the line.”  

This brings up an important point. There is nothing keeping mentally ill or socially maladjusted 

people from participating in the IHM, just as many mentally ill and socially maladjusted people 

participate in society in general, but doing what would be necessary to exclude them would do 

considerable damage to the IHM as an open deliberative public. Further, it is to have little faith in the 

power of reason to think that such egotism could stand up long to deliberative reason unbound.  

Conclusion 

 My first epigraph presented James Bohman’s diagnosis of the requirements for the Internet to 

“create a new form of publicity” with political implications. To repeat the relevant passage: 

For the Internet to create a new form of publicity … it must first be constituted as a public 
sphere by those people whose interactions exhibit the features of dialogue and are concerned 
with its publicity. In order to support a public sphere and technologically mediate the 
appropriate norms, the network form must become a viable means for the expansion of the 
possibilities of dialogue and of the deliberative, second order features of communicative 
interaction. These features may not be the same as manifested in previous political public 
spheres, such as the bourgeois public sphere of private persons….98 

With this paper I have undertaken to show that (and how) the IHM fulfills these requirements, 

even though its “features [are not] the same as manifested in previous political public spheres.” 

Within the IHM as a network, not only do participants interact dialogically, but their dialogues are 

both reflexively public, and implicitly oriented towards expanding the possibilities for dialogue and 

drawing more and more of society into its discourse. Although far from an institution in the 

traditional, rigid sense of the word, the IHM, as a structure, is in many ways more discursively 

                                                
98 2004: 140.  
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democratic than anything approaching its scale that has ever come before. And while I do not think 

that the IHM can rehabilitate the long-delegitimized radical utopianism of people like Louis 

Rossetto, one does not need to be a utopian in order to be optimistic. Though I am doubtful that it 

could ever replace state institutions, for its profoundly democratic character, the IHM provides an 

exciting and unprecedented standpoint for both deconstructive and reconstructive social criticism. If 

my analysis is correct, the IHM, if it is allowed to persist and grow, certainly heralds exciting social 

change. Accepting this, the fight for net neutrality is the fight for our deliberative future. Write your 

Senator.  
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Appendix – AT&T Blocks /b/ 

(a) Real time discussion 

420chan’s /net/ image-board is prominently linked to from the Encyclopedia Dramatica entry 

on AT&T’s 27-28 July 2009 blocking of 4chan’s /b/ image-board. It is listed as one of thirteen 

“organized discussion sites” relevant to the event. The following is a thread that has since died out, 

but captures some immediate discussion of the news as it was breaking99: 

Conspiract thread. Anonymous 09/07/27(Mon) 19:54 
ID:XHcUDQm+ No.920  
Let's bring up the various conspiracy theories behind this 
situation with AT&T. No tinfoil hats allowed. This is the real 
deal.  
Firstly, I would surmise that the cover story AT&T gave on why 
they did this (someone was spoofing the IP of img.4chan.org 
and DDoSing an AT&T custumer. That customer complained 
and AT&T shut down access to the site.) with thier official 
reason: 

http://www.att.com/gen/press-room?pid=4800&cdvn=news&newsarticleid=26970 
. . . Is complete bull shit. 
The true reason is that they wanted to test what they could get away with. If they can block 
this, then they could move on to more websites. 

 

Anonymous 09/07/27(Mon)20:22 ID:8zBJCfuB No.923    
jews and aliens trying to destroy the internet because it interferes with tinfoil hat sales 
Anonymous 09/07/27(Mon)20:30 ID:bVcpeLYH No.924    
naw, that really was the reason. there are two possible explanations: 
1.AT&T made a retarded blunder 
2.AT&T orchestrated an elaborate conspiracy 
if you've ever worked in the corporate environment you would know that the former happens 
every day, while the latter is considerably more rare. 
Anonymous 09/07/27(Mon)20:33 ID:hn3wRQyo No.925    
No, there was no conspiracy. If they were blocking it for content, they would lose customers, 
people who didn't even go to 4chan. The only way net neutrality can go away is if all the 
companies do it. 
Anonymous 09/07/27(Mon)20:39 ID:bVcpeLYH No.927    
also one more thing, if you look at /b/ you will notice all those dumb multi-colored spam 
posts are back. they had briefly disappeared shortly before ATT pulled the plug. This fits with 
Moot's explanation of what happened: it was his flawed countermeasures to stop the spam 

                                                
99 Editorial note: For the sake of saving space I have cut out all but the primary image for each thread in this appendix 
unless it looked to me like it was particularly meaningful. The threads in their original web format with all pictures 
included have been archived. The posts have again been copied and pasted directly from the board. All spelling and 
punctuation is therefore as it was originally written. 



