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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION

Making Space on the Digital Margin: Youth Fandom Communities on Tumblr

as Spaces for Making the Self and Re-Making Society

By JULIAN TAVIS DALE BURTON
Dissertation directors:

Meredith Bak & Kate Cairns

The role of online spaces in contemporary youth cultures is an increasingly relevant
and vibrant topic of research in a variety of analytical and methodological traditions. This
dissertation joins a growing body of work which explores the complex relationship between
youth and emerging media through deep interpretive engagement with contextualized
questions of meaning and experience. This approach recognizes the diversity of young
people's interactions with the digital world and their agency in shaping those interactions. I
herein present an ethnographic account of young people who are part of the fandom
community on social networking site tumblr, a group united by shared appreciation for
books, films, television shows, and other media texts. Their connections run much deeper
than these interests, however, as does the meaning their engagement in this space holds for
them as individuals and as a community. [ explore, in turn, how their practices of friendship
and community-building diverge from those expected on more popular social platforms
more integrated with offline social life; how they experience and manage "internet privacy"
in ways which respond to the specific social pressures they face as young people; their

perception and construction of authenticity in online self-representations without explicit



ties to "verifiable" offline identities; and their approaches to discussing issues of social
justice and human rights outside the bounds of conventional politics. I ultimately situate my
analysis within a larger context of childhood studies scholarship addressing young people's
experiences of and responses to social and cultural marginalization. I argue that this
community serves as a space of ambiguity and possibility in which young people can engage
in forms of cultural resistance, establishing divergent ways of being better suited to their
needs and priorities than those of their offline social worlds. The perspectives and
experiences of the young people of fandom tumblr thus provide a window into the broader
transformative power of digital youth cultures, encouraging us to consider the myriad ways
in which young people use these emerging social spaces to shape their lives, their

communities, and their world.
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Introduction: Welcome to Tumblr

Thomas Edison was a Witch

In late 2013, a user posted an image to their tumblr! blog of a "texting mitt" - a U-
shaped, two-handed "glove" with a transparent window designed to allow a smartphone to
be used in harsh weather without exposing the device to snow or the user's hands to cold.
"Meanwhile in Canada," the caption read: "behold the texting mitt, a sign of how low we
have sunk." Other users were more appreciative of the idea. "Sometimes you do need your
phone while walking outside, whether for light or communication or directions," argued one
commenter; "['ve needed to text people while outside several times this week I'd rather not
literally risk frostbite to do it" added another. A third was less interested in debating the
specific innovation at hand than in criticizing the broad narrative of technology and social

decay: "durr hburr technology is bad fire is scary and thomas edison was a witch".

Several other users went on to express their appreciation for this particular turn of
phrase. One even used a printing company's website to generate an image, seen in Figure 1,
of a stock photography model wearing a T-shirt featuring the comment. This exchange
would go on to be liked and shared by other users nearly 200,000 times. The phrase "durr
hburr technology is bad fire is scary and thomas edison was a witch" and the T-shirt image
itself would eventually become well-known references within the tumblr community, used
in reaction to statements and viewpoints seen as technophobic or needlessly critical of

change.

1 Although tumblr's staff and corporate ownership spell the platform's name "Tumblr", most users
omit the capitalization in everyday discussion of the site. I have elected to follow this convention
outside of any direct quotes which maintain the capital T.



Of the 27 tumblr users | interviewed for this project, two referenced this phrase
during our conversations. Each of the resulting exchanges spoke to questions at the heart of
this project. Hazelnutcorgi?, a 20-year-old media anthropology student who would become
one of my key connections in the tumblr community, invoked this reference while
discussing attitudes toward social media, to illustrate her feeling that many people are
overly willing to criticize and dismiss spaces like tumblr simply because they are new and
different, without appreciating their benefits. She made this point in a general sense, but
also spoke to what tumblr offers - in terms of both its technological affordances and its
community - that other social platforms do not. As I remarked to her at the time, this put
me in mind of the interest I had in framing online communities as deeply contextualized,
and studying young people's engagement with tumblr not as representative of larger
relationships between youth and emerging technology, but in terms of the particular

meaning and value they found in this community.

Nicewerewolf, another undergraduate student and the first tumblr user [ interviewed
in my research, related the "thomas edison was a witch" phrase specifically to ageist
discourses which paint social change as frivolous and degenerative when it is associated
with youth. She spoke of tumblr as a space where young people defy stereotypes of
disengagement, and work to help one another and to improve their world. At one point, she
referenced the James Bond character Q, recently recast as a man much younger than Bond
himself, who based on his age was initially met with suspicion by other characters
regarding his expertise and ability to contribute. Much of this conversation brought to mind
my interest in young tumblr users' engagement, through fandom and through tumblr, in

discourses of political and social significance in which young people are often silenced or

2 Unless otherwise noted, all urls (screennames) in this dissertation are pseudonyms. Chapter 1,
which discusses my research methodology, goes into more detail on how and why these are assigned.



made unwelcome - the analysis of which was the most clearly defined research goal I had
when I began this project. However, nicewerewolf also approached this topic in a way
which defied strict categorization, mixing notions of explicit pushback against ageist norms

and ideologies with talk of tumblr as a space of identity building and interpersonal support.

These conversations, the popularity of the "thomas edison was a witch" reference,
and the more generalized positivity | have observed among tumblr users about
technological and social change - often in the context of perceived opposition from older
generations - have all guided the analysis of the tumblr community and young people's
experiences thereof which forms the basis of this dissertation. My initial questions of
contextualized meaning, users' perceptions of the value of the tumblr community, the use of
tumblr for political engagement, and the pervasive influence of fandom in each of these
areas have helped me to see tumblr in the more cohesive sense in which [ present it here: as

a space of cultural resistance.

Researching Participatory Culture

In 1998, Sefton-Green described what was then an emerging issue in both academic
study and public consciousness of young people and digital media: children (or youth) and
new technology are terms and concepts both fraught with assumptions at once deterministic
and contradictory. Children are viewed simultaneously as "savage and innocent; pure and
tainted; ignorant and intuitive", while new technologies "are fragmenting society, yet
uniting it; they are destroying education or re-making it; they are transforming culture and
communication or merely conferring privilege on a few" (p. 2). Well into the next decade,
Buckingham (2006) asserted that this tendency to see young people and emerging media
through a lens of universalizing determinism had taken hold as a "generational rhetoric"

characterizing contemporary youth as defined, for either good or ill, by a unique connection



to technology. Six years later, Zemmels (2012) described the majority of academic work and
social commentary on youth and media as still retaining one of two shallow, universalized
views: either that of young people as "digital natives"”, preternaturally competent with
digital technology and destined to become smarter, better informed, better connected
adults than previous generations as a result; or that of young people as subject to "media
effects"”, helpless victims of technology fated to become ignorant, disconnected,
unsympathetic, and unhappy adults. Jensen & Neuman (2013) would go on to argue that
media studies generally has been hamstrung by a disciplinary culture prioritizing the search
for massive deterministic media effects across large populations, despite a continued lack of
conclusive evidence for such trends, over the study of more contextualized, nuanced, and

modest interactions between people and technology.

Despite this ongoing paradigmatic trend, there have, of course, been contrary voices.
Henry Jenkins, Mizuko Ito, and danah boyd have been among the most prominent, and in a
recent collaboration, describe one of the fundamental components of their shared approach

thus:

So much is projected onto youth that it is often difficult to discuss what
they are doing, and why, without observation being obscured by ideas of
what they should or shouldn't be doing. Youth are rarely seen as deserving
any agency and, yet, they are also judged based on what they choose to
do. It quickly becomes a lose-lose situation, justifying restrictions and
paternalism. Part of what we collectively struggle with [...] is the need to
unpack what people think about youth and technology versus what we

are able to see through our research. (Jenkins, Ito, & boyd, 2016, p. 34)




This point about the need to respect young people's agency in media contexts goes
beyond acknowledging their right to shape their own experiences; it is also vital to
understand their role as participants in and co-creators of culture in the context of digital
spaces. Jenkins, Ito, & boyd argue that the making of culture is inherently participatory, a
collaborative act of producing meaning, and that to insist that this remains true in the
specific context of young people in a "media-saturated” world is actually a significantly less
radical position than to assert that it does not. Ultimately, they describe a research
paradigm focusing on the participatory aspect of youth media culture as "both a descriptive
model and [...] an aspirational one" (p. 183) - descriptive, in its focus on centering the
analysis of collaborative and communal production of knowledge and culture in studies of
digital media; aspirational, in that it embodies a hopeful sense of the opportunity digital
media spaces provide for young people to resist dominant structures of institutionalized

power.

In some cases, the focus in research within this paradigm is on (ostensibly)
"mainstream” practices of "mainstream” youth culture - the way "ordinary" young people
use popular emerging technologies like instant messaging and Facebook (or, in the recent
past, text messaging and MySpace) to enable interaction among local friend groups, and
pursue social activities and rituals that have defined youth culture since long before the
advent of these technologies (boyd, 2014). Elsewhere, the focus is on the practices of niche
youth subcultures such as those of self-described "fans" and "geeks" (Ito, et al., 2010), or on
practices surrounding particular social goals and forms of engagement such as identity
construction (Stern, 2008) or participatory media activism (Jenkins & Shresthova, 2016).
The uniting thread is the broadly conceived attempt to foreground "what young people are

doing with media" over "what media is doing to young people".



[t was into this relatively small, but undoubtedly vital and growing, tradition of
scholarship that | wandered somewhat unknowingly in 2013, as I embarked on a short-
term research project on tumblr for a course on cyberethnography. Realizing toward the
end of this project that I had questions about tumblr's culture and community which
reached far beyond the scope of a twenty-page term paper, I began to consider tumblr as a
site for my dissertation research, which would eventually take shape as an attempt to
understand, in a broad sense, what this space and community mean to the young people

who make up the majority of tumblr's most active and dedicated users.

Youth culture and fan culture are central to tumblr's overall community, a product of
the demographic dominance and deep engagement of young fans in this space. As a result,
this study has become an examination of what young fans in particular have created and
continue to create with the tumblr platform as their canvas, and the value it has in their
lives. What [ present here is an exploration of the meaning tumblr's community and its
cultural norms and practices have for the young fans who are at its cultural heart - meaning
that is deeply contextualized, built on personal experiences and embedded in systems of
cultural significance. In Geertz' (1973) words, I aim to portray tumblr as "another country
heard from" (p. 23), a testament to the variety of human experience in the digital age and an
analysis of the value of a kind of space and community often rendered invisible in public

discourse and debate about young people and media.

Blog Meets Social Network

The social internet of the mid-2000s was a very different place from that of 2017.
Facebook was still limited to college and high school students, and had a user base of under
20 million (Adweek, 2008). MySpace was the social media platform of choice for most

young people. Twitter had just launched, and despite its obviously innovative nature was



still considered "lame and small" by serious bloggers (Madrigal, 2010). The concept of the
"viral video" was just emerging thanks to newcomer YouTube. Blogs were still a newly
relevant, powerful, and somewhat mysterious force, whose political influence was the focus
of much more conversation and analysis than their use for personal expression, and use of

the now-quaint term "blogosphere" was still at its height (Google Trends, 2017).

Then-19-year-old software engineer David Karp was fascinated by the relatively new
idea of short-form blogging - "tumblelogging”, as he and others called it at the time. He saw
demand for a platform dedicated to blogging at the scale of sentences rather than
paragraphs, which could be more public than Facebook, less restrictive than Twitter, and
both more social and less involved and demanding than traditional blogs (Shafrir, 2008). He
created a platform he initially called "Tumblehub”, and then "Tumblespot", eventually

settling on "Tumblr" shortly before the platform opened to the public in February of 2007.

Karp's vision, from the beginning, revolved around transforming blogging and social
networking into a multimedia platform that would make personal expression "radically
easier and more intuitive" (Bercovici, 2013). In February of 2017, the staff at tumblr created
a blog to celebrate the platform's tenth anniversary. Among the posts they shared was one

by Karp, in which he offered a retrospective on his original vision for the space he created:

2006[:] The net is vast and infinite. The web browser has become a
multimedia powerhouse. 'Social media' is upending news and
entertainment. [...] But for all this progress, some of the internet's
brightest promise is fading. The wide-open and whimsical frontier of the
World Wide Web is being reshaped by strict, narrow platforms. Our
pictures, videos, music, journals, articles, links, status updates, are spread

across a dozen different networks - each specializing in a single medium.



The infinitely expressive canvas of HTML has been eclipsed by directories
of vanilla-white profile pages. Our digital identities are fractured and
engineers make the rules. [...] The premise [of Tumblr is] to make space
for each individual's full range of expression. A median between the
author's unfiltered and editorial voice. With complete control over design
and presentation, so anyone can create something that truly represents

themselves and that is truly unique.

Though this characterization of tumblr as a blank canvas without structural
limitations on expression is perhaps more marketing rhetoric than objective description, it
does serve to make clear that Karp's goal was for tumblr to emphasize personal expression
in a social context. This led the platform to adopt a feature set which places it in a murky
grey area between blogging platform and social network. The content-focused features and
relatively open presentation of the former combine with the extensive affordances for
interpersonal communication and interaction of the latter to produce something unique in
its technological offerings, which have in turn shaped the culture and community which

have emerged on the site.

The homepage at www.tumblr.com offers little immediate insight into the experience
of using the tumblr platform. Apart from a recently-added "What is Tumblr?" link at the
bottom of the screen, which directs users to a quick tour of the platform's features, the only
thing which gives any hint as to what the platform is for is the slogan, "Come for what you
love. Stay for what you discover." Buttons to either log into an existing account or sign up
for a new one are placed prominently in the center of the page, and links to download the
mobile app for either Android or iOS are also highly visible. Otherwise, the screen is

dominated by a background image chosen at random from those posted by users.



Photographs of donuts, paintings of fish, animated gifs captured from TV shows - almost
anything can and will appear here that isn't tagged "NSFW"3. (Figure 2 offers an example: an
illustration of what appear to be cat-cactus hybrids. Reloading the page on the day I
captured this screenshot saw this image replaced with an animation of Wario, a character
from the Super Mario universe, and then a picture of a woman and her dog.) This striking
reliance on users' own creative output to produce a first impression for potential new users
is the first sign that something about tumblr is different and unexpected, a clear contrast to
the clean, informative approach of Facebook and Instagram's login/signup pages, or the

collection of trending topics that welcomes new users to Twitter, Reddit, or Google+.

[ rarely see this login page anymore, as | mostly access tumblr from my home
computer and smartphone and have little cause to log out. For most of the users
represented in this research, the situation is similar; these are people who use tumblr very
extensively, and tend to stay logged in unless they happen to be using a shared device. A
handful of popular tumblr posts humorously allude to this by responding to comments
about the login screen with questions like "who even logs out of tumblr in the first place?”
Some ascribe to the platform a "Hotel California"-esque inescapability, and in fact I was
amused to realize, while writing this section, that I did not even know where in the interface
the "log out" button had been moved to in the site's last user interface redesign almost a

year earlier.

This relatively minimalistic entry point is thus all but invisible to users who are
deeply engaged with the tumblr community on a daily basis; instead, opening tumblr takes
them directly to the much busier and more interactive space of the "dash" (short for

"dashboard"). The dash fits broadly into the category of newsfeed-style systems used by

3 "Not Safe For Work", a catch-all term covering images of a sexual, violent, or otherwise potentially
offensive nature on the basis that one would not want to be seen viewing them in the workplace.
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many social media platforms. A single scrolling column of content from other blogs the user
has chosen to follow - with the occasional advertisement or sponsored post slipped in -
takes center stage. The majority of posts are plain text, static images, or animated gifs, with
occasional audio or video posts interspersed throughout. The most recent posts are shown
first, and the feed scrolls downward into eternity, loading older content automatically. Posts
lack any indication of the time and date they were posted, lending the feed an air of
timelessness as one continues reading, but reloading the page after a few minutes and often
seeing dozens of new posts added to the top of the feed gives some hint as to the volume of
content posted and shared among fandom tumblr users. Surrounding this central column of
content are buttons to create new posts and a sidebar of recommended blogs and posts. In
the web browser interface, the dark blue background is sparsely filled despite the level of
activity, particularly on modern widescreen monitors which leave vast empty expanses to
either side of the main column of content. The experience and layout on a mobile device are
similar, except for the comparative lack of wasted space and the omission of the sidebar of
recommended content; there is room for neither on a small screen, and the vertical
orientation makes it easier for post content to fill the available space. (See Figure 3 for a
comparison of the desktop and mobile dash interfaces. Note that content has been obscured

to protect users' identities.)

Interacting with the dash is not merely an experience of consuming content; tumblr's
various social features are all to be found here as well. The primary form of interaction for
most users is "liking" or "reblogging" individual posts. Liking a post notifies the user who
posted it, and saves it to a private list of liked posts accessible through the dash, but does

not share the post publicly.* Reblogging, on the other hand, shares the post to one's own

4 As of July of 2016, it is now possible for users to make their liked post lists public. This option, and
particularly the decision to enable it by default on new accounts, was met with derision from many
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blog (with the possibility of adding a comment in the process), and is thus similar to
Facebook's "share" feature or Twitter's "retweet", except for the key difference that it
copies not only the original post, but the entire visible chain of comments. This often
produces multiple versions of posts which circulate simultaneously, as, for example, two
users might reblog a post from its original source and make different comments, creating
two alternative posts which both continue to be reblogged, and may have different
comments added to them by users, and so on. With the exception of users who maintain
blogs solely for the purpose of exhibiting their own work (which is rare, at least among
fandom users), reblogging is not only the most commonly-used interactive feature of
tumblr, it is also the source of the majority of content on a given individual's blog - perhaps
unsurprisingly, as reblogging requires a great deal less time, energy, and thought than

creating an original post.

Commenting on reblogs of one another’s posts is the primary way in which users
communicate with one another, but several other options exist. It is possible to reply to a
specific post, allowing a user to add a comment which appears in the post's associated notes
without reblogging the post to their own blog. This feature is useful in various situations -
for instance, when one finds the content of a post objectionable and wants to confront the
op> without spreading that content; when one wants to comment on a post that does not fit
with the intended themes or "feeling” of their own blog; or when a friend shares something
personal in a post and one wants to express support without sharing that personal content

beyond its intended audience.¢ Users can also send each other "asks" — short messages

users, who felt it essentially erased the difference between liking and reblogging, and I have yet to
see a user choose to leave this option enabled.

5 Short for "original poster", the term "op" is in common use on tumblr as both a second- and third-
person pronoun, as well as a descriptive reference; it is used in various contexts with and without an
article.

6 The notion that some posts are more "personal” than others, and that it is less appropriate to share
these, is discussed in depth in Chapter 3.
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which can be replied to publicly or privately. As of late 2015, these users can also talk
privately through a real-time chat system. Use of this feature is, for many users, relatively
rare and limited to a small pool of good friends, but I have made more extensive use of it
than most as I conducted all of my ethnographic interviews for this project over this chat

system.

The other side of tumblr's interface consists of users' individual blogs, which serve as
public archives of the content posted and shared by each user. These are located at
subdomains of tumblr, in the format http://url.tumblr.com, where url is the "name" chosen
by the user. While Karp's vision of unstructured expression is watered down significantly in
the standardized space of the dash, with its universal layout and style, individual blogs
retain much more of this ideal in their completely customizable layout, appearance, and
functionality. Hundreds of ready-made, customizable themes are on offer from tumblr and
from third-party designers, but more skilled and ambitious users can code their own
themes from scratch in HTML, and even add complex features such as animations and
background music. It is in this space that tumblr breaks most clearly from the traditions of
social networking platforms, most of which work hard to standardize visual brands and
user experiences across all aspects of their services. The choices made here often reflect
users' priorities and personalities; my own blog, for example, as seen in Figure 4, abandons
strict chronological presentation to fill more of the screen by spreading content across three
columns, perhaps revealing both my disregard for strict organization and my preference for
accessing tumblr on a computer as against a mobile device. It should be noted that the
importance of custom themes is declining thanks to the increasing use of tumblr's mobile
application, which enforces a standard layout on individual blogs, and the introduction in
2016 of an option for desktop users to view individual blogs' content in a standardized

"pop-out” panel on the dash. It may be that the vision of a near-limitless canvas for
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expression will soon no longer apply to the way most people experience their and others'

tumblr blogs.

