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Creative Cyborgs: How Consumers Use the Internet for Self-realization
Andrea Hemetsberger, University of Innsbruck1

ABSTRACT
This article advances the perspective that consumers who

engage in online collaboration construct, re-present, and create
their Net self not primarily for others to view, but also for self-
realization. A review of different ontological realities of the Net as
a space for consumer activity provides the contextual framework
from where possible forms and expressions of consumer self-
realization on the Net become apparent. Empirical evidence is
based on an online questionnaire and netnographic observation of
the free/open-source movement. The findings reveal that consum-
ers’ various forms of self-realization on the Net are characterized by
‘materialization of mind’ and ‘passionate work’, ‘gift-giving’ and
‘the communal self’, ‘tech-culture’ and ‘revolution’. The achieve-
ment of a digital Higher self is accompanied by a ‘sense of
immortality’ and ‘merging with the Other’.

INTRODUCTION
Postmodernism is taking shape. Early postmodern critique on

the separation of the spheres of consumption and production (Firat
and Venkatesh, 1995) has been rendered obsolete since consumers
actively engage in the production of goods that were formerly-and
still are-produced by capitalist enterprises. The best known techno-
logical symbols of our time-the Net, and software such as the Linux
operating system-were actually developed not by enterprises or the
governments but were created primarily by some enthusiastic
individuals who realized their ideas with other like-minded indi-
viduals (Himanen, 2001). Digital technology and the “network
society” (Rheingold, 2000; Himanen, 2001) brought forward this
radical change in late capitalism. It moved individuals from a life of
a “consumer” to a life where one can individually and collectively
participate in making something new. Technology could enable a
whole generation to create and then, through the infrastructure of
the Internet, share it with others (Giesler and Pohlmann, 2003a,
2003b), or engage in processes of co-creation (Hemetsberger,
2002; Lessig, 2002). But why should they do that?

This article promotes the view that by taking a creative and
active role in the online production of common goods and in the
construction of technology, consumers contribute to their self-
realization. Consumers undertake those innovative collective ef-
forts and creative activities for various reasons. Consumer research
informs us that consumers strive to emancipate themselves from the
‘dark side of the market’ (Kozinets, 2002b), to give their lives
meaning (Schouten and McAlexander, 1995), and to construct
different aspects of self and identity (McKenna and Bargh, 2000;
Kozinets, 2001). Individuals also have an inner need to present their
true or inner self to the outside world and to have others know them
as they know themselves (McKenna and Bargh, 2000; Schau and
Gilly, 2003). By throwing a different glance on the Net (including
the Internet and the World Wide Web) as a ‘living space’ this article
seeks to contribute to the question in what ways this space helps
individuals to become active and creative and to achieve a self-
determined self. Moreover, the virtual space is not context-free, nor
do individuals ‘inhabit’ them alone. Hence, the self in the digital
realm is genuinely dependent on others mirroring its digital por-
trayal and performance. Therefore, the main questions the present
research wants to clarify are: How do consumers construct (realize)

their human selves in the virtual realm? How do they make use of
online technology, what parts, representations, or extensions of
themselves do they exhibit for self-realization (or –virtualization)
to occur that transcends their real world existence? In what way do
other digital selves contribute to that process?

The empirical investigation is based on an online semi-struc-
tured questionnaire and many years of intense observation of the
biggest online consumer innovation network that is independent
from a single corporation. The free software (http://www.fsf.org/)
and the open-source (OS) network (http://www.opensource.org/)
consists of millions of software enthusiasts, from top programming
experts to users, most of whom contribute to the common effort on
a voluntary basis.

THEORY

The Net as a space for consumer activity
When we ask how consumers use, experience, live in the

virtual realm, and how they perceive themselves in it, the answers
to these questions will strongly depend on the ontological reality we
ascribe to the virtual space. At one level, the computer is a tool and
the Internet an interlinked transportation system consisting of
glass-fiber wires, computers, backbones, gateways, and servers.
The Net can be thought of and used as a physical space of tangible
tools, wires, electricity, magnetism where data are exchanged.
Hence consumers may view and alter the virtual reality in a physical
sense; they add data and put it away, they extensively utilize
information sources, store and exchange it. Yet, this modernist
view of the computer as a machine, and the Internet as a mere
system of data transportation and exchange, of course, is vulnerable
to accusations of reductionism. Where are the consumer fantasies,
feelings, and fun (Holbrook and Hirschman, 1982)?

