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Not all relations between media and youth culture begin with geopolitical locations or geopolitically located communities of media users. Or, at least, the geographical dimension of the geopolitical location of youth culture and media spheres does not always centre on the state or region. In this chapter, while we are writing from the perspective of Australia and the Asia-Pacific more broadly, our terms of reference are transnational, taking up mediaspheres and cultural and economic flows that draw discussion of media and youth culture away from the nation-state, away from the location of youth communities in a single simultaneous time and space, and indeed away from a single simultaneous definition and experience of “youth”. 

No consideration of the Asia-Pacific, youth and media can remain tied to how this region is different from others and in this chapter we consider the place of youth within broader movements in online media. Even if we set aside for the time being the ways in which online media formats and practices are converging with or engaging other media spheres, attempting to speak about cultural differentiation across online culture in the same terms one might still use for radio or television or even popular music seems evidently problematic. Any clear differentiation of what youth means for and within online culture between Australia and the United States, or Australia and China, seems difficult to justify except in highly specific examples. Such examples can clearly provide interesting case studies but, for example, a comparison of the use of protectionist discourses on youth to justify internet censorship in China and Australia still raises more intriguing similarities and connections than differences. And so our focus in this chapter is not on the uniqueness of the Asia-Pacific example, but on the “global” flows within which the Asia-Pacific experience of youth in and as online media must be contextualised. Let us begin with that hub of at least rhetorically “global” flows, the United States of America.

Introducing The YouTube Generation

On March 22nd, 2007, Jon Stewart’s The Daily Show featured a piece by “youth correspondent”, Demetri Martin. Framed (comically) as “serious news”, this was a report on the legal action between Viacom, owner of the U.S. cable channel Comedy Central that produces The Daily Show, and Google, the company that owns YouTube. In staging coverage of the implications of Viacom suing over “unauthorised” distribution of its content by YouTube users as an issue for the youth reporter, The Daily Show reproduced a dominant image not only of YouTube users, but of participants in a “new generation” of online culture. The suit, the “young” users of YouTube, and those who didn’t participate in such online culture were all objects of parody in this skit, which staged a satirically recommended (“to the kids out there”) home-made Daily Show before closing with jokes at the expense of an “older” generation that doesn’t file-share. When Martin protested that next he’d have to pay for music, Stewart replied, “Demetri, I believe that you do have to pay for music,” allowing Martin to quip: “Man, you are old, what’s up.”

The contemporary mediascape is a difficult place to map along the lines familiar to state politics and even trans-national media industries. It is now difficult to identify clear boundaries between mainstream and alternative media (which, for example, is MySpace?), between state-based points of origin (is Wikipedia “American”, and in what sense?), and even between western and non-western (where would we place trans-national gaming sites like Playstation Global?). But in the uses to which the media is put every day, including in what “the media” says about itself, there are some emerging distinctions that seem important. One of the most prevalent is between media for which users generate the central content and media where the content is produced by paid professionals. This is not a hard and fast boundary,
 but it is an important difference between media forms like MySpace, Wikipedia, or Playstation Global, on the one hand, and BBC world news, The Los Angeles Times online, or The Daily Show on the other. 

The media on both sides of this divide overwhelmingly discuss this as part of a long-standing distinction between “youth culture” (meaning in this sense youth-directed media and popular culture) and that which is not “youth culture” and thus both “mainstream” and “adult.” In this chapter we want to ask how this split is imagined with reference to online sites, identities, communities and practices. In doing so, we’re looking to understand what online culture is presumed to be and what the use of generational distinctions means for these discourses. Such an overview is necessarily highly specific in historical and geographical terms. Whether we are interested in mapping online culture itself or simply the discourse on online culture, what was telling five years ago is often redundant or insignificant today. So too, what is telling of the Australian experience of these phenomena we regularly access will differ from that of other cultural formations in the Asia-Pacific region and yet such differences can not be understood by any umbrella understanding of geographical location of cultural differentiation.