Ten years on from tumblr's initial debut, much has changed in the digital landscape
around tumblr, and behind the scenes in its operation. Social media in general is
increasingly multimedia driven, undermining tumblr's original unique selling point to some
extent. Blogs have decreased in visibility as a medium, if not actually in prevalence (Taylor
C., 2015). Tumblr has grown far beyond the two-person company with a few hundred
thousand users it was in 2007, though its active user base of 45 to 50 million (Bercovici,
2014) pales in comparison to, for instance, Facebook's nearly two billion (Fiegerman,
2017). Yahoo purchased tumblr in 2013, and was itself bought out by Verizon in 2016, these
acquisitions bringing changes to the platform's priorities, and small but meaningful
revisions in design and functionality, as "monetization" became the word of the day. Despite
all of this, many of tumblr's features and systems still largely resemble their original
incarnations, and the platform's essential emphasis on combining personal expression and

social engagement remains unchanged.

Buried in the Averages: "We Georg, who live in caves”

Karp (who remains tumblr's CEO) describes tumblr in 2017 in terms which echo his
original vision for unbounded expression and sharing of creativity, but also acknowledge
the culture and community that have emerged among the platform's users, largely as a
result of the engagement of young people. He calls tumblr "one of the most creative, lively,
thoughtful, supportive, and open-minded corners of the internet”, defined by "a generation

of artists, writers, creators, curators, and crusaders”.

Another post on the tenth anniversary blog, written by an anonymous tumblr

employee, tells a complementary story:
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Tumblr was born in 2007. Less than a year later, Tumblr saw the
emergence of its first homegrown meme: #GPOYW, or Gratuitous Picture
of Yourself Wednesday. Coined by @yourdp in April of 2008, it made its
way to BuzzFeed by September and eventually evolved into a daily
activity (as just #GPOY). By 2009, it was added to Urban Dictionary. After
that, there were Fuck Yeah Tumblrs and #WhatShouldWeCall Tumblrs,
soft grunge and Tumblr pink, Superwholock and the Hawkeye Initiative,
the Skeleton War and preserved human toes, the Science Side of Tumblr
and Studyblr, and even two extra hours in the ball pit. We asked each
other about our shoelaces (stolen from the President, of course) and what
air was. Every Tuesday was never a problem. No matter what part of the

Tumblr community you are in, this is the history we’ve created together.

Unlike Karp's relatively nonspecific and accessible (and, perhaps, more PR-friendly)
nods to shared creativity, discourse, and idealism, this post calls back to cultural
movements and moments in tumblr's history in such specific jargon as to be all but
impenetrable to those who are not part of the community. Through this choice of tone and
vocabulary, and its explicit reference to "the tumblr community", this post positions tumblr
not just as a cultural marketplace where people come to exchange ideas, but as a culture in
its own right. Users' responses to this post, invoking terms like "mishapocalypse" and
"tumblarity crash", echo the post's use of obscure insider references to produce a sense of

shared heritage and cultural unity among the platform's users.

Though tumblr's tenth anniversary was no more than a gleam in David Karp's eye
when [ joined the platform in 2013, it was witnessing interactions similar to this that first

led me to become interested in tumblr as a research site. What was it about this platform, I
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wondered, that engendered this kind of engagement? What made tumblr feel, to many of its
users, like a community with a cohesive culture, a meaningful history, its own norms of
interaction, its own vocabulary and unique forms of expression? And what was the
particular meaning and value of this kind of online experience for the young people in the
13-to-25 age bracket that make up as much as half of tumblr's active user base - an
especially striking figure when one considers that this age group makes up only 29% of

Facebook users, and 23% of internet users overall (Lipsman, 2011; Neal, 2014)?

This sense of shared identity and experience is not universal among tumblr's
hundreds of millions of registered users, nor likely even among the 45 to 50 million who are
considered "active" users by virtue of their visiting the platform at least once a month. The
above post, with its cryptic references to shoelaces and human toes, might well be as
inscrutable to many tumblr users as to someone totally unfamiliar with the site. The culture
it speaks to is one of a smaller "core" group of users whose intense engagement with the
tumblr community is perhaps best explained with reference to one of their own self-effacing

inside jokes.

One night in late 2016, I received an auto-generated email from tumblr congratulating
me on having made my 5000t post. This works out to an average of just under 10 posts per
day in the eighteen months I had spent conducting my research. Most of these were reblogs,
many of which I did not even comment on before posting, but nonetheless this is still a
rather extraordinary amount of activity - especially considering the fact that the average
tumblr user posts roughly once per week (Tumblr, 2016). And yet, based on my long-term
observations of hundreds of tumblr users over the past two years, | know that while my
level of engagement with the platform may be well outside the average, there are many
others whose activity equals or exceeds my own; | have even seen users complain about

reaching the platform's limit of 250 posts per day.
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This contradiction between official statistics and users' experiences might be termed
the "We Georg paradox”, after a popular text post with a fairly convoluted background. For
well over a decade, spurious factoids claiming that the average person accidentally
swallows a certain number of spiders every year have circulated on the internet. In early
2013, a tumblr user made a text post humorously attempting to reconcile this with most

people's perceived reality of never swallowing spiders at all:

'average person eats 3 spiders a year' factoid actualy [sic] just statistical
error. average person eats 0 spiders per year. Spiders Georg [sic], who
lives in cave & eats over 10,000 each day, is an outlier adn [sic] should not

have been counted

This post would go on to be shared hundreds of thousands of times, and spark one of
tumblr's many text-based memes, the original phrase being remixed again and again to
humorously describe anything that bucked a statistical trend. Around the same time, an
article in USA Today comparing tumblr with other social networks claimed that tumblr
users "spend an average of 2.5 hours per month 'tumbling' (Happe, 2012). While this may
be accurate for the majority of the site's 45 to 50 million monthly visitors, buried within
these figures is a legion of dedicated users for whom this statistic is not only laughable, but
unimaginable as truth. The reaction of this more active tumblr community was one of
stunned, self-disparaging disbelief: "more like 2.5 hours a day" commented one user, who
was then one-upped by another claiming that "2.5 hours an hour" was, in fact, a more

realistic figure. A third responded,

'average person spends 2.5 hours a month on tumblr' factoid actualy just

statistical error. average person spends 0 hours per month. We Georg,
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who live in caves & spend over 23 hours on tumblr each day, are outliers

adn should not have been counted

To these people, tumblr means something difficult to understand or put into words.
The greatest paradox it is necessary to overcome in order to understand what tumblr is, and
what it means to its most avid users, is the fact that they routinely criticize every aspect of
the platform, the company behind it, and the culture among users themselves, and yet it
remains an important part of their lives. These users refer to the site in terms like "hell" and
"cesspool”, stating that they only remain active because tumblr is in some inscrutable way
inescapable. One popular post describes the average user who has been active for more
than three years as "done with this website's shit and feels trapped but also uses it as an
emotional crutch, always screaming internally"”. Despite this, they exhibit a level of
engagement that most social media platforms can only dream of, and in less sarcastic
moments describe their continued excitement and appreciation for tumblr and make it clear
that the community and culture are what keep them coming back. "Tumblr can be
problematic culturally and in how it works," admits one user, "but I really love my time here
because there are so many fun and creative people, and when some new update ruins
something we find a way to make it work and turn our disappointment into a meme, and
maybe it's just because my tumblr friends are such great people but 95% of the time I just

really enjoy spending time on this website".+7

Tumblr, Fandom, and Youth

Many of these dedicated, "2.5 hours an hour" users are part of "fandom tumblr"”, a

large collection of fluid and overlapping communities devoted to social and creative activity

7 The dagger symbol is used throughout this dissertation to indicate that a quote from a publicly
accessible tumblr post has been edited to protect users' privacy. This is discussed in detail in Chapter
1.
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centered on any one of hundreds of special interests. The majority of these interests are
fictional media texts of some sort, from the DC Comics franchise to The Lord of the Rings to
the animated series Steven Universe, but tumblr fandoms do exist which are centered on
other interests, most notably celebrities of varying statures such as bands and YouTube
stars. Fandom has had a close association with online communities for years; as fans have
traditionally been geographically isolated and in perpetual need of forums in which to
communicate across distance and disseminate creative products of fan culture, it made
sense that they would become early adopters of the internet (Hellekson & Busse, 2006).
Fans developed a symbiotic relationship with early digital media, supporting its growth as it
fuelled their increasing access and visibility (Duffett, 2013). From usenet groups and email
listservs to fan groups on Facebook and fan film makers on YouTube, the internet has been
steeped in fan culture at every stage of its development. Tumblr, as a platform built for both
content sharing and social interaction, is a logical space for fan communities to gravitate
towards, and they have done so in great numbers; fandoms on tumblr number in the
hundreds and fans likely in the hundreds of thousands.8 Though other groups of highly
engaged users exist, and many users who count themselves members of fandom tumblr also
identify with other parts of the community, tumblr is in many ways defined first and
foremost by fandom culture. In fact, the centrality of fandom to tumblr culture is such that
tumblr's staff themselves have, on their own blog, referred to the site as being "ruled by

fandoms" (Tumblr Staff, 2015).

8 This is, admittedly, a very rough estimate, but I believe it to be correct within an order of magnitude.
Given that the most popular fandom tumblr users often reach follower counts in the low tens of
thousands, this can be considered an absolute minimum. Based on the fact that fandom users tend to
deviate sharply from the monthly use time and post count averages for the site as a whole, it is
reasonable to assume they account for no more than around 10% of the site's registered users, or
about 5 million. The most popular fandom posts typically receive no more than 1 or 2 million notes,
though many users may reblog such posts multiple times.
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This made fandom tumblr an obvious choice as a particular segment of the tumblr
community in which to situate my study, a choice which was reinforced by my particular
interest in the attraction and meaning tumblr holds for young people, and fandom tumblr's
overall youth even when compared to tumblr's user base as a whole. As mentioned above,
large-scale data suggests that roughly half of tumblr users are under 30, but even this, from
what [ have observed, obscures the overwhelming youth of the highly active core
community of fans which are at the center of tumblr culture. In the course of my research, I
have found that nearly everyone I have encountered whose age I could discern has been in
their early teens to mid-twenties. Occasional opportunities to access a larger sample of the
tumblr community have borne out this impression. I have seen two posts, with a combined
total of over 13,000 responses, asking users to reblog and respond with their ages; though it
would not have been practical for me to attempt to look through all of these responses, |
glanced over the most recent few hundred and found that nearly all the users responding
were giving ages between 14 and 25, and only two of those whose responses I saw said they
were over 30. Posts in which older fans explicitly state their feeling of being out of place on
tumblr are also common enough to suggest that my perception is shared by others outside

of this dominant age group.

Much of the day-to-day activity within fandom tumblr revolves around the sharing of
commentary and creative works relating to fandoms' key texts, but there is also a significant
amount of material not explicitly fandom-related which nonetheless circulates in fandom
communities. [ follow around 140 users on tumblr, all of whom identify themselves in some
way on their blogs as members of fandoms. On an average day, | might scroll through my
dash for ten minutes and, among the things posted and shared by these users, find gifsets
(posts consisting of between two and ten animated images) captured from recent episodes

of TV shows; paintings, sketches, and other artwork by users, sometimes directly related to
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fandoms and sometimes not; discussion of "headcanons" (things about a fictional setting or
character which a fan believes to be true but is neither supported or disproven by the text
itself) about a popular book; discussion of news, social issues, and world events; amusing
videos shared from YouTube or Vine; selfies or pictures of users' pets; jokes and memes
often relying on obscure or nonsensical humor; analysis of how issues of social injustice are
reflected in a recently released film; and frank discussion of experiences with depression
and mental illness. This is hardly an exhaustive list, and the constant supply of diverse and
often surprising content is part of the community's appeal. Direct interaction between users
in this community most commonly takes the form of reblogging content from one another,
sometimes commenting on it in the process, or liking each other's posts. Use of the reply,
ask, and chat systems is less common, but carries a connotation of being closer to "actual”

conversation and is, for many, a key aspect of making friends and finding community.

Fandom tumblr, then, can be roughly defined as a group primarily consisting of teens
and young adults, who devote significant time and energy on a daily basis to participation in
creative, social, and personally expressive activity which is centered on, but not always
directly linked to, appreciation for various media texts. The experiences of many of these
young people, in their deep cultural and social engagement with the platform and the time
they spend interacting with and through tumblr, break significantly from the "average"
user's experience and have made them a driving force in tumblr's wider culture and

community.

Making Spaces
For these young fandom users, tumblr is a place of building identity and community -
for making the self and (re-)making society, both within the space of tumblr and in ways

that affect their lives and worlds beyond the metaphorical walls of this digital forum. Many
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of the young people [ have spoken to over the past two years see their use of tumblr as a
technologically-enabled escape not from the "real” but to it, defining this as a space of more
genuine connection, more honest self-presentation, and more open dialogue than they have
access to elsewhere in both the digital and physical worlds. Understanding why they
perceive tumblr in this way requires looking at what brings these people to tumblr, how
they form connections and communities once they get there, how these communities
provide for personal and social needs, and what they do with the space and resources these

communities offer.

In the first chapter of this dissertation, I examine ongoing foundational questions and
issues in the study of both childhood and digital cultures, and outline the reasoning behind
some of the theoretical, methodological, and analytical choices I have made. These choices
have generally rested on a fundamental decision to focus on tumblr as a social environment
rather than a social artifact, and to address both the contextualized experiences of the
young people in this study and the age-based social structures which influence those
experiences. This particular way of framing my research has helped me to address
questions revolving around what young people have made and continue to make of fandom
tumblr, and why tumblr often seems, in their experience, to provide more opportunity than
other social environments to create the kind of space and community these young people

seek.

Chapter two details the processes by which users find and form communities, social
networks, and friends on tumblr. Its role in this dissertation is primarily to "set the stage"
for what comes later, but I also aim here to provide insight into how these social processes
differ from those of other social contexts, and what it is that sets tumblr apart as a social
space. At the same time, [ describe the way in which tumblr users categorize and divide

social spaces by reference to norms and expectations of connection and interaction, and
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despite consciously maintaining distance between tumblr networks and offline networks,
downplay the significance of the digital/physical divide. Ultimately, I propose that the key
value of tumblr for its young users is as a place where, unlike in online spaces more closely
tied to the social networks of the physical world (such as Facebook), they are able to escape
the rules and norms typically imposed on their social and personal activity in the offline
world. On this basis, I situate tumblr (and, by extension, any number of other online social
spaces mostly untethered from offline connections) as a modern incarnation of an
archetype of youth space with a long history: like the arcades and pop shops of decades
past, it is a "marginal” space of social interaction, a space newly emerged as a product of
cultural and technological change, over which the norms and social controls of other
everyday spaces of interaction have not yet asserted themselves. As a result, it affords
possibilities for young people to establish their own patterns of interaction which better

serve their needs as a community.

Chapter three, in some ways, builds on the discussion of how tumblr's isolation from
other social spaces is prioritized and maintained by users. Here, however, I focus on
individual privacy as opposed to the establishment of separate social networks. My primary
argument in this chapter is that conventional understandings of "internet privacy"”, which
are based on individual management of particular kinds of personal information, fail to take
into account different privacy-related priorities, practices, and experiences shaped by
cultural context and social status. I contend that young people, as a class, face different
threats to their privacy than adults do, and as a result must adopt different strategies and
tools to control the flow of what they consider privileged information about themselves.
Tumblr's pseudonymity and the fandom tumblr community's aforementioned separation
from offline social networks create beneficial conditions for maintaining privacy, but

equally or perhaps more important are the social norms which have emerged in the fandom
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tumblr community which support users in managing information despite the platform's

relative dearth of explicit or detailed privacy controls.

Between them, chapters two and three set out some of the vital conditions of
possibility which enable the forms of expression and interaction I discuss in chapters four
and five. Chapter four deals with identity and authenticity. To begin with, I broadly join a
number of other scholars of online culture in attempting to dispel the idea that online
personae without explicit links to identities in the physical world are less "authentic" than
those deeply tied to "verifiable" offline selves. The flexible identity presentation inherent in
such spaces, while it can enable certain forms of manipulation or dishonesty, often in fact
engenders a deliberate, reflexive presentation of self built on a shared ideal of constructing
authenticity; this much, though far from universally understood or accepted, has been
argued quite successfully in the past. Moving beyond this general point, I argue that the
particular form this ideal of authenticity takes, and the authorial practices users adopt in
order to achieve what they see as genuine and honest self-representation, differ from one
online context to another, shaped by cultural forces unique to particular online
communities. Where other communities have been observed to value iterative processes of
conscious self-construction, or a kind of "cultivated randomness" that suggests a true "inner
self" loudly communicating its unfiltered thoughts to the world (Stern, 2008), fandom
tumblr has come to prize a kind of authenticity defined by free, unconscious self-revelation
that emerges as the byproduct of interaction. Though such a thing is dubiously possible at
best, tumblr users' ideal and goal is a kind of self-representation which is unscripted and
natural, in which showing oneself to the world is achieved simply by being oneself and
letting the truth of one's values and personality escape in bits and pieces as one creates

fandom content, posts about the minutiae of life, or trades jokes with friends.



24

Chapter five discusses political discourse on tumblr. The thematic emphasis on
emergent properties of interaction within fandom tumblr culture - in contrast to expression
with a clearly defined purpose or highly deliberate content - is similar to that in my
discussion of identity presentation. Here, however, the focus is on interaction which is
politically and socially meaningful. While I came into this project interested in the space and
tools tumblr might provide for the assertion of public voice on issues of social significance, I
have found that various forms of mundane, everyday political "talk" are more common and
salient in the lives of young fandom tumblr users. [ investigate, in this chapter, how this
intra-group "talk", in contrast to an assertion of "voice" which would aim to speak up and
speak out to channels and institutions of social power, fosters connective social learning
and gives rise to new ways of framing ideas and issues. In doing so, it enables young people
to communicate, organize, discuss, and debate without having their activity and words

subsumed by frames of meaning exterior to their own priorities and experience.

One of the users I interviewed in the course of this research described the dividing
lines in her social media experiences by saying, "Facebook is for family, Twitter is for
friends, and tumblr is for me." She and others described more popular and mainstream
platforms, like Facebook and (to a lesser extent) Twitter, as obligatory; like having a phone
or email account, maintaining accounts and profiles on these platforms is an expectation
and a convenience, and as such has little in the way of deep personal meaning. Tumblr, on
the other hand, is a space young people choose to engage with, and for those in the active
core of the fandom tumblr community, that engagement involves a significant devotion of
time and energy. I have found, through my observations and conversations over the past
two years, that the central reason these young people see this engagement as meaningful

and worthwhile is that this is a space largely free of the social constraints and expectations
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imposed upon them in the physical world, which often follow into their experiences with

other social media platforms.

This description is reminiscent of Rasmussen's (2004) idea of "children's places" - the
places of meaning young people find and create for themselves, in contrast to those
constructed by adults to house them and shape their lives and experiences in particular
ways. Children's places have often been located at the margins, found in the space and time
"in between" places (like school and the home) defined by adult contro], or in the space and
time set somehow apart from the primary social spaces of adults - the woods, back lanes,
and vacant land accessible, but often invisible, from the sidewalks, paths, and plazas that
define public space for those not pushed to the margins (Belich, 2001). Not all children's
places are spatially marginal in this way, however; some - like the favorite climbing tree in
the corner of a public courtyard - exist within the same social spaces that adults frequent,
but remain invisible to adults because they are unaware of their significance to children

(Rasmussen, 2004).

In a sense, tumblr occupies both of these locations. On one hand, it is "off the beaten
path" within digital space, less well-known and less integrated with offline life compared to
more popular "must-have" services like Facebook, and thus exhibiting a certain level of
invisibility from without. On the other, its lack of physicality gives it a portability and
unobtrusiveness which allow it to be accessed from various physical spaces without the
notice of others occupying those spaces - a trend which is only increasing as accessing
tumblr through its associated mobile app becomes increasingly popular. The meaning of
fandom tumblr as a "marginal” space is further underscored by the fact that the majority of
users are girls and women, and that other marginalized groups - particularly those who
identify as LGBTQIA, neurodivergent, and/or sufferers of mental illness, but also those of

minority racial and religious groups - are far better represented here than in society at
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large. These groups, too, of course, have also been pushed out of the "central” spaces of
society, forced to make meaningful places in the liminal and hidden spaces of their own

communities (Tonkiss, 2005).

