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Introduction

Humorist Dave Barry’s burlesque Dave Barry in Cyberspace provided mid-
1990s Americans with a how-to manual for participating in what was rapidly 
becoming the new and necessary—if intimidatingly foreign—technological 
experience: getting online. In it, he described the internet as global public 
and private network run by Jason, a hormonal thirteen-year-old. After sign-
ing up for a “user-friendly interface” with a company like America Online, 
you could do a variety of things, like “waste time in ways that you never 
before dreamed possible” and communicate with “millions of people all over 
the entire globe…many of whom are boring and stupid.” Should you acci-
dentally type an incorrect character, Barry warned, “You will launch U.S. 
nuclear missiles against Norway.”1 Dave Barry’s comic vision of the internet 
worked because it played on the different yet overlapping ways the internet 
was understood in the United States in the last two decades of the twentieth 
century. The internet was conceptualized simultaneously (and often para-
doxically) as a state-sponsored war project, a toy for teenagers, an informa-
tion superhighway, a virtual reality, a technology for sale and for selling, a 
major player in global capitalism, as well as a leading framework for com-
prehending both globalization and the nation’s future in it. Comprised of so 
many competing dreams and investments, the internet was, and continues 
to be, a major transforming component of life for much of the United States 
and, increasingly, the world.

As internet use began to skyrocket between the 1980s and 2000s, news 
media, popular culture, and policymakers tried to make sense of the tech-
nology. In this period it was not obvious what the internet would be or 
what it would mean. A number of cultural sites and entities offered different 
visions of the technology. These representations were by no means univo-
cal, but instead overlapped, contradicted, competed, and dovetailed with one 
another, sometimes simultaneously. Ultimately, these numerous imaginings 
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of the internet not only reflected the technology, but also shaped it in often 
complicated and indirect ways as the internet emerged as a site of transna-
tional commerce, identity, and regulation.

This book delves into the political and cultural meanings—primarily in 
the United States but also in Europe and elsewhere—that helped make the 
internet a technology able to revise economic, political, and religious life, a 
place where life itself happened. Interrogating the narratives that circulated 
about the internet is a way of examining the larger cultural history of the 
last thirty years, of exploring who we are as users, humans, consumers, and 
national and global citizens, as well as a way of understanding and compar-
ing the policy and regulatory practices that governed the internet and its 
users in the United States and elsewhere.

Networking the Computer

This story begins in the 1980s, when internet technology was “new” to the 
public. In these early years, understandings of the internet and its potential 
avenues for development hinged largely on understandings of the still rela-
tively new phenomenon of computing. Hence, a brief history of computer 
use can illuminate what the internet would later become.2 Investigating what 
media scholar Lisa Gitelman has called a medium’s “novelty years, transi-
tional states, and identity crises,” is especially useful in determining how the 
technology took shape.3 

The release of the first successfully marketed personal computer (the 
Altair 8800) in 1975 meant that some Americans could have computers at 
home, but these computers were primarily for enthusiasts. The popularity of 
home computing really took off in the early 1980s, when computers became 
easier to use and had more applications. Computing quickly became an 
important element of American life, as demonstrated powerfully by the 
January 3, 1983, issue of Time magazine, which declared the computer “Man 
of the Year.”4 Although computing became a relatively common domestic 
activity in the 1980s, sending data between connected computers (“com-
puter networking”) was not widespread in homes until the 1990s and early 
2000s. In 1983, there were only 500 host computers—that is, computers with 
unique Internet Protocol (IP) addresses that could receive material via com-
puter networks.5 By 2000, however, there were over 200 million host com-
puters.6 Charting this rapid adoption rate, the U.S. Census Bureau report on 
computer use found that whereas 0 percent of Americans had the internet 
at home in 1984, by 2010, 80 percent of Americans had home internet access 
and almost all (96 percent) were internet users.7 As both the computer and 
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internet use gained popularity, two initially separate practices, “computing” 
and “the internet,” began to merge. This terminological melding signaled a 
conceptual collapse, as computing was increasingly imagined as network-
ing and the computer apparatus was imagined primarily as a gateway to the 
internet. As the internet lost its body, in a sense, it became easier to imagine 
the internet as a deterritorialized space or experience rather than a product 
of hardware.

In addition to the conceptual blurring between computing and network-
ing, the cultural history of the internet has been characterized by termino-
logical slippage of the words “internet” and “web.” These terms, which actu-
ally indicate different entities, blurred in 1990s news media and popular 
culture. The World Wide Web (“Web” or “WWW”), a site-linking hypertext 
system that operates on but is not equivalent to the internet, was developed 
in 1991 and has become virtually synonymous with the term “internet.”8 But 
the term “internet” first appeared in 1974 in reference to a technology that 
connected numerous networks. The root of the term, “Internet Protocol,” 
(IP) is a phrase used in combination with “Transmission Control Protocol” 
(TCP) to describe packet-switching, or the process through which comput-
ers transfer bits of information over networked wires.9 Beginning in the late 
1980s and early 1990s, the technologically derived term “internet” became 
shorthand for all packet-switching or computer networking activities. This 
term coexisted with a variety of culturally derived terms like science fic-
tion’s “cyberspace,” and more academic terms for studying cultural formation 
online such as cyberia, digital-, techno-, cyborg-, and cyberpunk-culture.10 
These terms reflect the variety of visions existing in disparate cultural loca-
tions that competed and mixed as they flowed through media representa-
tions and academic studies of the internet.

