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Utopian Socialities in an Entrepreneurial World: Cyborganic 1994-2003

Based on 10 years participant observation of Cyborganic, "an influential early Web

community" (Wired News, 2002), this paper looks at the contributions of communitarian

sociality to the development of the Internet industry in San Francisco in the early 1990s.

Cyborganic was a self-conscious project to build a hybrid community both online via the

Internet and offline via face-to-face interaction in shared, physical place. It was both a

community and a business and it is not always possible to delineate where one leaves off

and the other begins. In seeking to use technology to make community; to make a living

doing work they were passionate about; and to integrate life and work in new ways; those

who participated in Cyborganic were explicitly utopian in aspiration. Yet entrepreneurial

individualism was a central idiom through which these aspirations were realized and brought

to life. As an inquiry into this project that was at once utopian and entrepreneurial, the

question of what Cyborganic was is precisely what my paper seeks to explore.

Cyborganic is identifiable as part of the wider Internet culture Manuel Castells

characterizes as composed of four-layers: "the techno-meritocratic culture, the hacker

culture, the virtual communitarian culture, and the entrepreneurial culture" (2001, 37) In

the last ten years much has been written about the innovation and productivity (technical,

social, economic) of this culture in terms of its role in: Silicon Valley’s regional economy

(Castells & Hall 1994; Saxenian 1993, 1994; Kenney 2000); the development of the

Internet (Castells and Himanen 2001); open source practices of knowledge production

(Raymond 1999, Lessig 1999, Weber 2004); and the emergence of a “creative class” of “no-

collar” workers (Florida 2002, Ross 2003). While all these phenomena are integral to my

research, this paper will focus on the relationship between the virtual communitarian and

entrepreneurial dimensions of Cyborganic. My proposition is that Cyborganic was both a

project for business and a project for life and that understanding the relationship between

the two is crucial to an anthropological understanding of either. Further, I propose that such
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projects can be regarded as utopian in the sense that they seek social change at the level of

experience and everyday life.  While the innovative and productive capacities of

communities like Cyborganic are a crucial dimension through which the social changes they

represent propagate and have effect, an ethnographic account must attend to meaning as

well as function. In the case of Cyborganic, the self-understandings of “what the natives

think they’re up to” address explicitly utopian themes, not in terms of conventional politics,

but in idioms of virtual communitarian and entrepreneurial culture. This paper begins with a

description and history of Cyborganic then takes up its utopian dimensions, examining their

roots in the New Communalist movement that played a crucial role in the development of

contemporary cyberculture and the new economy (Turner, 2005). Finally, it moves to a

preliminary analysis of the utopian and entrepreneurial dimensions of the case, drawing on

Castells’ theory of identity construction in the network society to propose that Cyborganic

might be understood as a cultural commune aimed at producing a “local utopia” addressed

to “the real issues of our time” (Castells 1997, 61).

Fieldwork and Research Methods

Before turning to description and argument, let me give a brief account of the research and

methodology on which my analysis is based. I moved to San Francisco in 1993, both to

study Cyborganic and help build it. For 20-months I lived as a participant-observer in one of

the group households on Ramona Avenue where Cyborganic started. For a little over two

years I collaborated with Jonathan Steuer on his plan for a Cyborganic business, becoming a

principal in The Cyborganic Corporation when it was established in 1995. Though I moved

off Ramona Avenue in August 1995, and left the company in January 1996, I remained part

of the wider Cyborganic community, most of which had no involvement in the business

project. I found this phase of fieldwork, where the balance tipped toward observation over

participation, particularly valuable. In 1996 and 1997 I researched Cyborganic as part of a

team from the Institute for The Future (IFTF) studying the intersection of telecommunities
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and corporate intranets. During this time I also worked for a number of Internet companies,

both small ones started by Cyborganic members and large ones, such as Netscape. This

enabled me to understand Cyborganic in the context of the wider Bay Area and Silicon

Valley culture and industry. This paper draws on the 12 interviews conducted with members

of the Cyborganic community for the IFTF study, on interviews and questionnaires from

2004, and my broader field research.

Though the Cyborganic business closed in October 1997, the community continued in

various forms for several years—the mailing list was active and residents of the Ramona

neighborhood shared bandwidth via The Church of the Immaculate Connection until 2002

—and even today a small group of geographically dispersed friends share bandwidth costs

and maintenance of the server computer oz.cyborganic.org. I am a member of this group

(tech@cyborganic.org) and have remained a participant observer through all stages of

Cyborganic’s development since 1993. Though the basis of my participation has shifted over

the years—from friendship and voluntary collaboration, to business partnership and

employment, and back again; my role as community ethnographer has been constant

throughout. From the beginning I pursued my research openly and all my roles at

Cyborganic were closely tied to my identity as an anthropologist and social documentarian.

When I undertook follow-up research in 2004, I was quickly able to get questionnaire

responses from a dozen Cyborganic members and to conduct extensive interviews with nine

others. Some were people who had been interviewed in 1996 as part of the IFTF study,

others I’d never met before; but all were aware of my work as Cyborganic’s “staff

anthropologist.” The question of whether and in what senses Cyborganic still exists is an

open one, but in this context my work has taken on a new meaning for those who

participated: that of community historian. Those who experienced San Francisco’s “dotcom

boom” as members of the Cyborganic community regard themselves as having lived

through extraordinary times. On the whole, they are eager to share their stories and



Jenny Cool <cool@usc.edu>

Page 4 of 39

reflections and supportive of my research. This collaborative relationship continues after

having returned from the field, and makes follow-up research, fact checking, and informant

feedback possible during analysis and “writing up”.

I will not take space here for consideration of my methods and the various

epistemological and ethical questions of how one negotiates the dual role of participant and

observer in field research of this kind. However, I want to make plain both the nature and

extent of my relationship to Cyborganic because I believe that far from compromising my

understanding, it has been the basis for a long and fruitful study that would not otherwise

have been feasible. Cyborganic was not unique and discrete, but rather, as this paper will

illustrate, part of a wider Internet culture. With or without my participation, the social

phenomena it represents would have existed. However, only through participation could I

have sustained the relationships of trust and reciprocity that have provided me on-going

access to communications and logs and continued cooperation with my research.

Cyborganic Overview

As a social entity, Cyborganic has been always been difficult to define because the name

refers to the business project, the community within which it grew, and subsequently, the

larger community that grew around these. Let me orient the reader by outlining three faces

of Cyborganic, which might be understood as different interfaces through which social actors

encountered the community and its domains.

1. Cyborganic as firm

In its narrowest sense, Cyborganic was a project to build a community-based
Internet business, similar to The Well1 (The Whole Earth ‘Lectronic Link), but
with the important addition of a physical space (the Cyborganic Café) for
informal, face-to-face, interaction. While the business concept can be traced
to 1990, the firm began in 1993, incorporated and raised seed capital in
1995, and ultimately failed filing for Chapter 7 bankruptcy in October 1997.

                                                  
1  The Well, or “Whole Earth ‘Lectronic Link,” was pioneered by Stewart Brand, founder and editor of
The Whole Earth Catalog, and has been the subject of several scholarly and journalistic works on
virtual community (Smith 1992, Rheingold 1994).
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1. Cyborganic as physical community (extended household & neighborhood network)

Both the community and the business started in a set of apartments on Ramona

Avenue, a one-block street in San Francisco’s Mission Dolores neighborhood. These

households are the most tangible manifestation of Cyborganic as a social group. Its

boundaries can be traced as a physical network of computers, wires, and buildings that

extended at its height across 11 separate rental apartments (1991-present). This

neighborhood, which grew up around the two-storey Victorian on Ramona where

Cyborganic began, was the geographic heart of the community. It was the place where

Cyborganics met face-to-face in the course of everyday life, for work, meals, recreation,

project meetings, and in community potluck dinners, known as TNDs (Thursday Night

Dinner). Socially, it was composed of three concentric groups.

• The Ramona Empire:

The cluster of group households, known as “Ramona Towers” and later, “The Ramona

Empire,” preceded the business project and was distinct from it, despite significant

intersection. This included all those who lived in the five apartments at 59, 65/67, and

80/82 Ramona. This physical community of groups of roommates (first 3, then 5, then

11), some couples, but mostly friends, formed a subgroup within Cyborganic. Though

many of its members were active in both the business project (1) and virtual

communities (3), their bond was that of fictive kin and they have become godparents of

one another’s children, though only two of the original group still live in San Francisco.