Net users interact with this space also in more personal and
symbolic ways (Tambyah, 1996). In her book ‘life on the screen’
Turkle (1995) tells us the story of the changing impact of the
computer on our psychological lives. When we immerse in the
virtual world of a MUD, a new sense of identity is emerging, she
argues, one which is de-centered, multiple and fluid (Turkle, 1995).
Cyberspaces are also imaginary and constructed; products of sci-
ence fiction (Venkatesh, Meamber and Firat, 1997). They are full
of paradoxes and techno-fantasies, both real and unreal. What
characterizes these cyberspaces is the physical location of the
subject independent of the body, embedded in a system of symbolic
forms and information nodes (Turkle, 1995). Davis (1998) and
Wertheim put these posthuman fantasies of cyberspaces even
further into a futurist discussion of the transhuman, transcendental,
and even immortal facet of the Net self. Margaret Wertheim’s
(1999) philosophical and historical-spiritual analysis of cyberspace,
or Eric Davis’ (1998) ‘magical mystery tour’ through the techno-
mind and the spiritual life of the ‘cyborg’ focus on the potential of
digital environments to free cyber participants from their corporeal
selves and the confines of their material worlds. This techno-
transcendental and spiritual ontology of ‘cyberspace’ has major
implications for the construction of the Net self. When an individual’s
mind can be uploaded on a server (Goertzel, 1998), we become part
of the physical Net, become immortal, immerse in technology. In a
psychological sense, Walsh and Vaughan’s (1993) refer to this
phenomenon as transpersonal experience in which the sense of self
extends beyond the individual or personal to encompass wider
aspects of humankind, life, psyche, and cosmos.

1The author would like to thank the millions of volunteer program-
mers for their wonderful creations, and especially Ken Coar for
making his survey publicly available on which the empirical
analysis is partly based. “May the Source be with you!”
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The Internet has transpersonal but also interpersonal implica-
tions. Originally thought of and carefully crafted as a free, liberal,
and democratic space committed to community values, the Internet
has also been adopted by the corporate world for transaction
purposes. However, the Net is also a space of human interaction that
finds its expression in peer-to-peer exchange, online communities,
and communal global networks that have their own cultural compo-
sition. The first Net anthropologists (Rheingold, 1993) very early
began to worship the communal character of the Internet, its
community life, and its impact on personality and identity construc-
tion (McKenna and Bargh, 2000). The new/old communal reality
brought forward enthusiasm for the new forms of communal life,
and fears of collective loneliness at the same time. Consumer
research today provides a rich basis of ethnographic insights into
online brand, entertainment, and emancipatory consumption cul-
tures (Granitz and Ward, 1996; Tambyah, 1996; Smith and Kollock,
1998; Muniz and O’Guinn, 2000; Kozinets, 2002b; Giesler and
Pohlmann, 2003b) to start from. The communal spaces described
are, of course, symbolic in nature; full of substance and meaning
yet, less physical (Fernback, 1999).

The Internet constitutes also an idealist and political space, a
fertile ground for consumer resistance (Penaloza and Price, 1993;
Kozinets and Handelman, 1998; Muniz and Hamer, 2001) and
protest systems to evolve (Davis, 1998; Giesler, 2004). Shaped by
its pioneers typical sixties values, like democracy, empowerment,
consumer emancipation, a decentralized society of free-flowing
data (Davis, 1998), are still prevailing on the Net. Ideologies
mobilize consumer activists (Kozinets and Handelman, 1998;
Melucci, 1996) and the Internet provides a fertile ground for
propagation of libertarian values (Wayner, 2000). This ideoscape
(Venkatesh, Meamber, and Firat, 1997) is the ‘room to move’ for
the emancipated, activist self.

In sum, investigating the Net imposes a great responsibility on
researchers, because our findings will depend on how we as
researchers construct its ontology. When we want to gain deep
insight into new phenomena, applying a multifaceted view could be
helpful to fully exploit the ways in which consumers use the Net for
enriching their lives and finding their selves. The following section
elaborates on the meaning of self-realization and why consumers
would strive for an enriched self on the Net.