For the purposes of this book I use terms as they were used in the period 
discussed. This is an attempt to curb presentism in favor of a historical spec-
ificity that reflects the particularities of thinking about the internet within 
each time period. That means, for instance, that what I refer to as “computer 
networking” in the first chapter, I call “the internet” in the remaining chap-
ters. In addition, when shifts in terminology play important roles in con-
ceptual shifts, I highlight those. For example, in 1990s news media reports 
and policy debates about the internet stopped using the term “computer-net-
works” and started using terms such as “virtual reality,” “cyberspace,” “new 
frontier,” and “information superhighway.” Understanding these termino-
logical fluctuations is vital to understanding how and why spatial metaphors 
dominated 1990s cultural and political visions of the internet because these 
meanings were not self-evident, as they may seem today.
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The military used variously networked computer systems during the 
1970s and 1980s—including computers networked via satellites, radio 
waves, telephone lines, timesharing lines, and private intranets. These sys-
tems laid the groundwork for what we now understand as “the internet,” 
a term popularized when computer networking became a mass phenom-
enon in the 1990s. In 1991, the National Science Foundation (NSF) created 
NSFNET, a networking system that linked the military’s packet-switching 
system (which originated as ARPANET) with computers located at sev-
eral universities including Princeton, the University of California at San 
Diego, and Cornell. These university links benefited the military because 
computer science departments (primarily their graduate students) helped 
maintain the finicky computer systems.11 The departments benefited by 
being able to use the network, train their students, and attain (university 
or military) resources. The NSF and ARPA provided the initial technolog-
ical backbone onto which commercial computer networking technologies 
were built.12

Computer networking in the early years was no easy practice since it 
required not only expensive equipment, but also a highly technical knowl-
edge base. Technological developments in the mid-1990s, however, made 
networking easier and thereby promoted public use of what was increasingly 
called the “internet.” In 1993, the internet’s user interface became graphic, 
not merely textual. Mosaic, a groundbreaking program, allowed users to 
attach hyperlinks to images and to post images on websites. Because Mosaic 
was so much more visually appealing and easy to use, “for most people, for 
business, and for society at large, the internet was born in 1995.”13 One of 
the first “product-oriented” programs designed as a commercial enterprise, 
Mosaic became Netscape Navigator, the first commercial browser developed 
explicitly to make money and not simply to develop or extend the networked 
world. Thus, Mosaic not only changed the functionality and cultural under-
standing of computer networking, but also sparked one of the first commer-
cial technology wars—namely, the one between Netscape and Microsoft, 
which was also developing its own commercial browser, Internet Explorer.14 
Corporate technological developments such as Mosaic also helped shape 
internet technologies as well as American visions of their potentials. Extend-
ing the capacities of the initially military and university systems, commercial 
innovators helped make the internet a virtual reality as well as a marketplace, 
in large part by advancing the technology’s graphical capabilities, which, in 
turn, made it easier for users, news media, and popular culture producers to 
imagine the internet as an experiential “space” different from previous com-
puting activities.
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As computing became networking and as the public began doing both, 
actors ranging from corporations, the military, journalists, popular culture 
producers to computer users themselves became involved in defining what 
the internet was, what it meant for users, the nation, and the economy, and 
what it could and should be in the future. As historian Paul Edwards argues, 
the 1980s and 1990s were in many ways the most critical decades in the shap-
ing of public understandings of the internet because representations of the 
internet began appearing in mainstream films, newspapers, magazines, and 
advertisements and transforming the ways that people thought about the 
internet. These representations and transformations, he argues, were tied to 
larger political shifts at the end of the Cold War, newly globalized trade pat-
terns, and social shifts as Americans struggled with the rapid restructuring 
of communication and entertainment.15

This book begins in that same rich period, charting the trajectory of nar-
ratives that were laid out in news media, popular culture, and public policy, 
as well as by users themselves, that increasingly imagined the internet as less 
a technological medium and more a cultural experience. As this book’s title 
suggests, through this process I seek to recover the underlying assumptions 
involved in the adoption and development of this technology some of which 
have been erased or at least diminished by our present uses and the accepted 
memories of the internet. Only by interrogating the “intersection of author-
ity and amnesia,” can we understand, for example, how “hello” became the 
protocol answer for telephone calls instead of something else, like “ahoy!”16 
Recovering the origins of today’s prevailing understanding of the internet 
from among the oft-forgotten false starts and competing models that also 
shaped the technology, its uses, and meanings requires an investigation into 
the discourses that surrounded and supported internet technology and into 
the complicated and intertwined powers that produced it culturally, politi-
cally, socially, and historically. This inquiry necessitates interdisciplinary 
engagement with a diverse set of models and literatures, spanning history, 
policy studies, economics, as well as internet and science studies, cultural and 
media studies, communication, and studies of globalization and nationalism.