Page 49 of 60

that sent packets into unsuspecting user's connections, and ATT responded to those user's 
complaints by blocking the source. so moot probably stopped doing what it was he was doing 
to fight those spams, and ATT subsequently lifted the block. 
Anonymous 09/07/27(Mon)23:12 ID:T+CrUaeu No.940    
i agree with OP 
Anonymous 09/07/27(Mon)23:40 ID:rNIKTrwb No.945    
I saw it posted somewhere that this was similar to someone putting a stick in an anthill, just to 
test the reaction. 
I don't expect to have a free internet for very long in America.. why do we need a Bureau of 
Cybersecurity after all? The entire thing with the 'BOEING SERVERS BEEN HAXED 
OMG FUCK SUPER COOL JET PLANS' that was used early on as justification for such 
bullshit was denied to have happened by Boeing, who said that not even one secret file or 
document had been accessed by anyone outside of the company. 
This is just the first step, nothing may happen for weeks, months, or even years, but this is the 
first step. The corrupt corporatocracy consisting of multinational conglomerates, the richest of 
the rich, the lobbyists they employ, and the corrupt politicians who sing their tune have every 
intention of disabling free speech in America to prevent any possible insurrection as they 
slowly strip us of freedoms and democratic power. 
In a few decades, America will in many ways resemble Nazi Germany. Of course, a big 
stumbling block in the way of those goals is Russia, and to some extent China. China's 
economy has been cleverly maneuvered to focus so heavily on exports, however, that it may 
be severly weakened enough for the CIA to make real efforts to push for an artificial 
revolution, much like the 'Colour Revolutions' in Europe, and the one in Iran that ended up 
being a dud. 
What a lovely future. 
Anonymous 09/07/28(Tue)00:10 ID:31+ZSAEP No.948    
is there a number to call. An e-mail address to write to. express ourselves. 
Anonymous 09/07/28(Tue)00:25 ID:yd3S8q6t No.949    
Surely they wouldn't try and hit 4chan first, let alone /b/. Somebody there has to have a brain. 
Still, it does seem a little fishy. 
Anonymous 09/07/28(Tue)06:30 ID:rNIKTrwb No.964    
>>949 
What better place? If there's no real reaction to that, all they'd have to do is apply the 'frog in a 
pot of water scenario' and slowly assert their terrible will across the interwebs, just slowly 
enough that no one will fight back... 
Anonymous 09/07/28(Tue)09:24 ID:AvH+tusr No.967    
File: 1248787456024.jpg -(92785 B, 500x275) Thumbnail displayed, click image for full size. 
....or maybe it was just because of the DDoS shit and they weren't giving a fuck to censor 
anyone? 
Call me crazy. 
Anonymous 09/07/28(Tue)12:21 ID:2lcU7Cmd No.974    
>>967 
This. 
I don't think the blocking of 4chan had anything to do with some quest for internet control, at 
least not this time. 
Anonymous 09/07/28(Tue)16:10 ID:wTgUncFR No.988    
>>Here's [referring to an illegible screenshot] more on AT&T's efforts to prevent denial-of-
service attacks. 
SEE! IT WAS ALL A SET-UP! AT&T WANTS US TO BUY THEIR DDOS 
PROTECTION PLAN! THIS WAS ALL AN ELABORATE MARKETING ATTEMPT! A 
SET-UP I TELL YOU!!!!!! 
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Anonymous 09/07/28(Tue)18:26 ID:31+ZSAEP No.998    
Wouldn't it be cheaper to buy a back-up server? 
Anonymous 09/07/28(Tue)19:05 ID:T+CrUaeu No.1000    
The Government seems to want to censor the internet, I know many of you are not fond of 
infowars or any thing closely tinfoil. 
Although i do suggest people read the following articles and research on their own a little. 
http://www.infowars.com/internet-attack-propaganda-increases-as-cyber-bill-approaches/ 
http://www.infowars.com/rupert-murdoch-internet-will-soon-be-over/ 
^Also LOL at the guy who owns fox news saying "the internet will soon be over." 
Regardless of AT&T it could be viewed as a demo run if serious business internet censorship 
comes along. Our collaborative action was not as strong as it should of been, perhaps thats 
due to the exponential growth of 14 year olds on tiggernits but who knows... :p 
Anonymous 09/07/28(Tue)19:10 ID:T+CrUaeu No.1001    
>>1000 
me again, I also noticed some creepy stuff in other branches of the tubes. 
1)If you ever use the Aol Instant Message client (newest patch) you'll notice you have the 
option to set up GPS like location showing where the person you're talking to is.  
2) cell phones + internet = you can be traced and data minded easily but I'm sure everyone 
here already knows that  
3) Google chrome LOL: Google has a fuck ton of pentagon contracts. 
Anonymous 09/07/29(Wed)00:38 ID:89KvmtNU No.1014    
I just wanna say I think it is obvious they didnt do it for content. I mean would you actually 
drop a provider of anything because thye didnt censor you enough. Maybe crazy bad parents 
would but they probably wouldn't give there kids net access anyway.....just sayin 