Martin’s skit addresses a North American audience at one level but also a much wider and unpredictable audience online. It manifests a now familiar narrative about online generations as well as a complex set of exchanges between media producers, players, forms, sites and users. Through these interactions, the generationalised internet is tied to a broader mediasphere at the same time as it is perceived as crucially different. For instance, Comedy Central’s website now hosts selected clips from The Daily Show as a substitute for the “unauthorised” copies that had been available on YouTube. The site features a star rating system for such clips as well as other feedback mechanisms that mimic those popularized by Web 2.0 platforms like YouTube. These innovations clearly draw on knowledge about internet generations at the same time as the skits broadcast on the show mock them. And it is these intricacies that are hard to recognise when debates are framed by an us vs. them, youth/pirate vs. mainstream/legitimate opposition characteristic of much coverage of these issues. 

Part of what we want to unravel here is the simultaneous obsession with and presumption of youth perpetuated by public and popular representations of “global” online participation. These characterisations imply that online behaviour takes place in an Other (unknown) space, dangerously adrift from established forms of social interaction (and hence surveillance, regulation and discipline) and that “Youth” is their most reliable and helpful label. At the time of writing, YouTube acts as the archetype of this phenomenon. Its status as a point of origin for a “moral panic” is evident in the sheer number of fronts for anxiety it harbours, whether for established media outlets like Comedy Central (because of its status as an unofficial archive for distributing copyrighted content); employers (concerned about the misuse of work infrastructure or the company name); and schools (e.g. in the recent use of YouTube to circulate racially-motivated revenge attack videos amongst rival gangs in Sydney). In this environment, the possibility of a critical account of online culture has been constrained to the extent that academic approaches have also replicated this fetishisation of youth. This has left us ill-prepared to consider the important larger changes affecting our identities across age groups, changes for which alarm is perhaps the least useful reaction as much as age is the least revealing means of apprehension. 

Youth, leisure and moral panics in internet studies

To build the foundation for this perspective we begin with some initial responses to the “panic” over social networking sites that dominate current media coverage of the activities of “wired” youth. Here the most appropriate starting point is the quotation that launched a flotilla of papers, articles and other more or less academic engagements with the online friendship hub, MySpace: “If you’re not on MySpace, you don’t exist.” In many ways, the alarm bells triggered by this quote had to do with parental concern about the internet’s potential to mirror, or indeed offer a new avenue for, traditional schoolyard pressures like popularity contests and bullying threats. The specific blog entry that generated this quote—Kathy Sierra’s March 16, 2006, contribution to the “Passionate Users” blog on headrush—has been tracked, linked and cited for a wide range of agendas. The one we focus on, the apparently revolutionary potential of MySpace for its users, is introduced by Sierra as follows:

I just came back from dinner with my daughter Skyler (that’s her in the picture). She’s an extremely passionate myspace user. In her words, “If you’re not on myspace, you don’t exist.” So I asked what made myspace so compelling... why didn’t she fall in love with LiveJournal? Her answer is a lesson for software developers (especially Web 2.0-ers), and was a theme of SXSW:
“myspace keeps doing what everybody really wants, and it happens instantly.”
 

What’s fascinating here is the intersection of scholarly, professional and popular discourses on online culture for which youth is a guarantee of authenticity and an index of both revolution and the ever-changing present: 

I asked if these [continual] changes were disruptive or made it harder to use when nothing stays the same, and she gave me that teenage-attitude-eye-rolling-what-a-lame-question look. 
Then she said the weirdest thing of all: “myspace is like a whole new plane of existence.”
She wasn’t kidding. 

The italics inserted by Sierra stress her implicit agreement, but Skyler’s role here is a crucial one. This “youth” “user” version of MySpace is in fact a “parent” “critic” account which uses youth as an immediate verification for the interaction of scholarship on and corporate development of Web 2.0—an interaction that supports the commercial imperative to represent Web 2.0 as youthful. Sierra links Skyler’s revelation to Danah Boyd’s discussion of web development culture, highlighting the “quick release cycles” she thinks explains her daughter’s apprehension of MySpace’s responsiveness.
 But Sierra is not merely describing a particular mode of online development but also claiming it either reflects or produces a massive cultural shift, even a new ontology. At the same time she expresses concern about this “new” ontology, aligning user satisfaction this online development with dangerous drug addiction. She calls it “Code Crack.” This “new plane of existence” familiar to Skyler and her contemporaries is thus represented as a commercial construct, as implicitly harmful or at least cause for attentive concern, and as a commodity with a uniquely positive resonance for the consumers who need it. 