• The Ramona Neighborhood and LAN (local area network)

One of the ways Cyborganic grew was to keep an eye out for vacancies and find friends

and co-workers to move into neighboring apartments. Every time someone new moved

to the neighborhood, they were connected via Ethernet to the Ramona network. When

the three-storey house on the corner burnt in a fire in 1994, the Cyborganics contacted

the owner and offered to wire the gutted structure for phone and Internet at no cost

before the walls were re-plastered. The motive was to upgrade the housing stock and

predispose the landlord to renting to people they referred when the apartments were

ready for occupancy within the year. The plan was a success and in August 1995 three

apartments (occupancy 7-9) were added to the neighborhood and remained part of the

Ramona LAN until 2002. The costs and labor of creating and maintaining this network

have been shared on a variety of bases since it was first connected to the Internet in

October 1993. From the time the business failed in 1997 until 2000 approximately two-

dozen people in the neighborhood shared Internet connectivity on the this network in a

social formation I call a “bandwidth collective.”
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•  Thursday Night Dinner (TND)

These weekly potluck dinners, known as TND, constituted the largest face-to-face

gathering of community members. They began in April 1994 as a way to combine

socializing and collaboration among the households on Ramona with brainstorming and

experimentation on the Cyborganic project. By 1995 hundreds of people regularly

attended and it grew into something of a media event, as this Wired News retrospective

on the dinners describes:

“TND's weekly self-catered theme parties, which ran from 1994 to 1997, were
more potluck than potlatch compared to the high-rolling dot-com events that
drowned them out in the late 1990s. Yet the average Thursday Night Dinner
boasted a higher density of people … who, rather than counting stock options,
were spending long hours creating everything from serial online soaps to the
first online ads to open-source software … For a while, TND was the place to
be for San Francisco's up-and-coming Web workers. Generation X author
Douglas Coupland was a regular at the apartment. Rolling Stone chronicled
the scene, as did a German documentary crew.”

Boutin, “One More Thursday Night Dinner,” Wired News, May 2, 2002.
http://www.wired.com/news/culture/0,1284,52239,00.html

Though the goal of a Cyborganic Café was never realized, TND came to serve as a

“demo version”, showcasing the Ramona household and Cyborganic community to the

outside world while serving as the main forum for face-to-face social interaction among

community members.

1. Cyborganic as virtual community

Cyborganic was also a virtual community and any telling of Cyborganic’s history should

note that some of its most active members know it only through its online chat forum,

spacebar (www.spacebar.com), or mailing list (cc@cyborganic.com) and have never had

any other involvement with the business project or the households on Ramona Avenue.

Most, however, attended TND. Components of Cyborganic’s virtual community include:

• User accounts on Cyborganic servers

At the group’s peak approximately 100 people had Cyborganic logins, email accounts,

and server space on Cyborganic’s servers, which over the years were variously named

ramona, erehwon, xanadu, xanatoo, and oz, reflecting the project’s territorial and

utopian themes.

• Mailing list

Cyborganic’s mailing list (cc-list) started in 1994 with about two-dozen subscribers, was

re-launched in January 1995 with 33 subscribers, and grew to a subscription of 150 by
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mid-1996. Though initially used to organize the business project, it was very much a

community list, rather than a forum for company announcements.  It continued after the

company’s demise with an average of 3 to 4 posts a day through 1998 and 1999 and

over 100 subscribers. Though list activity diminished to about 2 posts a day in 2000, and

just over 1 post a day in 2001, subscription held steady with 85 subscribers in October

2000 and 68 subscribers when the list ceased operation at the end of 2002.

• Spacebar

Initially set up on Cyborganic’s server in April 1995 the online chat forum known as

Spacebar (www.spacebar.com) is a community unto itself with more than a dozen core

members who continue to login daily in 2005.

•  Cyborganic Gardens Web site

Cyborganic Gardens, the company web site, consisted of: The Forest (member

homepages); The Orchard (commercial web sites); The Valley (featured content; the

Green (announcements); and The Shed which hosted a collection of online publishing

tools as well as the dispatches from Thursday Night Dinner. Though approximately 100

people once had homepages on Cyborganic and the links it provided to this individual

content were a prime feature, the web site itself was an editorial production of the

business. Launched in conjunction with the incorporation of the business in 1995, it was

active through November 1996 and then ceased to be available at the cyborganic.com

URL around the time the company filed for bankruptcy in October 1997. The last

updated version of the website is online at archive.cyborganic.org. This archive gives a

sense of the editorial content and context the company provided and shows Cyborganic

as a project to foster personal publishing on the web, combining content, commerce,

and community.

As a social network and community Cyborganic encompassed all three of these elements:

(1) business, (2) place-based community, and (3) virtual community. Appendix I places

Cyborganic within the network of San Francisco Internet companies and telecommunities of

which it was a part and is intended to serve as a sort of cast list, showing the relations

among the various entities described in the history that follows. Appendix II illustrates the

evolution of Cyborganic and growth of its various residential, social, and commercial parts.
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Cyborganic History

The concept for Cyborganic can be traced back to November 1990 when Jonathan Steuer,

Atau Tanaka, and Jonathan Nelson put together a business prospectus for chance: Center

for High Technology, Arts, and Cultural Exchange. The plan was to incorporate two for-profit

businesses, a nightclub and a recording studio, alongside a non-profit gallery and

performance space for "technology-intensive arts” (chance prospectus). Though the

business plan was never funded, it serves as a milestone because all the key aspects of

Cyborganic's concept (except the Internet) were already present. These include the

centrality of a physical location for informal sociality, the combination of art and technology,

profit and non-profit, the synergy of enterprises, and connection to the local San Francisco

arts community.

Steuer was a doctoral student in Communication at Stanford University at the time

and it was in this context that he took a seminar from computer scientist Terry Winograd,

who has done important work in collaborative computing, human computer interaction, and

ubiquitous computing. This seminar (1991-92) marks the next milestone in the Cyborganic

story because it was there that Steuer met Abbe Don, an interface designer then working at

Apple's Advanced Technology Group (ATG). Don introduced Steuer to her colleagues at

Apple, including Tim Oren, a Silicon Valley veteran who began his career at Digital Research

in 1984 and left the company with its founder Gary Kildall to start KnowledgeSet. Tim was

then managing "Apple's first ventures into multimedia and led R&D on hypertext and full

text databases, multimedia agents, collaborative systems, and online communities."2

Through Don, Steuer also met author Howard Rheingold and other members of the WELL, a

telecommunity Rheingold profiled in his book, The Virtual Community (1993) that served as

one inspiration Cyborganic’s combination of commercial and communal activities. In the

summer of 1992 Steuer interned at Apple ATG and was assigned the task of surveying and

reporting on Internet services and online communities. He returned to Stanford that fall

                                                  
2 http://www.iftf.org/people/toren.html



Jenny Cool <cool@usc.edu>

Page 9 of 39

with thoughts of integrating ideas from the chance business prospectus with the new

possibilities of the Internet. During the 1992-1993 school year, Steuer organized a series of

events called “NetJams” at the Stanford Journalism Lab, where:

"…a group of people would gather in the same physical location. Using the
Internet, the group would then reach out to various other places. I invited a
group of friends, some with much net experience and some with none at all,
to meet in the Journalism Lab at Stanford one Saturday afternoon in
October." (Steuer, 19933).

This combination of face-to-face and online interaction, of sociality and technology, of

experienced users with neophytes, and organization through "groups of friends," were

important aspects of Cyborganic prefigured in the NetJams.

The Internet was not only an academic focus for Steuer, but more and more a feature

of social and cultural life. In the early 1990s San Francisco was home to a vibrant and

growing techno-culture. In addition to a thriving “Rave scene” (all-night techno-music

parties), the City regularly hosted computer-inspired cultural events such as Cyberthon

(sponsored by the Whole Earth Review), the Digital Be-In, and the Hackers’ Conference. At

regular community venues, such as the monthly Anon Salons (http://www.anonsalon.com/)

and Joe’s Digital Diner, new media artists showcased their work at party-style events with

music, intoxicants, and socializing. In September 1991 Steuer moved in to the apartment

on Ramona Avenue around which Cyborganic grew, with Gianmaria Clerici and Chris Eccles,

two software engineers he met through the Rave scene. In March 1992 Brian Behlendorf, a

UC Berkeley freshman, set up a mailing list called SFRaves to make it easier to find out

about local events. Within a week SFRaves had 80 subscribers, within a year, 500. The

roommates on Ramona were among the first to join. As it formed this subculture within the

broader Rave subculture came to call itself 'Netravers' or 'Cybertribe'. In the spring of 1993

Eccles moved out of the apartment on Ramona Street and Anne Francis (Ms Fran) moved in.

Together, Steuer, Clerici, and Ms Fran formed a very close-knit household, and their

                                                  
3 Excerpted from "Mommy, What's a Net-Jam?" (Steuer 1993)
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apartment became a meeting point where "Netravers" ate dinner and gathered before

heading out to parties. At this time Nelson, one of the partners in chance, introduced

Steuer to Will Kreth who worked at Wired, a national magazine just launched in offices on

South Park in San Francisco's South of Market district (SOMA). That summer Wired

publishers, Louis Rosetto and Jane Metcalf, hired Steuer to wire Wired. Literally, his first

task was to get the connection to the Internet service provider, The Little Garden (TLG),

working reliably and integrated with the company's electronic mail software (QuickMail).