 

(b) Retrospective analysis 

The following is a transcript of the five threads on the front page of 420chan’s /net/ image-

board as of 11:00 a.m. EST on 30 July 2009, after the block had been lifted, and after moot had 

verified AT&T’s claim that the block was a response to technical problems, and not to /b/’s content. 

If you had gone to the URL “http://disc.420chan.org/net/” at the same time, these are the first five 

threads you would have seen. Note that the thread quoted above is referenced in the second response 

to thread 2.  

Thread 1: 
Anonymous 09/07/29(Wed)00:12 ID:/nI5iAdL No.1013  
Take your raid shit back to 4chan or whatever, Net Neutrality is a political issue 
that needs to be handled maturely. Those of us who have been dealing with this 
shit for years now (With some major wins, including saving Net Neutrality in 
some countries.) Do not need to be clumped in with that retarded Anonymous 
shit. 
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Anonymous 09/07/29(Wed)02:32 ID:5QOWyrpX No.1019  
This is a legit question, I'm not trolling or trying to be rude but I'm quite aware of any other 
methods of maintaining Net Neutrality. Raiding seems to be the only way I'm afraid. 
Writing letters of complaints and holding protests have negligible effect in my opinion. So 
what alternative methods are there. 
Anonymous 09/07/29(Wed)09:51 ID:Sf5ee1He No.1028    
>>1019 
You could always blow shit up or take hostages. 
I'm not telling you to do anything. That was sarcasm. 
Although if you do blow something up or take hostages, make sure to blow the right stuff up 
and take the right hostages. 
Anonymous 09/07/29(Wed)14:27 ID:T8YkxwHf No.1036    
>>1019 
Wow, you guys really are internet terrorists [a reference to the Fox 11 News piece] 
Anonymous 09/07/29(Wed)14:49 ID:8XiNtGvp No.1037    
>>1036 
Hackers on steroids [another reference to the piece] 
Anonymous 09/07/29(Wed)16:33 ID:nML2vZNq No.1041    
Or you could just fucking say thank you. Arrogant activist cunt. 
Anonymous 09/07/29(Wed)18:13 ID:/nI5iAdL No.1046    
>>1041 
Yeah, I'll say thank you to a bunch of 12 year olds who think they're hard core internet 
hackers. 
Anonymous 09/07/29(Wed)20:45 ID:nML2vZNq No.1055    
>>1046  
o ok, children arent good enough to care about anything; in fact any help they try to help they 
should immediately be ridiculed and insulted. 
Anonymous 09/07/29(Wed)20:46 ID:RiLB4pWD No.1056    
Holy shit, I'm glad I left 4chan for good. Stupid 12 year olds get accidentally barred from 
their porn and "LOLCATS" and suddenly they care about net neutrality? And of course, such 
concern will only last until the next meme comes along. 
Fuck 4chan and the stupid kids that have infested that site. 
Anonymous 09/07/30(Thu)09:16 ID:fPrWMVkb No.1073    
>>1019 
Or you could, you know, stop giving them money and change ISPs en masse.  
 

Thread 2: 
Anonymous 09/07/28(Tue)13:54 ID:y9Hfuh1L No.982  
The Internet has been a safe haven for years. People can post what they want and enjoy 
themselves. People have even started full blown businesses, and find dates on the Internet 
(eHarmony for example). The point is, it would do more harm than good to attempt to censor 
the World Wide Web. China did it, but that still hasn't stopped people from doing things to get 
out, and will cause more harm in the end. 
So let me hear your views /net/, the internet has and always should be free from Government 
tampering, right? 
 

