
The Discourse Politics of the Internet Hate Machine: DRAFT 

 “[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. 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…” 

 — 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 quoted in the Encyclopedia Dramatica entry on 
“Anonymous”2  

~ 

Introduction 

In the first years of the public Internet, it was thought that the emerging “information 

superhighway” would carry us into an era of unprecedented democratic empowerment and 

engagement across society’s political and demographic spectrums. These hopes have not, as yet, 

been born out. In opposition, a far more pessimistic position has become popular over the past 

decade. This position holds that far from benefitting democracy, the Internet has in fact done the 

opposite, enabling people to isolate themselves in ideological echo chambers. Legal theorist Cass 

                                                 
1 2004: 139-40. 
2 Accessed 6 June 2009. 
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Sunstein has been among this thesis’ most vocal proponents, arguing that, while the internet does 

vastly broaden the space in which discourse can occur, because the Internet provides no systemic 

imperatives for individuals to leave their comfort zones it will be necessarily polarizing, drawing 

people away from the more structurally generalized (and thus, purportedly more moderate), large-

scale “traditional” information sources in the mainstream, commercial media.3  

There is certainly descriptive validity to this interpretation of the social dynamics of the 

Internet—there is no lack of “daily me”4 echo chambers on-line—but a serious interpretive problem 

arises when this perspective is confronted with the anonymous discursive network that has grown 

spontaneously out of the Internet’s least regulated message boards. This network is noted most 

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

the aggressive and seemingly indiscriminate, roving-pirate quality of its initiatives.5 It was identified, 

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

“domestic terrorists.”6 One might write off this network as an anomaly, and its participants as a 

fringe of misanthropic malcontents. I believe that such a position not only fails to do them justice, but 

that in general Sunstein’s argument relies on an impoverished notion of how people are motivated, 

and how they understand themselves in their on-line activities; a limitation that unpacking this 

network makes clear. Although he grants that “Most of us have a great deal of curiosity,”7 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 

                                                 
3 See, Cass Sunstein. Republic 2.0. (2007). These “large-scale” traditional information sources, many of which persist 
shakily, competed with one another to capture the unified “mass audience,” and were each others’ only major 
competition. 
4 Sunstein: 1.  
5 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 in the entries on /b/ and “Anonymous” at the 
Encyclopedia Dramatica at encyclopediadramatica.com. 
6 Phil Shuman. "FOX 11 Investigates: 'Anonymous'". (2007-07-26). MyFOX Los Angeles (KTTV (FOX)). [Accessed 
17 March 2009 from: http://www.myfoxla.com/myfox/pages/ContentDetail?contentId=3894628]   
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the path of least resistance.  

 In tackling this network directly, drawing on Jürgen Habermas’ theoretical framework, my 

ultimate purpose in this paper is to articulate the rough outlines of a more satisfying social theory of 

the internet; one that is consistent with a far less reductive, hypostatized, 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 anonymous discursive network’s defining 

features—where it is primarily situated, the nuts and bolts of how interactions occur within it, how its 

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

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

generally. But before turning to that: two quick tasks. First, I would like to quickly 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 both vague in a contemporary context in which everything is called 

a network, and rather highfalutin. Within “the network,” the title “Internet Hate Machine” has come 

to be worn as a badge symbolizing its frightening irreducibility from the mainstream perspective, and 

the mainstream’s hysterical reaction to this irreducibility. This hysteria, I will argue, is revelatory of 

the irrationality of the premises of many of the legitimacy claims for repressive norms made through 

the mainstream systems of information distribution, and is both the object of the network’s critique, 

and the principal reason for its existence. 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 squarely in cheek.  

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

                                                                                                                                                             
7 Sunstein: 221.  
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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.” In keeping, I have avoided relying for any substantive points on “outsider” 

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

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

postings, though they certainly count. 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 ED, an 

internet counter-culture answer to the “mainstream” user-generated on-line encyclopedia, 

“Wikipedia,” launched in 2004. 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, the same hazards apply as were enumerated above.  

I – What is the Internet Hate Machine? 