Such parental anxiety over the transient and thus only superficially attached connections of Web 2.0 are reinforced in other public forums. When the Los Angeles Times heralds MySpace as “a place for a generation to chronicle its grief”
 it does so in order to foreground the transient superficiality of the mourning that takes place on MySpace and thus, by inference, the relationships it enables more generally. When, on The Daily Show segment discussed above, Martin presents a fake YouTube profile of Stewart “tagged” with a moustache and captioned “lonelyjew14,” this is not only a reference to the contentious relationship between YouTube and “original material” but also a reiteration of that generational model of thinking about the internet. “Lonelygirl15” received enormous coverage when her YouTube profile was revealed to be not a “real” video log, but a performance of a satisfyingly stereotypical adolescent girls’ vlog crafted by older, male professional artists.
 A circular certainty is produced here—Web 2.0 represents the superficial urge for connection and comparison deemed typical of adolescents who, it is thus presumed, are the “users” of Web 2.0. This circularity is especially problematic when the same presumptions are reproduced in scholarship on online culture. 

In 2006, Valkenburg et al. introduced their approach to these questions with the claim that friend networking “sites presumably play an integral role in adolescent life”.
 They find the delay in extensive studies of such sites remarkable precisely because they seem so appropriate for and popular amongst adolescents:

friend networking sites lend themselves exceptionally well to the investigation of the social consequences of Internet communication. After all, peer acceptance and interpersonal feedback on the self, both important features of friend network sites, are vital predictors of social self-esteem and well-being in adolescence. Therefore, if the Internet has the potential to influence adolescents’ social self-esteem and well-being, it is likely to occur via their use of friend networking sites. 
There is no period in which evaluations regarding the self are as likely to affect self-esteem and well-being as in adolescence.
 

A range of questions need to be asked about presumptions that the interactive peer participation-based internet formats often labeled Web 2.0 are themselves adolescent. Are “adults” really not “extremely preoccupied with how they appear in the eyes of others”? Is their self esteem really not evaluated by satisfaction with “physical appearance, romantic attractiveness, and the ability to form and maintain close friendships”?
 But the presumption that the relevance of issues generated by these sites should be understood through the urgency of concerns about youth culture does not stop here. 

A study like Valkenburg et al.’s, for example, selects adolescents as the group for whom friend networking will be most important without more than common-sense justification for that and without even interrogating the literal chronological accuracy of participants’ statements about their age.
 McMillan and Morrison, while also beginning with the presumption that “young adults” are the place to find how the “new” internet works in people’s lives, at least generate some certainty about the age range captured by recruiting amongst college students. Having selected this group, however, they necessarily find “a growing dependency on the internet for activities ranging from managing their daily lives to building and maintaining virtual communities”
 among young people, because it is younger rather than older people they are studying. Citing The Pew Internet and American Life Project, they claim college students “are more likely than the general population to be online, check email, use multiple email addresses, browse for fun, download music files, and use instant messaging”
, without inquiring whether it is the governing imperatives of an educational institution that shape this as well as, as much as, or instead of, age categories. 