Wired employees soon became regulars at the gatherings on Ramona Street. In this milieu

Steuer once again began talking with friends about collaborating on "doing a start-up" like

chance but built around the Internet. He had just been named "Online Tsar" at Wired and

was leading the effort to take the publication online. Though still tied to his "day job" and

working on his dissertation, Steuer began recruiting collaborators for the Cyborganic

project. This researcher was one recruit and in August 1993 I moved to San Francisco to

begin fieldwork.

The first version of the Mosaic web browser was released in the spring of 1993 and by

the end of the year interest and activity around the Internet was burgeoning in San

Francisco. In the wake of massive urban redevelopment (including the construction of

Moscone and Yerba Beuna Centers), the City’s SOMA district was fast transforming into a

hub of the emerging web publishing and advertising industries. Cyborganic was part of that

transformation. In October 1993 Steuer set-up Cyborganic’s first Internet node, the server

ramona.cyborganic.com, a 386 computer, running BSDI 1.0 (Unix). He added a phone

line, then using a modem, dialed-in to The Little Garden (TLG) once, and stayed connected

continuously—“Pac Bell never said you couldn't do that,” he quipped in a 2004 interview. On

October 29 a prototype of "the Cyborganic Café" debuted at the Halloween Anon Salon. This

prototype consisted of a few terminals on tables where Steuer and I demonstrated the

wonders of gopher, Veronica, and Mosaic and explained the possibilities of the Internet to
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anyone who stopped by. Later that night, at Terrence McKenna's show at San Francisco's

Great American Music Hall, Steuer hired Behlendorf, who had started SFRaves, to join him

on the development team of Hotwired, the first ad-supported website, launched by Wired in

April 1994. Behlendorf, who is now one of the most respected leaders of the open-source

software movement through his work on Apache, was a nineteen-year old undergraduate

when he joined Steuer in building Hotwired's technological infrastructure.

During this time, Steuer, Nelson, Behlendorf, and I met at the Ramona apartment to

talk about the Cyborganic project. Nelson was less interested in the communal opportunities

of the Internet than its entrepreneurial ones. At the end of 1993, he split from Cyborganic

to co-found Organic Online with Behlendorf, who continued to work at Wired while starting

the new venture. Hosted on Cyborganic's servers during its start-up phase, Organic is a

Web advertising firm that built many of the first corporate web sites for clients such as

Reebok, DaimlerChrysler, Yahoo!, Blockbuster, and Fannie Mae. Wired magazine was their

first client and initial conduit to this emerging market. Backed by giant holding company

Omnicom Group, which also invested in Razorfish and other interactive and advertising

agencies, Organic Online went public in 1999 and was traded on the NASDAQ under the

ticker symbol "OGNC." By 2000 the firm had grown to eight offices and 954 employees

worldwide, with gross revenues of 129 million. It was re-privatized in December 2001 and

acquired shortly thereafter as a wholly owned subsidiary of Omnicom Group. But these

events were not quite yet imaginable in the early days of 1994 when Nelson and Behlendorf

split off from Cyborganic to start Organic Online.

In February 1994, I moved into the apartment next to Steuer on Ramona Street and

helped him organize the first "Cyborganic Summit" where 25 people came together to

brainstorm on the project. In response to Steuer’s request for a mission statement to put

online for the event, I drafted The Cyborganic Manifesto4, a meditation on technology and

                                                  
4 http://archive.cyborganic.org/shed/notices/manifestos/manifesto.html
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human ends that members often summarized as, “Technology is our tool, not our master.”

On April 16, 1994, the housemates of the Ramona Empire hosted the first multi-house

event, a Rave-style party called “You Will Be Assimilated”. Billed as “A happening in three

dimensions,” the invitation instructed guests to “Telnet to cyborganic.com & login as rsvp.”

This was an important milestone in the history of Cyborganic and marked the group’s debut

to the wider community of computer geeks, Ravers, artists, and entrepreneurs growing in

San Francisco at the time.  In the spring of 1994 I also began hosting Thursday Night

Dinners5 (TNDs), irregularly until October, then weekly. TND was a face-to-face gathering

that became the backbone of the Cyborganic project. Over the next three years these

dinners and the Cyborganic mailing lists were central to the community's formation. TND

grew to be a pot-luck dinner hosted at Cyborganic's offices, supplied and staffed each week

by community volunteers: "Guest Chefs," who selected a theme and provided main dishes;

a "Swab Master," who led the clean-up, and a "Guest DJ", who handled the music. Groups

of co-workers from local Internet firms would often volunteer together to put on a TND, as

can be seen from the web dispatches6 chronicling each event. These dinners became a hub

of the industry growing around the popularization and commercialization of the World Wide

Web.

Shortly after the launch of Hotwired, in April 1994 Steuer left to consult for CNET, a

combined cable television and Internet programming network founded in San Francisco in

1993 by Halsey Minor and Shelby Bonnie. CNET was exclusively television-driven until

Steuer re-structured their approach to the Internet in ways that positioned them to spin-off

several commercially successful web portals (Shareware.com, Download.com, and

Movies.com) and the software on which they were built, in rapid succession over the next

two years. Steuer hired Michael Gold from the Hotwired launch team to design a publishing

system for CNET and a team of software developers from Bell Corporation was brought in to

                                                  
5 http://archive.cyborganic.org/cafe/tnd.html
6 http://archive.cyborganic.org/cafe/sf/tnd/index.html
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build it, with Gold and Steuer acting as liaisons between them and the CNET staff who would

be using the software in their daily work. The publishing system Gold designed became

Vignette Story Server. In 1996, CNET decided to commercialize this software that made it

possible for "even technophobes to publish web pages." They partnered with Texas-based

Vignette Corporation, handing the software over to them, along with $500,000 in return for

a 33% stake in the company. An early entrant in to the Web content management market,

Vignette Story Server was instrumental in helping, first publishing businesses (e.g. Chicago

Tribune and CBS Sportsline), then corporations of all kinds, integrate their core business

around new network technologies. Steuer also hired the web production team that re-

launched the CNET web site, bringing Caleb Donaldson from Hotwired to CNET in 1994.

Donaldson and Steuer designed CNET's Posting area, developed the site architecture and

managed the ten person web production staff through the site relaunch in the spring of

1995. Everyone on the online production team was a member of the Cyborganic community

(e.g. Gold, Donaldson, Ms Fran, Mara Ann, Charlie Fulton).

Throughout the period Steuer worked at CNET, both the Cyborganic project and

community on which it drew continued to grow. In August the Ramona neighborhood grew

to encompass five apartments (12 people, 15 computers) when Ms Fran, who had lived with

Steuer at 65 Ramona, moved in to an apartment across the street with her fiancé, Jon

Drukman (jsd), and Ann Hess (Sonic) moved in to the apartment below them. A technical

writer who taught himself Unix systems administration helping Steuer set up Cyborganic's

servers, Drukman was also a talented techno-music recording artist who met Steuer and Ms

Fran through the SFRaves community. Sonic, who had been Jane Metcalf's assistant at

Wired, had a degree in studios arts and was working with kids and computers at San

Francisco's Exploratorium science museum. Cyborganic's first business plan was drafted in

1994 and about half the people who had been part of the first Cyborganic summit continued

to work in small groups implementing various parts of the plan.
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In 1995 Steuer started taking web site production jobs, alongside his part-time

consulting work, to earn revenue for the Cyborganic business. Sonic handled production and

client contact for these jobs on a contract basis. In March I joined the business (then a sole

proprietorship) full-time as a contractor to set-up administrative and member support

systems, while continuing to host TND which was now brought explicitly from the

community side of the project, in to the business venture. Steuer worked for publishing and

media companies, channeling his consulting fees into funding the fledgling start-up and his

energies into recruiting a production team to build Cyborganic's web presence.