To call such spaces marginal, however, may be a disservice to the centrality of their
meaning to those who find homes there. Awan (2005), citing bell hooks' idea that the
delineation of borders between the spaces of the dominant and the marginalized is itself a

practice of silencing, argues that

location on the margins is a reality for all minority groups but it is most
often seen as an unwanted place, a place that is occupied only through
default - when there is no other choice. [The challenge is] to look at the
margin as more than a place of pain and deprivation, to also think of it as
a place of resistance; a place to locate home. The marginality that is the
truth of our existence can then be transformed into something positive, it

can become the site of creativity and intellectual rigour.

Tumblr users do not express a feeling of having been "pushed" to tumbilr, but of
having been pulled; they are not there because of the antipathy of other spaces, but because
tumblr is where they have found friends, community, understanding, and a place to be
themselves. This is not a place of retreat. Tumblr, though owned, managed, and coded by
adults, was founded by a teenage entrepreneur on particular ideals of expression and
community he felt the social internet was lacking, and it has been subsequently shaped by
the values and activities of teens and young adults over the past decade. Fandom tumblr
tells a story of young people who see tumblr as being "for them" because, as a community,

they can make it what they need it to be. In their lives, this is a space defined not by its



location on the margins of the digital social world, but by its centrality of meaning to their

own social experiences.

27
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Chapter 1: Methodology and Approach

Artifact or Environment?

In the fall semester of 2016, [ taught a special topics undergraduate course I called
Youth Culture & Digital Communities. In one class, [ posed a question about ethical
responsibility to my students as we were discussing research methodology in online

contexts:

If you're studying a community of bloggers, do you consider blog posts
and comments to be texts or 'sources' of some kind? Or do you consider
them social interactions? Blogs are 'public’, but are they deliberate public
statements, like a published memoir, or are they social interactions that
happen to occur in public space, like telling a friend something personal
while walking down the street? If they're the former, your ethical
obligation as a researcher is to give due credit by accurately and
thoroughly citing the author; if they're the latter, your ethical obligation is
to protect the privacy of a subject involved in participant observation by
obscuring their identity. These are mutually exclusive obligations - you

can't follow both.

A faculty member who happened to be observing my class that day told me a week
later that she was still turning this question over and over in her mind, at a loss to find even
an approach to attempting to answer it. My students, [ am happy to say, were able to agree
almost unanimously on, if not a conclusive answer, then at least a worthy test of any answer
which might be considered for a particular project or context: "Whichever does the least

harm."
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This question involves more than ethics, however; it impacts every aspect of how
research is conducted and analyzed. In my view, this is the central question of framing
research that relates to digital culture: are participatory digital media platforms
representations or expressions of culture and human experience, or are they spaces and
places, like those of the physical world, in which cultures form and human experience plays

out?

Caliandro (2014) refers to digital spaces as "cultural artifacts”, framing them as
products of the combined contributions of people - programmers, designers, users - acting
on them within the physical world. This is in contrast to Boellstorff's (Boellstorff, 2015)
argument that digital spaces are "places”, or even collections of places, forming unique
contexts in which action and interaction play out at a distance from the physical world.
Boellstorff's approach would seem to follow Sterling's (1992) description of "cyberspace" as
"the place between the phones" - that is, the electronic landscape generated by connected
devices which is "real"” and "strangely physical” to its users, despite having no measurable

substance.

The distinction between these approaches, and debate over their respective merits, is
representative of a broad debate about both the authenticity or "reality” of digital social
spaces and the applicability of traditional cultural research methods to them. This debate
manifests in, among other things, ongoing disagreements about basic terminology in the
kind of study I have undertaken here. Those who position digital interaction either as
secondary or as necessarily part of a larger whole which includes offline contexts and
cultures tend to favor terms like "connected ethnography" and "networked ethnography"
(Dominguez, et al.,, 2007), which imply a study taking account of novel forms of interaction
rather than exploring a digital space. These terms also implicitly qualify the methodology

itself. Terms like "ethnography of the internet" or "ethnography of virtual worlds"
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(Boellstorff, Nardi, Pearce, & Taylor, 2012), on the other hand, position the digital fieldsite
as a cultural space and the subject of an ethnographic study much the same as that which
would be conducted in a more traditional space; in fact, Boellstorff (2015) notes that his
preferred term is "virtual anthropology"”, with "an unqualified ethnography as the modality"
(p. 65). In making decisions regarding methodology, analysis, and theoretical framing, I

have largely favored this latter paradigm.

Places of meaning are, of course, shaped by cultural practices and social interactions,
and my intention in contrasting them with artifacts is not to suggest that interactions on
tumblr or anywhere else occur in a space which simply exists as a neutral or meaningless
container for activity. In fact, my central argument about tumblr's importance is predicated
on precisely the opposite presumption: that places are more than locations, both ascribed
meaning by their inhabitants and giving meaning to the interactions taking place within
them (Agnew, 2011). By drawing a distinction between treating digital platforms as places
and treating them as artifacts, I intend simply to point out that the latter has the capacity to
reduce them to something representational or reflective, or to a mere channel of
communication affording contact across or between places. [ have chosen to follow the
approach advocated by scholars like Boellstorff, and treat tumblr as much as possible as a
meaningful place which is produced by and provides a context for interaction, because this
framing foregrounds processes of collaborative meaning-making and the formation of
community. It also reflects the deeper analytical and rhetorical goals I established for this
project from the beginning, and in particular my desire to illustrate the importance of
contextualized analysis of young people's use of participatory digital media, focusing on

meanings, practices, experiences, and systems of cultural significance.
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Structure or Experience?

[ am aware of a certain irony — but also a space of opportunity - in positioning myself
as aresearcher at the interface of two fields neither of which can quite agree on how to
name itself. "Childhood studies" (Qvortrup, Corsaro, & Honig, 2009), "children's studies”
(Lenzer, 2001), "child and youth studies", and "the new sociology of childhood" (James,
Jenks, & Prout, Theorizing Childhood, 1998) are all terms referring to much the same
academic movement. This movement is founded on systematic critiques of what still
remains, in Lee's (2001) terms, the "dominant paradigm" in scholarly approaches to
understanding childhood - a framing which treats the category of childhood as imbuing a
state of incompleteness, universalizes young people's natures and experiences, and cares
more for "outcomes" relating to adult futures than for children's present childhoods (Green
& Hill, 2005). Such critiques began to coalesce into something recognizable as an academic
field three decades ago, around the work of scholars like Qvortrup (1985), who coined the
oft-repeated argument that children should be understood as "human beings" rather than
"human becomings"; it has, however, been argued that this was not so much a paradigmatic
shift as an effort to turn attitudes which had long persisted among a small but productive

minority of scholars into a cohesive theoretical movement (Tisdall & Punch, 2012).

Regardless of the history, there remain minor but still relevant divisions in how the
field is constructed and identified. Coates (2001) points out that terms which reference a
singular "childhood" foreground social structures, while others which reference plural
"children" foreground experiences. "Children's studies”, is, she thus argues, the most
inclusive term yet coined, because it implicitly declares that "the subject of study is plural
and designates living people who are currently children"; "after all, Women's Studies is

never called 'Womanhood Studies' [because] no monolithic figure of Woman, no singular

experience of being a woman at any point in history or culture, is sufficient to constitute an
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arena of study” (pp. 140-141). Those favoring the more structural terminologies are often
equally convincing in assigning priority to the analysis of childhood as a social institution, "a
particular configuration of ongoing relations that give social shape and cultural meaning
[which] precedes and frames any specific child, socially and temporally speaking” (Cook,

2002).

None of this is meant to suggest, of course, that such relatively minor differences in
terminology create any true sharp divides among scholars who apply to themselves any
selection of these terms. Nonetheless, the continuing diversity of approaches to naming and
framing the field means that scholarly work relating to children and childhood - even when
it agrees on eschewing the "dominant paradigm" - must continuously confront fundamental
questions of theoretical approach similar to those facing research on digital cultures. For
my part, [ see value in prioritizing the analysis of both experience and structure, both the
multiplicity of children's lives and the singularity of childhood's positioning as a social
status. A view of childhood as contextual and a critique of universalizing thinking is
fundamental to my rhetorical and research approach, but at the same time, I feel that
valuable points of analysis are missed if childhood is not recognized as generally conferring
a marginalizing and exclusionary status, however diverse and contextually embedded the
appearance and experience of that status might be. [ therefore attempt, throughout this
work, to speak to experience and structure in turn where most appropriate to my
observations and analytical goals. Meanwhile, I refer to the field in question, where
necessary, as "childhood studies", mostly because this is the name used by the department

and program within which I have conducted this research.

James and Prout (1997) argue that ethnography is a particularly useful

methodological approach for integrating experiential and structural analyses, because it
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allows the researcher to access sociological truth through lived experience, and foreground

the importance of both.

"Fieldwork-based research encourages researchers to focus on the
ongoing roles which children play and the meanings they themselves
attach to their lives. [...] Ethnographic material which focuses on the
present, ongoing social lives of children rather than their past or future
[...] engage[s] in and respond[s] to the process of reconstructing

childhood in society.” (James & Prout, 1997, p. 5)

Childhood, in Qvortrup's (1993) terms, constitutes "a classical minority category"; as
such, children's experiences can neither be separated from nor understood without regard
to their overall treatment as an excluded and marginalized group. I recognized from the
beginning that this work would need to engage with questions of social structure and
inequality to produce a full and honest picture of young people's experiences with any
participatory media context. Relationships between lived experience and the wider
positioning of childhood and youth as social categories and ideological objects were thus a
point of interest for me from the start, and as my research went on, they repeatedly
asserted themselves as vital components of analysis. As a result, my methodological and
ethical choices were shaped by the desire to both prioritize the contextualized diversity of
children's experiences and confront the larger structures of inequality which shape young

people’'s lives.

Defining the Field

Among the first things informed by my decision to focus on fandom tumblr as a

cultural space was the way in which boundaries were drawn for my field site and sample of
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participants. Treating the content and interactions hosted by tumblr as cultural products or
artifacts might have led me to attempt to bound this study by cultural categorizations
imposed by the offline world - to focus only on American users, for instance. By treating
tumblr itself as a cultural context, and the primary one in which its users interact, I have
ended up with a geographically and culturally diverse sample of users, including young
people from Canada, the United States, England, Scotland, Ireland, Poland, and India, and
most likely many more countries, as I did not actually ask even users I interviewed to

volunteer their locations.

This theoretical framing downplays the significance of users' offline cultural contexts
and interactions to some extent, something I believe has both disadvantages and
advantages for my research. On one hand, it would be foolish to suppose that offline
background and context do not inform tumblr experiences. The world beyond tumblr
affects social interaction within the platform on a daily basis; I have, for example, witnessed
users from various other parts of the world criticizing what they see as a United States-
centric view of social issues on tumblr, clearly pointing to national and cultural divides
among the site's users. At the same time, while most relationships among tumblr users
remain within the bounds of this single platform, users often have a handful of close friends
who are part of both their tumblr and non-tumblr social circles, and their relationships and
experiences are clearly shaped by this overlap with their offline cultural contexts,
immediate locales, and personal backgrounds. (Two of the users I interviewed are siblings,
for instance, one of whom volunteered for an interview after the other put him in contact
with me.) I therefore cannot discount or ignore the importance of offline connections,
relationships, contexts, and experiences in shaping users' experiences of tumblr. Indeed,
much of what [ have observed suggests that the meaning users find in the fandom tumblr

community is deeply related to their experiences in other social contexts, including offline
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ones, if only because many come to tumblr seeking something they cannot find elsewhere,
often because of some combination of interests, values, age, and other aspects of social

location.

On the other hand, users are clearly both situated in and contributors to the
construction of this digital culture regardless of their offline backgrounds. Furthermore, the
vast majority of the average fandom tumblr user's connections to others through tumblr
exist only through tumblr, and are not significantly limited by offline considerations. Most
significantly, [ believe that prioritizing and privileging the digital context in observations is
part and parcel of constructing tumblr as an anthropological space. The necessity of
constructing at least somewhat artificial boundaries around a semi-imagined cultural
context is hardly a peculiarity of digital ethnography; anthropology as a field has long
grappled with the artificiality of constructing sites of study "through the shifting

entanglements of anthropological notions of 'culture areas'™ (Gupta & Ferguson, 1997, pp.
8-9), as informed by nation, religion, language, race, and history, as well as by the interests
and perspectives of individual ethnographers (St. Pierre & Pillow, 1999). No culture or
community is impermeable; whatever field site an ethnographer chooses, its members will
not spend the totality of their lives within it, nor will they necessarily feel that it defines
their experiences in any meaningful way, as the mere existence of an ethnographic account
might suggest. Increasing calls for multi-sited research freed from the constraints of
conventionally bounded fieldsites aim to address this deficiency and achieve a larger, more
integrated view of experience by following people and concepts as they traverse cultural

contexts, but this approach leads to its own problems, beginning with the practicality of

observation in such a moving and amorphous field.

[ prefer to follow the approach advocated by Candea (2007), who argues that we

should trade in the assumption of the fieldsite as a "found object" conveniently bounded for
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our benefit not for an unbounded approach, but for a deliberate construction of the fieldsite
as "an arbitrary location defined by the researcher as a framework for a study of something
else" (pp- 24-25). In this view, the decision to explicitly construct a bounded site of study is
an epistemologically productive choice, because analysis can be drawn with greater clarity
when the limits of one's knowledge and perspective are deliberately situated and
acknowledged. In the case of this study, the foremost such arbitrary-yet-productive
boundary is that between tumblr and other sociocultural contexts, including the physical
world, which are rendered primarily as points of comparison and sites of contextualizing
experience. This is, I should make clear, not merely my own paradigmatic choice, but
congruent with the statements of participants, who consistently construct tumblr as a space

held apart.

This decision to treat tumblr as a cultural space and context did not, of course, mean
that I could treat it as a single culture. To do so would have been not only methodologically
difficult, but theoretically dishonest, as it would have betrayed my central goal of
demonstrating the need for highly contextualized studies of digital youth culture. Thus, I
chose to focus on fandom tumblr, and even within this vaguely defined culture and
community, attempted initially to single out specific fandoms for analysis. This proved more
difficult than I anticipated. For one thing, fandom communities have significant and complex
overlaps in membership; most fandom tumblr users would not consider themselves a
member of only one fandom, or indeed only three or five. In addition, my attempts at
constructing a clearly bounded field here were hampered by the extreme pace of cultural
change within tumblr communities, for which even my personal experience on tumblr
before embarking on this project did not prepare me. Both digital culture and youth culture
are in many ways defined by constant and rapid change, as spaces of social reconfiguration,

political mobilization, identity reinvention, and cultural remix (Brake, 1985; Ito, et al., 2010;
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Hands, 2011). One need only watch as tumblr users explicitly document the rise and fall of
memes on a bi-weekly basis to understand how quickly elements of discourse and points of
cultural engagement shift within this space, as this exchange between two users amusingly

describes:

yall complain about ad targeting but then reblog weird ass memes like
bode and here come dat boi and then mutate jokes until they're

completely unrecognizable 'oh yeah why the fuck would tumblr think i
wanted to see an ad for amish clickbait articles' because your interests

make no sense, pal

'what could we sell to the kids this month? what are they into?'

'i literally have no fucking clue, jim.'

What surprised me more was the pace at which entire communities seem to rise and
fall. I originally identified three specific fandom communities I intended to study, and had
put a great deal of thought into each choice. The Marvel Cinematic Universe fandom drew
my attention for its comparatively large size, and the dimension added by its continuity
with the more established (in the online and offline worlds) Marvel Comics fanbase. The
Hunger Games fandom intrigued me for its status in youth popular culture generally and its
overt political engagement. Finally, the "Rise of the Brave Tangled Dragons" fandom, a
crossover community founded on fans' appropriation and remixing of the animated films
Tangled, Brave, Rise of the Guardians, and How to Train Your Dragon, piqued my interest
because of its creative output and comprehensive re-imagining of the themes, characters,

and settings from four disparate texts as constituent parts of a single whole.
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Between the time [ began preparing my dissertation proposal and the time [ began my
participant observation - only a space of about five months - [ found the cultural ground
had shifted significantly under my feet. The Rise of the Brave Tangled Dragons fandom was
essentially dead. Occasionally, tumblr users would post long treatises offering their
thoughts on how this had happened, often summed up by concluding that the crossover
ideal had collapsed under its own weight as fans made continued attempts to add new
popular animated films such as Frozen and Big Hero 6 to the mix. In its place, a more diverse
and open but less cohesive "animation fandom" had begun to emerge. The television
programs Steven Universe, Gravity Falls, Avatar: The Last Airbender, and The Legend of Korra
rose to the status of key texts, with Voltron: Legendary Defender and Yuri on Ice joining these
soon after airing their first seasons in 2016. Meanwhile, the Marvel Cinematic Universe
fandom began to disintegrate as many fans became frustrated with what they saw as poor
representation of women and minorities, as well as poor plotting and character
development, in Avengers: Age of Ultron (released in mid-2015) and Doctor Strange (late
2016). Many fans began to engage mostly with the Captain America sub-franchise, while
others found themselves drawn to the nascent but quickly expanding DC Comics film and
television universes. The Hunger Games fandom suffered perhaps the most ignominious end
of all: once seen as a politically radical set of texts with the capacity to inspire real-world
rebellions?, the Hunger Games trilogy is now most often referenced as a punchline about
tropes of, in the words of one popular tumblr post, "mediocre white girls" implausibly
saving the world in stories that distract from real-world injustice more than they address it.
Unlike in the cases of the Rise of the Brave Tangled Dragons and Marvel Cinematic Universe

fandoms, there has been no obvious rise of a new community to take the place of the Hunger

9 Phrases and imagery pulled from the books became common sights amid protests in North America
in the early 2010s, and Katniss' three-fingered salute was widely adopted by protest movements in
southeast Asia in 2014.
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Games fandom; if tumblr were to be taken as representative of young people's literary

tastes in 2017, it would seem that the age of the young adult dystopia is well and truly over.

As a result of these continuing shifts, not only would it have been untenable for me to
attempt to study the same fandom communities I listed in my proposal, it would also have
been extremely difficult to maintain any such boundaries through the 22 months of this
project. As a result, this dissertation speaks to the experience of young people in many
different corners of fandom tumblr - most of whom consider themselves "multifandom
bloggers" and belong to several of these overlapping and shifting communities. The wider
animation fandom and both the Marvel and DC fandoms are privileged somewhat in their
representation, a holdover from my initial attempts to focus on the specific communities
listed in my proposal, but many others are represented as well. Users [ interviewed and
those who were part of my participant observation sample counted themselves members of
communities centering on, as examples: the Star Wars and Jurassic Park film franchises; the
television series Stranger Things; the Lord of the Rings book and film trilogies; the video

game Life is Strange; and the YouTube comedy group Rooster Teeth.

The Ambiguity of Youth

Within these communities, my primary interest was in the experiences of young
people. Maintaining this focus, at times, posed challenges because fandom tumblr is
populated by users of a wide range of ages. A key feature of childhood in modernity is its
segregation from adulthood (Gillis, 2009), and most ethnographies of childhood take place
in spaces either co-constructed with others in their age groups or designed by adults to
house them (Rasmussen, 2004; Green & Hill, 2005). Those studies which do take place in

multi-age environments in the physical world benefit from the fact that children and adults
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are usually relatively easy to discern from one another based on appearance, making it

possible, at least in broad strokes, to isolate the experiences of young people.

In contrast, there is ample evidence that online communities organized around
shared interests and identities - like fandom tumblr - are often highly diverse in age
(Norris, 2002), and certainly are not clear child spaces like schools or play areas.
Meanwhile, the explicit visual or social cues on which we might rely to identify young
people in the offline world either do not exist, or are fragmentary and unevenly distributed
- many users occasionally post selfies, for instance, which might give a general sense of
their ages, but many others choose never to reveal their physical appearances at all. It can
therefore be much more challenging to isolate young people as research participants in the
digital world, even if deliberate deception by users regarding their ages is generally

unlikely.11

Complicating all of this further is the question of how "youth" as a category is to be
defined and operationalized. Tumblr's official age minimum of 1312 made this an obvious

lower limit for my observations (though it is reasonable to assume people younger than 13

10 [ hasten to add, however, that this is not foolproof; I worked as a research assistant on a survey
project in 2016 in which it turned out that a couple in their early twenties had successfully convinced
two separate teams of researchers that they were a teenage girl and her 30-something father.