The self in cyberspace
Technological conditions, amongst economic, social and po-

litical forces, shape our approach to the self. Today many philoso-
phers, sociologists, and anthropologists, speak of postmodern con-
ditions that shape our lives, resulting in what Gergen called the
saturated self (Gergen, 1991), and the consumer society (Baudrillard,
1998). The true and unique personality, the self, is in trouble, yet
how could and how do consumers cope with the challenge of the
postmodern conditions? Gergen (1991) maintains that as the ques-
tion shifts from the world as it is to the world as represented, we
begin doubting reality. Hence, we engage in self-reflectivity, self-
awareness rises, and we start questioning who we are and who we
want to be.

On a psychological level, self-realization implies becoming
one’s own self, or to speak with Jung, a process of individuation
(Jung, 1990). Individuation must not be confused with individual-
ism, which overlooks collective factors and seeks some peculiarity
valued by the ego. Individuation is a never-ending process which
aims to bring the conscious and unconscious, the individual and
collective together into unity on a higher level of self. According to
HUNA philosophy, for instance, three selves make up the man, the
subconscious, the conscious, and the superconscious, which basi-
cally reflect our heart, brain, and spirit. Our selves are forever linked

in a Universal Oversoul, their separation is an illusion (Bray and
Low, 1980; Kumar, 1999). The search for the self is also a common
philosophical issue in theology. Christianity proclaims that our true
home and happiness lies within our soul. The search for our souls
is a long-lasting process from materialism and egoism to spiritual-
ism and self, which is our oversoul and akin to God. Yet, in our
civilized world, we are so entangled with our material affairs that it
is very difficult for the message of our self to come through (Kumar,
1999).

Consumer society (Baudrillard, 1998) leaves us with an abun-
dance of material wealth and social signs of our ego, yet it is
mirrored in an unsatisfied, alienated self. The instrumentality of
consumption for self-definition in our society is not enough. We
long for autotelic actions, experiences and play (Holt, 1995), we
risk our lives in order to intensify our lives, transform our selves,
and return to romanticized beliefs (Celsi et al., 1993; Belk and
Costa, 1998). As individuals become increasingly concerned about
their spiritual well-being, their moral values, and their emotional
capacities, they strive to locate a solid, objective basis for centering
themselves and giving direction to the future (Gergen, 1991). The
more fragmented our lives become, the more we feel the urge to
commit ourselves again to people, places, objects, and activities
that create identity, contribute to a sense of wholeness. Cyberspace
has become a romantic site of vision and experience, and all the
suppressed emotional areas of life are blossoming here anew
(Venkatesh, Karababa, and Ger, 2002). The liberatory quality of the
Internet is an invitation to many consumers to engage in contempla-
tion, play, collective action, and communion. They try out different
personae, externalize their selves into avatars and other objects
(Belk, 1988; Turkle, 1995), and transform it so as to construct their
self.

This article advances the perspective that consumers construct
their Net self (Tambyah, 1996) through becoming creative and
productive and contributing their (art)work to the digital commons.
They do that not primarily for a favorable social identity and for
others to view (Schau and Gilly, 2003), but also to become their own
self in a Jungian sense. The aim of this research is to demonstrate
how consumers creatively use Internet technology to realize and
materialize their own self, regain a communal form of self, and
eventually contribute to a better world.

METHODOLOGY
At the initial stage of this research stood a huge community of

fascinating and creative individuals who voluntarily contribute to
the development of software of all kind. I deemed this community
to be appropriate for investigating self-realization on the Net,
because this movement represents a proliferation of the early
communities that reflect the Internet tech-culture as originally
intended, and that live on in the open-source network. Actually, its
most prominent members carefully ‘crafted’ the Web as it is today,
hence they are real “Net citizens” (Rheingold, 1993). Their exten-
sive life on the screen was a second reason for choosing the open-
source movement as a research site.