Meanwhile, Behlendorf was working to build the network infrastructure and systems

for both Hotwired and Organic Online, the company he had formed with Nelson. When

Behlendorf found that the server software he was using—the public domain HTTP daemon

developed by Rob McCool at the National Center for Supercomputing Applications

(NCSA)—could not handle the user registration system Hotwired required, he began

patching the open source code to support the requirements. During this period, Internet

growth was exponential and challenged even the steady stream of new technologies being

created. Many webmasters began to "develop their own extensions and bug fixes that were

in need of a common distribution." Behlendorf was one of these webmasters and in

February 1994, together with seven others, he formed the original Apache Group, hosted on

a server that had been "liberated" from a closet at Stanford University, on bandwidth

“borrowed” from Hotwired. Behlendorf and Cliff Skolnick started-up the Apache mailing list

on this server, sharing information space and logins with the core developers collaborating

on a set of software patches for the NCSA web server. Apache's first public release (0.6.2)

came in April 1995 and was a big hit with the rapidly growing community of Internet

systems administrators. Less than a year after the group formed, the Apache server passed

NCSA's HTTPD to become the most used server on the Internet,7 a position it retains today.8

                                                  
7 Data from Netcraft: http://www.netcraft.com/Survey/Reports/
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The eighteen months during which Apache grew to be the most highly used web

server were a period of tremendous growth and activity around the Internet in general and

in San Francisco's SOMA district in particular. By 1995 the Internet and "dotcom" boom

were mainstream, international news, though electronic mail, web hosting, and home

connectivity were not yet the consumer commodities they are today. Steuer decided it was

a good time for Cyborganic to make another push to raise venture capital for its business

plan for an online/off-line community-based enterprise. The first step was to redesign

Cyborganic’s web presence. As part of this effort, Steuer recruited Tricia McGillis and Caleb

Donaldson. One of the original designers at Wired Magazine, McGillis was working as Art

Director for Berkeley-based Yoga Journal. Donaldson, who had been on the Hotwired launch

team, was working at CNET. McGillis and Donaldson had been dating since their

undergraduate days at Yale, moved together to the Bay Area, and are now married. When

Steuer started talking to them in early 1995 about joining the Cyborganic start-up, they

welcomed the opportunity to work on a project together and with friends, as they were also

members of the wider "Netrave" community. Though both remained at their “day jobs”, the

two worked together with Sonic (Ann Hess) to build the company’s first website. In April

1995 Cyborganic Gardens 1.0 went online with approximately a dozen member homepages

(including those of Howard Rheingold and “proto-blogger” Justin Hall) and spacebar, a real-

time chat forum that has remained online ever since. “Almost no one involved in the project

was paid, nor was anyone making any money from it. Through the summer of 1995, the

Cyborganic Café project gained momentum and by the end of the year it had its first

investor.” (IFTF, 1997).

The second half of 1995 was the most active period in the history of Cyborganic. In

the summer McGillis and Donaldson left their jobs to join in the project of turning

                                                                                                                                                                   
8 According to a Netcraft survey of Web server software usage on Internet connected computers,
Apache had a 69.87 percent market share of active sites in November 2004, against 22.65 percent
running Microsoft, and.69 percent running Sun Microsystems server software.
http://news.netcraft.com/archives/web_server_survey.html
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Cyborganic into an Internet start-up. With the sponsorship of Wilson, Sonsini, Goodrich, and

Rosati—a Silicon Valley law firm that began "incubating" Internet start-up companies at that

time—the business was incorporated as The Cyborganic Corporation. Steuer, Sonic, McGillis,

Donaldson, and I became principles in the firm, the four of us reporting to Steuer in a flat,

hierarchical structure. The team of Sonic (Production Director), McGillis (Design Director)

and Donaldson (Editorial Director) got to work re-designing and enhancing the Cyborganic

Gardens web site.  Steuer and I continued the "dog and pony show of shopping the

Cyborganic business plan to prospective investors" finally securing an "angel-round" of

financing in October 1995. That month the redesigned Cyborganic Gardens web site went

online. The community and media attention to it began to grow more rapidly after Rolling

Stone magazine published a feature article on Cyborganic, titled “Webheads on Ramona

Street,” in November 1995. In the wake this coverage, attendance at the weekly dinners

(TND) swelled to over a hundred, straining the capacity of the apartments that housed

Cyborganic’s offices and residences. As Cyborganic entered this period that turned out to be

the height of its success, it began to change and certain tensions between its communal and

corporate dimensions became more pronounced. With Cyborganic’s incorporation,

relationships that had been informal and voluntary were formalized in job descriptions,

reporting structures, and legal contracts. While this was a practical necessity, it also

involved ceding to the Corporation claims on intellectual property created in a community

context on a volunteer basis, signing non-disclosure agreements, and apportioning stock

options. I felt a growing conflict between my goals as an Internet community researcher

and the goals of Cyborganic's commercial project and left the company in January 1996, but

remained part of the community.

In early 1996 Cyborganic, Inc. began a concerted effort to sign new people up as

paying members—basic membership of $10/month included web site hosting and two POP
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email addresses9. In addition, there was a move to convert free accounts of community

members who were not actively contributing to the Cyborganic project to a fee basis. TND

Dispatches and "The Cyborganic Propaganda" leaflets document this effort, "if you enjoy the

whole Thursday Night Dinner / Cyborganic scene, why would you have your home page

anywhere else?" (3/23/96); "Join Cyborganic! If you haven't already now's the time to

move your email and home page to the Gardens. It'll cost most people just ten bucks a

month" (5/9/96). The campaign to sign-up paying subscribers was a response to the

continued difficulty finding venture capital investment beyond the round of financing

secured at the end of 1995. Money was tight and the principles in the company were not

drawing salary, though other employees were paid. To generate revenue, Cyborganic took

on contract work and added to its staff by hiring from the community, as this company

announcement shows:

"Cyborganic welcomes yet another full-time worker to the fold. Jon Drukman
had been handling our UNIX servers for ages now, and we finally coaxed him
out of his "real" job at Opcode. A full-time geek on staff means we're busy
building more member tools for the Gardens. Stay tuned. And we're looking
for a few more humans, notably one with ad sales experience on the Internet,
and one to do contract SQL programming. Job opportunities at Cyborganic are
always posted at:" http://archive.cyborganic.org/shed/notices/jobs.html

Excerpted from "The Cyborganic Propaganda," April 18, 1996.
http://archive.cyborganic.org/cafe/sf/tnd/96/04/18/propaganda.html

These announcements demonstrate both the growth and formalization of Cyborganic as a

commercial enterprise during this phase of its development 1995-1996.

As Cyborganic's staff took on commercial projects to generate revenue, Steuer and a

series of collaborators revised the business plan and continued to hunt for investors. In July

1996, "Cyborganic's Web-mercenary squad" was engaged to work as "Online Masterminds"

of the first annual The Global Internet Gathering (The GIG). Billed as "world's largest music

festival", The GIG incorporated smaller festivals, such as The Macintosh New York Music

                                                  
9 For a listing of Cyborganics services and rates, see:
http://archive.cyborganic.org/shed/membership/info.html
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Festival and the Montreaux Jazz Festival. It featured live performances broadcast over the

Web, as well as "interactive and dynamic elements ranging from chat and bulletin boards to

agent software." (Cyborganic Brochure, 199610) In addition to developing the graphics and

interface for the Web site, Cyborganic designed and implemented the network architecture

to connect more than 40 venues and support the Web site during the Festival. In

September, the group launched two pioneering Internet publishing projects, "Geek Cereal11"

and "The Couch," web soap operas consisting of the online diary entries of “real geeks.”

These were an attempt to combine the bottom-up publishing model of the web with an

advertising revenue model.

After getting a second round of investment late in the summer of 1996, Cyborganic

moved its offices, along with TNDs, from the house on Ramona to a large, commercial,

office space in the heart of San Francisco’s SOMA district (654 Mission Street). The location

included: a top-floor, where the Cyborganic offices were set up in the unpartitioned,

sparsely furnished style typical of technology start-ups; a ground level, mostly empty,

which was to become the Cyborganic Café; and a unimproved brick basement. TNDs

resumed at this new location and became something of a media event, colorful fodder for

growing mainstream interest in the Internet and “geek culture,” as this TND Dispatch from

October 1996 shows:

“Last night's TND began under the glare and heat of two (count'em! 2!)
television crews roaming our not-yet-ivied halls and poking fuzzy boom-mikes
in our faces. A crew from c|net interviewed Caleb [Donaldson] and M for a
cable special on online community, while MSNBC's The Site conducted a
group interview of the GeekCereal Geeks concerning "geeksploitation".

http://archive.cyborganic.org/cafe/sf/tnd/96/10/24/

Though the downtown location lent credibility to Cyborganic’s business project and visibility

to the community, it had downsides. The new place lacked the homey feel of the

apartments on Ramona where, as one informant put it, “the grub and drinks were good

                                                  
10 http://archive.cyborganic.org/brochure/portfolio4.html
11 http://sharon.net/gc/
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(and usually home-cooked) and creative.” (Susie, 1996)  There was no kitchen and this

changed the character of TND as packaged and take-out foods replaced the potluck dinners

that had been cooked communally on-site. In addition, the new space brought other

changes, as these 1996 interviews indicate:

“the new space is.... interesting, but it's....very different and I kind of liked
the sort of small spaces, homeyness of where it was before…for one thing,
I'm not even sure whether you're allowed to use the computers in the attic,
it's, it's so segregated from the bottom that I have the impression that you're
not supposed to go up there and use them… And again the breaking up into
smaller rooms made groups smaller, whereas like this time, there was half
the room with people who all knew each other all sitting on the floor, well, it's
kinda exclusive in a sense, if you don't know anybody who's sitting there, you
can't just go over and sit down. At least I didn't feel I could…

Ruth, born 1957, Office Administrator
Interviewed 10/7/96

“TND can get really cliquey and it's difficult sometimes for new people to feel
like they're a part of the community. …I think it's partially due to the
schmoozing that does go on, people are a little leery, sometimes people are a
little leery of welcoming people with open arms. …There's a small level of
distrust like people want to get to know people a little bit first to make sure
they're not just some fucking guy who's trying to get connections to get in to
whatever place....that kind of stuff.”