11 The question of tumblr users misrepresenting their ages, either in interviews or as they publicly
present themselves on their blogs, was regularly raised by people I spoke to about my research. In
general, this is unlikely to be a factor of any significance. Despite popular narratives of middle-aged
predators pretending to be teens online in order to get close to their underage targets, it is actually
far more common for young people to pretend to be adults online than vice versa, the result of
adulthood conferring a privileged social status which users would be more likely to deceptively claim
than cast aside (boyd, 2014; Caspi & Gorsky, 2006). Furthermore, since there is no obvious benefit to
lying about one's age in order to participate in a study for which there is no financial or material
incentive, I certainly do not believe this kind of deception is likely to have been at work in any of the
interviews I conducted.

12 This minimum exists because of the Children's Online Privacy Protection Act, a United States law
which prohibits companies from collecting personal information on users under 13. Though I do not
discuss this rule or tumblr's enforcement of it directly anywhere in this dissertation, it is worth
keeping in mind as an example of the privacy concerns placed on young people by governmental and
corporate forces which they themselves may not share, as I discuss further in Chapter 3.
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do use the site, and some of them may have ended up among the users I observed and
interacted with), but setting any kind of upper boundary was both practically and
theoretically problematic. I initially decided that [ would not follow any blog run by a user
whose age I could not verify as 19 or under, based on a clear statement of age or high or
junior high/middle school student status in their posts or blog description. This was hardly
foolproof - to begin with, blog descriptions often go without updates for years, and in fact
my own said [ was 28 until a month after I turned 30 - but it seemed reasonably functional.
[ was more concerned with what [ might be missing by excluding users who did not choose
to publicly divulge their ages at all; perhaps this choice is tied in some way to experiences
with or feelings about tumblr, or social media in general. However, short of sending a
message to every user whose blog I came across asking their age, there was really no way to

avoid this problem.

Another concern arose in the fact that while I could easily control the sample of users
[ followed, I could not similarly control the sample of users whose posts I saw. Because the
majority of posts on any fandom tumblr user's blog are reblogged from others, there was no
way of knowing the ages of the users actually creating much of the content I saw in the
course of my time as a participant observer. My concern on this point lessened over time,
however, as | increasingly came to understand that the curatorial aspect of the tumblr blog
can make the act of reblogging just as much a component of self-expression for many users
as posting original content. This impression was backed up by the statements of several of
the users I interviewed, such as one who explained that "collecting your favorite things" is
"a way to explain [your]self". Apart from this, original posts are at least easy to discern from
reblogged ones, so | was able, where appropriate, to place greater emphasis in my
observations on original posts made by users I followed, and on comments they added to

posts they reblogged.
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Interviews became a more difficult place to enforce a strict age maximum as, despite
my specifying in my early recruitment posts that I was looking to interview users in their
teens, a number of users in their early twenties volunteered to be interviewed and [ was
hesitant to turn them away. I eventually raised the "official" maximum stated in my later
recruitment posts to 21. In the end, of the 27 users I interviewed, roughly half were over 18.
The two youngest were 14, and most fell between 16 and 20. A single 23-year-old outlier
volunteered late in the project, and I did decide to conduct this interview and take her
responses into account, except when they seemed to clearly differ from others' on the basis
of age.13 This slight relaxation of the age requirement was, [ believe, somewhat offset by the
fact that many of these users had been part of the community for years - although, as Punch
(2002) reminds us, the recollections of adults are not to be taken uncritically as data

regarding childhood.

More significant than the ages of individual interview participants is the fact that this
process gave me cause to consider conceptual definitions of "youth" and "youth culture”,
and how these figure in my analysis. It was, I think, significant that all of the users over the
age of 18 who volunteered to be interviewed - and, from what I can tell, the majority of
fandom tumblr users in the 19-23 age range more generally - were college or university
students. Post-secondary education is increasingly prominent as a rite of passage into
adulthood in the minority world, and most post-secondary students see themselves as
adults only "in some respects” (Arnett, 1994). This fits with a broader conception of youth
as a transitional or boundary status, and one constructed through gradients rather than

binaries. The question of when and how "adulthood" begins is not only one with which

13 For instance, she related that running a popular blog in a fandom of mostly younger teens made
her feel the need to be "a good mom". Her comments suggested a feeling of being subject to social
pressure, as an adult woman, to be nurturing or a "positive influence" on younger members of her
community. This might have been a fascinating dynamic to explore had I had a more age-diverse
sample of interview participants; as it is, I will just call it a possible direction for future research.
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childhood studies routinely grapples as a field (James & James, 2012), it is one which has
become increasingly difficult for contemporary society to answer in any meaningful way as
the traits of stability and completeness which supposedly define adulthood become
increasingly difficult to come by for many adults (Lee, 2001). "Youth" as a category bridges
the hazy divide between childhood and adulthood, and is broadly understood to begin
between the ages of 10 and 15 and end between the ages of 18 and 25, though some
definitions stretch this all the way to the mid-30s (United Nations Department of Economic
and Social Affairs, n.d.). The legal status of young people changes abruptly at several specific
points in this age range, most strikingly at the age of majority (18 in most of the minority
world), but the cultural, social, and economic status of childhood recedes more gradually.
Accordingly, some scholars characterize youth as a performative status, decoupled from
both chronological age and legal standing and constructed instead through positioning in a
liminal cultural space understood as neither childhood nor adulthood (Evans, 2008). This
status is both ascribed by others and claimed by young people themselves, as they actively
negotiate the expectations and boundaries of a socially constructed "full adulthood"

(Valentine, Skelton, & Chambers, 1998).

Much of my analysis rests on understanding fandom tumblr as a space of "youth
culture"”, defined, as youth cultures often are, not by strict delineations of age but by
patterns of social change, difference, resistance, and rebellion (Krinsky, 2008). In this
context, a hazy cultural definition of youth is more apt than a binary categorical one; a
university student living at home and economically dependent on their parents, for
instance, while having the legal rights of an adult, is still in a position to be affected by the
lack of social privilege granted "youth" as a category. It is also important to consider the fact
that users themselves define tumblr as a youth space, recognizing that its culture is driven

by young people in their teens and early twenties even if they are not its sole demographic.
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This is in contrast to spaces like Facebook, which tumblr users often refer to either as the
domain of adults or as a space for intergenerational interface, such as communicating with

relatives.

[ do not wish to downplay the relevance of the transition from the status of legal
minor to that of legal adult, or for that matter of the differences in social status between
high school students and post-secondary students. Certainly, both are dramatic shifts in the
life of any young person, bringing new responsibilities, rights, and challenges, and
protections. The differences in the ways individual young people occupy and perform the
status of youth are equally - or perhaps more - relevant; a 21-year-old living with their
parents, for instance, may be conceptualized as fitting into this category very differently
from a 19-year-old living independently. Young people of different ages, cultural
backgrounds, and economic circumstances experience the marginalization of youth and
take part in youth culture in different ways. In drawing conclusions about fandom tumblr as
a culture and community defined by people who occupy many different points within the
broad liminal category of "youth", | have attempted to speak to their shared experiences

and perspectives without overlooking their diversity.

Keeping it Digital

Differences of opinion abound among digital ethnographers regarding whether or not
observation should be confined to online spaces of interaction. Taylor (2006), advocating
for participant observation which crosses boundaries between online and offline, argues
that it is vital to "attend to the interweaving of these spheres” because there are
"phenomena that are unique to both spheres and also occupy spaces of overlap” (p. 19); this
is particularly true when relationships among participants cross from online to offline

contexts or vice versa. Boellstorff (2015), on the other hand, argues that online
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communities should be studied "in their own terms" and the virtual interface should
therefore constitute the primary or only means of interaction for the researcher. This "does
not mean ignoring the myriad ways that ideas from the actual world impinge upon [the
virtual space]; it means examining those interchanges as they manifest in the virtual world,

for that is how residents experience them" (p. 64).

[ took the latter approach both as a philosophical choice and as a practical
requirement. My desire to focus on fandom tumblr as a bounded cultural space, and not to
have my observations or analysis unduly shaped by constraints of geography and offline
cultural context, led me to decide that my research would take place entirely online, within
the tumblr context. I did not, for example, travel to participants' homes or other physical
contexts from which they access tumblr to observe their physical interactions with the
devices which served as connections to this online space, or the relationship between their
use of tumblr and interactions with people and places in the physical world. My initial
intention was to conduct interviews over Skype, as in-person interviews were essentially
out of the question for practical reasons (ie, they would have limited my participant sample
to those living relatively close to me). When tumblr introduced a real-time chat system in
late 2015, I decided to utilize this instead, as it more closely fit my goal of keeping my
research restricted to the specific platform I wanted to analyze. Tumblr's chat system is a
very rudimentary text-based offering, without even the expressive potential offered by
features like the extensive emoji and "sticker" support of options like Facebook Messenger.
My committee members rightly challenged me to consider - beyond the vague notions of
"authenticity" from which I started - the pros and cons of conducting interviews through
this limited medium rather than, for instance, by phone or videoconference. I found I had to
weigh my desire to keep my interviews "situated"” within the typical context of interaction

between tumblr users against, for instance, Gobo's (2008) charge that non-verbal aspects of
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"speech”, and thus the full meaning intended by an interlocutor, cannot be represented
without face-to-face interaction. Indeed, I found myself struggling in both participant
observation and interviews to produce that ideal medium of ethnographic writing, "thick
description", without the benefit of a physical environment or even a simulacrum of one; it
is perhaps no accident that digital ethnographers so often choose immersive graphical
worlds as fieldsites rather than more conventional content platforms like tumblr

(Boellstorff, Nardi, Pearce, & Taylor, 2012).

In the end, however, I decided that interviewing users about their tumblr experiences
through the same tools they use to communicate with each other was an important way of
taking the virtual context seriously as a research site, and situating meaning and knowledge
within the virtual space. To privilege offline speech is to treat virtual interaction as
somehow inauthentic, as if "valid only if always corroborated with interaction in the
physical world" (Boellstorff, Nardi, Pearce, & Taylor, 2012). Furthermore, as Murthy (2011)
observes, whatever loss or corruption of speech happens when an interview takes place
through a text-only medium must also happen when a face-to-face interview is transcribed.
Therefore, rather than chase an unattainable ideal of authentic reproduction of speech, we
should focus on representing the voices of interlocutors as honestly as possible. This
includes acknowledging that speech in digital communities is always technologically
mediated, and that to dismiss this mediation as a polluting influence is to render the digital

world itself ethnographically inaccessible as a whole.

Conducting participant observation and interviews entirely through the digital
medium of tumblr was also a pragmatic choice, which I feel helped to break down social
barriers between me and my young research subjects. As Green & Hill (2005) caution, there
is an ever-present social power imbalance between children and adults that can result in

multiple problems for research accuracy.
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Children often find it difficult to dissent, disagree or say things which they
think may be unacceptable. Children may have difficulty in believing that
any adult will take their views seriously if their daily experience of adults
dictates otherwise. At the same time children [...] learn very early on that

they are part of a 'kids versus grown-ups' dynamic. (pp. 10-11)

As a result, adult researchers can easily come to be seen as potentially untrustworthy,
judgmental, or antagonistic.14 In response to this problem, researchers like Thorne (Thorne,
1993) and Mandell (1988) advocate for the adoption of a "least-adult” role, in which, to the
greatest extent possible, child-adult differences are suspended and the researcher
participates in children's social worlds "as a child". The greatest challenge in adopting such
arole is usually the obvious and ever-present physical differences between children and
adults (Mandell, 1988). I was clear about my age in my blog description - notwithstanding
my previously noted failure to update this in a timely manner - and interview volunteers
were explicitly informed of my graduate student status in the project details I provided to
them before they consented to be interviewed. Still, [ hoped that the lack of overt and
constant physical cues marking my age in interactions with my fellow tumblr users would
help to break down the social barriers that would normally exist due to our disparate ages,
at least to some degree, no matter how thorough my attempts at becoming the "least-adult”.

To the extent that such things can be ascertained, I believe the medium I chose for

14 It is worth noting that the relatively broad definition of "youth" I adopted in this study meant that
the complicating influence of adult-youth social dynamics was more of a concern in some cases than
others, or had the potential to manifest differently as [ spoke to young people of different ages and
backgrounds. While a first-year undergraduate student might still have the feeling of communicating
with an "authority figure" in a research interview with a doctoral candidate, for instance, this is
based more on an idea of academic standing than the strict social category relationship that exists
between an adult and a young teenager. Regardless of their precise nature or provenance, however,
minimizing the impact of perceived hierarchies or inequalities in the context of interviews was
something that was on my mind throughout the project.
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conducting interviews did indeed help to overcome this issue. One user I interviewed, a 16-
year-old who worried that he might not "sound mature or very educated" and asked
initially if he should make an effort to sound professional ("like no swearing no emojis?"),
quickly seemed to find his comfort zone and used expressions like "aayYyyyYE" that young
people would not ordinarily use in dealing with an adult perceived as an authority figure.

He also happened to mention that one of his best friends on tumblr is six years older than he
is, and describe tumblr as a place where people can interact casually with others they might
not ordinarily see as potential friends or peers, which I took as some level of confirmation of

the platform's potential to overcome social barriers between age groups.

My decision to conduct interviews exclusively through the tumblr chat system also
arose from a series of arguments and compromises with Rutgers University's Institutional
Review Board (IRB), based on ethical concerns I raised regarding informed consent
procedures. While it was relatively easy to obtain IRB permission to engage in participant
observation in the technically "public” space of tumblr without going through the process of
getting individual informed consent forms signed for every user I encountered, approval for
conducting interviews became a stickier point. My IRB proposal included a request to waive
the usual requirement that parental consent be obtained to interview any person under the
age of 18. I made this request for three reasons. The first was more a philosophical
objection than anything else; it is my feeling that the procedure of obtaining informed
consent from parents and merely "assent” (which does not require the subject to be
informed about the nature of the research to the same level of detail) from children is a
denial of agency and constructs children as less than full persons. It also, by generating a
situation in which children may wish to participate but be prevented from doing so by
parents, directly contravenes children's right to a voice on matters of interest to them as

defined in the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. As a childhood studies scholar I
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generally believe it is my moral obligation to take a stand against this kind of treatment of

children in research.

Of more immediate and practical concern is the potential of this requirement to bias
samples and influence responses. Coyne (2010) points to several problems in this category
which have been demonstrated in past research: parents may presume the role of decision-
maker for themselves and treat children as if they do not have the right to decline to
participate; even in the absence of overt parental pressure, children may agree to research
in order to please parents who have already given consent; children may give responses
based on what they believe parents would find acceptable, even if promised confidentiality;
and parents' refusal to give consent may exclude children wishing to participate whose
voices would be invaluable. The latter is perhaps the greatest threat to research integrity,
since parents' refusal to give consent might easily be directly tied to particular trends in
family dynamics or other elements of children's experiences, the exclusion of which would
skew results. To Coyne's list, [ would add the fact that, in research such as mine where "first
contact" is with young people themselves rather than with parents, participants may self-
exclude from research based on their comfort level with seeing their parents come into

contact, even peripherally, with the context of research.

This possibility brings me to the most significant issue presented by the standard
requirement for parental consent: that any parental involvement in research with children
has the potential to reveal information, however unintentionally, which may put children in
danger of severe personal consequences. | was well aware from both previous research and
personal contacts that tumblr often serves as a safe place for users to discuss things about
themselves and their lives that they do not wish to share, or feel unsafe sharing, with people
in their offline social circles - including their parents. Abuse, rejection, and neglect from

parents has been documented as a result of disclosure merely of young people's
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participation - not of any details of their behavior or statements - in studies of LGBTQIA
youth (Mustanski, 2011, p. 677) and of teen drug and alcohol use (Coyne, 2010), tobacco
use (Santelli & Rogers, 2002), and sexual activity (Rew, Taylor-Seehafer, & Thomas, 2000).
Given the power parents wield to coerce information from their children and the
technologies at their disposal to surveil their children's internet use covertly, even a minor
incident which incites a parent's curiosity could lead to an elevated risk of disclosure of
private information - for instance, by way of a parent simply locating a child's tumblr blog
and all content they have posted on it. I therefore felt that a responsible research protocol
aiming to maintain a minimal level of risk for all participants must ensure that the research
process itself did not create a situation which might threaten the boundary between offline

and online identities in even a minor way.

Based on these concerns, [ wrote to the IRB requesting a waiver of the requirement of
parental consent, citing the federal regulation that makes such a waiver possible when
parental consent is "not a reasonable requirement for protecting children" (Department of
Health and Human Services, 2011). The IRB initially rejected this proposal entirely, even
going so far as to argue that "the rationale for the waiver, that the children might share
sensitive information, is the reason the request for waiver is not appropriate”, and that the
parental consent requirement was justified because children might be "engaging [...] in
activities that parents would not approve of if known"! Frustrated at the board's apparent
lack of understanding that it was precisely the fallout from parental "disapproval” from
which [ wished to protect research participants, I reached out to the IRB office
administrator, who helped me revise my proposal and strengthen the case for the requested
waiver. The revised proposal was quickly approved, and participants were permitted to
sign informed consent forms on their own behalf regardless of age. One concession I had to

make in this revision process was a promise to collect no personal data from interview
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participants whatsoever - inclusive of real names, locations, and even genders. Any
information I have on these traits was gleaned from users' public blog descriptions. I also
promised not to collect any contact information outside of the tumblr platform itself,
including email addresses. Consent forms were sent through the tumblr chat system and

users "signed" them by typing their tumblr screennames.

Presentation

My theoretical framings of both digital culture and childhood have also shaped my
presentation of my observations and analysis in this dissertation in several ways. Early in
this chapter I forwarded the idea that decisions on how to construct research contexts and
communicate data should be informed by the principle of doing the least harm. My desire to
take tumblr seriously as a cultural space rather than a collection of cultural artifacts would
have, on its own, encouraged me to regard posts as "social interaction"” which must be
protected rather than "documents” which must be clearly referenced. The more important
line of reasoning, however, is my desire to be respectful of young people's agency and
responsive to their rights and their socially constructed position in society. Because of the
specific potential for harm in the disclosure of their online activities, but also because they
themselves tend to construct fandom tumblr as a space of "private” interaction, I feel it is
important for me to do everything possible to avoid breaching their privacy, even in the

context of "public” posts.

As a result, most of the tumblr posts I quote in this dissertation have been slightly
reworded, to avoid the possibility that a reader might simply be able to Google a phrase
from my research and find the blog of the user who posted it. Words have been replaced
with synonyms, clauses have been reordered, and identifying references such as locations

have been removed. Quotes altered in this way are marked throughout this document with
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dagger symbols (1). The only public posts which have not been altered in this fashion are
those which have accumulated more than 10,000 shares and likes; as discussed in a later
chapter, extremely popular posts tend to take on "a life of their own" and become more
well-known than the user who posted them, and it is reasonable to consider these shared
artifacts of the fandom tumblr culture. Users whose posts have become this popular are
well aware of the potential attention this brings them, and those who wish to escape this
notoriety usually do so, most often by abandoning their blogs and starting fresh under new
identities. Of course, quotes from interviews have not been altered, as these were conducted
through tumblr's private messaging system and do not appear anywhere they might be

found by others.

Similar concerns guided my decisions when it came to how I identify research
participants. Although tumblr urls are already, in effect, "pseudonyms”, they also constitute
established and important identities in the tumblr context, which I feel it important to
protect as much as [ would "real” names in a more traditional ethnographic project. I also
do not want to run the risk that something said in an interview might be traced back to a
participant by anyone in their offline social circles who happened to know their tumblr url.
However, I could not simply assign pseudonyms at random. Even in "traditional” offline
ethnographic work, choosing pseudonyms is always an act of compromise between
obscuring individual identities and maintaining identifications which resonate similarly
with cultural, historical, and personal background (Saunders, Kitzinger, & Kitzinger, 2015).
In the case of tumblr urls, which are self-chosen identifications reflective of interests,
identities, and personalities, this is even more important. As such, | have attempted to
replace users' tumblr urls with pseudonymous urls which maintain the "flavor" of the real
urls they represent. This includes incorporating similar fandom references; using similar

grammatical structures (eg, urls in the format "adjective-noun" replaced with pseudonyms
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in the format "adjective-noun"); maintaining the user's choice of whether or not to include
dashes (the only punctuation allowed in tumblr urls) between words; including identity
markers (such as those referring to LGBTQIA identities) included in the original; and
making pseudonyms as close as possible to real urls in length. 15 None of the pseudonymous
urls [ have chosen are currently in use by a real tumblr blog, but it should be noted that this
is in no way guaranteed to continue to be the case, as I felt it both unnecessary and

inappropriate to "reserve"” 30 or more urls under my account on the basis of this possibility.

