
The internet 
is sometimes 
described as a 
spacespace or dimensiondimension 
separateseparate from 
ours,ours,

a characteristic 
imagined in the 
science fictionscience fiction 
of the early early 
internet.internet.

William Gibson 
popularized the 
term “cyberspacecyberspace” 
in the 1984 novel, 
NeuromancerNeuromancer,

describing a space 
both digitaldigital and 
mental. mental. 
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The metaphorsmetaphors we use 
often reflect our bias.bias. 

For example, when described as a 
transportation infrastructure,transportation infrastructure,

   with 
on-rampson-ramps

    and  
   online online 
traffic,traffic,

fast lanes fast lanes 
and 

slow lanes,slow lanes,

the internet becomes a system to be 
built, maintained,built, maintained, and regulatedregulated for 

public usepublic use. . 
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When we talk about 
using the internet 
to connect and connect and 
communicate,communicate,

we refer to   
“town squarestown squares” or
 a collection of  

“virtual communities.virtual communities.”

With an economiceconomic 
agenda, 

the internet is a 
marketplacemarketplace of 

commerce and ideas, 
or an engineengine of 

growth. 

As a space free 
from government 

interference, 

the internet is a 
frontier,frontier, 

lawlesslawless like 
the Wild West 

and self-regulating 
like an ecosystemecosystem..
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Sometimes, this 
frontier is described 
as an ocean of data,ocean of data, with a surface web surface web

and a deep web.deep web.

It’s navigated by 
internet explorersinternet explorers

pillagedpillaged by pirates, pirates, 

and surfed by the 
aimlessly curiousaimlessly curious. 

When talking about  
accessaccess to the internet, 
it’s a resource, resource, 

like a 
“stream of datastream of data”

carried through a 
“series of tubes.series of tubes.”

Data can flowflow 
unhindered, 

be slowed 
to a trickle, trickle, 

or turned off. 
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Using “the cloudthe cloud” as 
a metaphor suggests 

that data is an 
ephemeral layer ephemeral layer 
of information,of information,

blinkingblinking and 
bouncingbouncing 
around

somewhere in
    the atmosphere,atmosphere,

   providing 
      an ideal,ideal,

lightweight 
solution

  to sharingsharing and   	
  storingstoring our 
 data.

In reality, the 
internet is almost 

entirely the opposite. entirely the opposite. 
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Our metaphorsmetaphors for 
the internet can be 
useful, 

but they also make it 
easy to confuse what 
the internet isis

with what 
we use it for,use it for,

hiding the 
historyhistory 

and geographygeography 

of how
our worldworld 
is wired.wired. 

We tend to use the 
words “internetinternet“ and 

“webweb” interchangeably, 

but the internetinternet is the mostly physicalphysical 
infrastructureinfrastructure we use to access the web 
and move our data from place to place. 
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Every day, 
we’re faced with 
issues about how 

the internet 
works,works,

how it 
affects us 
personallypersonally

and as 
a society.society.

But to understandunderstand 
the problemsproblems with the 

internet, we should 
understand 

what it what it 
really is,really is,

and what’s  
secretly happening 
every time we post,post, 

read,read, or watchwatch 
something online. 

where it 
came from,came from, 
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The way we talk about 
the internet makes 
it seem like it travels travels 
through the air.through the air. 