The free and open-source community
“The free and open-source movement is about nerds building

software and letting other nerds see how cool their code is. It’s about
empowerment in the world of programmers and cutting out the
corporate suits. It’s about spending all night coding on wonderful,
magnificent software… without asking a boss. It’s very individual-
istic and peaceful.” (Wayner, 2000). Thousands of expert program-
mers and millions of users worldwide voluntarily work that way and
hope to improve their skills, enrich their lives and selves. They can
do this because other nerds distribute their source code on the
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Internet for free and for others to improve and extend it. Today a
huge amount of developers constantly work on the creation of
technically excellent software with millions of users worldwide.
Free and open-source software, like Linux, KDE, Gnome, the
Apache Webserver, has achieved an enormous popularity and is
distributed all over the Globe. It is such a great success that most of
the projects also have a group of industry partners focused on
facilitating the promotion, distribution and development of open-
source software. Among the cooperating corporations are leaders
from a cross-section of the computer industries, for instance Compaq,
Corel, Fujitsu-Siemens, Hewlett-Packard, IBM.

Research method
The data used for this study was gathered during a period from

1997 up to now with varying intensity. During that period the
community was constantly observed in order to gain a deep under-
standing of their activity and culture. In addition, I made myself
familiar with open-source software, and tried to grasp the ‘work
philosophy’ of its creators. I chose a research approach similar to,
but not as participatory as Kozinet’s (2002a) netnography (Fetterman,
1989: Hammerslay and Atkinson, 1995), and Glaser and Strauss’
(Glaser, 1978; Goulding, 2002) grounded theory approach.

For gaining insights into individual reflections about the
community and themselves, an online questionnaire was used that
was distributed among community members. The survey was
designed and administered by a core member of the community. It
was posted at the most frequented community site-http://
slashdot.com-which ensured that every community member had a
chance to know about the online survey. Respondents were asked
to report freely about their involvement with open-source. Out of
the 1486 submitted questionnaires 1139 were completed and on
topic, hence could be content-analyzed. Those answers were then
confronted and meshed with the other secondary and observational
data.

In an attempt to further comprehend how individuals co-create
and construct their digital selves, I gathered data from members’
official and personal Websites and from their most important
discussion site, http://slashdot.org. During the observation phase
memos were written, categories were developed and coded, and
regularly discussed with other researchers and members of the
community. At different stages of the research project a team of 2
to 3 researchers worked on the data. Several books, online maga-
zines, and interviews about the open-source community were used
to cross-check and challenge the interpretation of the data. Visits of
open-source and free software conferences were helpful so as to
understand the tech-culture, and to be able to grasp the meaning of
the tech jargon. When theoretical saturation (Goulding, 2002) was
achieved the findings were integrated into coherent themes. The
empirical findings are organized around the ‘brain’, ‘heart’, and
‘soul’ metaphor so as to reflect the tripartite view of the self. Within
that metaphor the findings proceed along the individual, the peer-
to-peer, to the collective level of analysis. All quotes in the findings
represent verbatim accounts from the survey among the members
of the OS community, unless indicated otherwise.

FINDINGS

The thinking self
Coding as materialization of knowledge and thoughts. The art

of programming constitutes a highly elegant and subtle way of
exhibiting ones intellectual capital. The pure language individuals
talk with the product of their work, the software code, is freed from
every emotion that originally accompanied its creation. Code,
viewed in the purest sense is nothing but the materialization of an

individual’s thoughts. Yet, even if we dismantle an individual’s
creations from any romanticism, we can see the power of Internet
technology for the self-realization of individuals. It is not the fact
that, all of a sudden, we are able to materialize what was not
materializable before; it always had been that way. It is that, now
that we are interconnected, those materializations become digi-
talized and thus, visible to the online public. Moreover, they
become extended by the materializations of like-minded others,
become used by potentially every Net citizen, and merge with other
products of mind.

“it’s a passion, and a discipline. being able to write code and
show people the end result is satisfying in one way, being able
to show the world how you did it is another. you open your self
up to criticism of how you write code and it takes a lot to
swallow that personal pride and learn from the mistakes you
have made that everyone can see.”

It is this potential of extending the mind and self beyond its
original boundaries that individuals look for in the Net. One’s work
in the Net then, is a mirror used for contemplation and self-
reflection. Opening oneself up for criticism, as described in the
verbatim account above, forces individuals to think about what they
do and contributes to the striving for personal betterment.