Anonymous 09/07/28(Tue)22:45 ID:/WDeFLGi No.1009  
Yes, but you need a sexy picture to get your thread noticed. I'll 
try to help you out here. 
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Anonymous 09/07/28(Tue)23:05 ID:T+CrUaeu No.1010    
>>1000 
Anonymous 09/07/29(Wed)06:05 ID:xIHLwX85 No.1024    
http://88.80.13.160.nyud.net/leak/acma-secret-blacklist-18-mar-2009.txt here is apart of what 
they censor here in australia. 
Anonymous 09/07/29(Wed)10:13 ID:+7UyvSu9 No.1029    
>>1024 
Lol, it's probably all fucking CP. 
Anonymous 09/07/29(Wed)13:41 ID:393/AUlW No.1035    
>>1024 
they're censoring meatspin 
i shit you not 
Anonymous 09/07/30(Thu)02:32 ID:nML2vZNq No.1065    
>>1024  
OMG THEY CENSOR FUCKING 12chan!!!! 
Anonymous 09/07/30(Thu)05:31 ID:5YFJ1lDb No.1069    
>>1065 
anonib as well hahah 
Anonymous 09/07/30(Thu)06:43 ID:GCJN0WY6 No.1071    
>>982 
Actually, government tampering is what is supposed to keep companies like AT&T and 
Comcast from denying their users fair access to the internet. The FCC isn't all bad. 
Not many people like censorship. It is a poor replacement for good old fashioned personal 
responsibility. But more important than open access to 4chan is, in my opinion, the ability to 
communicate privately, without authorities knowing or having any control over who you are 
talking to. But this is not a freedom that the government has any power to practically enforce. 
Your service provider has a right to divulge whatever information is passed to their servers. 
It's up to the user to find ways to keep communications private and anonymous. 
If they don't know who you are talking to, what you are saying, or who you are, then they 
can't stop you. Protect privacy, and everything else follows. 
Anonymous 09/07/30(Thu)07:49 ID:8XiNtGvp No.1072    
>>982 We should also be free of Corporate tampering. Government isn't the only entity that 
is capable of abusing people's rights. 

 

Thread 3: 

Anonymous 09/07/29(Wed)16:49 ID:bRNXpPSi No.1042  
Similarities between the *chan War for Net Neutrality and the 
American GOP (2002-2006) 
upon a minor slight, BAWWW hard 
GOP - what? a Menora in my Christmas display? NEVAR! 
*chan - what? I can't get /b/ from my phone, even though every 
REAL internet connection will still takes me there? NEVAR! 
overreact to minor slight by recruiting undecided/apathetic 
masses by delivering biased and simplistic viewpoints on the 
event. 
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GOP -FUK MENORAS! they're trying to destroy Jebus by putting up their crazy candle 
holder! 
*chan - The typical /b/ response to butthurt - use fancy rhetoric and purty, "inspiring" ("Rise 
up /b/!" nonsense) talk to disguise the fact that your arguements may either be overstated 
(TEH END OF TEH INTERBUTTZ!) or simply manufactured (AT&T HAETS 4CHON AND 
TEH MUDKIPZ!) 
block all opposing viewpoints 
GOP - banished Dems from any senate/house leadership positions while banishing their 
internal party meetings to the capital basement, where the lights were once turned off mid-
session. Dems were effectivly put into a corner with a yo-yo to play with while the GOP took 
over the country. 
*chan - delete opposing threads and block users 
fail to realize irony in blocking viewpoints. 
GOP - claimed to be the party of the real America - the "heartland" (read: fly-over states). In 
doing so, they discounted and often directly insulted the most populous areas of the nation, 
including New York City (metro population: ~ 19 million [~6.3% of total American 
population]) and "Hollywood" (Los Angeles metro population: ~12.8 million [~4.3% of total 
American population]) 
*chan - new crusade for net neutrality causes the *chans to censor their OWN internet, 
blocking unsavory viewpoints the same way their sites may be blocked by the "net neutrality 
offenders" (e.g. - AT&T) for espousing unsavory viewpoints (just go look at /b/. srsly, go look 
for a sec and come back.) 
This thread isn't to troll. This is to point out a serious problem with the new /net/ board, in 
that the homogenous viewpoints left after the mods have expunged all opposing ideas prove 
dangerous. For example, the AT&T drama was handled in what? a day or two? How much 
you wanna bet there's still some retard out there still plaguing AT&T with prank calls, pizza, 
gay strippers, etc? 
If this board is not handled more carefully and kept balanced, then we could see another 
situation as we did with Chyenne Cherry - attempting to accomplish a goal, but fucking up 
and making the entire group look bad (good job harassing that old lady in Brooklyn. She sure 
was causing problems, being a grandma and knitting and whatnot.) 
All I'm trying to say with this thread is that the time for *chan to use Internet Tough Guy 
tactics is over. Please, we must balance this board in order to balance our approach. After 
all, an environment of raving fanatics will only breed fanatical fighters. And that's exactly 
what Anonymous is when it comes to neutrality - fanatics. No less fanatical than Fred Phelps 
is for heterosexuality or Muslims for Allah. 
This is bad. A fanatical group is not readily accepted by the population. When we rave about 
raping AT&T or burning down Ted Stevens' house, we look dangerous and people ignore us. 
All it does is make Anonymous look like underageb& with no parental supervision and a 
Napoleon complex. 
So c'mon, /net/. Let's chill for a sec and re-evaluate our tactics and attitude. We'll get much 
more done if we stop acting retarded about this. 
<<pic related - DIPLOMACY TIME!>> 
(get out ur magic murder bags, *chan!) 
 