For both these analyses, the “realness” accorded to forms of technological mediation not based on the internet—such as the telephone or postal services—is directly derived from a generational model. The “realness” of these media is part and parcel of not being associated with recent and current change, and thus in turn with youth. It may be indisputable that the generation “coming to adulthood” in McMillan and Morrison’s study—contextualized by the class and other demographic tendencies of the U.S. college system—is the first for whom online communication is an everyday possibility (whether at school, work, home or elsewhere). The emphasis on demographics intrinsic to major funded research (for which age is a key paradigm) has also been overly influential on the field of internet studies and limits the possibility of developing alternative parameters for such scholarship. However, leaving aside issues of cultural and regional specificity, when it comes to understanding this behavior—its everydayness, in the sense that media and cultural studies have studied routine, ordinary behavior—such approaches are incredibly limited. For instance, Howard et al’s “Days and Nights on the Internet”, appearing in Wellman and Haythornthwaite’s influential The Internet in Everyday Life collection, is a detailed inventory of key activities taking place online in a typical day. The authors chart the differences in use “between men and women, young and old, those of different races and ethnic groups, and those of different socio-economic status”.
 These activities are then categorized as either “fun activities” (e.g. checking sports information, sending/receiving instant messages, seeking information about hobbies, browsing for fun, playing a game, watching video clips, listening to audio clips, listening to music or downloading it, and participating in chat rooms”, those activities regarded as “information utility” (e.g. getting news, news specifically about politics, financial information, product information, travel information, religious and spiritual information, information from a government website, checking the weather) and those determined to be “major life activities”, namely “seeking information about healthcare, job, housing, doing job-related research, and research for school or job training".
 
From the point of view of anyone familiar with internet use today, it is hard to see how such distinctions could ever have been so easily made: a task like writing and researching this essay would fit into all three categories, for example, as would maintaining a MySpace page. However the utilitarian taxonomy of online activities persists as the grounds upon which much more explicitly interested distinctions are made. The People’s Republic of China’s contestations with Wikipedia can thus take on the same rhetorical framework as the Australian government’s pamphleteering over protecting children from internet stalkers – both protecting children from un-useful uses of and bad influences on the internet.
Despite the title of Howard et al’s article, their analysis give us no information about what kind of activities are conducted at what time of day; whether or not night-time behavior differs to that during working hours; which kind of users log on at which times. Moreover, we have no idea of what is actually involved in the kinds of transactions listed or which can be and are taking place at the same time and repeatedly depending on the circumstances. “The internet in everyday life” is represented as a fictitiously ordered and neatly chartable experience, lacking any of the messiness, happenstance, confusion, surprise or multilayered complexity that constitutes the range of online experiences. Despite these disciplinary differences, it is nevertheless clear that within the framework established by the study, “youth culture” uses of the internet would overwhelmingly belong to the first category (“fun”), supplemented for individual youths by some activities from category two or, more likely, three, which they are institutionally or otherwise compelled to undertake. Such a categorization by utility meshes with the parental concern approach to create a hierarchisation of online activities in which the youthful online life is coded as unnecessary, dubious and insubstantial. 

The definition of youth culture is not a straightforward one. Across the rhetorical tropes that dominate Western media—youth-as-trouble, youth-as-fun, youth-as-future and youth-as-confusing tribe—youth emerges as a liminal troubling category perfect for engagement with the uncertainties of the future, and youth culture as a category that slips between what look, by opposition, like more stable and coherent categories.
 Youth culture is most usefully defined as a field of artifacts, identities and practices which are circulated by youth as about and for youth. Evidently, Web 2.0 intersects with but is in no way confined to youth culture, but this is barely evident in mass media representations, where Web 2.0 equates to an age-based reading of the label “second-generation internet”. This generational discourse becomes one “about” youth as much as “about” the internet, but is less for or circulated by youth than it is for and by a “parent” generation defined by just this rhetoric. 

Representations of youthful life online in the popular media locate the internet as an uncontrollable and thus overwhelming field of endlessly changing influences and effects. In this, as Giselinde Kuipers reminds us, 

The short history of the internet is reminiscent of the history of older media such as television, radio, telephone and print. While experts were making optimistic predictions about the serious applications of the new medium – innovations in business and commerce, political reform and empowerment, scientific communication, journalistic progress, the emancipation of challenged groups, educational applications – audiences embraced the medium for a less elevated purpose: entertainment.
 

It is in its entertainment form that the internet manifests as this cause for concern and, just as with previous examples of new leisure technologies like cinema, records, and television—and later ones like the iPod—this concern is principally projected onto what young people might do with new technologies and, in turn, what those new technologies might do to them. 