The Internet as Discursive Object

Although the last three decades brought many innovations in internet tech-
nology, its core function has not changed much. Bits of information travel 
faster, more accurately, and over fiber optics or wireless connections instead 
of cable wires, yet the internet’s goal is still to transfer bits from one comput-
ing device to another. But the internet is not merely technology, and neither 
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can a careful history of the internet be merely technological. As Manuel 
Castells argues, the “internet is, above all else, a cultural creation.”17 Indeed, 
the internet’s cultural meaning has been as complicated as its technological 
functions, if not more so. The internet was (and continues to be) a culturally-
constituted, historical object and a “subject of history,” meaning that qualities 
essential in the technology itself did not alone determine the ways it was, 
and is, understood.18 Cultural representations, popular practices, and public 
policies produced often competing narratives about the internet and shaped 
its development. Film makers, software designers, marketers, journalists, 
and others all have different intentions when creating visions of the inter-
net. In light of these and other forces shaping the ways that people engage 
the internet and ways that the internet itself took shape, this book argues 
that technology (and not just the language used to describe it) is cultur-
ally flexible and not fixed by its material parameters. For television scholar 
Anna McCarthy, the variety of meanings that emerge about communication 
technologies reveal a technology’s ability to serve as an “apparatus capable 
of linking everyday locations and their subjects to wider, abstract realms of 
commerce, culture, and control.”19 Likewise, the number of shifting and con-
flicting conceptualizations of the internet I have already noted in the brief 
history sketched above reinforces that this notion of flexibility is similarly 
relevant to historicizing and theorizing the internet.

In its attention to historical specificity and discursive construction, this 
book differs from many studies, which treat the internet as a static medium, 
alternately without a history or with a history that was determined or driven 
by technological development itself.20 These problematic studies replace 
broad and multimodal historical scope with limited and progressive narra-
tives of “heroic” individuals who forged the early networks—“prophets” who 
predicted the direction of the internet. In this way, technological histories 
of innovators becomes less a history of culturally-shaped technologies and 
more a “history of prognostication.”21 The effect is to “naturalize or essen-
tialize media,” or to “cede to them a history that is more powerfully theirs 
than ours.”22 Making history teleological masks structures of power in that it 
strips agency from cultural and social forces and makes technology seem as 
if it developed on its own.23 Constance Penley and Andrew Ross, who were 
two early critics of technological determinism in framing internet research, 
write, “Technologies are not repressively foisted upon passive populations, 
any more than the power to realize their repressive potential is in the hands 
of a conspiring few. They are developed at any one time and place in accord 
with a complex set of existing rules or rational procedures, institutional his-
tories, technical possibilities, and, last, but not least, popular desires.”24 At the 
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same time, some have noted this as a problem of youth, arguing that the field 
of internet studies is “under construction—with boundaries not yet set, with 
borders not yet fully erected, and with a canon not yet established.”25

This book develops the field by building on the work done in science stud-
ies to dismantle technological determinism and by writing in direct opposi-
tion to technological determinist impulses that have characterized internet 
studies in past decades.26 In studying the internet as a culturally constituted, 
historical object this book puts “intention” back into the study of technol-
ogy.27 Throughout, I attend to the internet’s culture (on- and offline), its his-
tory (national, international, technical, and economic), and its many spheres 
of contest (in popular representations and policy formulations). For example, 
instead of simply rehearsing the tired utopian-dystopian binary that focuses 
on whether the internet will liberate or oppress us—what Jeffrey Sconce calls 
an “irrational bifurcation” and Erik Davis pithily terms a “Manichean” battle 
between the “doomsdays of the neo-Luddites” and the “gleaming Tomorrow-
lands of the techno-utopians”—this book focuses on how, why, and where 
this binary emerged, on how it functioned culturally, and on those whose 
interests it served.28 Telling the story of these and other conflicting visions of 
the internet builds on the work of technology scholars by tackling the history 
of internet technology as the history of power struggles between and among 
corporate giants, Congress members, journalists, academics, hackers, and 
others.29 Since technology is embedded in history and culture and not out-
side of either, the following chapters investigate the internet within cultural 
and historical tensions, including tensions in academic debates, as histories 
of the internet are themselves invested in and investing competing knowl-
edge about the internet.30

Discourse and Power

The following chapters trace productive historical and cultural tensions, those 
struggles for power among a range of actors which functioned to discursively 
construct the internet. While the term “discourse” is also used in the field 
of rhetoric, I mean “discourse” here in the broader cultural sense associated 
with the work of Michel Foucault. Here, discourse includes whole ways of 
conceiving the world and of framing problems and solutions. It incorporates 
a panoply of popular representations including policies, “expert” knowl-
edge, and personal narratives used to navigate the world. Discourse is also a 
modality through which power is exercised and contested. Hence, discourse 
is itself constitutive and revelatory of power relations rather than deployed 
by already-existing power blocs. Discourse, then, is “not a conspiracy, nor 
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a functionalist set of representations in the service of power, but a process 
of convergence, in which historical events, overlapping representations, and 
diverse vested interests come together in a powerful and productive, if his-
torically contingent, accord.”31 Therefore, the guiding questions for this book 
are: How did overlapping and conflicting voices in advertising, news media, 
use practices, technological developments, and policy debates and decisions 
establish common sense notions about internet technology? How did com-
mon sense, or what French theorist Pierre Bourdieu calls “habitus,” about the 
internet form and to what consequence?32