The discussion of urls brings me to a few final, more stylistic choices which emerged
from the principles outlined in this chapter - ones regarding orthography. Tumblr urls are
never capitalized, either in the context of how the platform itself presents them or when
users refer to one another. I maintain this pattern in this dissertation, despite the fact that I
realize seeing "names" written without initial capitals may be slightly confusing for readers.
Similarly, I also consistently refer to "tumblr" without an initial capital letter, as this is how
most users tend to write the word, and I would prefer to follow their conventions rather

than those of the "outside world" or the platform's corporate ownership.

Quotes from interviews have been left, for the most part, as they were typed by
participants; only misspellings which were clearly unintentional have been corrected. For
example, if a user consistently did not use punctuation, it has not been added. Non-standard
words and phrases have not been changed, and where users neglected to start sentences
with capital letters, this has not been corrected. On the other hand, misspellings that appear

to simply be typos or spelling errors (eg, "becase" instead of "because") have been

151 did consider asking participants to choose their own pseudonyms, but this has been known to
present its own problems, not the least of which is the fact that participants may be more likely to
accidentally reveal pseudonyms they choose themselves, either inadvertently or intentionally
(Boellstorff, Nardi, Pearce, & Taylor, 2012).
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corrected. Abbreviations and obscure tumblr vernacular have been explained in brackets

where appropriate.

Choices and Perspectives

In general, [ do not maintain that the choices I have made in framing, carrying out, and
presenting this research are ultimately "correct”. My primary goal in this chapter has not
been to argue for any single "right way" of doing research with online youth cultures and
communities, but rather to explore some of the key decisions which must be made in doing
this kind of research, and explain my rationale for my own approach. My ultimate goal from
this project's inception has been to advocate for a contextual approach which, in essence,
sees online youth cultures as "real" cultures, rather than reflections or products of young
people's patterns of interaction with technology. Only a research approach which focuses
on participatory media spaces as cultural spaces in their own right, and foregrounds the
lived experiences of young people in context, would present a compelling example of the

value of this kind of research.

At the same time, I believe any research on youth culture must be framed within an
understanding of childhood as a marginalizing status, and address the structures of
inequality to which young people are subject. By this, I mean that attention must be paid to
revealing such structures in the analysis of young people's lives, but also that research must
itself work to overcome adultist structures and suppositions which persist in academia. It is
for this reason that [ have stood most strongly by my convictions regarding my ethical
responsibilities to the young people I have met through tumblr when these have clashed
with conventional research practice with children and youth, as in the question of the

potential conflict between confidentiality and parental consent.
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What follows is an account of one of innumerable online communities built by young
people - and at that, one which, like any culture, is hazily bounded and ever-changing. In
fact, it is quite likely that by the time this dissertation is read by anyone in its entirety, parts
of it might have passed from a narrative of a culture as it is to a history of a culture as it was.
This account is presented from a particular perspective, within a particular frame of
analysis, and with particular rhetorical goals in mind. Another scholar studying the same
community would undoubtedly write a completely different dissertation - if only because
they would find different patterns and questions presenting themselves as points of focus,
and different concepts emerging as bases of analysis. What matters is not so much this
specific narrative of life in fandom tumblr, but the broader points it makes about the value
and meaning online communities and cultural spaces have for young people, and the
potential in approaching these communities and spaces with a particular kind of academic

lens.
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Chapter 2: Building Community

This is Real Life

Though I had followed hazelnutcorgi's blog for some time, and often shared her posts
on my own blog, our first real interaction came when I sent her an ask about a recently
released book we had both just finished reading. We exchanged a couple of messages on
that subject, but didn't talk much until a mutual acquaintance suggested that she might be
interested in my research. [ soon discovered that hazelnutcorgi was an undergraduate
student working on a degree in media anthropology, and while her primary focus was in
film and fan studies, she also had an interest in interactive media and digital cultures. She
happily volunteered to be interviewed as part of my research on tumblr, but we ended up
having other conversations as well. At one point, as might be expected of two irredeemable
media anthropology nerds, we ended up having a fascinating conversation on the nature of
"reality" in online spaces. Hazelnutcorgi explained that she had been consciously trying to
phase the term "irl" (an abbreviation for "in real life", referring to anything that happens
offline) out of her vocabulary, saying that while this term points to a meaningful difference
and is a useful shorthand for making clear that an experience happened outside of the

internet, she preferred not to imply that online activity was anything less than "real".

This objection to the assumption of a binary opposition between the online and
offline worlds was echoed by many of the users I interviewed, who were less interested in
drawing distinctions between online and offline than between tumblr and other social
spaces they inhabited on a regular basis, whether "online", "offline", or somewhere in
between. This de-emphasizing of the divide between the digital and physical worlds is not

particularly novel; for as long as there have been media researchers and commentators

labelling contemporary youth as the "internet generation", there have been indications that
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such labels are deeply ironic, applied to young people who do not see digital technology as a
defining factor in their lives and experiences but simply another tool for purposes of social
interaction, self-expression, learning, and entertainment (Herring, 2008). What is
noteworthy, however, is the way these young people reject notions of online/offline
dualism while also working deliberately to maintain tumblr as a space isolated from the rest

of their social worlds.

The Physical, the Digital, and the In-Between

While online social spaces and experiences have been treated as fundamentally novel
and exotic in a great deal of academic discourse (Herring, 2008), and the subject of
significant moral panic in society at large (Krinsky, 2008), they are increasingly normalized
within a growing paradigm which questions the validity of a worldview separating the
"real" from the "virtual" (Chayka, 2015; Boellstorff, Nardi, Pearce, & Taylor, 2012). Much of
this work deconstructs the online/offline binary by pointing to the ways in which daily life
in the physical world is increasingly augmented by digital interaction, or constructing
online socialization as equivalent to offline socialization in some fundamental way. Bird
(2014), for instance, argues that mobile technologies have "eroded the real/virtual
dichotomy" by bringing the use of digital tools into people’s lives as they move through
physical space. Meanwhile, boyd (2014) suggests that teens' engagement with digital media
is primarily an effort to access public life in a society which increasingly restricts their
access to physical space, and to find new opportunities to take part in the same social

practices and rituals that have defined adolescence for decades.

Broadly speaking, this approach normalizes online socialization and deconstructs
online/offline dualism by describing the increasing integration of the digital and physical

worlds. But what of digital spaces that are not so integrated with offline life - or perhaps
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even actively resist this trend of integration? Ito et al's (2010) comparison of "normative"
online engagement patterns among adolescents with those common among cultural outliers
and "geeks" suggests that while the former may indeed be defined by this trend of digital-
physical integration, the latter often still exhibit a significant distinction between online
spaces of meaning and young people's wider social worlds. "While the dominant and
normative social media usage pattern is to connect with friends, family, and acquaintances,"
[to et al observe, "some teens - especially marginalized and ostracized ones - often relish
the opportunity to find connections beyond their schools" based on shared practices,
interests, and identities (pp. 89-90). They go on to point out that the practice of forming
new social ties online, as opposed to using digital tools to maintain existing ones, carries a
heavy social stigma - one which I would argue is not addressed, and might even be
reinforced, by a rhetorical shift toward legitimizing digital social interaction by gesturing to

its integration with offline life and relationships.

Fandom tumblr is very much the kind of interest- and identity-based, non-normative
community Ito et al describe here, and perhaps unsurprisingly, its users tend to strongly
and deliberately resist its integration into the rest of their social worlds. When users assert
that their experiences on tumblr are "real”, then, they are not attempting to erase the
divisions between it and their surroundings and experiences in the offline world, but
positioning it as important in their lives in its separateness. In effect, they are implicitly
arguing that the real /virtual dichotomy is spurious not because online and offline are
inextricably intertwined, but because things that are wholly "virtual” can still be "real" if
they have meaning to those experiencing them. This is reminiscent of Boellstorff's (2015)
argument, in his analysis of Second Life, that "real" interactions are simply those in any

forum which have genuine value, meaning, or consequences for those experiencing them,
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and that virtual spaces are "distinct, yet connected, real domain[s] of human experience"

(pp. xxii-xxiii).

Most fandom tumblr users display a clear desire to maintain tumblr as a context
separate from the rest of their social worlds. At the same time, they prize "real" connections
with one another above all else. The emotional importance users ascribe to the
communities and connections they build through tumblr flies in the face of conventional
discourse which perceives the internet as a place where social interaction is less than
authentic. Their insistence that these communities and the identities they express therein
are more authentic than their offline equivalents also challenges the notion that we can
understand spaces like tumblr simply by tearing down the division between online and
offline, or defend their authenticity by remarking on how intertwined they are with the
"real world". In short, fandom tumblr forces us to examine what it is that makes a social
space feel genuine, and what it is about both this community and the "offline" world (and its
digital augmentations) that makes tumblr feel, for some young people, like a better place to

forge connections with others and to be themselves.

In this chapter, | aim to provide some insight into the community fandom tumblr
users have built (and continue to build) through this platform, and discuss how the
practices, norms, and networks that define this community are made possible by tumblr's
status as a "marginal” space. This status is in part the natural result of tumblr's relative
novelty, its small core user base compared to other platforms, and users' shared enthusiasm
for niche interests. Newly emerged and highly specific spaces of social interaction often
exhibit a kind of cultural ambiguity which can enable marginalized groups, including youth,
to engage in public expression and discourse outside of dominant social norms (Brinkman
& Brinkman, 1997; Burton, 1983). Perhaps more meaningful, however, is the role of users'

active resistance to the integration of tumblr with the rest of their social lives in
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constructing fandom tumblr as a space of possibility for young people who find themselves
unwelcome or their expression limited elsewhere. The young people of fandom tumblr, I
contend, resist this integration in order to maintain this community as a space set apart
from the norms, expectations, judgments, and institutions of everyday life, where they - at

least to some extent — make the rules.

Introductions to Tumblr: "the friend that dragged you here in the first place”
Tumblr's official slogan, "Follow the world's creators”, neatly implies both that tumblr

is a powerhouse of creative energy with wide appeal and that the average user is intended

to use the site to consume rather than to interact. A slightly wordier description of the site

is found in the brief guide tumblr offers for new users:

We made it really, really simple for people to make a blog and put
whatever they want on it. [...] Turns out that when you make it easy to
create interesting things, that's exactly what people do. All those great,
random blogs your friends send you, those are Tumblr blogs. We'll help
you find and follow blogs like that, and we'll help other people find and

follow yours. (Tumblr, What is Tumblr?)

The text then encourages users to find things they enjoy and reblog them, add
commentary, and "make [them] your own" (Tumblr, What is Tumblr?). The implication is
clear: tumblr exists for people to consume and share content. This is a clear marketing
statement, and is reinforced by the way the functionality of the platform seems keyed to a
content-focused approach and dismissive of purely social features; aspects of tumblr like
messaging, comments, and replies are the subject of constant criticism from users, who find

them lacking in features and poorly thought out.
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Despite this emphasis on content from tumblr's corporate ownership at Yahoo,!¢ most
fandom users are not brought to tumblr by the promise of creative content. When asked
what first prompted them to join tumblr, only one of the twenty users I interviewed
described being drawn in primarily by content, saying, "l wanted a place where I could see
HTTYD [How to Train Your Dragon] stuff and Harry Potter stuff, and it seemed like there
was a lot of that on here." A few others recalled independently searching for communities in
which they could interact with others who shared their interests, and finding their way to
tumblr through links or web searches: "I joined tumblr because I was very enamored with
Rise of the Guardians and tumblr was the only place I could find pretty much anyone else
that also liked the film." The vast majority, however, described friends (or, in a few cases, a
sibling) telling them about tumblr and encouraging them to join. These friends described
tumblr to them as a place where they would find new communities and friends with whom
they could explore interests and parts of themselves that were not as appreciated or
understood elsewhere. This included, but was not limited to, fandom interests. For instance,
one user said, "after I started watching Doctor Who [my sister] thought that I would enjoy
the site and I signed up right after she showed it to me"; another recalled, "[my friends]

figured that since I'm a writer, an artist, and a huge geek, that  would enjoy [tumblr]".

These statements echo Ito et al's (2008) definition of interest-driven participation in

digital spaces:

Interest-driven practices are what youth describe as the domain of geeks,
freaks, musicians, artists, and dorks, who are identified as smart,

different, or creative, and who generally exist at the margins of teen social

16 Verizon purchased Yahoo shortly before my research concluded. It is difficult to predict what
impact this will have on tumblr, if any, and for the moment, Yahoo still exists as a subsidiary
corporation and still owns and manages tumblr.
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worlds. Youth find a different network of peers and develop deep
friendships through these interest-driven engagements, but [interests]
structure the peer network and friendships. It is not about the given
social relations [...] but about both focusing and expanding on an

individual's social circle based on interests. (p 10)

This kind of engagement with the digital world is not defined - at least, not
exclusively - by a desire to satisfy one's interests with informative or entertaining content;
rather, it is defined by a desire to find a community with which to share one's interests. The
importance of material like fan art, gifsets, character analysis, etc is, in other words, not
located in the material itself but in the social experience it fuels. It seems that this drive to
seek out communities of people who share their specialized interests and identities is what
attracts people who go on to become avid users of the tumblr platform. Although as users'
time on tumblr goes on, defining their participation as purely or even primarily interest-
based becomes less and less tenable, it is with exactly this kind of engagement that many

start their tumblr journeys.

Popular text posts circulating on tumblr strengthen the impression that being
introduced to the site by one particular friend is an almost universal experience. In one post
with just over 471,000 notes, a user asks "where does your first follower even come from",
to which another responds, "the friend that dragged you here in the first place".
Interestingly, the friends who facilitate entry to the community in this way do not always
remain friends, within or outside of tumblr. When I asked users if they still followed the
people that introduced them to tumblr, a significant minority told me those friends had
stopped posting in the intervening time, or that their friendship had waned or their

interests diverged and as a result, they no longer kept in touch. One user told me that she
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had never even exchanged tumblr urls with the friend who introduced her to the site, and

that after two years, she "still [doesn't] know her tumblr to this day".

This may seem a strange concept - why would someone join a social platform on the
advice of a friend, and not use that platform to connect with that friend? - but fandom
tumblr operates under a unique set of social expectations. One of the most fundamental is
the clear separation between tumblr and the rest of one's social world. Most people in this
community maintain a relatively strict policy of not sharing their urls with people they
know from other contexts, preferring for tumblr to be its own discrete social world. Widely
sharing one's tumblr url - for example, by posting it on Facebook - was described by one
user as "a snafu”, and even sharing it with close friends was termed "a huge indicator of
either trust or naivete". I discussed this phenomenon in detail with several users I
interviewed, enquiring about how this separation functioned and what its benefits were,

leading to exchanges like this one with tumblr user fastporcupine:

fastporcupine: irather not have people i know irl follow me

researcher: so is there no one from outside of tumblr that knows

your url?

fastporcupine: im pretty sure some of my friends have seen my url
but they dont follow me, but one of my really close
friends followed me but i blocked her
and no tumblrs just full of people i know from the

internet

researcher: so what's the benefit of that for you?
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fastporcupine: well i mean it just allows me to be myself and have
my own internet life without it invading the people i
know and having them ask about some of the things i

blog and some of my personal posts

researcher: what do you think it is about tumblr that makes this a
particularly good place to have that kind of separate

online life?

fastporcupine: honestly bc [because] u can meet anyone on tumblr
and like
u might not know people irl in a particular fandom
but on tumblr ull [you'll] always find someone w
[with] the same interests

and people are usually always supportive

Fastporcupine's assertion that the separation between tumblr, as a space for
connecting specifically with those who share one's interests, and the offline world directly
enabled her to "be herself" is one of many statements I heard from users directly linking a
nebulous conception of personal authenticity to interaction within this specific social space
and a disconnection from other spaces. In her case, this feeling is directly tied to a sense of
freedom to express her personal thoughts and feelings without consequences within her
established social circle outside of tumblr. She notably inverts what might be the expected
use of the term "invade", worrying not that others would "invade her privacy", but that in
sharing the wrong things, or too much of herself, in other contexts she would be pushing a
level of openness and familiarity onto others with which they might not feel comfortable.

The idea that tumblr serves as a record of one's thoughts - especially, in the words of
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another user, "the things I don't talk about to other people" - is shared by many, and
highlights the level of trust involved in the decision to share one's url with a friend, even the

one responsible for one's introduction to tumblr in the first place.

During another interview, | mentioned the apparent ubiquity of the experience of a
friend facilitating one's introduction to tumblr. This user, undomesticatedbigfoot,
responded with surprise at the notion that anyone might have found their way to tumblr by
any other means, asking, "isn't that what happened to you[?]" | had not thought about this
question, since it was academic interest that led me to create the account I had spent most
of my time on tumblr using for over a year. Undomesticatedbigfoot's question prompted me
to recall my initial entry to the world of tumblr in 2013, not as an academic but as an
ordinary fan looking for a place to interact with other fans. To my amusement, I found that
not only was undomesticatedbigfoot correct - I had, indeed, found my way to tumblr on the
urging of a friend - but my experiences almost precisely followed the pattern described by
fastporcupine. Though I know the url of the friend who brought me to tumbilr, I have never
followed her blog, and never shared my url with her. This was partly because our fandom
interests did not particularly align, but more than that, it was because we both seemed to
instinctively see tumblr as a place to create new networks, rather than replicate those from
the offline world. After having that personal tumblr account for almost four years, I still
have only shared its url with two people I first met offline. Only one person I did not meet
through tumblr knows the url of the younger account I created when I started this project in

2015.

It is difficult to speculate on how fandom tumblr users so quickly acquire this
understanding that urls are extremely privileged personal information outside of tumblr
itself. Given that the norm on most social media platforms is to keep everything connected,

and sharing one's url widely on Facebook takes only seconds while it would be logical to
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assume gaining an understanding of the different norms on tumblr would take much longer,
it is remarkable that more users do not make this "snafu” early in their tumblr experiences.
None of the users to whom I posed the question of how they understood so quickly that
tumblr urls were not commonly shared indiscriminately could offer an explanation. Upon
reflecting on my own experiences, however, I concluded that perhaps this understanding
came to me implicitly before I even signed up for tumblr, from the fact that others in my
existing social network - at least some of whom are probably using tumblr, given the
platform's popularity — have not shared their own urls with me. The "islanding" of tumblr

thus becomes, in a way, self-perpetuating.

This islanding is another significant departure from how Yahoo seems to think tumblr
should operate for most users. Perhaps the most obvious sign that tumblr is intended by its
corporate developers to be integrated into users' wider social networks is the option it
offers allowing a user's blog to be easily connected to their Facebook or Twitter account,
with the ability for every post made to tumblr to be automatically shared to either platform.
In 2014, a tumblr user made a post asking others to "Reblog if your Tumblr is NOT
connected to your Facebook." Another user soon added a gif of Ezme from the Disney
animated film The Emperor’'s New Groove shouting, "Why do we even have that lever?" (see
Figure 5), implying that they believe no reasonable person would want to see their tumblr
blog linked to their Facebook profile, and that even offering the option is silly and pointless.
Clearly, many users agree; this post currently has over 1.1 million notes. The fact that the gif
being used to communicate this assertion is drawn from a film with a relatively significant
following on tumblr helps to mark this response as one coming specifically from the fandom

community.

So what is it about keeping tumblr separate from the rest of life that makes it easier

to, to borrow fastporcupine's words, "be yourself and have your own life"? From my own
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experience as well as conversations with other users, I was left with the sense that what
tumblr offers, first and foremost, is a lack of "baggage". On tumblr, as one user put it, "you
can be anyone you want to be" - not, I should clarify, in the sense of pretending to be
someone you're not, but in the sense of being unburdened by identities you might feel
trapped in in day to day life. Fastporcupine gave the example of "trans/genderfluid people
[...] that have a new name, they can go by that name [on tumblr] and feel no pressure to use
their [...] birth name". Others mentioned anxiety about having either their fandom interests
or their more personal posts "scrutinized" by those who know them from other contexts if
they were to allow tumblr to become integrated into their larger social worlds. As Ito et al
(2010) note several times, interest-driven communities often form around interests and
identities that are marginalized or misunderstood. It makes sense that a place like tumblr,
which has come (through no apparent intention of its creators) to serve as a platform for
these kinds of communities, would establish a convention of isolating itself from the wider
social world in which that marginalization occurs. It is noteworthy, also, that the only user [
spoke to who more widely shared her tumblr url with existing friends - specifically noting
that she "went to high school with all [her] first mutuals" - did not become part of fandom
tumblr until much later, at first using tumblr with these friends as a way to exchange
personal thoughts and "random funny pictures”. It seems that a more friendship-driven
approach to tumblr, like the one this user describes, might do less to encourage keeping

tumblr as an isolated social space.