Anonymous 09/07/29(Wed)17:35 ID:vuU5l44K No.1043    
I love Dr. Henry Killinger. 
Anonymous 09/07/29(Wed)17:59 ID:DOG5RUXV No.1044    
>>1043 
I want his magic murder bag. 
Anonymous 09/07/29(Wed)17:59 ID:8XiNtGvp No.1045    
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I want his wisdom 
Anonymous 09/07/29(Wed)22:01 ID:OXcy01m0 No.1059    
Sorry, but its not opposing viewpoints that get banned, its just people who post stuff that has 
no viewpoint, and are overall detrimental to the discussion. Usually, its people who post CP, 
or 4chan memes. So if you think CP and memes are valid opinions somehow, you may need 
to become an hero.  
If your theory was true, this thread would have been deleted long ago, and no one would ever 
have realized it was even here. 
Anonymous 09/07/29(Wed)22:02 ID:OXcy01m0 No.1060    
Woops, wrong thread. 
Anonymous 09/07/30(Thu)02:45 ID:ymmlpQCh No.1066    
Wow look at all that opposing viewpoint. Its right there in all those responses. Oh wait, 
nevermind.  

 

Thread 4: 

asdf Anonymous 09/07/29(Wed)03:51 ID:lhTAjdR1 No.1022  
DICKS EVERYWHERE  
 
 
 
 
 

Anonymous 09/07/29(Wed)05:04 ID:91JLRgTo No.1023  
Fucking furries. 
[2 posts with absurd and pornographic pictures along similar lines followed. I’ve omitted 
them for space] 
Anonymous 09/07/29(Wed)20:14 ID:KX2u7vDN No.1051    
POSTING IN EPIC THREAD 
Anonymous 09/07/29(Wed)20:15 ID:KX2u7vDN No.1052    
toasting in epic bread 
Anonymous 09/07/29(Wed)20:16 ID:KX2u7vDN No.1053    
ghosting in epic shed 
Anonymous 09/07/29(Wed)20:18 ID:KX2u7vDN No.1054    
roasting in epic head 
Anonymous 09/07/29(Wed)21:55 ID:OXcy01m0 No.1057    
BITCH I CAN'T THINK OF SHIT THAT RHYMES WITH POSTING AND THREAD 
Anonymous 09/07/29(Wed)22:52 ID:/WDeFLGi No.1061    

 
boasting of epic shred [shred is a heavy metal term for rapid virtuosic solos on the guitar] 
Anonymous 09/07/30(Thu)00:18 ID:yj/+ohIz No.1063    
coasting in epic sled 
Anonymous 09/07/30(Thu)01:47 ID:8XiNtGvp No.1064    
Hosting in epic bed 
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Thread 5: 