To answer these questions means studying how representations of the 
internet—including those in news media, popular culture, and policy—
and practices of using the technology converge in what Bourdieu calls 
“fields.” Society is made up of multiple fields, which are not static struc-
tures, but are characterized by the relationships among agents within fields. 
These relationships are continually contested, and the contestations help 
form particular visions of what the technology is—visions that people 
internalize and that become part of their “doxa,” or their unthought beliefs 
that form the boundaries of what is thinkable. Doxa ultimately form habi-
tus, or a conscious set of dispositions or “common sense” assumptions. The 
power to set doxa is not only the power to determine what a population 
assumes without thinking. It is also the power to define the boundaries of 
opposition, for, in order to be understood, the voice of the opposition must 
speak in language understood by or “legible” to the dominant voice.33 In 
thinking about discourse in this way, this book “‘explains the coincidence’ 
that brings specific cultural products into conversation with specific politi-
cal discourses.”34 While a textual or ideological analysis of the popular film 
WarGames (1983) may help determine and explain the purpose or state-
ment made by the film, a discursive analysis—such as the one presented 
in chapter 1—may help explain why the film caused a media panic and 
why U.S. Senators thought it both useful and appropriate to watch the film 
while debating the first internet policy.

Therefore, this is book is about how parties—sometimes strange bedfel-
lows—aligned with one another even in disagreements to define problems 
or possibilities in similar terms. It tells stories of how conflicts produced 
winners and losers, but does not tell only those stories. The process by 
which some won and some lost was itself a place where options were elimi-
nated or elevated. As options were contested, certain types of logic gained 
sway, certain terms became popular, certain actors curried legitimacy. So 
telling the story of a win/lose scenario lends insight into why something 
won out, what actors, ideas, and logics converged to make a new common 
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sense. Telling this story also exposes what was at stake, what was lost, who 
was excluded, what was forgotten.

Thinking about the internet’s technological capacity and use as being in 
a reflexive relationship with surrounding popular, economic, and politi-
cal culture provides insight into how the internet assumed its current shape 
and cultural status. In addition, the history of the internet becomes a potent 
example of how discourse operates as a modality of power to constitute and 
contest the boundaries of both our material realities and the meanings we 
use to mold and makes sense of them. By taking this approach, this book 
contributes to a rising tide of research epitomized by Thomas Streeter’s book, 
The Net Effect, which understands the internet “not as a thing that has an 
effect but itself as a process of social construction. The net effect is in the 
making of it.”35 Like Streeter, I am mainly concerned with the ways in which 
narratives constitute knowledge, policy, and technology. Therefore, when 
I examine a wide variety of cultural images and policy accounts about the 
internet, I am less interested in evaluating them for representational “accu-
racy” of some underlying material truth and more interested in what those 
narratives can tell us about power and resistance within and through cultural 
production. Instead of neatly sorting and cataloguing a history of internet 
representations, I strive to illuminate the messy processes of culture and his-
tory as they occur, or as ideas, policies, cultural actors, agents, and artifacts 
operate in tandem, in opposition, and by indirection.

In their engagement with discourse, the chapters in this book answer the 
often lobbied (and often undeserved) critique that to study discourse is to 
ignore materiality, or to render everything “sign and sign system.”36 I hope 
that media scholar Jeffrey Sconce was correct in hypothesizing new media’s 
potential to be the “discipline where this problem with discursive analysis is 
first corrected.”37 In this effort, the chapters that follow focus on the internet 
as a physical object with productive power, on social relations and the means 
through which they privilege particular voices, and on discourse as an ele-
ment in the production of both objects and society. My methodology stitches 
together what Bruno Latour calls the “three great resources of the mod-
ern critique—nature, society, and discourse,” taking the internet, then, as a 
“quasi-object,” or one that is “simultaneously real, discursive, and social.”38 
Such objects are neither self-evident, “natural” entities nor the “arbitrary 
receptacles” of society, but instead are simultaneously discursively produced 
and participants in their own discursive construction.39 “Cloud computing” 
or “the global village” are discourses—ways of organizing thinking, represen-
tations, and practices that affect the internet’s development—but the legacies 
of code and the architecture of the internet, simultaneously constitute the 
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development of those discourses (“global village,” ”cloud computing”) and 
the positions of their users and advocates.40

However, engaging the internet’s discursive production requires attend-
ing to cultural and historical process of erasure—or what Foucault calls 
“silences.” That is, media and policy representations of the internet may redi-
rect attention away from particular aspects or possibilities of the technology. 
For example, the internet’s technological structure and the ways that struc-
ture was imagined in U.S. news media and popular culture contributed to the 
cultural erasure of its infrastructure and origins as a state technology wed-
ded to the Department of Defense. Internet hardware and software devel-
opment, institutions of government finance, state regulation, and corporate 
prerogatives actively re-imagined the internet as a space to explore or inhabit 
or as a state of being rather than a product of digital code and programs 
contained within computer infrastructures and networking wires. In short, 
internet technology became “invisible”—a transformation continued by the 
wireless revolution—or as Marshall McLuhan wrote, the focus shifted from 
the medium itself to the content being mediated.41

To give another example—although the U.S. Department of Defense built 
the first internet technology in 1969 through its creation of ARPANET, by 
1974 the technology was already being used and further refined internation-
ally.42 Despite this, U.S. journalists, popular culture producers, and policy-
makers presented the internet technology as American and did not pub-
licly discuss it as a transnational one until the late 1980s. In the early 1990s, 
when journalists and policymakers began to focus on the internet as a mar-
ketplace, the U.S. government began seeking to control that new market 
through domestic corporate powers. These efforts then helped construct the 
internet as a distinctly American space, or what I call an “American virtual 
nation.” Therefore, while a number of agents began to acknowledge the inter-
net’s global reach, American institutions worked in conjunction to keep the 
dominant vision of the internet as “American,” turning it into an American 
export to the globe and working to re-nationalize the internet in the face of 
increasing awareness of its global reach.