“Anything you code inside a conventional company remains
buried forever, best you’ll get is your names on CVS logs than
no-one outside the company ever reads. Make even a small
contribution to open source and you can point to the code for
years and say *I* did that.”

With their research into deep meaning of possessions, Belk,
Sherry and Wallendorf (1988) described similar phenomena in the
non-virtual realm. Here, too, individuals use the Net to physically
extend their contributions and weave their thoughts into the global
network of thoughts. This extension beyond the physical brain is a
way to exhibit and construct a particular part of self we probably
want to become the most. However, this is only possible with the
help of others. Although individuals strive to point out their
contribution, its value is determined by the adjacent work.

Peer-to-peer exchange and the power of openness
Internet technology adds an important component to self

extension. Apart from exhibiting ones multiple constructed and
extended “me’s” (Belk, 1988, Schau and Gilly, 2003), the Internet
allows a more subtle variant of self-presentation and self-realiza-
tion, which is the giving of gifts to others (Giesler and Pohlmann,
2003a). Exchanging one’s creative work with peers serves various
psychological functions. It frees the self and the others from the
constraints of the materialistic world, it liberates the self from
hoarding, and from work alienation, because others can see their
work. The Net adds freedom.

“I feel like a beneficiary of the hacker gift-culture, and as a
result, have wished to give back to the institution that gave me
that freedom.”
“Free software and the bazaar development model are not the
answer to all the problems in software development; but I
believe in the free exchange of ideas, and free-source software
is exactly that.”

Giving away software seems an entirely altruistic act however
the ‘egoless hacker’ is partly a myth and exaggeration (Wayner,
2000). Individuals like to give and to give back, because via our
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actions we become part of the Net. It is also an important part of the
culture and the revolutionary background of the OS movement
which will be discussed later. The community freely exchanges
source code in order to exploit the power of openness on the Net.

“free source-it can’t be bought, stopped or controlled by
anyone but the participants,…”

The phenomenon described here is an inherent characteristic
of the Net. The Net as it is today follows a fascinating logic. Things
are not there, are not existing, unless they are made visible and
shown to others. Giving things away is one way to exhibit and gain
social and intellectual capital. However, it is only yours it if you
show it and if you give it away to others. It grows when others can
use and improve on it, and this process cannot be stopped by
anyone, cannot be altered by any single individual, but only by the
collective.

Towards a collective brain
The metaphor of the collective brain is a powerful one in the

OS community, because it promises a transformation of one’s
conscious, cognitive self into a globally unique and grand innova-
tion. People are working together because the outcomes of their
collective effort exceed an individual’s abilities by far, whereas
their own contributions, in concert with others, lead to amazing
results.

“Open source software has created not only great commercial
grade products, but a rich community of people with similar
interests who are creating excellent software not because of
any monetary pursuit, but because it is a labor of love. And that
is the real strength of open source software.”

As reported here by an open-source contributor, the concept of
community comes into play as the unquestioned concept of how to
achieve a grand goal. Only a critical mass of people with the same
interests, a global superorganism (Russell, 1995), is able to realize
that grand goal. Within a culture of continual interaction and
discourse, the global brain works, thinks and grows. Even more
important than the final results of this thinking process is the chain
of arguments that has produced the solution (Himanen, 2001). By
means of co-constructing ideas and problems, and by assembling
pieces of software, the community constantly creates and dissemi-
nates knowledge, also for future generations. The self is powerfully
interlinked with others through various tools and becomes part of
the global memory (Goertzel, 1998). Clever insights, brilliant new
software features appear out of it as human curiosity is amplified by
human generosity “in a grand explosion of intellectual synergy.”
(Wayner, 2000, p106). And although the extended self becomes
enmeshed with the group-work, it is always visible in the Change
Log (a change log is keeping track of the changes of something) of
the software code.

The emotional self
Labor of love, joy and passion. Consumer research for a very

long time has overemphasized the meaning of objects for consum-
ers’ lives and selves. However, a considerable amount of research
today reveals the role of passionate activities and experiences in the
lives of consumers (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997; Celsi et al., 1993;
Schouten and McAlexander, 1995; Belk, Ger and Askegaard, 2000;
2003). For programmers, passion describes the general tenor of
their activity, though its fulfillment may not be sheer joyful play in
all its aspects (Himanen, 2001). Finally, the ‘alienated worker’
found a fascinating and exciting challenge, something he can

immediately check out whether it works or not, after s/he has
carefully crafted the piece.