Critics like Kuipers have noted that such panics are, despite the global image of the internet that so sustains panics about it, very culturally specific.
 Being constituted in a relation between the public sphere and the mass media, and the audiences of both, however insightful the concept of moral panic is it cannot remain applicable in the same form across times and places. As Sarah Thornton and Angela McRobbie pointed out in 1995, the media, popular culture and public sphere no longer interact in the same way as Stanley Cohen outlined, and certainly the interaction between media commentary within and without the field of that media form has changed significantly since their article.
 Web 2.0 exacerbates the extent to which counter-discourses and even the identification of moral panic form part of the fabric of the contemporary moral panic.
 Furthermore, on the internet this kind of debate clearly cannot be restricted to the “socially accredited experts” that Cohen identified as the main actors in the creation of moral panic. Ordinary internet users have entered the discussion as well. In online conversations and debates, the moral dangers of internet entertainment are weighed and discussed, downplayed and exaggerated, defused or incited and thus socially constructed.
 Indeed, the panic over YouTube might best be understood as arising from the fact that people can broadcast their thoughts regardless of their authority in traditional spheres of expertise. 

Regardless of the longevity of YouTube, what looks likely to continue is an association of media change with youth culture that should be unpacked rather than reproduced by cultural and media studies. Youth as a trope for accounts of media change allows a positive spin (by implication it is vibrant and full of potential), an inevitable spin (because generations can be neatly assumed to have different presumed knowledges of changing technology), and a threatening spin (insofar as it invokes some inevitable redundancy for what is now and has been). Young people are now perceived as the drivers of this kind of technological change, and this form of agency remains suspect to a nominal parent generation and other figures of authority positioned as struggling to keep step with such technologies. Precisely because of the youth/parent culture dynamic ingrained in media representations of youth and scholarly discourses on youth culture, this produces and interacts with a subsequent fixation on innovations in surveillance. 
In turn, users of new media continue to be painted alternatively as victims (prey to stalkers, pedophiles or various forms of manipulative misinformation) or the perpetrators of ungovernable behaviour (such as the porn-obsessed geek, the isolated schoolyard killer whose MySpace account is now routinely mined for symptoms of a psychotic state, or riotous or indolent online games addict). This same milieu caters to the assumption that young people who spend all their time on the internet have no life, or that an oversupply of technological stimuli is rendering young people ill-equipped for this same inherent good: “real life”. It is finally crucial to recognize that such generationalising discourse is in no way confined to external discourses on online culture, and is also produced by those that position themselves as “youth” as well as those that do not. This image of a generation gap is thus also part of the fabric of online community formation, however we want to weight institutional and public reinforcement of the association or the moral panic over “youth today” in explaining that situation. 

Private lives and public intimacy 

In the wider media environment, the concern most often and most coherently expressed at the moment regarding young people’s use of online technologies seems to be the extent to which social networking sites based on personal interests—MySpace, Friendster, Facebook in the English speaking world—reveal aspects of users’ identities that render them vulnerable in one way or another. While such declarations of personal information are formulaic features of most successful online portals (including those that the internet studies literature mentioned previously would classify as information/utility transactions, or simply “e-commerce”) both media and scholarly attention has tended to focus on those perceived to be skewed towards a youth demographic. 

Emily Nussbaum’s 2007 article, “Kids, the Internet, and the End of Privacy” epitomizes such divisions. An instance of counter-discourse that clearly also sustains the moral panic about Web 2.0, Nussbaum’s syndicated feature forcefully suggested that young people’s willingness to offer intimate details about themselves to a public readership marks “the greatest generation gap since rock and roll”: 

More young people are putting more personal information out in public than any older person ever would and yet they seem mysteriously healthy and normal, save for an entirely different definition of privacy. From their perspective, it’s the extreme caution of the earlier generation that’s the narcissistic thing.
 

The significance of Nussbaum’s account is her sympathetic portrayal of users’ agency and rationality. Quotations enhancing the profiles of those portrayed turn the table on commonsense attitudes towards young people and the internet widely circulating in the mainstream media, painting older generations’ beliefs as the true oddity: 

At 17, Oppermann is conversant with the conventional wisdom about the online world that it’s a sketchy bus station packed with pedophiles. (In fact, that’s pretty much the standard response I’ve gotten when I’ve spoken about this piece with anyone over 39: “But what about the perverts?” For teenagers, who have grown up laughing at porn pop-ups and the occasional instant message from a sleezy stranger, this is about as logical as the question “How can you move to New York? You’ll get mugged!”) She argues that when it comes to online relationships, “you’re getting what you’re being.”
 