The IHM is associated most strongly with a handful of primary venues, in particular: the 
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anonymous, themeless, and minimally moderated 

“/b/” imageboard on 4chan.com8; the   

Encyclopedia Dramatica (henceforth the “ED”), a 

mimetic internet counter-culture answer to the 

“mainstream” cooperatively user-generated on-line 

encyclopedia, “Wikipedia,”9 launched in 2004 and 

serving in part as the IHM’s archive10; and a few 

Internet relay chat (IRC) networks.11  

To provide the reader with a sense of how 

the discourse operates in these venues, I have 

copied 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. 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 

                                                 
8 On an imageboard, participants post images either themselves for discussion or as a pretense for discussion of 
something else.  
9 Wikipedia is now, by several orders of magnitude, the largest encyclopedia in terms of shear content, to ever exist. 
According to its frequently asked questions page, “In a past comparison of encyclopedias, Wikipedia had about 
1,400,000 articles with 340 million words in total, the Encyclopædia Britannica had about 85,000 articles with 55 
million words in total, and Microsoft's Encarta had about 63,000 articles and 40 million words in total” (Accessed 18 
May 2009).  
10 The Encyclopedia Dramatica’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]. Having at this point spent dozens of hours on the site, my 
sense is that the description of it as an archive of the IHM is quite apt, though it is a reflexive archive; evidently self-
conscious of the perlocutionary significance of the act of archiving itself.  
11 IRC networks host real-time text messaging. Having come on-line originally in 1988, IRC is one of the oldest, for 
lack of a better word, continuously active institutions on the Internet. 

Figure 1 – This is a screenshot from 4chan.com, 
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.org, and 
is typical of the advertising one finds in these venues. 
[Accessed on 30 May 2009]  



Page 5 of 16

page tends to have been posted approximately 30 seconds prior to the most recent post on the top 

image on the page. 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 this image (this one happens to be of text, but they can be anything) and 

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

Anonymous 05/20/09(Wed)18:31:12 No.136994706 : 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’] 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 / 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 ouselves....”12  

                                                 
12 Accessed on 20 May 2009. 
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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 the images posted to /b/ are either scatological or pornographic, and many threads 

read like a game of offensive one-upmanship. The 

same goes for the ED or the IRCs mentioned.  

To further qualify the representativeness of the 

exchange above, 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 

into their responses (either original or copied from 

another location on-line). They can also write in the 

URLs (the web addresses) to any site on-line—the 

most common links I have noticed are to YouTube13 

videos, MySpace14 pages, or web-log (blog) entries, all 

of which provide somewhat less flitting 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 completely original, or at the other extreme, merely a 

                                                 
13 YouTube is currently the Internet’s largest open video-sharing website. It is owned by Google. 
14 MySpace began as a social networking site for musicians, and is particularly effective at hosting audio for sharing. 

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 Encyclopedia Dramatica  
itself. How the encyclopedia defines itself is 
thus discursively generated, and changes on an 
ongoing basis. [Accessed on 30 May 2009]  
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link to something they had no hand in creating.15 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 the 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.org as its “random” board and its content is only minimally 

regulated—moderators reserve the right (only fitfully exercised) to delete illegal images, such as 

child pornography, and ban the IP addresses of those who post them.16 But beyond that, the stated 

“rules” for /b/ are “ZOMG NONE!!!1.”17 Christopher Poole, the recently revealed “real world” 

identity of the founder of 4chan.org,18 told Mattathias Schwartz with reference to /b/ that 

“Ultimately the power lies in the community to dictate its own standards … all we do is provide a 

general framework.”19 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” is, in addition to being 

the most common nom to plume for the IHM’s participants, is itself a commonly used name for the 

                                                 
15 By hyperlinking in this way, a participants’ speech act is the conceptual linking of the thing linked to, to the 
exchange in question 
16  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. 
17  “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) 
18  He was previously known only by the moniker “moot,” and is still primarily recognized by that name. 
19 Schwartz. (2008).  
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IHM as a whole. Over the last couple of years it 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—

and has as a result come to be rejected in some quarters (see 

Figure 3). 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.20 

In addition to the point about Anonymous’ lack of any 

official goal, 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 constative, expressive, or regulative.21 Such issues will be 

returned to later.  