“Aside from the obvious benefits of free-source development,
it also allows engineers a way to satisfy their deep and
primordial urges to take things apart and see how they work;
tinker with things; develop an understanding; grok it.”
“free/open source is driven by passion”

Although, from a realist perspective, we all know that, in the
end, everything boils down to ‘a piece of work’, our passionate self
makes it part of ourselves, a creation, a masterpiece that makes the
world go round. We are proud of it when it works but we also know
that the brilliance of our creations is a mental construction, which
the OS community humorously admits (Picture 1).

High quality and serious work is done by passionate individu-
als within a challenging and yet, playful culture full of ethical norms
and rules, playful symbols, signs, and humorous word art.

Tech-culture: the communal self
Members of the OS network and computer programmers in

general, love Star Wars, freedom, source code they can tinker with,
and communicating with their fellow ‘hackers’. That’s about all
what they have in common, because they also share a strong ethic
of free and self-determined human beings. The desire for sociality
(Belk, Ger and Askegaard, 2003) and the need to compare our self
with relevant others drives our constant search for relationships.
Finding one’s own role and self in a community strongly depends
on whether we feel comfortable within a group and whether we
think our communal self will be accepted.

“I feel very much at home in the free software community. “
“I have finally found a place and community where I feel I
belong. My contributing has not only boosted my self esteem
but has also helped me gain a self identity, where before I had
a big identity crisis. I also find it easier to talk to people and am
bolder.”

The Internet is an important space for finding and exhibiting
one’s self, because it is freed from the corporeal self and other non-
virtual cues (McKenna and Bargh, 2000). This is the self that
probably comes nearest to self-presentation on the Net as described
by Schau and Gilly (2003). The Net is a place where individuals can
collectively create imaginative other worlds and try out other roles
and personalities. Individuals split their self into various real,
imaginary, and humorous selves in an attempt to find and construct
their own self. The most wanted self people strive to achieve in the
OS community, is the ‘hacker self’, representing the personifica-
tion of the cultural ethic and is, of course, expressed in a code. It
reveals one’s values, attitudes toward different software, TV shows,
dress code, one’s age, and marital status. This is the digital DNS,
these are the genes of a ‘hacker self’. It is, of course, also a very
communal self, because it is primarily thought of as a social sign,
representing one’s social identity and ascribed role within the OS
community.

——BEGIN GEEK CODE BLOCK——
Version: 3.1.2
GCS/M/P/MU/TW !d s: a+ C++(+++) UVBL++++ P-(—)
L++++ E++ W++ N+ o+ K+++ w— !O M V- PS+++ PE++ Y+
PGP>+ t+@ 5? X R !tv b+++ DI+++ D—(D)
G++ e h— r+++ y++
ma++ k F3+/++
———END GEEK CODE BLOCK———
(source: http://www.catb.org/~esr/personal.html)
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Freed from the corporeal self, individuals also use various
symbols, language, humor, and word art for self-construction.
Being a real hacker means being familiar with ‘the hacker jargon’,
of course. However, this is not a jargon in the common sense. Dry
humor, irony, puns, and a mildly flippant attitude are highly
valued—but an underlying seriousness and intelligence are essen-
tial.

“hacker n.
[originally, someone who makes furniture with an axe] 1. A
person who enjoys exploring the details of programmable
systems and how to stretch their capabilities, as opposed to
most users, who prefer to learn only the minimum necessary.
2. One who programs enthusiastically (even obsessively) or
who enjoys programming rather than just theorizing about
programming……….
(source: http://www.hack.gr/jargon/html/lexicon.html)

However, apart from cultural conformism, individuals con-
struct their own digital ‘hacker self’ through their contributions to
the community discourse, through the use of symbols and signs,
through nick names, ASCII and word art, for instance the use of
recursive acronyms:

Rodent of Unusual Size <Kxx.xxx@xxxxx.Com>
The Apache Software Foundation
(nick name e-mail address of a high status community mem-
ber)

GNU is Not Unix
(recursive acronym) (‘brand marks’ of

open-source software)