Representations: Media and Policy 

The importance of discourse is not only in its capacity for erasing. News 
media, popular culture, and policy debates are discursive sites where ideas 
about new technology are hashed out and where relations of power are ren-
dered visible. In other words, these sites are strands of discourse that come 
together in different ways and in different historical moments; charting the 
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ways that they do offers a glimpse the way that power is enacted, resisted, 
and transferred through its articulation and alignment across many cultural 
locations. As Manuel Castells has written, the “media are not the holders of 
power, but they constitute by and large the space where power is decided.”43 
Media—from news to advertisements and films—should be taken seriously 
as places where power over the internet, its users, and its possibilities is exer-
cised, refashioned, and transferred. Still, media are not the sole locations 
where power can be glimpsed. Media distribute information and may flatten 
some hierarchies, but policy is the vehicle through which money, resources, 
and institutional attention is distributed. Policy is also a location where rhe-
torical and political shifts in national priorities may be observed.44 As Amer-
ican studies and media scholar Melani McAlister has written, the “politics of 
culture is important, not because politics is only culture (or because culture 
is only politics), but because where the two meet, political meanings are often 
made.”45 In looking at such conjunctions of culture and policy, this book tries 
to strike a balance, as did cultural theorist Stuart Hall, between conceiving 
of power through “state domination” or through “free-wheeling discourse.”46 
Governmental decisions about which way to regulate the internet or which 
institutions to fund are culturally defined and also materially experienced. 
They happen at an intersection of the state’s power, popular discourse, and 
the materiality of technology and resources.

Taking into account a variety of ways that power is exercised in or over 
the internet’s history is to acknowledge that certain agents and sites are 
more active and powerful in producing ideas about the internet as well as 
in controlling its infrastructure. Power is institutionally constituted and 
expressed through the state, nation, and corporations, and not everyone has 
equal access to these institutions or to the production of media and policy. 
As media studies scholars have long noted, power plays out in varying ways 
in particular cultural locations and through different media. An advertise-
ment is not a film is not a newspaper is not a policy paper. Communication 
scholars have shown, for instance, how news media help set an agenda by 
determining what issues the viewing public should consider most important 
or by focusing attention on certain aspects of an issue by choosing how to 
frame it.47 According to communication scholar Robert Entman, “To frame 
is to select some aspects of a perceived reality and make them more salient 
in a communicating text, in such a way as to promote a particular problem 
definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment recom-
mendation for the item described.”48 Reporters make sense of new develop-
ments—including technological ones like the internet—using frames they 
imagine readers will understand.49 In effect, then, the news frames our ways 
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of seeing facts. Yet, because news frames are cloaked in notions of news 
objectivity, meaning they disappear into the functional imaginary of news 
as unbiased fact-conveyors, and because readers believe news media relay 
facts, frames are often unquestioned. Narrative tropes thereby disappear, 
becoming “completely familiar in their seemingly fundamental uncanniness, 
so much so that we rarely question the often fantastic conventions through 
which we conceptualize and engage these media.”50 Popular films serve as 
broadly accessible frames of reference and useful tools for journalists and 
politicians who draw on such material for common cultural context. Audi-
ences know films are fictional, even as films work to make their narratives 
relatable and naturalized. Most films “unfold without acknowledging the 
presence of [their] viewing audience,” effacing their own camerawork.51 Both 
news media and film rely on attentive audiences convinced of the reality they 
are consuming. The power of these media emerges in part through that logic 
of consumption. However, the two media have different conventions, and in 
some ways film is a more flexible medium where power is less visible.

Combining insights from media and communication studies with atten-
tion to policymaking processes, these chapters map not only what under-
standings of the internet became dominant, but also how those ideas won 
the day and what forces were at work in the process. The first chapter in this 
book sets the tone by examining how journalists and politicians used the 
1983 film WarGames as a frame through which to present news and policy 
debates concerning the internet. The use of WarGames in conjunction with 
news reports of young hackers helped politicians and the public to jointly 
re-imagine the internet as a weapon and as a domain of teenagers. Insofar 
as representations of the internet as a developing or “teenaged” technology 
and as a domain of teenagers dominated, these representations helped make 
parental rather than punitive policy options seem preferable for dealing with 
early internet crimes. Policymakers mobilized these particular visions of the 
internet in popular culture and news media to privilege some policy solu-
tions over others, thereby influencing the internet’s development. Cultural 
images helped determine “winners” and “losers” in internet policy debates by 
influencing which options policymakers deemed more reasonable, rational, 
or marketable to their constituents. However, the parental policy approach to 
internet crime was not merely an effect of culture. Policy worked as a cultural 
actor itself, one that helped further legitimize other representations of the 
internet as adolescent in news media and popular culture.