                                                 
20 avoidtheone. “Message to Anonymous” YouTube (18 January 2008). 
21 Habermas, 1984: 309. 

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:An
onymousvsNewfagVert.jpg] 



Page 9 of 16

The IHM is not a formal institution in any traditional sense, and to over-identify it with the 

venues that have thus far been the focus 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,22 or through the media coverage of, for example, the hacking of Sarah 

Palin’s e-mail account23—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 information 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 community of the IHM can shift, if one of the primary 

loci is somehow compromised—for example, the /b/ boards on 7chan.org, 711chan.org, and 

zerochan.org (among *chan boards24) see their traffic spike dramatically whenever 4chan.org 

goes down.25  

                                                 
22 Oprah Winfrey Show. Harpo Productions Inc. Chicago. (19 September 2008). 

; Henceforth, Oprah Winfrey will be referred to as “Oprah” in keeping with her public self-branding 
23  In all likelihood, the e-mail was “hacked” by a participants 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.org moderators but was saved 
and reposted by Kim Zetter to her blog on Wired magazine’s website (2008). It claims that “In the past couple days 
news had come to light about palin [sic] using a yahoo mail account, it was in news stories [about how she had been 
using her private account to transmit public information] and such, a thread was started full of newfags trying to do 
something.” 
24 See the ED’s entry, “list of *chan boards,” for a list of alternate *chan boards..  
25 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 
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The IHM’s flexibility is amplified by the fact that, formally, access to the IHM is unrestricted. 

Given access to, and the skills to operate a computer with an unrestricted internet connection, 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; above it, there are no 

significant geographic constraints.  

Not only is geography 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 irrelevant to participation, unless it is willfully or inadvertently invoked by a 

participant. 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 sophisticated users—who happen also to be those users most actively involved in 

the IHM’s activities that appear most subversive from a mainstream perspective—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 “Open Proxy” contains or links to all of the information needed to get 

underway. On a more abstract level, geographic identity is particularly irrelevant since the IHM arose 

spontaneously—without a priori reference to any pre-existing “real world” issue or interest—out of 

the discussions in the venues mentioned above.  

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

                                                                                                                                                             
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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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,” 26 

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, and to be the least oriented towards upward mobility, in 

contemporary Western society.  

On the question of how many people are involved in the IHM, it is 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.27 A 

possible clue to the IHM’s actual size, the IHM-mobilized 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) is suggestive in fact that many people actively 

abstained; and that is to say nothing of those who simply were not adequately convinced of the 

worthiness of the effort to bother to respond at all. Individuals who participate in the IHM either 

do so intentionally, motivated by the meaning they draw from it, or are drawn into it through 

                                                 
26 This refers to the 10 February 2008 protests against Scientology mobilized—if not “organized”—through the IHM, 
as part of what they have called Project Chanology. 
27  The most established of these are documented and explained in the Encyclopedia Dramatica, which has served as 
my primary resource in describing them.  
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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 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 basis of its social impact (which will 

ultimately be more important to my analysis anyway). 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. The IHM orients itself both using the mainstream, and 

largely towards it. To illustrate, many if not most of the IHM’s objects of interest pertain in some 

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

that information does not in itself hurt people. If it seems to do so, it is indirectly, through its 

active (or passively accepted) suppression leading people to undertake actions on the basis of 

irrational interpretations of the relevant circumstances. This can be understood to motivate the 

IHM’s pranksterism in two not necessarily exclusive ways: Participants understand “targets” to 

be responsible and culpable for suppressing information flows, and thus deserving of whatever 

means are used to overturn their suppression (the agonistic interpretation); or the targets are 

themselves victims of the information they are suppressing, being subject to the irrationally 

overblown rhetoric they themselves espouse, and thus ought to be saved by whatever means are 
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amenable to that outcome.28 Of the 39 itemized “Targets of Anonymous” listed in the ED entry 

on Anonymous, a sizable portion are major players or elements in this 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”). The 

people and institutions listed above are recognized as targets in that 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 large scale 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 to be discussed. 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 