Early Days: "I really had no idea what I was doing"

The convention of tumblr remaining separate from offline life presents a unique
challenge for new users. Where establishing a presence on Facebook often means searching
for people one already knows, many of whom Facebook might automatically find and

suggest adding as friends, users new to tumblr need to form new social networks essentially
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from scratch, generally with a maximum of one or two previously known individuals with
whom to start connecting. Add to this the sheer scale of the platform, and it is easy to see
that for a newcomer, tumblr can present a confusing and overwhelming experience. With
over 300 million blogs and an average of 45 million posts per day, finding what you're
looking for is a daunting proposition, made no better by the fact that, as users often point
out, the platform's search functionality is disappointing at best. In fact, finding what you're
looking for has been made more difficult by a series of updates to the platform over the last
few years. It was previously possible to search tumblr by "tags" - keywords added to posts
by users to describe their content, categorize them within the user's own blog, and enable
others to find them.1” While tags still exist, however, tumblr's search function now returns
any post which contains the search term(s) in its text - an important difference, since a
search of the words users employ in tags to categorize their own posts is much more likely
to find relevant blogs than a search including the full text of every post on the site. Another
removed the ability to track tags, which had allowed users to set up a list of tags they were
interested in, view the number of new posts in that tag since their last search, and easily
search that tag again at any time. Users - especially those relatively new to tumblr -
frequently used these features to find blogs to follow, and no equally suitable replacement
has appeared or seems to be on its way. As | have gone through the process of establishing a
new network of fandom connections on tumblr twice, once before these changes and once
after, I can speak to the fact that not being able to track tags, and thereby keep a constant

eye on activity in certain fandoms, made this process more difficult the second time around.

This disorienting experience is, if not by devious design then at least by convenient

coincidence, in Yahoo's financial interest. Users do not pay for tumblr - there is no fee to

17'This is the "official" purpose of tags. In practice, they have been adapted for multiple uses by
tumblr users, some of which will be described in detail later in this dissertation.
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create or maintain an account, no "premium tier" of membership offering extra perks or
privileges, no monthly fee users can pay to remove advertising from their dashes. The only
way tumblr collects any money directly from ordinary users is through the selling of
premium blog themes - and with the use of such themes considered a newbie mistake
worthy of intense mockery by veteran users, who point to the hundreds of free themes
available from hobbyist designers on tumblr and elsewhere, this is unlikely to ever be a
large business. Thus, as with other social media platforms, the money is in advertising, and
advertising on tumblr mostly takes the form of sponsored posts and blogs. It is therefore to
Yahoo's direct benefit for new users, lost in the midst of the sheer volume of blogs available
for them to follow, to begin their tumblr journeys with recommended content instead of

striking out on their own.

Yahoo sells tumblr to advertisers as a cultural touchstone of the digital world, where
enthusiasm and creativity centered on specific topics unite people into communities that
thrive on sharing ideas and art with one another. Business-oriented news sources, adopting
the same content-focused perspective, discuss tumblr's value to advertisers in terms of "a
massive scale of highly engaged consumers eager for interesting content” (Savitz, 2013).
They also warn of the threats it supposedly faces from newcomers like Snapchat and Giphy
(Fiegerman, How Yahoo derailed Tumblr, 2016) - content-focused platforms that lack most
of tumblr's community and social features. The recommendation systems employed both
within the platform's interface and through emails reflect this vision, presuming that what

users want to be directed to is "quality", "original" content.

Signing in to tumblr for the first time, a user arrives at a welcome page posing the
question "What're you into?", offering recommended blogs in categories such as

"museums”, "celebrities", "funny"”, "travel", and "cute". Clicking through to some of these

categories and taking a cursory glance at the blogs being recommended begins to reveal the
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monetization strategies at work. Blogs from sources like the Huffington Post, Vogue, Time
Magazine, and Concordia University are represented, along with the blogs of painters,
webcomic artists, and financial advisors, and even niche humor blogs like "If Paintings
Could Text" and "sad desk lunch". It is unclear how many of these blogs have paid to be
recommended to new users, but one might assume the blogs of large corporations and
institutions, at least, have paid significant amounts of money for the privilege. Yahoo's
emphasis on content is made clear, again, by the way this recommendation system operates,
presenting the site's content as organized into neat categories that bely the rambling

messiness of many users' blogs.

Recommended blogs are also delivered to users by email, unless they choose to opt
out of these mailings. In my past use of tumblr as a relatively ordinary private citizen, I have
always chosen not to receive emails from tumblr, but I decided early in this project that
there might be something academically interesting about these emails, so I left them
enabled on the new account I created for research purposes. Along with the almost daily
notifications of new followers on my blog, I received messages on a roughly weekly basis
with subjects like "Your blog cravings, satisfied", "5 blogs worth your follow", and "Today's
trending blogs". Inside each was an eclectic selection of blogs, each represented by a
truncated description of ten to fifteen words and, in many cases, images from three recent
posts. These messages directed me to everything from the official tumblrs of Harvard
University and the Globe Theatre to the blogs of ceramics artists, Swedish pop bands, and
fashion photographers. As time went on and I established a network of connections on
tumblr, these emails showed no attempt to match their recommendations with the content I
had demonstrated an interest in or the communities of users within which I was active. The

assumption seemed to be if these emails bombarded me with a large enough selection of
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sponsored blogs in a wide enough variety of categories, eventually | would have to find one

worth following. As yet, | have not.

The recommendations do not stop as a user becomes more established, though they
do arguably become less invasive and more relevant. Emails do not stop unless specifically
turned off, but the welcome page only appears once. After that, logging in takes one directly
to the dash, where alongside the main column of posts from followed blogs is a sidebar
containing a list of recommended blogs. At least one of these is usually sponsored, and
marked as such, but others are selected based on the user's interests, presumably on the
basis of posting similar content to blogs they already follow or having followers in common.
Sponsored and recommended posts are also inserted directly into the content on the dash.
The latter is a recent addition which has not been popular among users, some of whom [
have seen point out in posts vaguely directed at tumblr's development staff that there may
be reasons they don't follow certain others with whom they share interests, and
furthermore that being able to choose who and what appears on their dashes is, to them, an

important part of the tumblr experience.

This is yet another point of significant divergence between the use patterns the
corporate forces behind tumblr expect from the average user and the way fandom tumblr
users actually use the platform. When asked about their early experiences and how they
found blogs to follow, only one user [ interviewed mentioned ever following a blog that
tumblr had recommended to them. For my part, I follow 140 blogs on the account I created
for my research, and perhaps two or three of these were recommended to me by tumblr. In
general, fandom users exhibit a pattern of stumbling into communities by searching for
users whose interests match theirs and then exploiting second- and third-degree
connections: "l would search things I thought were interesting and then just follow as many

blogs as possible,” recalled one user. "I learned to look [at] the blogs the people | was
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following were reblogging from and to check those blogs out too." "I really had no idea what
[ was doing," admitted another. "This probably lasted maybe six months or so [...]  just kind

of reblogged everything that I came across."

This early "follow spree”, which nearly every user I spoke to recalled going through,
was in most cases followed by a slower, more deliberate process of unfollowing users with
whom they turned out not to have so much in common after all. At some point, this gave
way in turn to an ongoing process of following and unfollowing through which users
continually refine their tumblr networks to better reflect both their content interests and
their social needs. A significant amount of time and effort goes into all of this, but the
reward is equally significant: a network of social connections based on personal choice to a

much more significant degree than any other in the average teen or young adult's life.

Like the absence of "baggage", this freedom to construct social networks for
themselves from the ground up is a particularity of tumblr to which users ascribe great
value. Over and over, users described both offline social networks and online platforms like
Facebook and Twitter as being dominated by connections determined by outside forces -
proximity, institution, or social expectation. Young people are typically expected to make
their friends in the rather artificial social environment of schools, hierarchical "places for
children" in which they are segregated into biological-age cohorts and their interaction
takes place under adult supervision and rules (Rasmussen, 2004). This is hardly a recipe for
finding friends who share one's interests and values, and this is especially true if those
interests are outside the norms of mainstream culture (Ito, et al.,, 2010). "Offline friends are
usually made because of shared classes," explained 17-year-old high school senior ice-cold-

hooligan, "which is helpful but I don't have that strong of a bond with them."
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Facebook, meanwhile, has become dominated by social norms that dictate connecting
with family members, coworkers, classmates, and all manner of distant "real-world"
acquaintances. The social norms and expectations surrounding Facebook (and other highly
social platforms highly integrated with offline life) also do not make it easy to experiment
with potential connections the way tumblr users do with their quickness to follow and
unfollow, especially in their early days on the platform. Connections with anyone but people
one regularly spends time with in the physical world are dismissed as "fake" and
unimportant, and teens, especially, are criticized for friending "random" others
(Cuthbertson, 2016; Lenhart & Madden, 2007); meanwhile, being unfriended or unfollowed
has become an important and highly negative violation of social expectations (Bevan, Ang, &
Fearns, 2014). In contrast, continuously tweaking and experimenting with one's network by
following and unfollowing blogs is so expected a pattern of interaction on tumblr that I
regularly see users make posts assuring one another that unfollowing them is perfectly
okay, and will not be seen as a personal affront. In short, tumblr provides an opportunity to
create a community of one's own choosing which is, to various extents, lacking under the

particular conditions and norms of other social spaces young people inhabit.

Though the users [ interviewed generally treated the constraints and norms of offline
society and highly integrated online spaces as simply existing without particularly
discussing the structures behind them, it is worth noting that these are at least in part a
function of social power dynamics between children and adults. Jenkins (1999) and boyd's
(2014) work speaks to this in some ways. Both argue that young people have moved into
the digital world to create social spaces and networks of their own because of the increasing
circumscription of their social lives offline, which has occurred as a direct result of an
ideology among adults that insists children's well-being is directly correlated with adult

supervision and control. No longer as able as young people in past generations to create
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their own places of meaning and construct their own social networks offline, contemporary
youth have taken to the internet, and found in social media a kind of new, culturally flexible
space that opens up possibilities for accessing public life. It is worth noting, however, that,
as Trotter (2013) puts it, "Facebook has been slowly colonized by the very forces teens
signed up to escape: watchful parents [and] too-old adults". Even a few years ago, teens may
have been able to, in boyd's words, find "a public of their own" on Facebook or Twitter. As
those sites have become increasingly tied to offline social life, however, they, and the
networks and activities teens can access through them, have become increasingly subject to
the same social norms and controls as offline social spaces - norms and controls that are

primarily constructed by adults.

What tumblr offers is a space in which young people can create their own networks
unhampered by the expectations and pre-existing social dynamics of the physical world and
its augments. Though Yahoo attempts to shape these networks through recommendations,
sponsorships, and highlighted posts, users for whom this ideal of a "freeform" social space

carries great importance generally reject those attempts, sometimes quite vociferously.

Followers and Notoriety: "it's nice to get a reaction”

Tumblr users may have an exceptional degree of control over the users they follow,
but the process of being followed by others is much more unpredictable. Connections
between users on tumblr function much like they do on Twitter or Instagram: there are no
groups or other formal systems for bringing people together en masse as there are on
Facebook, and individual connections are non-reciprocal, with one user able to follow
another's blog without approval (though users can block one another from seeing their
posts) or any requirement that the second user connect in any way with the first in return.

Follower counts are not public data on tumblr unless users choose to share them, and are
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not taken particularly seriously or directly associated with any real form of status, although
the occasional post relating follower counts in specific ranges to titles like "egg", "hatchling”,
and "super hella dragon" does circulate within fandoms. Users are sometimes described by
others with the ill-defined term "tumblr famous", but one user I spoke to whose follower
count was over 10,000 - many times the average!8 — rejected this term, seeing herself as

just another ordinary user.

Practices intended only to build up a larger follower count (such as the infamous
"follow for follow") are uncommon in fandom tumblr and self-promotion for the sake of
self-promotion is frowned upon; instead, users employ practices specifically intended to
help them connect with others who genuinely share their interests. A common example is
posting a list of one's fandoms and other interests, with a request that others reblog the
post if they share any of these, thus not only allowing the op to find a new connection, but
potentially helping a significant number of people grow their tumblr networks. Users with

large follower counts "promoting” lesser-known or new users is also fairly commonplace.

The most effective way of gaining followers on tumblr, however, is simply to make
one's own posts, since users often click through to the originating blog of a post they enjoy
in order to look at that user's other posts and potentially follow them. The more notes a
post gets, the more likely this is. While this might make it seem as though users who
produce high-quality creative content are likely to be directly rewarded with followers and
potential friends, in fact, the general feeling among users is that this is not the case. Several
of the users [ interviewed described feeling that it was impossible to tell in advance whether

or not a post would get any attention or lead to any new followers, and there is certainly a

18 A small "survey" I conducted by making a post asking users to reblog it and tag it with the number
of users who followed them and the number they were following revealed that for the majority of
users, each number was between roughly 100 and 600.
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level of unpredictable luck to this. However, there are certain kinds of practices which seem
to make it easier to build a base of followers, and these tend to center on notions of subtly
but intentionally building community through the posting of particular kinds of content

relevant to particular interests.

One interesting phenomenon which emerged from my discussions with users in
fandoms of different characters and scales is the double-edged sword of posting content in
these different kinds of communities. My original assumption had been that posting content
relating to more popular fandoms and interests would tend to help amass followers, and
this is certainly the case for some. Elkcentral, a 20-year-old college student who has been on
tumblr for some time, named "relevance to a popular show/movie" as one of the key
determining factors of whether a post will "blow up" (that is, gain a large number of likes
and reblogs), placing this alongside "humor" as a valued trait in content. Among the users |
have interacted with, those whose follower counts number in the thousands or tens of
thousands tend to be those who have been active and producing original content in
fandoms with large tumblr communities for several years. Such users sometimes become
the equivalent of "household names" in their tumblr fandoms, seen as leaders and core
figures in their communities. On the other hand, being active in smaller fandoms can have
its perks as well, and lead to gathering an audience which may not be as large, but is often
valued more highly by users on the basis of deeper and more consistent engagement.
Several users [ interviewed expressed feeling that smaller fandoms tend to be closer-knit
communities in which it is easier to get to know people. 17-year-old carelessandwrong, who
primarily identifies herself on her blog as a member of the relatively small fandom centered
on YouTube group Rooster Teeth, said "it's like towns vs cities", explaining that small
fandoms give users the opportunity to develop a familiarity with the entire community

rather than merely a small selection thereof.
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Regardless of the scale of the community in which one is trying to establish oneself,
the importance of posting original content is clear. Many users express a desire or even a
sense of obligation to "contribute” to their fandoms, and a feeling of not fully belonging if
they lack the artistic skills or impulses to produce fan art, fanfiction, and other forms of the
remix creativity that drives fan culture, and there is a sense that these sorts of contributions
are what bring followers, notes, and more generally, awareness of one's presence. 18-year-
old dastardlyartist, an aspiring writer and artist active in several fandoms including those
devoted to the television series Supernatural and Doctor Who, told me that she was
"working [her] way up the ladder of tumblr popularity" as she both improved her artistic

skills and gradually discovered what kinds of posts would be appreciated most by others:

dastardlyartist: my writing and art don't usually receive much

attention. I'm hoping that will change in the future.

]

researcher: whatkinds of things do you write/draw/make?

dastardlyartist: [ draw photo realistic portraits of actors and
characters that I like. I always need a reference
image though, which I suspect is what makes the
pictures less popular. People would rather see
original fan art, which I've tried, but just can't seem

to get the hang of.

The role of original posts' artistic quality in generating attention for a user is not as
simple as this might make it seem, however. My own experiences, as well as those of other

users [ interviewed, point to the key role of working toward a certain ideal of "authenticity"
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in the self-representation that emerges from the collection of content on one's blog. This
includes original artwork, which is often valued more within fandom communities for being
personally expressive or in some way novel within the community than for aesthetic merit.
Fandom tumblr, as a culture, values creativity and originality, but it also values personality,
something dastardlyartist hints at when she notes that even photorealistic paintings -
which require an impressive level of technical skill to create - are less appreciated if they

are based directly on reference images than if they are original in content and composition.

It is also worth noting that what constitutes making a "contribution” to one's fandoms
can be defined quite broadly, and can include primarily social activities as well as creative
ones. One post in which the op laments that they do not feel they possess the right creative
talents to contribute to their fandoms has been answered with comments that define
"contributing” as including activities such as reblogging others' art, engaging in discussions
with other users, writing reviews of fanfiction, posting recommendations of favorite blogs,
and even "converting" people to the fandom (ie, introducing them to the fandom's source

text and encouraging them to become part of the community).

With such a diverse range of ways to be active in fandom communities, it perhaps
makes sense that many users would make efforts to establish particular roles or niches for
themselves in these contexts. For the users with the largest followings, reputations within
fandoms are built on consistently contributing something unique. Some users, for instance,
might become known as the people to follow for in-depth character analysis posts, or for
behind-the-scenes news about upcoming films, or for amusing image manipulations.
Hazelnutcorgi expresses some pride in being known for "ruining people's days with sad
jokes"t, and clearly understands her relative fame within her fandoms as being related to

her particular sense of dark humor.
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[ will return to these notions of authenticity and fandom "niches" in greater detail in
chapter four, as they relate to the concepts of identity construction and presentation on
tumblr as well as to that of community. For the moment, the primary point [ wish to make in
regard to patterns of how users gain followers within fandom tumblr is that it is much more
complicated than posting "quality” content in a popular fandom. Despite Yahoo's marketing
of tumblr as a platform for consuming and sharing masses of "interesting” and "creative"
content, users follow each other for reasons concerned at least as much with relationships
and community as with any notions of filling their dashes with any definition of the best
tumblr has to offer. They prefer to seek out others they see as projecting "real” selves on
their blogs and bringing unique voices to the community, because following, to these users,
is not merely a mechanism for determining the kind of content one sees. It signals the
beginning of a relationship, which is continued through actions such as reblogging, replying,
commenting, sending asks, tagging the other person in posts, and using the chat system to
communicate in real time. Hazelnutcorgi summed this up nicely by explaining that the value
of followers and notes is not in seeing them as any measure of status or accomplishment,
but in the potential that being known brings for interaction: "it['s] nice to get a reaction out

of people”, she told me, and to see others respond to the things you write and create.

Friendships and Community: "once a mutual, a mutual for life"

Finding blogs to follow is easy. Gaining followers is less predictable, but essentially a
certainty, at least to some degree, for any reasonably active fandom blog. Finding friends is
more difficult. Friends on tumblr usually start out as "mutuals” - users who follow each
other's blogs. Although the platform does little to formally recognize this status, the idea of
a qualitatively different kind of connection existing between two users who follow each
other is strong among the user base. Mutuals generally make up a minority of a person's

connections on tumblr (especially if that person runs a popular blog with thousands of
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followers, as it would be unusual to follow anywhere near that many blogs in return), but

they are the basis of friendship and close community on the site.

Users | interviewed described mutuals - even those they do not interact with directly
on a regular basis - as important and emotionally meaningful connections. The way they
describe these connections complicates the view of fandom tumblr users as engaging
exclusively, or even primarily, in "interest-driven" participation. It also questions Ito et al's
(2010) assertion that "friendship-driven" practices center exclusively or primarily on local
friends met through school and activity groups. Fandom tumblr users follow a pattern of
shifting gradually, over the course of months or years, from a clearly interest-driven form of
engagement to one which defies this kind of categorization. As followers become mutuals
and mutuals become friends, tumblr becomes less a space for engaging with one's special
interests and more a comfortable community. One user, who joined tumblr in 2012 at the
age of 14, said she and her mutuals had "grown up together". Another discussed, at length,
the deep connection she feels with her mutuals and the way this connection overrides

changes in her interests:

fastporcupine: some months there will be random bursts of fandom
things [on my blog] bc i get obsessed w something

and that's been happening more frequently

researcher: so your fandom interests kind of come and go?

fastporcupine: yeah totally
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researcher: what does that mean for connecting with other
people in fandoms? like in terms of following blogs
and having mutuals and such, do you find those

connections come and go too?

fastporcupine: well mutuals kinda keep you in a fandom, so im close
w all my mutuals bc we keep each other in our
fandoms and also drag each other into each other's
other fandoms. but no once a mutual a mutual for life.
like once u feel like ur falling out of a fandom u can hit

up a mutual of that fandom and ur back in deep.