Here, the story of government action or policy enactment is a story about 
the state’s response to a naturalized reality. That is, the U.S. government and 
others respond to what they imagine as the internet’s essential structure and 
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character, its users, and its productive or destructive potentials for demo-
cratic or economic health. This reality is made natural, in part, through 
media representations. As Bourdieu illustrated, the contest over meanings 
in the public sphere sets the boundaries of political debate.52 In turn, those 
voices deemed legitimate by news media and governmental actors are reified 
in policy spheres. As political scientist Deborah Stone argued, cultural rep-
resentations govern political reasoning, which then frames policy decisions. 
Culture works to help a population define its “problems” and to construct 
particular policy solutions as “in the public interest, or natural, or neces-
sary, or morally correct.”53 Policy may dictate the protocols for technology 
use, such as the standards for fiber optic wire installation or the sanctions for 
online privacy violation.54 It may also legitimize certain representations and 
codify that legitimization in documents and debates and through the estab-
lishment of rules governing the internet’s use and growth. In other words, 
policy is both a participant in and product of discourse; it is a site in the 
discursive construction of the internet that also shapes the internet’s techno-
logical development.

As the above preview of chapter 1 suggests and the rest of this book simi-
larly supports, no one cultural artifact, person, or policy causes any particu-
lar shift. Instead, discursive power operates through layers of influence and 
in complex ways. People formulate and produce views about the internet 
using news media and popular culture content, political leadership, and their 
own interactions with technology. Neither media representations nor pol-
icy formulations operate in isolation. Rather, they interact with each other, 
shaping each other’s vocabulary and working in tandem within the minds 
of the public. Media producers, policymakers, and everyday people read 
representations associatively. Therefore, this book approaches representa-
tions rhizomatically rather than hierarchically, reading popular film along-
side advertising, policy statements, and regulations, arguing that they are all 
active (though often unequal) participants in the discursive construction of 
the internet.55 This approach offers a window into central tensions of various 
historical moments, showing that discourses have formative effects on tech-
nology and on the society that produced it.56 Visions of technology are stra-
tegic in that they serve the interests of journalists, users, policymakers, and 
cultural producers. Likewise, technologies are “never entirely revolutionary: 
new media are less points of epistemic rupture than they are socially embed-
ded sites for the ongoing negotiation of meaning as such.”57 Focusing on what 
Sconce calls the “reoccurring fictions,” or the points of overlap between con-
tent in various media, while simultaneously acknowledging the differences 
in media production forms, processes, intents, and consumption, this book 
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sketches complex interrelationships among discourse, power, representation, 
and policy.58 Each chapter in this book shows how ideas and images have 
productive power.

Networking the Nation and Going Global

While in some ways this book is about the internet, in other ways it is about 
cultural investments in particular sets of ideas about internet technology 
and how they have intersected with contemporaneous (if also fluctuating) 
ideas about nation, state, democracy, space, consumption, corporations, and 
globalization. For example as chapter 3 illustrates, news media reports that 
conflated the internet and the “World Wide Web” imagined the internet as 
what I call an “icon of globalization,” in that they assumed the technology 
would inevitability facilitate changes in global market forces, merge or flatten 
the world’s cultures, and/or replace the nation-state with a “global village” 
of “netizens.” At the same time that corporate technological developments 
such as graphical user interfaces (GUIs) like Mosaic and Netscape helped 
produce the internet as a marketplace, corporate gateway browsers—specifi-
cally those used by America Online in the early 1990s—helped construct the 
internet as a uniquely American space. Thus, news media and, in particular, 
academic debates simultaneously mapped anxious and hopeful visions of 
globalization—as harbinger of post-national chaos or liberation, “American-
ization” or multiculturalism—onto the internet at the same time as develop-
ments in internet technology facilitated late capitalism, transnational activ-
ism, and international media organizations. In this way, in news media and 
academic discussions of the internet in the 1990s, neoliberalist and globaliza-
tion discourses dovetailed and competed.

As this illustrates, neoliberalism is a related but distinct concept from 
globalization. Neoliberalism assumes that humanity is best served through 
corporate and not state organizations. As a theory, neoliberalism “takes the 
view that individual liberty and freedom are the high point of civilization” 
and that “individual liberty and freedom can best be protected and achieved 
by an institutional structure made up of strong private property rights, free 
markets, and free trade: a world in which individual initiative can flourish.” 
The suggestion here, according to David Harvey, is that the state should 
involve itself in the economy only to promote free markets. Globalization 
is less a theory than—a highly complex process that involves economic, 
political, social, cultural, and technological shifts away from nation-states 
and toward transnational organizations.59 Would the internet facilitate the 
demise of the nation and the rise of the post-national corporation? Would 
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we become cybercitizens or netizens or stateless surfers? Would America 
Online become the “new” America, the one that happens in online spaces 
and in which corporate America better serves consumers than the United 
States government serves citizens? These kinds of questions proliferated in 
the 1990s as globalization and neoliberalism battled and romped in cultural 
and political visions of the internet. These questions were also asked by aca-
demics, who interrogated the internet from a number of perspectives in a 
number of disparate disciplines, including political science, economics, cul-
tural studies, communication, and media studies.