                                                 
28  Either interpretation could be applied to the Oprah incident hinted at above. The full story is the following: An 
anonymous participant posted to a message board hosted on Oprah’s website. As she relates it, the message read: “He 
doesn’t forgive. He doesn’t forget. His group has over 9,000 penises, and they’re all raping children” (2008). In 
posting this, the participant can be understood to have exercised only a very limited coercive force—insofar as irony 
can be considered coercive, an open question that will be returned to—compelling Oprah to believe him. She did, and 
was presumably embarrassed when, after reading the post on her show in outrage, she was confronted by that it was a 
clear prank. In this interpretive vein, Oprah can be thought of as a discussant responding to a validity claim with a 
counter-claim that was intersubjectively rejected to the rational benefit of society (this is of course assuming that she 
did not, as she probably did, merely dig in indignantly and shut down further discussion).�  Which interpretive 
direction is chosen depends on whether one understands the Discourse’s speech acts to be fundamentally illocutionary, 
or perlocutionary, which in turn depends on how one differentiates between those two concepts in this rather 
problematic case (for a discussion of John Austin’s formal distinctions between illocutionary and perlocutionary 
speech acts and effects, see Habermas, 1984: 289). This will also be returned to in the analysis of the following 
section. 
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likelihood by an IHM participant) 29—the ED entry devoted to her quickly grew to be one of the 

largest on the site.30 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.31  

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 American 

media sources (including the New York Times,32 the Wall Street Journal,33 and the Washington 

Post,34 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, through a collaborative 

process, recommend and sort web-pages 

of interest on an ongoing basis, and whose 

                                                 
29  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, 
even in the most prominent pranks, it seems that in most cases a participant did little more than answer a security 
question or deductively guess a password. This was exactly what was done in the case of 2008 Republican Vice 
Presidential candidate Sarah Palin’s Yahoo! e-mail account, as will be discussed later.  
30  See the Encyclopedia Dramatica entry on “Sarah Palin” (Accessed 26 March 2009).  
31  See: http://encyclopediadramatica.com/index.php?title=Sarah_Palin&oldid=1997724771 (Accessed 26 March 
2009).  
32 Schwartz, 2008. 
33 Jamin Brophy-Warren, “Modest Website is Behind a Bevy of Memes,” 9 July 2008.  
34 Erick Schonfeld, “4chan takes over the Time 100,” 21 April 2009.  

Figure 4 – The Digg and Reddit widgets are circled and labeled 
in red. A similar widget bar can be found on a large and growing 
portion of major news sites and blogs.  
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widgets one can now find associated with most entries at major blogs, and most news articles on-

line (Figure 4). On these sites, articles, videos, and images about “Anonymous,” “4chan,” “/b/,” 

or “Scientology” are perennial favorites. Judging by the growing prominence of the IHM in all of 

these media, it also seems that the IHM’s influence is on an upward trajectory; a development 

that has not gone unnoticed in the political sphere.35 

In trying to untangle the interpretive knot that the IHM presents and in trying to grasp its full 

social significance, we are faced with two related problems: understanding the conditions of 

possibility for the type of personality that is drawn to generate and participate in the IHM; and 

understanding how the self-understanding of the IHM’s participants was actually generated. 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 origins and genesis of the motivations of these constitutive participants, in particular, how their 

motivations are systemically and subjectively rooted. The significance of this distinction will be 

explained in the proceeding sub-section.36  

                                                 
35 Senator Jay Rockefeller, in a speech on the Senate floor, expressed profound concern over the fact that “some kid in 
Latvia” can, through an individual act, attack American state and corporate institutions: “It really almost makes you 
ask the question would it have been better if we had never invented the internet” (23 March 2009). 
36 The important contrast between what the distinct rationalities of what Jürgen Habermas calls the “system” versus 
“the lifeworld,” is one of the key elements of his framework. It will be explored below.  