Anonymous 09/07/28(Tue)09:37 ID:bfduVpKe No.968  
While were at it, Anon might want try to something about 
China. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
MrAnnonymous!1YteVPLIbo 09/07/28(Tue)09:57 ID:EqaF/Fr3 No.970    
Yanno, I've been wondering about that software, is it multi-platform or just for Windows? 
Are we about to see a sharp rise in the use of GNU/Linux, *BSD, OpenSolaris, and OSX in 
China? 
Anonymous 09/07/28(Tue)13:07 ID:qAzx9+wK No.978    
>>970 lamo He from China must. 
Anonymous 09/07/28(Tue)13:45 ID:CTmMWBTF No.979    
>>970 
wasn't china developing their own linux distribution with built-in nannystate controls? 
Anonymous 09/07/28(Tue)14:40 ID:nzQHwAWW No.984    
>>979 Creepy shit. 
Anonymous 09/07/28(Tue)20:10 ID:qFokZiir No.1003 
You guys hear about the China-Blue HDDVD standard?  
No shitting, CHINA has its own DVD format. Which, if spread succesfully, would allow 
them to use legal means to prevent certain movies from being distributed on the format. They 
could also use a BD+ type system to patch the software on the machines to revoke certain 
titles.  
http://www.engadget.com/2009/07/25/blu-ray-reportedly-trailing-cbhd-in-china-the-second-
theater-of/ 
On a related note, they have been engaging in some serious moralfaggotry over the showing 
of a pro-Uygar movie in Melbourne. Maybe we should strike them before they strike us. 
http://www.tgdaily.com/content/view/43375/98/ 
Anonymous 09/07/28(Tue)20:14 ID:9v0xGE/3 No.1004    
China is too hard for Anonymous to start with. Anonymous needs to have more reasonable 
goals before it tries to take on a giant communist state. Australia would be a better target. It 
has a much freer democratic government that is more susceptible to the will of the people.  
It is not a sign of weakness to hit easier targets first. In WWII the Allies didn't just go barging 
into the center of Nazi Germany at the start. No, first the Allies went into South Africa to nip 
at the Nazi's heels. After weakening the Fascists the Allies moved towards Italy and then 
France and then, in a few years, Germany was completely surrounded by America, Britain 
and Russia.  
Picking one small enemy at a time and starting small is the best way to go. But calling 
Australia a 'small' target is a bit of an understatement. But it's what many Anon's are planning 
on leveraging against first. 
http://z6.invisionfree.com/ProjectATT/index.php?showtopic=144 
Anonymous 09/07/28(Tue)22:04 ID:qFokZiir No.1007 
>>1004  
The Australian Plan is flawed.  
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Oz is a democracy. The government can be replaced handily if it collapses. Those opposed to 
the "wizards curtain," like Anon should focus on supporting the political opposition and 
showing the ineffectiveness/wrongness of the Curtain. 
China is another matter. China is NOT a democracy and may not become one within the next 
century. China seeks to rule not just China, but all of us. They want to create the new rules. 
The Party wants to make us all subserviant to their ways.  
Steps to stop this - 
1 - No support for Party created software. Kill AVS. Go with TRUE open source for all your 
needs. 
2 - Anon should immediately examine China Blue, and find ways to subvert it. This should 
be made public ASAP. CB may not be a threat yet, but we can show China that we can, and 
will, destroy any tools of oppression they concieve.  
3 - Make available to all Chinese the tools to subvert The Great Firewall. 
Anonymous 09/07/29(Wed)10:41 ID:qFokZiir No.1030    
Bump. Come on. China is a serious threat. If they don't like you, they will fuck you up. 
Anonymous 09/07/29(Wed)18:34 ID:TNLHidAc No.1047    
lol really now? I think everyone here needs to understand that neither china or aus give two 
flying fucks about what anon has to say. Anything we could have done rationally has already 
been ruined by 14 year old fucktards. You guys talk about targeting Australia first? Here is a 
prediction. Two weeks from now nothing will have happened, because the fact is 
governments are run the way the way that the government wants it to be run. You will not 
change anything. 
Anonymous 09/07/29(Wed)18:57 ID:qFokZiir No.1048    
The OZ plan is flawed. I have posted that.  
I have posted plans for China. 
These plans will work. 
Go back to that other chan that sucks. 
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(c) A communicative consensus? 

Posted to the ED’s entry on the incident100: 

 

                                                
100 [Accessed 2 August 2009]  
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