While Nussbaum’s article deploys and exploits a generationalising description of social networking sites, we are particularly interested in its relevance to discussions about control, empowerment and confidence with new forms of intimacy. Among the few scholars to have engaged with such developments in a sustained way, Mark Andrejevic was quick to observe this same issue in his study of webcam culture.
 Lynn Clark also suggests that having control over one’s image–being able to manipulate the means of one’s self-presentation–can be an important route towards building self-esteem at a vulnerable age and can create new opportunities for interaction that focus on outward appearance once prevented.
 Clark’s analysis is also part of the general wave of cautiousness accompanying descriptions of the new forms of connection enabled by online technology:   

Because the focus in the Internet date is on individual gratification, teens experience no sense of obligations to the person with whom they are ephemerally committed… if a person fails to show up at the preappointed time, there are no consequences. Of course, this assumes that both parties agree to the lack of seriousness with which such relations are entered into. Denial of a more intimate connection is not out of maliciousness; those who believe that they are experiencing more than simply a “fun,” ephemeral connection are assumed to be not “playing by the rules,” as it were.
 

Despite appearing at different times and having different objects of analysis, what these arguments share is a recognition that online interaction offers a form of intimacy that surpasses the level of comfort of an earlier time—i.e., that with which the author is most habituated. Concern over a lack of privacy furthered by the broadcast impulse combine in the anthropologically inflected exposés of apparently bizarre youthful life online: mainstream media revelations of how people live on and through MySpace, YouTube, instant messaging programs and the like. 

Current commentators seem caught in a cycle of precaution and skepticism over the long-term consequences of surrendering personal information and playing out significant relationships through publicly available commercially owned media. In this vein, blogger and researcher Danah Boyd recently mused on the perils of archived romance, seeing online relationships as a worrying aspect of society’s desire to inoculate itself against forgetting with unlimited storage space and a never ending e-archive.
 Boyd seems nostalgic for a time when relationships were less public, less mediated and hence more authentically “real”, although acknowledging that mass media products have always provided narratives by which we negotiate our most significant relationships. 

In fact, such anxiety about the problematic intimacy of online culture is nothing new. “In Sherry Turkle’s (1996) phrase, the personal computer is an ‘intimate machine’."
 And, as Shawn Wilbur pointed out in 1997, it is unsurprising that “virtual community” emerged as “among the most used, and perhaps abused, phrases in the literature on computer-mediated communication (CMC)” because “An increasing number of people are finding their lives touched by collectivities with have nothing to do with physical proximity”.
 So why is privacy as a right endangered by the internet emerging now as a basis for a moral panic centred, yet again, on youth? In an academic context a pre-established investigative category like youth can be attributed, to some degree, to the temporalities of knowledge production (studying young people in school classrooms or lecture halls is a convenient and economical way of doing research). For journalism, the apocalyptic overtones of generationalism is simply good copy and linking this to questions of privacy plays neatly into what might be separate concerns about the effects of personal information circulating on the internet. However, in 2007, the same discourse was invoked around the release of Radar, a social networking package that allows instant publishing of photo updates to selected friends: what Radar’s promoters call a “Full-Time Intimate Community” (FTIC).

FTICs are the close group of friends (usually around 8-10 people) with whom you share a clear sense of “presence”. Most mobile youths know whether members of their FTIC are awake, at school, happy, sick, finished with their homework, etc. They use their mobile phones to keep in touch with their FTIC, usually sending state changes by text message. The idea behind Radar is to use photos as a presence stream to your intimate friends so you can share a richer presence and make short comments on the stream of images that show up in the “channels” from your friends.
 

Noting this development, bloggers such as Jill Walker and her readers were alienated by the idea that users would need to maintain contact with a group of friends in quite this way. Introducing her discussion of Radar by saying “I think I was born fifteen years too late to have an FTIC (Full-Time Intimate Community)”, subsequent comments on Walker’s blog responded to the terms of debate she set up, demonstrating that generationalism prevails in online as well as offline contexts, amongst academic as much as popular representations. 