Kat, born 1971, student/stripper/video-editor
Interviewed 10/8/96

Though attendance at TNDs had grown, community participation in volunteering to cook and

clean at the weekly dinners waned significantly after the move and in conjunction with the

shift to fee-based membership. Dinners were only held regularly for a month at the new

location, and irregularly there after, the last TND dispatch in the archive is dated 10/31/96.

In addition to new offices, Cyborganic’s second round of funding made it possible to

pay people, both principals and employees, who had been working without pay for a couple

months in exchange for stock options in some cases. But the funding was not enough to

redress the tensions inherent in the transition to market relations from the reciprocity and

volunteerism of Cyborganic’s early phase. “The dilemma [was] due, in part, to the fact that

volunteers have created and sustained the heart and soul of the community which is, in
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some sense, what the corporation is selling. Feelings of exploitation and resentment about

payment, and for what kind of effort” began to grow in the community, and there was

dissention among the company’s partners about how to proceed (IFTF 1997). McGillis and

Sonic took the occasion of the funding and move to make their exit from the business,

though they, too, remained members of the community. This left only two  (Steuer and

Donaldson) of the five partners with which Cyborganic had incorporated approximately 16

months earlier and marks the beginning of Cyborganic’s demise. For a year Steuer

continued to seek investors for the business, while Donaldson led up the editorial side as

Gardener-in-chief of Cyborganic’s web site and the spacebar, and as a character on Geek

Cereal. The online soap opera, which ran through October 1996, was a popular and critical

success, but as was the case for most web content, proved unable to generate sufficient

revenue though banner advertising and sponsorship alone. After a year in which a few

investors showed serious interest in Cyborganic, but none actually produced a check, the

cash flow required to operate at the new location proved unsustainable. In October 1997,

Steuer and Donaldson parted company after talks about “letting the Geeks take over their

Cereal…fizzled out” (Donaldson, 199712), Cyborganic moved out of the downtown offices

and the Corporation declared bankruptcy. Over the next six months, user accounts and

content were migrated smoothly off the company’s servers and most members found new

homes in communities similar to Cyborganic (see Appendix III) in spirit and structure, but

without the formal business project and dedicated physical space. The Ramona

neighborhood continued to be occupied by community members who shared connectivity,

technical infrastructure, and administrative labor through the LAN. Though these off shoots

and legacies will be discussed in the analysis below, I have chosen to end this historical

account in the winter of 1997 with the cessation of weekly dinners, the close of the

business, and the migration of user accounts that followed.

                                                  
12 http://www.sharon.net/gc/today.html



Jenny Cool <cool@usc.edu>

Page 21 of 39

Despite its ultimate failure as a business, Cyborganic produced a great deal of

commercial value for the emerging Internet industry between 1993 and 1997. This account

has aimed to highlight the project's productive capacities through its connection to Wired,

Hotwired, CNET, Vignette Story Server, and the Apache Project.  Yet it has also sought to

emphasize the personal, social, and communal dimensions of the project. As noted at the

outset, the social practices of groups like Cyborganic have been examined in the context of

the development of the Internet, open source software, and new places and practices of

work. Less attention, however, has been directed to these dimensions as ends in

themselves, rather than as the bases for innovation and productivity. The next section of

this paper undertakes such examination of the Cyborganic case.

Utopian Socialities:

Though the Cyborganic project took on the form of a business and that project was central

to it, this elides the more anthropologically interesting fact that the vast majority of

community members had no involvement with the business, either as paying customers or

paid labor, and no clear sense of how Cyborganic planned to make money. As these

statements reveal, even those who worked for the company did not see it primarily as a

business.

“When I first started going to Thursday Night Dinner people would ask
me..."What do they, what does Cyborganic actually do?" and I couldn't really
give them an answer, 'cause I didn't really know, and even when I was
working there, it took me awhile…to figure out, you know, what does
Cyborganic actually even do, where are they getting money from, and what's
going on here, what's the deal?”

Kat, born 1971, student/stripper/video-editor
Interviewed 10/8/1996

“I didn't have too much involvement with the company side of things. I was
one of the member's of the company's Geekcereal project, for which I was
never paid. That was my main experience with the company side. My
impression was there wasn't a rational business plan and people in the
company were not that interested in business ideas or running a real
business.”

Scooter, born 1971, freelance web designer
Questionnaire response 9/17/2004
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Though it was widely known that the technical and social infrastructure of Cyborganic was

provided through the business, for most in the community that project remained

mysterious. Cyborganic’s online and offline forums—TND, spacebar, the mailing list, and

Ramona neighborhood—were not constituted as spaces of business, but as spaces of

informal sociality. While the business vision was not generally shared, both those involved

in the work of building Cyborganic and those whose participation was limited to attending

TND shared a particular vision of turning technology to social, creative, and re-creative ends

that had been inherited from earlier generations of the Internet culture. In order to

demonstrate the utopian sociality of that vision, this section of the paper will briefly trace

one line of inheritance through which it passed to Cyborganic; then illustrate this legacy

with examples from my research.

This is not the place to for a comprehensive account of the sources of Cyborganic’s

utopian dimensions that include the cultural histories of virtual communities (The WELL,

Fidonet), personal computing (Freiberger and Swain 1984, Markhoff 2005), the Internet,

and American, youth countercultures. However, thanks to the work of Communication

scholar Fred Turner, the connection between the WELL and Cyborganic is sufficient to

demonstrate the common thread to which the “utopian socialities” of my title refer. In

“Where the Counterculture Met the New Economy: The WELL and the Origins of Virtual

Community” (2005), Turner shows the connections that link 1960s counterculture to

contemporary cyberculture in the new economy. Turner situates the WELL, “and the

increasingly important form of technologically mediated sociability it represents,” within the

wider technological, organizational, and cultural transformations of network society by

tracing its legacy, through Stewart Brand’s Whole Earth Catalog, to the American

counterculture of the 1960s. “As its name suggests,” The WELL, or Whole Earth ’Lectronic

Link, “took shape within a network of individuals and publications that first came

together…with the publication of the Whole Earth Catalog” in 1968. Turner argues that,



Jenny Cool <cool@usc.edu>

Page 23 of 39

though the Catalog preceded the rise of digital computing, it can be seen as a “network

forum” “within which information exchange, community building, and economic activity took

place simultaneously.” (Turner, 491) Turner’s account is valuable to the analysis of

Cyborganic in two key ways. First, it makes visible “a particularly important historical

relationship between information, technology, and community” that was central to the

Cyborganic vision (Turner, 489). Second, it elucidates the somewhat paradoxical relation

between the utopian and entrepreneurial dimensions of that vision.

The distinction Turner draws within the counterculture between the New Left and a

movement he identifies as “the New Communalists” is particularly valuable to appreciating

the utopian aspects of Cyborganic and why they took the form they did rather than some

more political shape:

“Both the New Left and the counterculture hoped to transform the
technocratic bureaucracies that, in their view, had brought Americans the cold
war and the conflict in Vietnam. Both also hoped to return Americans to a
more emotionally authentic and community-based way of life. The New Left,
let by the Students for a Democratic Society, pursued these goals as
insurgent political movements always have: they wrote statements, formed
parties, chose leaders, held news conferences. Many members of the
counterculture however, stepped away from agonistic politics and sought
instead to change the world by establishing new, exemplary communities
from which a corrupt mainstream might draw inspiration. For this group,
whom I will call the New Communalists, as for many others in the
counterculture, the key to social transformation lay not in changing a political
regime but in changing the consciousness of individuals.”