The community has clear rituals for ‘newbies’, norms and
sanctions, status rules, its own religious value systems. Culture
defines the possibilities and the boundaries of self-construction
within an online community. Its functional role for the construction
and realization of the self lies in the individual striving for
belongingness. Its language, rituals, symbols, and signs provide the
tools for the construction of the communal self. In the virtual realm,
community culture also defines the public positioning of its mem-
bers.

children of the revolution: emanicpatory activism.
“Redmond has screwed up badly, alienating an entire genera-
tion of computer Nerds, once you have experienced the thrills
of working with a opensource project, you never want to go
back into the straight-jacket of proprietary software, where
you can’t fix any bugs you come across.”

They revolt; not against the Western economic system per se
but against its extreme manifestations as power-exerting entities
which cut off individuals from a self-determined life. Hence,
individuals homestead the Internet as an open space or ‘room to
move’–establish a contradiction to the closed-ness of economic
institutions and corporations, of corporate thinking and acting, of
narrow-mindedness. Activism is their way to escape and surpass
the limitations of modernist Western thought. As such, it has
significant political and economic impact. Within a pluralist culture
they fight for liberty, anarchy, communism, and capitalism, what-
ever it needs to maintain an outsider status (Giesler, 2004) and break
the old paradigms of corporate thinking. Similar to the Napster
community, they oppose commodification, corporations and copy-
right (Giesler and Pohlmann, 2003b), however, in a highly reflec-
tive way.

“We are currently at war with a threat as great as any other that
Western civilization has faced before. The success of free-
source software (or whatever anyone wants to call it) is vital
to human progress.”

Similar to Kozinet’s observations at Burning Man (2000), the
open-source movement is a successful movement because it never

PICTURE 1
User Friendly Cartoon ‘Zock and Stef playing Quake’

(source: http://ars.userfriendly.org/cartoons/?id=19980211)
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put itself outside of the market. For the success of its distinction, a
protest system depends on everything it excludes (Giesler, 2004).
Hence, for the definition of the digital self it is vital to emphasize the
distinctions from “the evil empire” and to fight “the holy war”. A
protest system is only successful as long as it is able to reproduce
itself, reflects on its environment and on its actions. The free / open-
source movement is characterized by an idealist-pragmatist dual-
ism portrayed in person by its two, probably most famous evange-
lists and founders of the Free Software Foundation and the Open-
Source Initiative. Its success is partly based on that dialectic as it
constantly forces communicative interaction and discourse, reflec-
tion and contemplation on: ‘Who are We?’ However, even the most
controversial issues are subject to the community’s playful and
humorous attitude. It is a form of self reflection in a public space.

The spiritual self
Sense of immortality and the networked Other. Cyberspace is

a shared interactive environment, an electronic soul-space that
invites the postmodern psyche to both find and remake itself (Davis,
1998). Margaret Wertheim (1999) argues that by creating a space
that follows the virtual laws of thought rather the concrete laws of
matter, cyberspace provides a cosmos where the psyche can once
again live and breathe. Caught in our fragmented, postmodern self
that tries to resist modernist norms and traditions we are in constant
search for a renewed, re-unified, and authentic self. Cyberspace
becomes the sacred place for contemplation and self-construction,
and the space where our digitalized minds, freed from the corporeal
mortality, become eternal. As long as the physical backbones of the
Net are “alive” our contributions, our materialized thoughts, our
digital selves, will also live on forever.

“I always think that there is a little angel on my shoulder saying
that contributing to open source is your way to be remembered,
well past my time…”
“Even though we are a University project, all the code we
produce is GPL’d so that other people can take whatever we
have done and move it on. ie all our intellectual property can
live on.”
see also Eric S. Raymond’s online legacy at : http://
www.catb.org/~esr/continuity.html

Spiritual reality is something we make for ourselves, through
our symbols and rituals and communicative interaction. “Because
cyberspace embodies and extends our symbol-making minds, it can
mediate these sacred communications with each other, as well as
with the entities–the divine parts of ourselves–that we invoke in that
space.” (Davis, 1998, 193). Spirituality is not a lonesome exercise.
We also do it in order to achieve togetherness, something that
outreaches the sum of the parts, ‘being one of’, merge into the grand
creation of the commons.