]

researcher: what makes that bond so meaningful?

fastporcupine: well i mean like mutuals always reblog each other's
posts and reply and like stuff so even if u dont talk, u
will always be mutuals. it's just that when somebody
knows u so much already and knows the real you

through ur blog it's hard to not be friends w them

researcher: so any of those things, reblogging, leaving a reply,
those can be just as important for maintaining a

friendship as having a private conversation would?

fastporcupine: yeah definitely

A significant amount of effort goes into the maintenance and performance of
connections between mutuals, even those who do not consider one another "friends". Posts

that encourage users to share bits and pieces of personal information, or to ask each other
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questions that range from the mundane ("Can you drive a stick shift?") to the deep ("Are
you good at hiding your feelings?") to the oddball ("what creature visits your dreams most
often?"), are prevalent and widely shared, and most responses to these come from mutuals.
Fandom content often appears in these posts even when it would seem to have no direct
purpose; for example, a list of "Disney asks" prompts users to simply send the word "Ariel"
to another user as shorthand for asking where they think they belong, or "Peter Pan" as
shorthand for asking if there is something from their childhood they still love. When users
receive personal questions from followers, the answers are often posted publicly, making
the interaction part interpersonal bonding, part public performance of friendship, and part

presentation of self to the wider community.

The difference between "mutuals” and "friends" is hazy. Users I spoke to generally
described mutuals as being, at the very least, "low-key friends". One popular post declares
that "if we mutually follow each other there's at least a 20% chance I've referred to you in a
real life conversation as 'someone [ know'"; another user's tags on this post, which were
copied into a comment by a third user when they reblogged the post,1? read, "#'someone I
know' #'I know someone who' #'1 HAVE THIS FRIEND'". Many users drew a distinction by
describing friends as mutuals they "talk to", which generally includes exchanging private
messages and asks on a regular basis. For some, making this transition can be a nerve-
wracking proposition, and several of the people I interviewed described sometimes feeling
too shy or anxious to initiate a conversation with another user. One indicated that "certain
people feel more approachable than others", and these are the users with whom it is easier
to make friends. Several others described friendships often starting by accident; ice-cold-

hooligan gave the example of how she became friends with hazelnutcorgi, saying, "I asked

19 This is a relatively common practice if the tags in question are seen as humorous, informative, or
relatable, and are not overly personal.
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her about why she was reblogging so many posts about toilet paper [one night], and we just

started talking and now we're friends."

On the other hand, tumblr users sometimes take very deliberate steps to overcome
their own shyness or help others do the same. Posts with simple calls for closer connections
(eg, "mutuals send me a 'hey'") abound, and this post encouraging mutuals to share contact

information currently has over 414,000 notes:

okay if we're mutuals u can
e ask for my phone number
e snapchat
e instagram

e facebook

e skype
o twitter
e kik

this has been a psa?® thank u

Specifically inviting others to ask for this kind of information signals that the user
making or reblogging this kind of post is open to new friendships, potentially contributing
to their apparent approachability as described by the user quoted above. Sometimes
existing friends will take matters into their own hands with someone who is having
particular difficulty making new friends on tumblr, as exemplified by one user I

interviewed, who explained, "back then [when I first joined tumblr] i was super shy so my

20 The term "psa”, short for "public service announcement”, is used on tumblr to indicate information
a user thinks it is important for others to be aware of.
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friend had to stage an intervention [...] she pretty much told everyone that follows her to go
talk to me and alas, i made some friends". Despite feeling "terrified", this user met some

people who are still friends over two years later.

Despite the fact that the communities in which these interactions take place are
geographically distributed and initially formed based on marginalized interests and
identities, these practices are a departure from what Ito et al (2010) describe as typical for
interest-based participation, and align much more with the typical practices of "friendship-
driven" engagement, concerned with "day-to-day negotiations" of "affiliation, competition,
[...] self, reputation, and status” (p. 16). The personal interactions between mutuals through
practices like sending and inviting asks, and the explicit efforts to deepen connections and
transform mutuals into friends exemplified by posts encouraging more personal kinds of
communication, demonstrate the same kind of overtly socially-oriented "hanging out"

behaviors that typify friendship-driven engagement.

Indeed, tumblr users do not just describe other users they consider friends as being
equally important to them as offline friends; in many cases, they define them as being
functionally equivalent. "Internet friends are kinda like illegally downloaded friends,"
declares one popular post. "You don't get the physical copy but you still get all the great
content”. Quite a few users I spoke to went further than this, saying that tumblr friendships
are ultimately stronger and more important than offline ones because they are built on
more solid foundations. In a society that, as discussed earlier, generally expects young
people to form friendships in what are ultimately very artificial and constraining social
environments, the opportunity to seek out friendships with others based on shared
perspectives, interests, values, and experiences is something to be prized. Ice-cold-hooligan

described tumblr friendships, compared to offline ones, as "in a sense stronger, because
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we're so many miles apart yet I feel that I'm closer to them than I am with my friends

offline. I also tend to share a lot more similarities to them."

The post quoted above demonstrates an important nuance to the previously
discussed separation between tumblr and the rest of users' social existences: this
separation can be somewhat asymmetrical. Though saying that mutuals may ask for non-
tumblr contact information does not mean that a user will give out this information freely to
any mutual who asks, it does seem that social connections can move from tumblr to other
contexts more freely than vice versa. This supports the notion that the emphasis on keeping
tumblr "separate" from other social contexts is due to the perceived constraints of those
other contexts in terms of topics that can be freely discussed, people with whom one can
forge connections and friendships, and self-presentations that are possible. Allowing
someone who has already been privy to the deep personal expression that characterizes
tumblr for many users to "cross over" to a space of shallower, more constrained interaction

like Facebook is easily seen as less emotionally risky than the reverse.

Bringing people from "isolated" online contexts into one's wider social world is seen
by many users as a natural outcome of the possibility tumblr affords for meeting people
who share one's interests and values but whom one would never have met by more
conventional means. This view is detailed in a popular post titled "Why meeting someone

online isn't weird at all":

e Our generation grew up with technology and the internet
e Since we all grew up with technology, we know all about internet safety.
e Ifyou're going to meet in person, you're going to sure as hell confirm

their identity before you do so because you're not an idiot.
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e We aren't naive enough to believe out of billions of people on the planet,
our soulmate or even best friend is going to live next door.

e Joining blogging communities involves socialization

e (Gaming online with thousands of people? You're bound to click with
someone

e Everyone is connected through the interwebs

e It's easier to find someone you relate to online compared to in person

Not everyone is trying to catfish or abduct you

The argument that it is "naive" to believe one's "soulmate or best friend is going to
live next door" is particularly striking, given that young people have often been criticized
using precisely that word for thinking that their online friendships are genuine. In general,
the argument here, and the argument that many users made in interviews, is that
friendships made through tumblr are not unusual or emotionally different from offline
friendships in any fundamental way. Instead, the difference users see is primarily in the
social limitations and conditions of possibility in each context. Tumblr, as a space defined by
interaction within chosen networks free from the social expectations of offline life and
integrated online spaces, offers thousands of potential friends from around the world, more

diverse in their backgrounds, interests, and identities than any school cohort might be.

Freedom to Build

In each of the interviews I conducted, I asked what it was that, in each user's opinion,
made tumblr "different” from other social media platforms. Perhaps the most telling thing
about the responses I received was not the particular content of any one of them, but the
fact that, despite the question not specifying what kind of differences I was interested in,

every answer | got related to the culture and community users experienced through the site.
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The question could just as easily have been interpreted to refer, for instance, to the
substantial differences in functionality between tumblr and other social platforms - the
wide range of media types it supports, the unique way reblogs carry comment threads with
them, the customization features, and so on. Only one person remarked on these kinds of
differences, and even he also discussed the site's community. (Although I obviously have no
responses from users outside of the fandom tumblr community to which to compare these
statements, it seems likely that these responses represent feelings about the social
meaningfulness of fandom tumblr specifically; those with different patterns and priorities of

engagement with tumblr might well have foregrounded technical functionality.)

For some, the sense of tumblr as a unique community was tied up with notions of its
users as creative and interesting people. "On [tumblr], I am surrounded by people with good
ideas and creativity. I can reach out to people. I feel more appreciated for [...] having good
ideas," said high school student and filmmaker adriaticofficial, who went on to specifically
link this feeling to tumblr's isolation as a social space. Tumblr's creativity was also linked,
by others, to the openness of its community and the way posts tend to be shared for reasons
other than the perceived quality of content. Carelessandwrong remarked, "tumblr has so
much creativity that you don't get to see elsewhere because other sites like only to show the
best of the best [whereas] here you can actually see artwork that you like and not just art

that is [technically perfect]".

Others, in describing the uniqueness of the tumblr community, focused more on its
status as a "safe spot", where you "don't have to worry about people u know irl judging
you". For many, this simply meant that they could indulge their interests and passions more
openly, and "nerd out" about subjects like animation or musical theater with a community
that would understand those interests rather than judge them for them. "People on tumblr

aren't afraid of being a little wild and crazy, or sharing the things they love," said
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dastardlyartist, while adriaticofficial remarked, "I can be more happy [here]. I don't have to
act serious, or worry, or 'grow up'. I can be enthusiastic." In keeping with the idea of fandom
tumblr as a community which most users join out of a desire for interest-driven interaction
with others, this notion of "nerding out" recalls elements of what Ito et al (2010) describe as
"geeking out", a mode of interaction defined by "intense commitment or engagement with
media or technology, often one particular media property” (p. 66). I favor the term "nerd"
here not only because it is the more common parlance on tumblr (and was used by
significantly more people among the users I interviewed), but as a nod to slightly different
practices and forms of status. [to et al describe communities engaged in "geeking out" as
relying on practices requiring highly specialized skills and assigning status based on
technical proficiency and knowledge. This is not the case on tumblr, where there is in fact a
longstanding discourse mocking any attempts to establish "geek cred" over someone else,
and dismissing conventional judgments of whether or not one is a "real" fan as elitist and

exclusionary.

For some users, the sense of safety and acceptance was also associated with more
significant aspects of their identities which they felt the need to hide in most other spaces;
several LGBTQIA users described being open and proud about their orientations and
identities on tumblr long before they were comfortable being out with their families or local
communities, or in other more mainstream online spaces. "It's not like I can go on Snapchat
and be like 'Howdy y'all I'm bi!' the people at school would have a field day”, said
simplisticswashbuckler, who explained that her conservative Christian parents would

probably kick her out of the house if they learned about her sexuality.

Some users made comments focusing on the ease with which they could find and
interact with like-minded people on tumblr. Undomesticatedbigfoot said that "everyone on

[tumblr] is so much more approachable” than people on other forms of social media, saying
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that although this was partly because of shared interests, "also there are a lot of people that
honestly just wanna talk too, and are super friendly with whoever hits them up".
Meanwhile, dastardlyartist explained that, as someone with serious social anxiety, she finds
tumblr a more comfortable, lower-stakes social environment, in which she is less

"scrutinized" and generally finds it easier to strike up conversations with people.

Not once did I receive an answer to the question of what makes tumblr different from
other social platforms which cast tumblr in a negative light. No one pointed out a way in
which Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, or Snapchat was superior, in terms of its technological
affordances or its community. There may be something of a selection bias here; [ have
wondered if people who had more positive feelings about tumblr might be more likely to
volunteer for this kind of interview. Nevertheless, it is telling that no one expressed even
mixed feelings. Many of these users did, elsewhere in these interviews, criticize various
aspects of tumblr, from the way advertising is handled to the "intense" and "angry" climate
that sometimes emerges among users around political or controversial topics. Clearly,
tumblr is not seen as being without flaws - but when compared to anything else, it comes

out on top.

Moreover, it became clear to me through interviews and observations that in asking
this question, I was focusing on a somewhat artificial point of comparison. That is, tumblr is
not, in most users' minds, in the same category of social spaces as Facebook, Instagram,
Twitter, or Snapchat. One user I spoke to went so far as to refer to tumblr as "the anti-social
media", an amusing triple entendre that simultaneously calls attention to the attraction
tumblr holds for outcasts and introverts, the way it enables users to socialize at their own
comfort levels from moment to moment, and the way users construct it as qualitatively
different from other social platforms. To young people for whom online social activity holds

little novelty, tumblr and Twitter do not belong in the same category simply because they
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are both "social networking sites". Over and over, users drew a distinction not between
categories of online and offline, but between tumblr and the rest of their social worlds.
Other social platforms were described as essentially part of offline life, with the same

connections and the same expectations.

As Becker (2016) points out, what we continue to imagine as "new" forms of
technology are not actually new anymore - an entire generation has grown up never
knowing a world without personal computers, and the first Facebook users are now in their
30s. Many social networking platforms have been successfully integrated into everyday life,
and social norms and controls relating to their use are well established. On Facebook, for
example, research has found that clear norms exist in relation to friending and unfriending,
posting and sharing specific kinds of content, interpersonal conflict, and the use of Facebook
for business purposes. While these norms, like those in offline settings, vary by age, gender,
and other elements of social location, overall, they are consistently defined and enforced,

and they generally reflect offline norms (McLaughlin & Vitac, 2011).

Because opportunities and contexts for social interaction are continually changing,
novel spaces where norms are ambiguous and marginalized groups are able to assert their
own ways of being always exist somewhere. When social norms, expectations, and systems
of control managed to exert themselves in the pool hall that had been the domain of youth
through the 1910s, young people moved on to the newly-minted penny arcade; when the
same happened to the ice cream parlor in the 1950s, they moved to the rock & roll club
(Burton, 1983). This is not to suggest that young people are in continual "retreat” from the
encroachment of adult social control, but rather that spaces of social and cultural ambiguity
hold a kind of possibility for building communities and structures which answer better to
non-normative needs and priorities, and that, consequently, excluded groups - including

young people - tend to seek out such spaces.
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Around the turn of the 21st century, the emerging context for interaction that
mainstream adult society had not yet learned to navigate and control was the internet in
general. "Cyberspace" was still considered a reasonable word, and in even the most
populous and well-known of digital spaces (AOL chatrooms and graphical MOOs, the latter a
term [ will admit I had to look up), social norms and group dynamics diverged sharply from
their offline equivalents (Suler, 1996). When the millennial generation was in its teens, in
other words, everywhere you went online, you were in some kind of novel and culturally
ambiguous space, disconnected at least to some significant degree from offline life. This is
no longer the case for the teenagers of the mid-2010s. Thanks to a succession of social
platforms that specifically aimed to augment offline social activity rather than offer an
alternative to it, online and offline identities and social networks have collapsed into
hybrids and the boundary between digital and physical has broken down into a fuzzy space
of augmentation and integration (Chayka, 2015). Where, then, are the "marginal” spaces of

social freedom for young people to be found in 2017?

One answer - of many - is tumblr, and this is not simply by happenstance. Tumblr
users have consciously resisted the integration of their platform with the offline world, and
thus resisted the absorption of their community into the social norms and networks that
dominate the rest of their lives. In so doing, they have been able to maintain tumblr as a
space in which they feel relieved of the baggage that follows them from their offline lives to
other corners of the digital world. On tumblr, they can engage with interests and identities
that may be less understood or accepted in their everyday worlds of school, family, and
Facebook; create networks and communities that defy the constraints of conventional social
spaces; experiment with self-presentations and find unique ways to fit in, contribute, and
express themselves; and make friends with whom they often feel an intense emotional

closeness despite their geographic distance.
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Research on tumblr is still scant, and much of what exists consists of large-scale
quantitative studies. One of the few academic forays into tumblr that has attempted to take
an interpretive approach to a particular community on the site is Bell's (2013) work on
tumblr's "queer social justice community". Bell's interpretation of the site's culture is not
kind; she refers to tumblr as a "toxic" space of "rigid, pedantic and counterproductive"”
mores that limit discourse and interaction, essentially arguing that the fagcade of a social
order supposedly freer than the mainstream creates its own repressive norms. This is not
an entirely unfair judgement, and many users who criticize tumblr's at times charged and
argumentative atmosphere may agree with much of it, but it misses the point of what makes
tumblr unique and important. Tumblr does not pretend to be free of judgement, ingroups,
outgroups, status, expectations, or even cruelty. The important point is not whether tumblr
is or is not "freer" than mainstream offline society, or the online spaces deeply tied thereto;
the important point is that it has remained sufficiently free from the influence of
mainstream offline society that it has been able to produce its own particular set of social

norms at all.

Tumblr offers unique conditions of possibility to young people for building
communities specifically because it has defied integration. While much of the social space of
the internet has transitioned in the last fifteen years from something new, different, and
separate to an extension of offline life, fandom tumblr remains a firmly digital island. As the
social norms, expectations, and structures to which young people are subject in offline life
have adapted to apply to popular online spaces like Facebook, tumblr has remained
stubbornly apart of many of these external expectations and constraints, offering young
people a place to establish their own ways of being and being together much as the youth of
decades past did in the video arcade or the mall. In this chapter, I have examined how young

people have taken advantage of this space of possibility to create a community in which the
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norms of connection, interaction, and friendship feel, to them, less limiting than those they
are faced with elsewhere, and less like they are imposed arbitrarily from without. Going
forward, I will examine some of the particular norms and practices this community has
established around notions of privacy, identity, and political discourse, and how these work

to meet the particular needs of the young fans who have made tumblr what it is.
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Chapter 3: Managing Privacy

A Paradox of Sharing

Bisexual Visibility Day has been celebrated on September 23 of every year since 1999.
As with other observances celebrating marginalized identities, it is a significant event on
tumblr. One way in which users who identify as bisexual celebrate this day is to post selfies.
On Bisexual Visibility Day in 2016, a user I follow posted a selfie in which she wore a shirt in
the colors of the bisexual pride flag (pink, purple, and blue), and displayed a rough facsimile
of the flag drawn on her shoulder in what appeared to be highlighter.2! She smiled widely in
the photo, and the first line of the caption enthusiastically wished everyone a good day, but
immediately below this was a line that added a less positive layer to the post's impact: "I'M

STILL CLOSETED OFFLINE! DO NOT SHARE!"t written in bold, italicized, all-caps text.

[ was immediately struck by the bravery this post demonstrated. For a young woman
who did not yet feel safe and comfortable enough to come out to her family, friends, or
school community to post an image proudly identifying herself as bisexual where it might
theoretically be accessed by anyone in the world is remarkable. I soon began to consider,
however, that perhaps my interpretation of this situation did not reflect this user's
experience. After all, the users [ had interviewed had routinely described fandom tumblr as
a safer space than the offline world. Simplisticswashbuckler, who (as noted in the previous
chapter) plainly expressed fear for her physical safety in the event that her parents
discovered her sexual orientation, told me that tumblr's fandom communities had been, in
her experience, far more supportive of such diversity than other communities she had
experienced, both online and in the physical world. She did not feel in any danger sharing

this aspect of herself here. She referred specifically to the Harry Potter and How to Train

21 This image description has been slightly altered to protect this user's identity.
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Your Dragon fandoms, noting the books' and films' themes of "acceptance" and "changing
perspectives”, and said she felt safe with members of those communities because "those
themes get embedded in the hearts of the people who love those stories and just make
people kinder". As I reflected on the Bisexual Visibility Day post described above in the
context of statements like this, | recalled another post, titled "when ur family doesn't know
ur gay"t, in which a young woman sarcastically answers her family's repeated questions
about her "boyfriend" while waving a pride flag in the background. Perhaps, I considered,
being out and proud on tumblr was not seen by these users as an act of bravery or even a

public statement in the same way | was perceiving it.

As well as being an interesting insight into the connection between fandom and
community, this example raises some questions about a concept that is often far more
complex than it is imagined to be: internet privacy. At its most basic, privacy is the right to
control the flow of information about oneself. This simple definition, however, masks the
significant variety in its potential interpretations. What kinds of information are considered
personal or privileged, how spaces are defined as public or private, how control over
information is exerted, how potential audiences are categorized as acceptable or
unacceptable recipients of certain kinds of information - all are open to interpretation and

make the meaning of privacy different to different people in different contexts.

What is "Internet Privacy"?