(Turner: 493, emphasis mine)

In the late 1960s and early 1970s, the Whole Earth Catalog combined “the tribal, anti-

hierarchical politics of the New Communalist movement” with “the technophilia common to

both the acidheads of the Trips Festival and the managers of America’s nuclear arsenal”

(Turner, 495). In the 1980s, the WELL took that synthesis online and, Turner argues, “the

virtual community that emerged…not only modeled the interactive possibilities of computer-

mediated-communication but also translated a countercultural vision of the proper

relationship between technology and sociability into a resource for imagining and managing
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life in the network economy.” (491). The WELL was an important channel through which this

techno-communalist synthesis around the socially transformative possibilities of technology,

passed to Cyborganic. While most in the Cyborganic community were not WELL users, many

early members were, most significantly Steuer, who was introduced to the online

conferencing system through Winograd’s seminar at Stanford. In that nexus, Steuer also

met Rheingold who was then working his book about the WELL, The Virtual Community

(1994). The two became close, later working together at Hotwired, but more importantly

collaborating as colleagues, socializing as friends, and bonding as two generations of a

shared counterculture. Rheingold, Don, Oren—all WELL members and Cyborganic

mentors—passed the torch from an earlier generation of the Internet culture, to the

generation of web workers who gathered around the Cyborganic project.

Before turning to examples of that legacy from my Cyborganic research, let me

present Turner’s overarching argument to highlight the significance of his distinction

between the New Communalists and the New Left to my analysis. In the final section of his

article, Turner states that though some new media scholars have suggested that the “peer-

to-peer culture of the Internet emerged out of the New Left’s critique of American political

institutions,” it “was the New Communalists of the Whole Earth Catalog and not the New

Left for whom the building of a better society required stepping outside politics and turning

instead toward information, technology, and commerce” (Turner, 511). Further, he argues,

that though the WELL built on the Catalog’s network forum for information exchange,

commerce, and community, dramatic shifts in technology and the organization of labor

transformed the nature and value of these exchanges (Turner, 491). While the Catalog had

come out twice a year, the WELL offered real-time communication twenty-four hours a day.

While both united a geographically dispersed group of people, it was, somewhat

counterintuitively, the WELL around which a dense, local community formed. While both

aggregated cultural information and member contributions in a non-hierarchical and
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collaborative system, the WELL “tended to push value out to its users, to distribute and

increase value throughout the system” (Turner 507).

These differences, Turner shows, were not simply the result of the WELL’s online

conferencing software, but much more complexly the result of the global rise of the network

form of organization that occurred in the twenty-five years since the Catalog had first been

published. As firms, industries, and nations began to downsize, reorganize “as project-

oriented networks,” and adopt decentralized management structures, this led to shifts in the

organization of labor, which, in turn, shaped the development of the WELL.

“In the late 1970s and 1980s, the professional communities of the Bay Area
from which the WELL drew, and especially those associated with digital
technology, witnessed an extraordinary rise in networked forms of economic
organization and freelance patterns of employment. For the Bay Area’s
engineers and symbolic analysts, the WELL became a place to exchange the
information and build the social networks on which their future employment
depended. In this new climate, notions of virtuality, community, and the
socially transformative possibilities of technology associated with the
counterculture became key tools with which WELL users managed their
economic lives.” (Turner, 491)

The WELL was in this sense a successful realization of the New Communalist vision of a non-

hierarchical community linked through information technology and a shared ethos.

However, Turner contends, “at another level the WELL marks the failure of the New

Communalist movement to escape the pull of America’s technological and economic centers

of gravity” because the “new relationship of information, technology, and community” it

developed “would ultimately facilitate the integration of computing technology and

associated work styles into the mainstream of American life” (Turner 511-512). Thus, the

countercultural project of pursuing social transformation in everyday life came to contribute

to the very systems of power and wealth whose technocratic rationality it set out to resist.

Through the WELL and the wider Bay Area, Internet community, Cyborganic drew on

the legacy of the New Communalists in its mission to combine information technology,

economic activity, and community. Like the WELL, it was an exemplary community created

to demonstrate the power and possibilities of computer networking; and it was in this sense
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utopian, the demonstration of an ideal.  Like the WELL, it was shaped by the profound

transformations of work and life in the network society. The synthesis of utopian aims and

entrepreneurial means inherited from the New Communalists produced in Cyborganic a

similar ironic relation between countercultural aspirations and mainstream accommodations.

While the network of firms and innovative products that emerged through Cyborganic

illustrate its contributions to the mainstream, the contributions of the project’s

countercultural and utopian aspirations are less easily assessed and must be understood

within the context of the wider transformations of network society.

It is tempting to portray the utopian dimensions of Cyborganic with examples of art

and activist projects undertaken by community members, such as the five volunteers who

each spent $12,000 of their own to travel to Dharamsala, India in 1997 to build the Internet

infrastructure for the Dalai Lama’s Tibetan government in exile13, or the fact that that

government’s official website has been hosted at Cyborganic since that then at no cost.

Certainly, these projects reflect the techno-communitarian ethos of the WELL, and legacy of

the wider Bay Area counterculture. However, it is as a response to the economic, social, and

cultural transformations of network society that Cyborganic’s utopian dimensions were most

significant. I have called this response a “project for life” to distinguish it from the business

project, but propose that it can also be understood as a cultural commune of the type

Castells examines in his theory of meaning and identity in network society (1997). To

support this claim, let me first present the core features of Castells’s analysis of “the

cultural communes of the information age,” then turn to an analysis of Cyborganic as an

urban social movement aimed at producing a “local utopia” addressed to “the real issues of

our time” (Castells 1997, 61).

In the second volume of his trilogy on the Information Age, Castells argues that

                                                  
13 This story was covered by San Jose Mercury News and Spiegel Online (http://www.third-
dimension.com/10base-Tibet/) and by the Milwaukee Journal/Sentinel
(http://www.jsonline.com/news/metro/jan01/dalai12011101a.asp)
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cultural communes are the main alternative for the construction of identity and meaning for

those who seek to resist “the individualization of identity attached to life in the global

networks of power and wealth” (1997, 65). Whether organized around Islamic or Christian

fundamentalism, nationalism, or the local community, such communes have three main

features. They are: 1) “reactions to prevailing social trends;” 2) “defensive identities that

function as refuge and solidarity,” and; 3) “culturally constituted; that is organized around a

specific set of values.” As defensive projects, Castells argues, they represent reactions

against “three fundamental threats, perceived in all societies, by the majority of humankind,

in this end of millennium.” (1997, 65)

Reaction against globalization, which dissolves the autonomy of institutions,
organizations, and communication systems where people live. Reaction
against networking and flexibility, which blur the boundaries or membership
and involvement, individualize social relationships of production, and induce
the structural instability of work, space, and time. And reaction against the
crisis of the patriarchal family, at the roots of the transformation of
mechanisms of security-building, socialization, sexuality, and, therefore, of
personality systems.” (Castells 1997, 65-66)

Though Castells characterizes them as primarily defensive formations, and cautions that

their cultural resistance may never move outside the commune; he suggests nonetheless

“that from such communes, new subjects—that is collective agents of social

transformation—may emerge” and, thus they are a potential source of social change (1997,

67). While Cyborganic differs in important ways from the cases examined in Castells’s work,

it shares the features of a cultural commune and it is in that context that the project’s

utopian dimensions are most significant. To illustrate this view, I will draw first on the

Cyborganic vision articulated by those who led the project, then turn to my research within

the general membership to show how their participation, too, can be read as a response to

the economic, social, and cultural transformations of network society.

The Cyborganic business concept itself was predicated on the rather utopian idea that

a business could be created around the need for public spaces of informal sociality, as is

clear from the pamphlet handed out at the Anon Salon demonstration in October 1993:
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Cyborganic Café—Why now?
People patronize coffee houses, pubs, and malls because they provide a place
to meet and engage with other on an informal basis. These locations serve as
“third places” for, as Ray Oldenberg describes in The Great Good Place, they
offer an alternative to home and work. However, as citizens and critics alike
complain, our increasingly suburban landscape lacks informal public
spaces—thus adults retreat into elaborate home entertainment systems and
teenagers “hang out at the mall.”

Online services offer “third place” opportunities to meet and interact with
people but are limited in their ability to provide a context for these
interactions. Successful “virtual communities” arrange some way for online
friends to meet “in real life” (IRL), for example, both The WELL in Sausalito
and ECHO in Manhattan host monthly parties.

As a cross between traditional and digital “third places” the Cyborganic Café
will use the latest communications media to fulfill the unchanging human
need for community.

Cyborganic brochure October 1993

This language was carried over to the business plan when Cyborganic began organizing to

raise investment capital. From its inception Cyborganic was constructed as a reaction to the

lack of informal public space and civic life in contemporary middle-class, white, American

life. This vision of virtual community draws not only on the example of The WELL, but also

on the writings of WELL pioneers Howard Rheingold and John Coate. The metaphor of

innkeeping Coate uses in “Principles of Cyberspace Innkeeping (1992),14” is especially

evocative of the New Communalist legacy, combining social and economic community in an

idealized image of village life to be realized in cyberspace.