And these questions also proliferated outside the United States, often in 
different ways, with different social and political investments. Indeed, the 
primary project of the final two chapters is to contribute a comparative dis-
cursive analysis that investigates news media and popular culture representa-
tions and state policy initiatives in Europe (and, to a lesser extent, the Middle 
East). This comparative critical analysis remains grounded in technologi-
cal histories of the internet, but illustrates the nationalist characteristics of 
visions of the internet available in cultural and policy debates. Imaginings of 
the internet mapped in the United States were by no means predetermined, 
uncontested, or the only options available. Analysis of European represen-
tations, for example, shows how the internet could have been understood 
and regulated quite differently, as a public good instead of a product of the 
private, corporate sphere. Although in U.S. news media, policy, and popular 
cultural spheres, the internet seemed self-evidently American, democratic, 
and capitalist, European cultural and political agents questioned all of these 
assumptions.

This comparison illustrates how particular voices helped to construct 
the internet as “American” both discursively and materially. It also suggests 
the work required to establish and maintain such a conceptualization. The 
assumption that the internet was and would always be an American vir-
tual nation was, in fact, contested by European policies and popular culture, 
even as European policymakers actively attempted to Americanize their 
internet technologies. Although this is a story of American power, it is not 
one of simple top-down imperialism. The European Union was not over-
powered by an invader, but instead willingly participated in the successful 
and attractive political and economic models that surrounded internet tech-
nologies. Rather than losing its national identity in this policy shift, Europe 
engaged and reversed U.S. economic tactics to Europeanize the internet. 
It was able to do so by creating a distinctly European space online imag-
ined as an “information society” that Europeans could universally access 
and that would engender continental community and economic equality. 
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Although it is arguably one of the ultimate examples of transnationalism 
and is frequently cited as a force of globalization, the internet is still con-
stituted through national policies unequally instituted by European Union 
member-states. Comparative work is imperative for dismantling both the 
technologically determinist and unflaggingly American nationalist com-
mon senses that the internet’s expansion is “inevitable” and that corporate 
forces are the natural rulers of online spaces.60

Cached: A Preview

Each chapter of this book parses varying representations of the internet in 
popular culture, niche and news media, academic debates, advertising, and 
policy in a different historical moment. Beginning with the period preceding 
the Computer Fraud and Abuse Act of 1984, which remains the precedent 
for contemporary American regulatory internet policy, chapter 1 shows how 
WarGames (1983)—the first mass-consumed, visual representation of the 
internet—served as both a vehicle and a framework for America’s earliest 
discussion of the internet. WarGames presented the internet simultaneously 
as a high-tech toy for teenagers and a potential weapon for global destruc-
tion. In the film’s wake, major American news media focused on potential 
realities of the “WarGames Scenario.” In response, Congress held computer 
security hearings, screened WarGames on the Senate floor, and produced the 
first internet-regulating legislation. As this chapter illustrates, WarGames 
engaged a “teenaged technology” discourse, which cast both internet tech-
nology itself and its users as rebellious teenagers in need of parental control. 
Although in the following year more than a dozen policies were proposed—
some more lenient than others—the final policy tended toward the lenient 
pole. Ultimately, the teenaged technology discourse allowed policymakers to 
equate government internet regulation with parental guidance rather than 
with suppression of democracy and innovation. This was a crucial distinc-
tion in the context of the Cold War and especially in the year 1984, when 
George Orwell’s 1984 reappeared as a news media focus.

Chapter 2 illustrates how in the decade following the release of WarGames, 
computing became a more common activity, and increasingly also meant 
networking. This chapter illustrates how computer networking emerged as a 
symbol of national economic power and productivity. Throughout the mid- 
to late 1980s and early 1990s, hopeful views of the internet and computer 
corporations began to gain resonance. These (often) corporate visions chal-
lenged previously threatening representations—like the anthropomorphized 
computer capable of overpowering or replacing humans—and helped recast 

9780814708668 _schulte_text.indd   16 1/16/13   12:47 PM



introduction >> 17

the computer as a friendly co-worker. In recasting the internet, corpora-
tions, advertisers, and news media outlets also re-imagined the internet user. 
The out-of-control computer jockeyed by an antiestablishment teenaged 
hacker shifted to a “user-friendly” computer controlled by a knowledge-
able, adult “user.” The computer moved out of the teenager’s bedroom and 
into the American workplace. This image of a productive, computer-using 
adult helped promote images of competent users capable of disciplining the 
computer in ways useful for American nationalist capitalist projects. The 
internet was thereby inserted into an established narrative of technology 
and human progress. Within this narrative, the internet was understood in 
political spheres as instrumental in helping America retain global economic 
dominance. With Ronald Reagan promoting a de-federalization climate, 
policy shifted away from protecting the internet itself or its users and instead 
focused on protecting U.S. internet dominance through the fortification of 
U.S. corporate power.