In her research on MySpace and Facebook, Livingstone (2008) notes an apparent
contradiction between young people's use of social media that arises from its being both a
space for the deliberate and intimate presentation of self and a space in which privacy is not
only valued but an active daily concern. | have observed a similar contradiction in my

research on tumblr, amplified to some extent by the fact that tumblr is, at least in technical
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terms, much more public than many other online spaces. Although sideblogs?? can be
password-locked, primary blogs are open and viewable by all. Individual blog posts are
indexed by search engines like Google. Neither posts nor information on users' blog
descriptions (brief introductory statements featured in sidebar or header elements of most
blog themes) or about pages (optional pages separate from the main blog screen featuring
more in-depth information about the blog and user) can be restricted to specific audiences
the way access to individual posts and profile elements can be limited on Facebook.
Individual users can be blocked, but while this makes it impossible for them to
communicate with the user who blocks them directly through asks, chat messages, or
reblogs, it does nothing to protect privacy as all the blocked user needs to do in order to
visit the blog in question is log out.23 Ironically, the fears many parents express that
"anything you put online can be seen by anyone" - which are by and large unfounded in the
contexts of most social networking platforms, with their extensive privacy controls - are
entirely reasonable on tumblr. And yet, this is where many young people have chosen to go,
much more than Facebook, to share their innermost thoughts and the parts of themselves
they reasonably fear could bring them harm if the wrong person found out about them.
Fandom tumblr users, from what I have seen, seem to view tumblr as more private than
Facebook and other more mainstream online spaces, as demonstrated by, among other
things, their willingness to share information - like their sexual orientations - which they

feel would endanger them if shared in other contexts.

22 Users may have multiple blogs associated with a single account - a single primary blog and up to
99 "sideblogs", also known as "secondary blogs", although most users do not even have one and few
would have more than two. Unlike primary blogs, sideblogs can have multiple authors and can be
password-protected. However, only primary blogs can use tumblr's social features (such as following
other blogs, sending asks, or chatting with other users).

23 As of late 2016, it appeared tumblr might be moving to introduce an option that would let users
restrict their blogs to viewing by logged-in tumblr users only.
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Livingstone argues that this paradox of young people at once readily disclosing
personal information and expressing concern for their privacy appears because young
people define internet privacy in more nuanced and interactive terms than are allowed by
either the dominant discourse of internet privacy or the tools at their disposal on social
networking platforms. Rather than constructing privacy in terms of the disclosure of certain

types of information, they prioritize extensive control over "who knows what".

The point is that teenagers must and do disclose personal information in
order to sustain intimacy, but they wish to be in control of how they
manage this disclosure. As Giddens says, 'intimacy is the other face of
privacy'. However, [...] problems undermine teenagers' control over such
disclosure. The first is that their notion of 'friends’ is subtle while that of
the social networking sites is, typically, binary [...] Being required to
decide whether personal information should be disclosed to 'friends' or
to 'anyone' fails to capture the varieties of privacy that teenagers wish to
sustain. Indeed, being visible to strangers [...] is not so much a concern,
notwithstanding media panics about 'stranger danger’, as that of being
visible to known but inappropriate others - especially parents.

(Livingstone, 2008, p. 10)

As discussed in the previous chapter, tumblr does not operate under the same binary
system of "friends" and "non-friends" that defines Facebook and once defined the now-
defunct MySpace. Although the follow system could be used to break down ties between
users into basic categories of mutual followers, non-mutual followers (ie, one user follows
the other but not vice versa), and mutual non-followers, none of these categories implies

access to any information that is not available to the others. Regardless, as explored in the
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previous chapter, users have constructed social meanings for "mutuals” and "friends", as
well as "fandoms" and other community-centric terms, which go beyond the meanings
imposed by the platform. In a similar way, they have adopted specific understandings of,
and approaches to maintaining, privacy which help them achieve their goals in sharing and
controlling information despite the relatively basic technological affordances of the

platform.

The Conditions of Children's Privacy

non

Like "online" and "offline", "public" and "private" are not binary absolutes. Between
the extremes of a conversation between two friends in a locked soundproof room and a
raucous debate between public figures aired on international television stands a wide field
of social contexts in which expectations of privacy are implicit, partial, and uncertain.
Notions of "private" and "public" have traditionally been highly spatialized; the primary
place in which privacy is expected is the home, the "personal castle" in which one is
separated from curious eyes and ears by walls and, in many cases, by physical distance
(Holvast, 2009). Mass media upsets this paradigm by creating virtual public spaces which
transgress physical boundaries, increasingly allowing audiences ranging from governments
to curious neighbors to witness people's behavior despite their being "behind closed doors"
(Westin, 1970; Stefanone, Lackaff, & Rosen, 2010). Social media in particular has come to be
seen as a threat to privacy because it holds an expectation of public activity and disclosure
on the part of all users while at the same time invading and overlapping with spaces, like

the home, the private nature of which has traditionally been thought of as sacrosanct.

This concept of privacy as the product of the home as "personal castle" may be treated

as a normative expectation, at least in the contemporary minority-world context,24 but it

24 My participant group is fairly diverse in national origin, with interviewees hailing from at least
seven countries on three continents and many more parts of the world likely represented within my
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can hardly be said to apply universally in lived experience. Cramped or communal living
arrangements, whether due to cultural priorities or lack of socioeconomic means, can make
privacy more difficult to achieve in practice, and complicate the notion of the home as
"private” space (Newell, 1998). Furthermore, respect for privacy is often granted by others
based on moral judgment or otherwise subjective, arbitrary, or discriminatory criteria.
Young people, as a social category, find themselves in a particularly poor position on both
counts. They are disadvantaged practically - forced by law until they reach the legal age of
majority, and often by socioeconomic circumstance in the years immediately thereafter, to
share living space with those most likely to disrespect their privacy. Meanwhile, they are
subject to moralizing social discourse which often does not find them "worthy" of privacy
(Warren & Laslett, 1977). In fact, recent research suggests that constant and detailed
surveillance of youth - at least those under the age of 18 - is not only widely accepted, but
fast becoming the default condition under which young people live and families operate
(Wingfield, 2016). The geography of children's privacy thus stands in stark contrast to the
normative "personal castle" paradigm, a situation which is only exacerbated for children

who are also marginalized on other axes such as socioeconomic status or sexual orientation.

If a private space is defined as a space in which one is able to retire into solitude and
exert the maximum possible control over which of their thoughts and actions are known to
others (Holvast, 2009), children and teenagers, realistically, can rarely be said to experience
the domestic sphere as a private space. For young people, the "private"” sphere of the family
home is constituted through relationships of power, in which children are almost always the

less powerful parties (Holloway & Valentine, 2000). Thus lacking power within the social

participant observation sample. However, only one of my interviewees - a girl from India - lives in a
majority-world country, and tumblr is generally dominated by users from North America and
Europe. I therefore feel it is reasonable to assume that broadly defined minority-world social norms
form part of the context of interaction with and through tumblr for most users represented in my
research.
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environment of the home, young people tend to experience residences as "adult space in
which children are often denied privacy, and 'boundary’ disputes are common" (Matthews,
Limb, & Taylor, 2000, p. 61). In Kraftl's (2013) words, "the private sphere is seen both as a
place of refuge and as apolitical in the sense that individuals within it are free to make their
own decisions [...] However, it is often the heterosexual/adult/married couple that is
privileged" (pp. 115-116). This is due in part to explicit parental rules, restrictions, and
efforts to directly undermine children's privacy - for instance, in cases of parents entering
children's rooms and going through their possessions without warning or permission - but
also to the arrangement and use of physical space within the home. Children are typically
the least likely members of the family to have their own individually private spaces within
the home to which they can withdraw (Qvortrup, Bardy, Sgritta, & Wintersberger, 1994),
and in spaces they share with their families, may find themselves under constant scrutiny,
as parents listen in on their conversations and read over their shoulders (boyd & Marwick,

2011).

The foundation of this pattern of children being denied private spaces is an ongoing,
widespread belief that young people do not have the right to privacy where adult authority
figures - particularly their parents - are concerned. Robson's (2015) survey of parents
regarding their beliefs about children's rights in the home found that 85% believed adults
"should be allowed to refuse their [children's] right to privacy" (p. 73). The language of
parents being "allowed to refuse” a right is vital in understanding the situation of children's
privacy, since although roughly half of parents have, in other studies, stated that their
children should be "able" to speak privately with friends or keep a private diary, they often
construct this "ability" as a privilege granted at their discretion, rather than as a
fundamental right (Cherney, Greteman, & Travers, 2008; Casas, Saporiti, Gonzalez, & Figuer,

2006). Indeed, a significant majority of both parents and children conflate children's
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autonomy rights (including privacy) with privileges, and appear to lack an understanding of
rights, in the context of childhood, as inalienable rather than granted or restricted by an
authority (Cherney, 2010). Although cross-cultural research has found respect for
children's right to privacy to be lower among American parents compared to European
parents, the denial of this right to children as a class is apparently a problem which
transcends national boundaries (Cherney, 2010). Alderson (2008) even notes that
discussion of Article 16 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child - which
guarantees children's right to privacy - is entirely missing from children's rights
publications by UNICEF UK, which comprehensively cover other participatory and liberty
rights. Melton (1983) observes that American courts have shown a pattern of willingness to
overrule children's right to privacy based on a lower standard of demonstrated interest

than that typically applied to adults.

As a result, while the domestic sphere, with its physical separation from "public" life,
provides a space of privacy and solitude for adults, it is where young people encounter the
most clear and present threats to their privacy. They therefore have no choice but to
conduct their social and emotional lives in "public” spaces (Kraftl, 2013) - where they can
seek moments of privacy because, despite the presence of a much larger potential audience,
they often find that they can exert more personal agency over information about themselves
because no unwanted audience is (usually) paying specific attention to them. The teenagers
boyd & Marwick (2011) interviewed describe spaces like workplaces, friends' houses, and
the street as affording a level of privacy they do not have at home. Holloway & Valentine
(2001) also describe children's bedrooms as spaces which offer some privacy within the
"microgeography” of the family home, but note that such spaces provide only "a degree of"
autonomy. Ultimately, children's ability to have privacy in their bedrooms, like their ability

to keep private diaries or communicate privately with friends, is often seen as a privilege
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"granted" by adults rather than a right of children; as such, the privacy granted by the
child's bedroom is no less imperfect than that granted by the anonymity of "public” spaces,

despite the significant functional differences between the two.

This situation of power imbalance impacting privacy concerns does not resolve itself
abruptly when children reach the legal age of majority. Like the status of youth itself, it
recedes gradually and is actively negotiated and navigated as young people position
themselves on the boundary of adulthood. Older teenagers and young adults may be
perceived as having more rights and greater social standing than younger children, but for
those who continue to live with parents or guardians while in post-secondary education, for
instance, the relationship often remains one of unequal power, and this can continue to
affect young people's experience of privacy. Even those who live away from home while
continuing to be financially or practically dependent on their families may find that they
continue to experience a power imbalance that leads parents to attempt to exert control
over them or invade their privacy; a college dorm room, for instance, might not constitute a
"personal castle"” of private space if it is paid for by a parent who uses this dependence to
exert control. Two users I spoke to in the course of this research - both of them legal adults,
and one of whom lived several hours from her parents' home — described a fear that the
revelation of certain details about their relationships, identities, or lifestyles would result in
their families withholding financial support for their education, and indicated that turning
18 and even leaving home had done little to resolve this issue. While clear imbalances in
how the privilege of "privacy" is distributed in the family home may end when young people
reach certain milestones, then, the cultural norms and practices which shape their ability to
manage the flow of information about themselves are more complex and change more

gradually.
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[t is worth noting here that the majority of the tumblr users [ spoke to reported using
the desktop interface rarely, preferring the mobile application despite its perceived
technical flaws (of which there are many). While many simply named convenience as the
primary factor in this decision, saying that they valued being able to access their blogs
anywhere they happened to be or even "on the go", some younger participants indicated
that it is because they see mobile devices as more private. 16-year-old galacticsteve, for

instance, said:

Well I don't have a laptop or computer so I use my family's computer,
which everyone can see. Sometimes some sexual content pops up. It's not
a big deal honestly my parents would just be all 'wtf.." [what the fuck?]
Butidk [l don't know] I'd rather not. It doesn't pop up too often but you
never know. I only use the computer if tumblr is acting up.

And sometimes it's nice to chill in my room alone. Well not fully alone,

three pets. But yeah haha

This statement reveals a few interesting nuances to the geography of tumblr users’
privacy in the physical space of their homes. Galacticsteve was not the only person to
indicate that their choice to primarily use tumblr from a mobile device is at least in part due
to the only other option being a shared family computer, and that having access to a
personal laptop might alter their patterns of using the platform. Since wealthier families are
more likely to be able to provide children with computers for their individual use (and
children living in wealthier areas are more likely to have access to school-provided laptops),
this is suggestive of the ways in which socioeconomic status might exacerbate children's
relative lack of privacy. Also noteworthy is the reasoning behind galacticsteve's wish to

browse tumblr in private. A general desire to be "alone" (with pets) and "chill" indicates
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comfort in the comparatively private space of the bedroom without specifically invoking the
vocabulary of privacy - a theme which permeates much of this chapter, as many of the
statements made by the users I interviewed relate to concepts of privacy or publicity

without explicitly invoking them.

The brief discussion of potential parental objections to content encountered on the
dash, meanwhile, is interesting for two reasons. First, it attaches the significance of privacy
when using tumblr to the content one sees, rather than only the content one posts or
interaction with other users, alluding to the complexities of the relationship between
children's right to privacy and their right to access to information and media. Second,
galacticsteve treats the possibility of being seen consuming "inappropriate” content with a
relative lack of gravity, suggesting that it would amount to little more than an awkward
conversation. The experiences of tumblr users likely vary significantly on this point, along
with the importance they ascribe to privacy in the physical world when accessing tumblr,

based on any number of differences in family dynamics.

This need to adapt one's technology use in order to circumvent adult surveillance of
both content consumption and social activity points to what boyd & Marwick (2011) call
"the key hypocrisy surrounding teens and privacy" (p. 5). They argue that contemporary
young people live their digital lives amid consistent expressions of concern from parents,
researchers, commentators, and policymakers alike regarding their internet privacy
practices, and a widespread discourse that children and teens do not care about privacy or
understand the risks of sharing private information in the public space of the internet.
Despite this, adults are very often happy to deny them the right to control access to
information about themselves even in what should be the most protected of private spaces

- their homes, bedrooms, diaries, etc. This creates a unique geography of privacy, which has
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prompted the young people of fandom tumblr to adopt particular constructions of and

approaches to privacy.

Privacy in Obscurity: "a bench on a crowded street”

One of the reasons tumblr users value the ability to maintain privacy in the physical
world around their use of tumblr is that, for many, tumblr itself functions - like the
workplaces and streets mentioned earlier - as a "public” space affording "private" moments
and sub-contexts. This observation reflects the apparent "paradox” described earlier
between the importance users ascribe to privacy on tumblr and the relative openness of the
platform itself. This begins to make sense in the context of understanding that the
geography of privacy is not the same for young people as for adults - that for children and
teenagers, private spaces are not defined by the walls of the "personal castle”, but by the
absence of specific others who would attempt to systematically surveil their lives and by the
camouflaging obscurity of being one of thousands in a "public” place. A user named
reflectionfaces described tumblr to me as "the internet equivalent of sitting on a bench on a
crowded street": statements, conversations, and interactions are private not in the sense of
being unwitnessed, but more in the sense that they easily fade into the noise. One popular

post describes this kind of obscurity with typical tumblr irony:

Tumblr is so funny bc [because] u could have 20,000 followers but then
only get 3 notes on some posts which is basically the equivalent of
performing a song in front of a sold out arena and hearing like...2 people

clapping and one weak cheer

With fandom tumblr users often following hundreds or even thousands of blogs, and

each of those potentially posting or reblogging dozens of posts every day, it is easy for



106

individual pieces of content to be overlooked or to become decontextualized, disconnected
from any sense of the person behind them simply by virtue of being part of a steady
onslaught of content from many users merged into the single space of the dash. In fact, the
visual structure of the dash itself, which presents posts from each of a user's followed blogs
using the same fonts, colors, and layouts - stripping them of the visual cues that would link
them to specific users if viewed on those users' blogs themselves - helps create a kind of
anonymity even in the presence of clearly stated usernames. Just as people speaking on a
crowded street are identifiable by their faces and voices, but one is unlikely to pay attention
to these unless they recognize someone they know, usernames on the dash might only seem

deserving of attention if they are familiar, belonging to friends or mutuals.

Of course, just as a conversation or statement overheard on a crowded street in the
offline world might end up being quoted and repeated over and over again if heard by the
right person at the right moment, so too can a tumblr post spiral unexpectedly into
popularity. My most popular post on the blog I started for this research has over 8000
notes, and one post on my personal blog has over 300,000; both exceed, by orders of
magnitude, the activity I usually see on the average post and the follower counts of these
respective blogs. As such posts are shared by thousands beyond one's followers and
fandoms, and eventually find their way to other parts of tumblr outside the larger fandom
community, they tend to become, in a way, anonymous in themselves, as they become more
widely known in their own right than the blogs that spawned them. Ice-cold-hooligan
discussed this phenomenon in my interview with her. Some of her friends, she told me, had
referred to her as "tumblr famous" because some of her Rise of the Guardians-related posts
have ended up on their dashes despite their not being in or following any blogs in that

fandom; she disputed the term, saying that while these posts may have become well-known,
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she herself was not in fact "famous" because "famous is if people [with whom you aren't

already friends] were to talk to you. No one does."

Still, many users who have made posts that have gained hundreds of thousands or
even millions of notes express regret regarding the attention this has brought them. Often,
this is seen in the sidebars or about pages of their blogs, where they implore others to stop
sending them asks regarding a popular post from years ago that is still circulating, or simply
describe their frustration at the sheer number of notifications those posts still generate and
how this makes their activity pages difficult to parse in order to see what is happening to
anything else they have posted. This suggests that the desire among users described in the
previous chapter to find a niche in the fandom tumblr community and gain a kind of
notoriety for one's contributions exists in balance with a desire to be able to withdraw and
be left alone when one wants to - which is, after all, the most basic meaning of the right to
privacy (Westin, 1970). A post which has crossed my dash a few times in the past year

describes this balance thus:

*post hits 1k notes™* nice

*post hits 10k notes* oh no

As this post itself rose to popularity, the op reblogged it herself and commented
"nice", and later, "oh no". The post now stands at just over 210,000 notes. In a similarly
ironic turn, a user who earlier in 2016 made a post asking "why are 90% of urls attached to
popular text posts deactivated?" deactivated their account at some point before this post
reached 200,000 notes. This person probably did not leave tumblr altogether; it is more
likely they simply shifted to a new account to get away from the unwanted notoriety. As

reflectionfaces noted in our interview, the pseudonymous nature of tumblr and the
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flexibility that comes with the possibility of having multiple identities not tied to each other
or to "meatspace" - aka the physical world - allows users to escape this kind of baggage
relatively easily while remaining part of the community. Reflectionfaces remarked that this
ability to change identities and start fresh has its drawbacks, such as making it difficult to
"keep track of people with a pattern of bad behavior"”, but also expressed a feeling that
"being able to play around with identities [...] isn't inherently a bad thing, and for a lot of
people can be really useful/important”. "There is an important element of safety in
anonymity that the modern internet culture has moved away from a bit," they continued,
bringing to mind once again the process of integration with the offline world that many of
the more popular online spaces have undergone in recent years and the importance fandom

tumblr users see in maintaining their community as something restricted to its own

particular online context.

Changing accounts and usernames is not done lightly, as tumblr users do tend to
become attached to their urls, but it is still a relatively common practice. In the course of my
research | have witnessed several users posting notices that they were migrating to new
accounts, the urls of which they offered to provide to any mutual who messaged them and
asked. Their reasons for doing so remained unstated in each case, but since it is much
simpler to change the url of an existing blog (which would allow one's followers to
automatically migrate to the new url) than to create an entirely new account, it is
reasonable to assume that these users wished to get away from something. In leaving
behind urls and accounts that had gained a level or kind of attention they did not want,
these users were able to restore the privacy they had previously found in being one of many

on the crowded street of fandom tumblr.



109

Defining the Personal: "a public diary"

The present concern for privacy in western society arguably dates to the nineteenth
century, during which changes in both technology and society - for example, the invention
of the camera and the introduction of gossip columns in many daily newspapers,
respectively — conspired to make the daily lives of individuals more potentially subject to
public scrut