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The most recognizable element of web culture today is its capacity to facilitate mass 
collaboration and amateur engagement in the production, distribution and consumption of 
media - the product of a broad shift that has been called the participatory paradigm or web 
2.0. While attention is routinely given to their democratic potential (or to related critiques), 
novel cultural technologies from Wikipedia and blogging to Twitter and Facebook are rarely 
discussed in terms of software and interface design decisions, or the conceptual models, 
underlying assumptions and prior technical conditions that guide them. In this paper, I turn 
to the history of Slashdot, the tech news and discussion site that by 1999 had implemented 
many features now associated with social media and web 2.0 platforms, to demonstrate how 
an analysis focused on the architecture of such media challenges some basic assumptions in 
contemporary approaches to web culture. In particular, I make the case that Slashdot’s 
innovations represent a significant technological manifestation of a strand in cybercultural 
thought - one studied and critiqued by scholars such as N. Katherine Hayles and Fred 
Turner - in which media and culture are imagined as variable and quantifiable information 
flows. So rather than understanding Slashdot as the prototype for a new, open form of 
journalism or as an extension of fan culture practices, as has been argued elsewhere, I make 
the case that it should be seen as part of an ongoing expansion of information systems 
design to areas beyond the traditional concerns of information retrieval and computer 
science. Slashdot and its successors, in other words, belong to a lineage that includes Tim 
Berners-Lee’s semantic web and Facebook’s social graph, and have less to do with attempts 
to reform news and entertainment media than is commonly thought. This research seeks to 
contribute to an emerging body of work that focuses on what Sabine Niederer and Jose van 
Dijck call the “technicity” of web cultural production, specifically by exploring the historical 
conditions of the articulation of web culture as systemized information. 

 