Chapter 3 examines the emergence of the “World Wide Web”—the inter-
net’s best-known hypertext system—when the global nature of the internet 
became an animating idea in news media and popular culture as well as 
for policymakers and academics. As such, the internet became increasingly 
understood as an icon of globalization, as a player in the perceived down-
fall of the state, and, often contradictorily, as both a space in need of state 
control and a liberating, democratic arena. At the same time, although the 
internet was increasingly understood as global, it was nonetheless identified 
as a distinctly American space, or what I call an “American virtual nation.” 
This Americanness was visible in the organization of the internet, including 
the ways the U.S. government retained control over internet addresses and 
domain- name assignments; for example, U.S.-based websites did not have to 
use country identifiers like “.de” for Deutschland (Germany). The American 
virtual nation was also visible, however, in news media and policy language 
describing the internet as a “new democratic frontier” and an “informa-
tion superhighway.” These terms were enabling to and enabled by hopeful 
U.S. policymakers, who aimed to colonize the internet before competitors 
arrived. Major internet corporations also capitalized on this presumptive 
Americanness of the internet in their efforts to become what I call “American 
corpoNations,” despite their transnational corporate structures. For example, 
America Online not only incorporated national identity in its very name; its 
software also served as a nationally bound entrance to the internet’s “global” 
space. Just as users, policymakers, and media coverage imagined an internet 
controlled by or at least entered through the American virtual nation, cor-
poNations became cultural carriers for and constructors of the nation. Thus, 
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these large transnational entities paradoxically functioned as online proxies 
for the state, even while academics and news media frequently described 
them as complicit in diminishing or undercutting state power. Ultimately, 
this chapter shows how discourses of globalization participated in the 
abstractions of both the internet and the nation, helping to construct both 
as virtual realities and spaces. Imagined as an American virtual nation, the 
internet was perceived as both a contributor to the destruction of the state 
and a preserver of the nation.

Chapter 4 compares American and European understandings of the inter-
net—primarily those articulated through policy—and investigates how they 
functioned, how they converged and diverged, and how they were mapped 
across national boundaries. For much of the 1990s, member-states of the 
European Union regulated internet technology using the nationalist and 
protectionist models it used to regulate other media. This meant European 
governments assumed that publicly supported telecommunication corpora-
tions like the British Broadcasting Corporation or Deutsche Telekom would 
promote nationalist versions of the internet—like France’s Minitel—and 
would control the internet just as they controlled the telephone and broad-
casting. In short, Europe went about regulating the internet as if it were a 
public utility. This chapter shows that these initial policies were produced by 
and helped produce a discourse that imagined the growth and influence of 
the internet as a choice rather than an inevitability, as it was imagined in the 
United States. But Europe’s statist policies did not last. At the turn of the cen-
tury, the European Union proposed its eEurope 2005 Project, the language 
of which identified the internet as already a distinctly American space and a 
source of U.S. power. It suggested that for the European Union to compete, 
it would have to adopt policies that promoted competition, entrepreneur-
ialism, and innovation, like those in the United States. In telling the story 
of failed efforts of European nation-states to put their nationalist stamp on 
internet regulation (or in other words, the story of Europe’s regulatory “road 
not taken”), this chapter shows how the internet became a carrier of Ameri-
canness in that it was understood as increasingly synonymous with free-
market capitalism. Although this is a story of American power, it is a story 
of the complicated ways visions of the internet flowed back and forth across 
the Atlantic. Europe did not lose its national identity in a wave of American-
ization. Rather, it engaged in a version of what Reinhold Wagnleitner terms 
“self-colonization”61 by adopting U.S. economic tactics to Europeanize the 
internet. To a lesser extent, U.S. policymakers attended to European concerns 
in addressing issues of equity and access and working to bridge the “digital 
divide,” or the gap between those with and without access to the internet.
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Chapter 5 focuses on the reemergence of representations of the internet as 
democratic and a vehicle of international freedom in the wake of blogs and 
social networking. This chapter argues that unlike radio and television, the 
internet continued to represent fluid and democratic participation even after 
it was commodified. Representations of blogs and bloggers drew on individ-
ualist and democratic rhetoric suggesting (or at least fantasizing) that indi-
viduals could fill the vacuum left by skepticism about global and commer-
cialized mass media. Imagined in news media as “unmediated” proxies of 
the blogger’s self, the individual user-rebel (described in chapter 1) and user-
worker (portrayed in chapter 2) could blog their way out of both the Ameri-
can virtual nation and corpoNation (defined in chapter 3). As news media, 
policymakers, and Egyptian citizens began referring to the 2011 uprisings in 
Egypt as the “Facebook Revolution,” they framed the internet as authentic, as 
democratic, and as a space where nation-building occurred. This reassuring 
strain of discourse suggested that the revolution would promote “the right 
kind” of democracy, one that would support capitalism and U.S. national 
interests, and in this way, it metaphorically extended the American virtual 
nation abroad through the corpoNation (Facebook). But through its focus 
on multiplatform and anonymous connectivity, this framing of the internet 
also highlighted not only the ways that Egyptians at home and abroad par-
ticipated in diasporic nation-building, but also the messiness that constitutes 
a virtual nation in the face of a transnational medium.

In sum, this book is about the ways people made sense of the internet in 
news media, popular culture, and policy as it became a major player in the 
global economy. These ways of understanding the internet were hashed out 
in the pages of magazines, in the halls of Congress, and in teenagers’ base-
ments. The internet’s meanings have multiplied and changed in accordance 
with culture and policy (and politics as culture) as much as with the capa-
bilities of technology itself. The internet was understood in relation to the 
nation, the state, democracy, consumption, and capitalism. Telling the his-
tory of players who staked claims for the internet’s future, envisioned alter-
natives for interacting online, and ultimately helped define the meanings and 
uses of a communications technology that has become central to daily life for 
millions around the globe gives us a better understanding not only of a now 
quotidian technology, but also of power, culture, and policy. The history of 
internet technology and the ways the technology has been understood and 
regulated did not have to develop as they did. The internet did not have to 
be regarded as a democratic space regulated by the forces of capital, as it was 
in the United States. In fact, it could have been seen as a public utility to be 
regulated by state forces, as it was in Europe.
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