For the term "village" (as in "electronic village" or "virtual village") be applied
to an online scene with any accuracy at all this blending of business and
pleasure must be present.  Because that's what a village is: a place where
you go down to the butcher or the blacksmith and transact your business, and
at night meet those same neighbors down at the local tavern or the Friday
night dance. (Coate, 1992)

Coate’s essay, which also cites Oldenberg’s “third places”, was widely read on the Internet

and was particularly influential in establishing parallels between traditional hosting

businesses of European folk society (inns, pubs) and the work of hosting people online. The

common sense of this parallel (metaphor) belies the fact that villages consist not only of

                                                  
14 http://www.cervisa.com/innkeeping
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“third places,” but of first (home) and second (work) places as well. Thus the concept of an

“online village,” which those in the Cyborganic community inherited from an earlier

generation online, is a utopian ideal aimed at shrinking the world “back to their size and

reach” in the manner typical of cultural communes (Castells 1997, 66).

“Cyborganic is a place for people to come together, it's a meeting place, a
friend of mine called it, I showed him all this and he said a village 'cause it's
still pretty small and he grew up in the country, in France, and it's small and
there's this tight-knit community, but it's online, it's an online village.”

Kat, born 1971, student/stripper/video-editor
Interviewed 10/8/96

The ideal of the virtual village that drew many people online in the mid-1990s surfaces so

frequently in interviews and research notes that it is easy to overlook as a figure of speech.

However, even as clichéd image, it reveals a collective longing for simpler times, as does

the tribal metaphor (e.g. “Cybertribe”) that is consistent throughout contemporary

cyberculture, and the Cyborganic motto, “Not just a homepage—a home.”15

Cyborganic was also constructed as a defensive identity around preserving the values

of the earlier generation on the Internet at a time when uninitiated users (“newbies”) where

flocking online in greater numbers every day. In the early 1990s, the Internet was often

spoken of as an electronic frontier: there was homesteading, a wilderness to be tamed, but

also a cultural legacy to be preserved.

“…I think Cyborganic is trying to retain some of the original notions, well, not
original, but earlier notions of what the Internet community was about ‘cause
up until a couple years ago you know the Internet community was just wild
and creative, inhabited by people who were on the cutting-edge of technology
and were interested in the technology for itself, and not necessarily thinking
in terms of, "Oh, how can I sell a product on here". In fact, you know, there
was a whole big movement, back around '89/'90 of people trying to squash
the commercialization of the Internet, people trying to keep advertising and
businesses out of the Internet, of course that didn't happen (laughs)., but I
think Cyborganic is trying to… rekindle that idea, that sense of community.”

Brian, born 1968, VP Engineering for a South Bay Web start-up
Interviewed 10/9/96

                                                  
15 http://archive.cyborganic.org/shed/notices/manifestos/bigplan.html
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Many Cyborganics had prior online experience and were socialized in the Internet culture in

forums like the WELL, Fidonet, and Usenet, and a core part of the group’s mission was to

bring the kind of community people had found in these earlier forums to the younger

generation coming to San Francisco to work in the Internet industry. As a community,

Cyborganic was thus akin to the immigrant organizations of 19th century America, a social

group for those in a new land both online and in the City. The aptness of this simile should

become apparent as I turn to discuss the participation and vision of the general membership

as a life project aimed at countering the individualizing forces of network society.

The great majority of Cyborganics were migrants who came to the Bay Area, either for

college, graduate school, to work in high technology, or the arts. This theme emerges

throughout my research, but especially in response to the question of what motivated most

people to participate in Cyborganic.

I think the motivation was rooted in a few factors: general socialization,
common interests, young people in a new city immersed in a fresh wave of
technology that they were helping to shape, and communal/joint education
about these new technologies and possibilities. TNDs played an interesting
and important role for many of the people in the community because so many
of them were new to San Francisco. It was a time when many (myself
included) were making that transition from high school or college into being
an 'adult' and striking out on your own career-wise, financially, new city, etc.

Heidi, born in 1973, Self-employed – Creative (Founder, ChickClick16)
Questionnaire response 9/19/2004

Even many of those who grew up in the Bay Area were beginning their careers and making

the transition to independent adult life. For such people Cyborganic provided a ready-made

community addressed to a host of human needs from housing and employment, to dating

and recreation and, indeed, the chief way Cyborganic grew was by providing such support,

as this 1996 interview describes:

“Meeting all of people’s human needs, the breadth of human resources really
can’t be stressed enough. These people really take care of each another. In
an industry where your employer really doesn’t take care of you anymore,

                                                  
16 http://www.heidiswanson.com/html/ccframeset.html
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and in a world where people are separated from their extended families as a
rule rather than as an exception, these people manage to support one
another…We have 20 year old kids dropping out of college to come to SF to
get a job working on the web who find and apartment and a job and a group
of friends to hang out with…inside the community, with very little effort.
Fabulous, the kind of support people need.”

Caleb Donaldson, born 1969, Cyborganic Gardner-In-Chief
Interviewed, 10/7/96

Time and again my informants speak about Cyborganic as a  “support system.” Whether

they were new to the City, or simply new to the challenges of making a living and making a

life, Cyborganic offered the type of support provided by families, ethnic organizations, and

employers in a bygone era. Birthdays and holidays were celebrated (e.g. Cyborganic Seder

1996); partnerships facilitated; and aid and comfort given at times of crisis within a

community of friends, neighbors, and co-workers whose collectivity extended beyond the

workplace into their lives as a whole. People participated to “feel like a part of something”

(2004 interview, Ian) but also to explore and experiment with collaborative resources “for

imagining and managing life in the network economy (Turner 491).” The “twenty-

somethings” who came to San Francisco to work in the web industry had grown up in the

increasingly competitive, highly volatile era of “Reganomics” and the “Go-Go Eighties.” They

had no expectation of a social safety net from the state, nor that a college education would

provide entrée to life long job, however, they built a community to address the whole range

of human needs around the techno-meritocratic, hacker, virtual communitarian, and

entrepreneurial values of Internet culture. For this reason I call Cyborganic a project for life

and regard it as a cultural commune addressed to resisting the individualizing forces of

globalization, networking, and the crisis of the patriarchal family. It shares the three

features Castells identifies as central to such groups: (1) as a reaction against prevailing

social trends in the organization of labor, the crisis of the family, and crisis of legitimacy of

mainstream culture as a source of meaning and identity; (2) as a defensive identity as

“geeks,” members of the “Cybertribe”; and (3) as a geographically and historically specific

community organized around the cultural values of the creators of the Internet
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It is as a self-conscious project to create a community (a cultural commune) both

online and off-line in response to the lack of such community in contemporary, mainstream

culture that I regard Cyborganic as most utopian. Many scholars have discussed the impact

of the Internet culture on the New Economy (Himanen 2001, Castells 2001, Florida 2002,

Ross 2003, Weber 2004), echoing Andrew Ross’s conclusion that “the workplaces of the

New Economy brought ashore some ideals that would qualify as utopian. (2003: 255)”

However, less attention has been directed outside the realm of economically productive

work. This account of my research has aimed to highlight the utopian dimensions of

Cyborganic, as a contemporary project to realize the vision of virtual community—the

synthesis of information technology, commerce, and community—inherited from the New

Communalists of the American counterculture. Just as the significance of the business

project can be seen in its connection to pioneering web and new media firms, software

products and production processes (Wired, Hotwired, CNET, Vignette Story Server, and the

Apache Project), the significance of the community project can be seen in the continuing

influence of Cyborganic as an exemplary community for imagining and managing life in the

network society.

When the Cyborganic business failed in 1997 the community persisted in a variety of

forms. The physical neighborhood of apartments in the Mission district continued to be

occupied by people who were part of Cyborganic and connected by a local area network (the

Ramona LAN). These residents organized as the Church of the Immaculate Connection (CIC)

bandwidth collective in 1998 to share Internet connectivity, technical infrastructure, and

administrative labor, but disbanded in 2001 in favor of individually purchased commercial

ISP service. Within a year of the Corporation's demise, Cyborganic was reconstituted, albeit

in significantly curtailed form, as a group of nine volunteer systems administrators sharing

servers and sponsoring a community of approximately 100 users with over a 100 separate

domains. This incarnation of Cyborganic existed for almost five years (1998-2003) as a
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network administered by a small group of people. No longer confined to San Francisco,

these Cyborganic sponsors moved through such disparate locations as New York, Los

Angeles, Ann Arbor, Sealand, London, Dharamsala, and Australia during that period. In

2003 the group migrated to a new server, oz.cyborganic.org, losing two of its systems

administrators in a split over whether to upgrade to Linux or the FreeBSD operating system.

This server, and the seven system administrators who sponsor users on it, host several

dozen people, their personal and business web sites, and over 100 Internet domains,

including: a number of Tibet web sites (Tibet.net the web presence for the Tibetan

Government in Exile) and mailing lists for Tibetan organizations (Tibet.org,

Tibetanyouthcongress.org)17 that receive an average of over a million hits (68,000 visits)

per month; and Justin Hall's proto-blog, Links.net, that gets an average of 2.8 million hits

(266,000 visits) per month18.