Along with its immediate precedent in Twitter (and arguably the moblogging functions in Flickr), Radar is just the latest attempt at realizing the potential of netcasting anticipated in Andrejevic’s work: “neither the familiar one-to-many nor the one-to-one model, but rather a ‘many-to-few’ format… In other words, everyone (with some minimal level of disposable income) will have his or her own show".
 At present these practices tend to involve only trusted friends, against Andrejevic’s somewhat dystopian vision that consumers will transmit the content of their daily lives “to a core group of data miners” who will “in turn, sort, package, re-sell and eventually use this information”.
 There may be as much to say about the value of apparently new modes of intimacy summed up by “FTIC” as there are cautious questions to be raised. But in what senses is this sort of intimacy a mode of youth culture, and what is missed or lost to analysis by using the generational narrative to talk about the cultural shifts that might be involved here? While webcams might well appeal to the young they certainly do not appeal only to the young—not as sextoy, not as telephone accessory, and not as surveillance device. The concept of FTIC is as relevant to changed networks of personal and professional relationships that are not generationally organized. The FTIC, if it can be seen as a dramatic phenomenological shift, is not dependent on Radar, instant messaging, or any other specific technology. It can be traced in the emergence of mailing list, MOO and IRC communities discussed by Wilbur, and in the changing inter-generational family networks apparent between the lines of McMillan and Morrison’s analysis.
Towards a “sympathetic” online cultural studies 

Our critique of generationalism here addresses not only the media and a populist political public sphere but also the range of academic analysis of life online. The scholarship we have been bouncing off and circling around in this chapter developed in response to categories of convenience, such as age, often combined with gender, race and ethnicity, but almost without exception in relation to the experience of other people—effectively writing out any personal involvement. If our aim were simply to develop scholarship that was more fittingly reflective of the everyday life of others’ online behaviour, we would argue that sympathetic accounts of online culture are needed to protect the novelty and the pleasures involved in such practices. The research currently being commissioned seems conveniently suited to marketing new products, or, as our opening discussion showed, takes place in a context defined by a more thoroughgoing exploitation of “geek chic”
 for the benefit of established media or business conglomerates. For instance, we now see brands like Calvin Klein pitching new fragrance, “in2u”, to the lifestyle assumed of today’s “technosexual” youth.
 Coinciding with Sony Ericsson’s campaign for its Walkman phone, in which a young urban heterosexual couple celebrate their anniversary listening to their favorite song through shared headphones, these understandings of online culture only seem desirable to the extent that they can pinpoint a plausible target market and reinscribe established modes of experiencing intimacy and community. Internet research needs to set its sights further than demographics useful to the next ad campaign, and online culture might teach us more about the future possibilities for friendship, solidarity and care than available debates would suggest.
It is surely possible to adopt a mode of criticism—a form of engagement—that allows for participation in online culture as part of a self-reflexive process considering critical “habits” of age or disciplinary training.
 In The Pirate’s Fiancée, Meaghan Morris described “sympathetic reading” as a way of resisting the automatic reflexes of intellectual bias, arguing that in their singularity, cultural texts can act as criticisms of those answers that political preferences or disciplinary blinkers “might automatically provide”.
 Morris’s notion of a “sympathetic reading” could produce discrete accounts of new media use that avoid an insider/outsider binary while interrogating the alleged distinctions between real/virtual and online/offline, helping to recognise online culture as an ordinary part of everyday life. We are therefore advocating “sympathetic” online cultural studies as a provisional means by which internet studies can reflect on the wider changes taking place in information economies and cultures that a focus on youth and demographics will only ever mask. It is one small way that conventional modes of scholarly detachment and appraisal may better contribute to the challenges emerging in an always-on, information rich, highly networked society: for young and old alike. 
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� Sony’s website features a “Fun and Games” section where subscribers can download images of “The Geeks” cartoon characters as wallpaper for mobile phones.


� The press release for the scent included the line - “She likes how he blogs, her texts turn him on. It’s intense. For right now”. Unsurprisingly, blog reactions were scathing in their response to such commodification.
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