“The only real reward provided to the people who are actually
writing the code is to be recognized as one of “The People That
Make Things Happen”.“
“The knowlege that I can make an impact, participating in
something bigger than I am.”

Digital association with others is vital for an understanding of
the Net self (Schau and Gilly, 2003). We want to be linked with
others, hence cyberspace is full of ‘links’ that link us to other selves
who are a constituent part of our own self. Hawaiian HUNA
philosophy maintains that all life expressions remain forever linked
with each other as the Universal Oversoul. Creative Kahuna (a
Kahuna is a Hawaiian shaman) work must be related to the totality.
Abuse of Kahuna power relies on the illusion of separation (Bray
and Low, 1980). Finally, in cyberspace our selves have found, and
merged into, the Oversoul, the networked Other (Lacan, 1970;
Belk, Ger and Askegaard, 2000; 2003), and can live on forever.

DISCUSSION
The many ways of self-realization on the Net presented are not

meant to be fully applicable to each and every Net self. Self-
realization is itself a mental construction. The findings presented
above, however, give reason to assume that consumers do become
creative and innovative together with like-minded others in order to
achieve a sense of being (Heidegger, 1986). Individuals immerse in
the networked world, become a constituent part of it and derive
much of their identity from being ‘linked’ to others in a hypertextual
and a relational sense. Individuals feel ‘interconnected’, being
weirdly wired with everyone, share the physical and spiritual vibes
of the global Network. The Net provides a whole new way of

PICTURE 2
Richard M. Stallman: founder of the Free Software Foundation; founder of the ‘GNU is Not Unix’ project and free

source ideologist

St IGNUcius
Stallman is a saint in the Church of Emacs—Saint IGNUcius.

Saint IGNUcius says: Some people don’t realize that Saint IGNUcius is Saint
IGNUcius’s way of not taking himself too seriously. Therefore,

Warning: taking the Church of Emacs (or any church) too seriously may be
hazardous to your health.

I bless your computer, my child! (photo by Wouter van Oortmerssen)

(source: http://www.stallman.org/saint.html)
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thinking about Jung’s concept of the collective unconscious-a
realm of abstract mental, emotional and spiritual forms, living
outside of physical space and time, accessible by all human beings,
and guiding our thoughts and feelings.

Apart from this grand unification of the world population, and
the possibility to take part in it, consumers also carefully construct
their individual personality and identity. Whereas in real life,
identity construction demands real-time performance of ones vari-
ous social roles, identities in the Internet can be exactly planned,
refined and re-constructed (Schau and Gilly, 2003). Each and every
single link demonstrates and reveals how we want to be seen and
what we want to achieve in life and even further on, how we want
to take part in shaping the world, at least the online world. People
think carefully about their giveaways to the global public. Hence,
they engage in contemplation and reflect upon their digital being,
which potentially leads them to a more spiritual self and a life
beyond their physical existence.

Individuals not only use new technologies to move beyond the
limits of their corporeal self, transgress time and space, and con-
struct a common realm for self- and group-realization. They also
use Internet technology to materialize their thoughts and feelings,
and transform them to a collective but still personalized net self.
People do not lose their individuality when they immerse in the
networked world. Together they co-construct common virtual
realities and yet, hypertext technology protects the uniqueness and
individuality of the Net self. A person keyword search on a major
search engine makes apparent the various forms of representation
of the individual self, links the world back to the elements of the
‘digital individual’.

The aim of this research was to reveal new facets of possible
selves and new forms of self-realization on the Net. Internet
technology allows us to engage in self-reflective discourse and
construction of our self as we think ourselves. However, it presup-
poses that we are actively co-constructing the social and techno-
logical context which we are in, and that we actively do something
in it. Consumers who become creative and innovative together with
others in order to shape the economic and social fabrics of our lives
are the ones who truly envision the chances of technology in order
to contribute to a more liberated, self-determined life for them-
selves and for others. They are ‘creative cyborgs’, individuals who
are weaving their creative self into the online web of creative others
so as to give birth to a collective, yet coherent masterpiece of work.
They are the ones who think their selves and the world differently,
hence opening up new ontological realities and spaces of culture
and consumer activity. Using their wonderful creations is a passion,
exploring the richness of their digital selves is a privilege.
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