The most significant legacy of Cyborganic as a cultural commune, however, can be

seen in the many new communities—similar to Cyborganic in vision and structure, but

without the formal business project and dedicated physical space—started by members of

the community which are active today. Appendix III lists these Bay Area communities,

including: Superdeluxe.com which “exists to provide our friends and family with a reliable

conduit for their electronic communication;” Saturn5 which “provides hosting for artists,

online communities, activist organizations, and locally owned businesses;” and The Spore

Project, “a non-profit, community hosting service.” While some groups center on music and

electronic arts (e.g. Hyperreal and Cloud Factory), others are simply friends hosting their

personal and professional web sites together (e.g. Arctic.org, Vigilante.net, The Hungry

Programmers). In addition to these communities, all of which integrate virtuality and “real

life,” scores of Cyborganics have subsequently participated in other social, personal,

                                                  
18  Based on web statistics for December 2004, available at: http://www.cyborganic.org/webalizer/.
Please note: not all the domains listed on this page are hosted at Cyborganic. Some are included
simply for monitoring purposes.
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business and project-centered online/off-line communities, such as the Burning Man theme

camps (The Irrational Geographic Society, bianca’s Smut Shack, Illuminaughty19), and

businesses, such as ChickClick, an Internet portal for female-oriented webzines, and

Greenhome20, an online store for environmental products that continues to be hosted on the

Cyborganic server. Spacebar, the online chat forum started by Cyborganic, also continues to

operate, hosted on Superdeluxe and moderated by former Cyborganic partner, Donaldson,

who now lives in Cambridge, Massachusetts. As of this writing, there is also a mailing list,

pals@maz.org21, composed primarily of people who came to know each other through

Cyborganic. In 1999 when Cyborganic, the Ramona LAN, and Superdeluxe were having

security problems with attacks to their computers, Superdeluxe systems administrator,

Vagabond Jim, set-up a mailing list to coordinate the response. That list remains active

today as a support forum for the systems administrators who support hundreds of users in

these various San Francisco bandwidth collectives. In this network of groups and projects,

the practices, vision, meanings, identities, and connections forged through Cyborganic live

on. As Vagabond Jim noted in a 2004 interview, "Cyborganic is still a very strong

community brand” that still carries “a lot of meaning for a lot of people."

Though there are firms and business relationships among these groups, none of the

bandwidth collectives is itself a start-up business. This, I believe, reflects lessons learned

from the tensions between the communal and corporate dimensions of the Cyborganic

project. Reflecting on these tensions in 2004, Dan Haig—the first employee of Organic

Online, who led the Tibet project, and continues to sponsor all the Tibetan sites hosted on

Cyborganic—explained the paradox in response to the question: “Can you say anything

about the community/corporation dynamic?”

“Ah, well, that's the crux of the biscuit isn't it? The community outlasted the

                                                  
19 http://www.lsdworld.com/igs/, http://bianca.org/history/burn.html, http://www.oacious.com/
20 http://www.heidiswanson.com/html/ccframeset.html, http://www.greenhome.com/
21 “Chateau Maz” was the name of another group household within the Cyborganic community, located
a few blocks from the Hotwired and Organic offices in the SOMA district.
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corporation, and it still exists in a very skeletal tattered form it seems to me.
Cyborganic as group identifier is largely extinct, but from my own
involvement on the tech list I know Cyborganic still exists…It seemed to me
that all those people started out as Raver friends and as they got older and
the thrill started to wear a little thin Cyborganic provided a focus for
continued fun and creativity and a wee bit of sobriety out of the bargain,
insofar as they tried to make a bloody corporation out of a pack of friends and
their talents. So in that sense, the Cyborganic Community lived on far longer
than those group friendships might have without that drive to create the
Corporation. On the other hand, the drive to create the Corporation damaged
or destroyed many of the individual friendships.”

Dan Haig, born 1964, Web development manager
Questionnaire response, 9/15/04

That those who participated in Cyborganic remain connected in a dense web of communal

relations, despite the fractious dissolution of the Corporation22 and at least one lawsuit over

community labor and intellectual property, is testimony to Cyborganic’s success as an

exemplary community. The model of virtual community and vision of turning computer

technology to human ends it embodied has since been taken up by my informants as a

resource for imagining and managing their own daily lives in network society.

The utopian legacy of the New Communalists who turned away “from agonistic politics

and sought instead to change the world by establishing new, exemplary communities”

endures in the words and worlds of most of my informants. It is evident, for example, in

this interview with Locke who joined Cyborganic after the business closed in 1998 and has

been the primary systems administrator for the group since 2001.

“I think Cyborganic showed me that technologists can make real, meaningful
contributions to important causes.  Before I encountered Cyborganic, I didn't
think in terms of applying my Internet expertise to activist and humanitarian
projects.  I thought of these pursuits (if at all) as activities to be undertaken
outside of the domain of my work. I am now making plans to start a new
nonprofit that offers online communication services to other nonprofits.  So
the lesson was a profound one!

Locke, born 1970, Sysadmin/Netadmin/Security Architect
Questionnaire response 9/11/2004

While a number of Cyborganic’s have pursued non-profit arts and activist projects, many

                                                  
22 As far as I know, three of the five founding partners: Sonic, McGillis, and Donaldson, are not on
speaking terms with Steuer.
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more have sought to realize the vision in their personal and professional lives. For instance,

responding to the question of whether or not he wanted me to use a pseudonym for him in

my work, Vagabond Jim (James Home) explained:

“ You can attribute anything that I say to me…I’m extremely open with my
life. I don’t judge people who aren’t that way negatively at all but I’m not
happy with the direction that the world is going in, as far as just general
culture goes…and I feel like one of my jobs as someone who’s really happy
with their life is to be as, not foist, right, but be as open with what I’m doing
as I possibly can so it might be a little infectious. So, there’s not much I’m
quiet about, you know. I’m pretty open about sex and drugs and rock and
roll, you know, like you said.

Vagabond Jim, born 1977, Interface Designer/Web Production Manager
Interviewed 9/24/2004

Here the vision is realized in terms of the individual life as exemplary project in a manner

consistent with Castells’s description of “the culture of communal hyper-individualism.” It is

individualistic because “only the individual can be the proper accounting unit,” but it is also

communal, clustering in cultural communes formed on the basis of identities and values

inherited from the culture of the creators of the Internet, and from the wider countercultural

social movements of the 1960s. Cyborganic, however, was not merely a defensive project,

but also a creative one that might be understood in the context of “urban social movements

(not quite revolutionary), through which common interests are discovered, and defended,

life is shared somehow, and new meaning may be produced (Castells 1997: 60).” The

mutually constructive and conflicting relationship between commerce and community that

Turner observed for the WELL, and that I have reported in the case of Cyborganic, are also

reflected in the characterization Castells gives of urban social movements as “symptoms of

our own contradictions, and therefore potentially capable of superseding these

contradictions” (1997:61). Though the scale and terms in which these movements address

the issues of our time are not “adequate to the task,” and though they are based in

resistance, they nonetheless “produce new historical meaning…by nurturing the embryos of

tomorrow’s social movements within the local utopias” they construct (Castells 1997:61)
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Appendix III. Bandwidth Collectives of Formed by Cyborganic Members

Group Years URL Description

Cyborganic 1993-
present

archive.cyborganic.org 9 sponsors currently support
about 100 user accounts, and
100 domains hosted.

Hyperreal 1992-
present

hyperreal.org A web site dedicated to
“music, chemistry, and Rave-
culture” and a mailing list
with over a thousand
subscribers.

Superdeluxe 1996-
present

www.superdeluxe.com Mail and web hosting for a
community of approximately
25 artists, designers, and
their businesses.

Church of
the
Immaculate
connection

1997-2002 NA Organization formed by
Ramona neighborhood
residents to share legal and
financial responsibility for the
Ramona LAN.

Maz.org 1997-
present

Maz.org Mailing list composed
primarily of people who met
through Cyborganic

Medusa.org 1996-
present

Medusa.org Monthly salon of for 15 Bay
Area women artists and
writers.

Saturn5 1996-
present

www.saturn5.com Hosting for dozens of artists,
online communities, activist
organizations, and locally
owned businesses.

Vigilante.net 1996-
present

www.vigilante.net Collective of 21 users and
their websites

Arctic.org ? www.arctic.org Collective of 31 personal,
arts, and community
websites.

spore.org ?- 2003 www.spore.org non-profit, community
hosting service for over 100
users and web domains,
supported by team of
volunteer systems
administrators

Cloud
Factory

1994-
present

www.cloudfactory.org Community of musicians and
artists who put on electronic
arts events in Northern
California and Oregon.
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