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On Alternative Social Media

Robert W. Gehl











Much of my academic career has been dedicated to answering one question: Where do people go online to socialize if they do not like how corporate social media—Facebook, Instagram, Twitter/X, YouTube, and TikTok—are run? This book is about one specific answer: they go to alternative, community-run social media systems, such as Mastodon and the fediverse.

I’ve been researching and writing about alternative social media since I was a PhD student in the late 2000s.1 As I’ve defined it in my research, alternative social media are not controlled by corporations, but by ordinary people.2 Unlike Facebook or Twitter/X, alternatives are not run for profit. In contrast to corporate systems, alternative social media tend to be free and open-source software (FOSS), meaning that anyone can study, download, install, and run these systems. This allows people to have greater insight into their technical designs than they get from the corporate counterparts.3

In addition, the people who develop and run them tend to be open about their motivations. Over my career, I’ve interviewed activists, technologists, and everyday people who have quit corporate social media and opted instead to build and use community-owned systems.4 I’ve also observed as millions of people have adopted alternative systems instead of corporate ones. They do so for many reasons, ranging from concerns over surveillance to frustrations with moderation to anger over algorithmic manipulation.

When I say “alternative,” I’m placing alternative social media in a long history of alternative media. For as long as there have been media, there have been alternatives to the mainstream forms, such as underground newspapers sold on street corners, pirate television stations made by everyday people, and what media studies scholar Clemencia Rodríguez calls “citizens’ media”—low-power radio, pamphlets, and street orators.5 As researchers have shown, these systems are alternative not just in the sense of the content they publish but also in terms of who controls them—activists and everyday people whose concerns are radically different from those of the operators of mainstream media.6 As Rodríguez puts it, the people who make and run alternative media seek to “alter the social world in which they operate,” providing the rest of us with a way out of corporate or state-controlled ways of thinking.7 Much as these older media do, alternative social media challenge the concentration of media power in the hands of Google, Meta, and Twitter/X.8

In addition to revealing details of how social media works, alternative social media reveal details about how people govern themselves online, which is a growing area of scholarly concern.9 Instead of ceding decisions about content moderation and access to corporations, the people building alternative social media systems are shifting “our use of social platforms towards ones that communities own and govern,” as digital media scholar Ethan Zuckerman puts it. Drawing on the sociologist Robert Putnam, Zuckerman argues that alternative social media can bolster the practices of democracy. “We should make this shift because participating in social networks we ourselves govern could turn online spaces into Putnam’s ‘schools for democracy.’”10 Instead of relying on corporations to manage one of the most important things we humans do—communicate—the activists, technologists, and everyday people making alternatives want to bring media under our control. They want to make social media ours.

I’m deeply compelled by the effort to make social media ours. My journey into alternative social media grew out of my own increasing frustration with corporate social media, particularly Facebook. I spent my early years writing a critique of corporate social media, culminating in my first book, Reverse Engineering Social Media, in 2014.11 Drawing mainly on Marxian critiques of communication, I faulted Facebook and Twitter for converting human sociality into commodities.12

Critique of corporate social media is now a major concern of fields such as media studies and software studies.13 However, unlike many of my peers, I argue for something more than mere critique. In my view, despite years of criticism leveled at Facebook (now Meta), Twitter (now X), or YouTube, their commodification and manipulation of sociality continue apace. This is why I argue for continuous critical reverse engineering of corporate social media, where we use the critical knowledge we gain from analyzing corporate social media “to produce new artifacts that simultaneously improve upon the old and yet also bear a relation to the old.”14 The “critical” part of this is attempting to build a new system that challenges the concentration of power found in the old: ethical, community-run alternative social media. I concluded Reverse Engineering with a “Manifesto for Socialized Media,” a call for social media that is controlled by ordinary people, avoids centralized control, and eschews what we now call “surveillance capitalism” in favor of noncapitalist approaches. That manifesto set me on the path I am on now, and one result is this book.

My years of study of alternative social media have revealed many practices that we simply cannot see in corporate social media, ranging from how the software works—including the algorithms—to how people do the work of moderating them, how they move our data around, and how members can actually be in control of their data.15 Because alternatives reveal much more to researchers than their corporate counterparts, I argue that studying alternative social media adds new perspectives to fields of study such as social media studies, software studies, and Internet studies. This book, I hope, proves this point.

Of course, there is one area where alternative social media does not compare favorably to corporate social media. If we compare corporate social media to alternatives, the populations are almost incommensurate. For example, at its height, the Twitter-like GNU social had tens of thousands of users.16 Corporate social media have billions of users. Mastodon, the focus of this book, counts only about 10 million accounts.17

Even that reveals something important, however: the activists, technologists, and ordinary people making alternative social media aren’t giving up just because these systems aren’t as popular as corporate social media. People who make alternative social media do so in large part due to continued frustrations with corporate social media. Alternative social media activists continue to believe something better is possible.

Mastodon and the fediverse are the most recent—and in my view, most important—attempts to make something better than corporate social media.

Joining Mastodon
I joined Mastodon in 2017 because of this long-standing research interest in alternative social media. Founded in 2016, Mastodon is a FOSS microblogging site. In this way, Mastodon was similar to many other existing Twitter-like alternative social media systems I was familiar with, such as GNU social, rstat.us, Twister, and TalkOpen.18
When I joined Mastodon, I was leading a research project, the Social Media Alternatives Project, at the University of Utah, where several graduate students and I were building an archive of documents about alternative social media.19 I had been studying alternatives for nearly a decade at that point, and my approach involved finding alternatives, signing up, trying them out, and studying their cultural norms and technical infrastructures. This exploration included signing up for systems like Twitter-like alternatives, as well as others: diaspora*, Lorea, and various social media sites that were hosted exclusively on the dark web.20
I didn’t think much of joining Mastodon in 2017, at least at first. It was one of many alternatives I had examined. But it did have all the features I could want: Mastodon allows members to do Twitter-like things, such as follow, be followed, use hashtags, make short posts, favorite other posts, and boost them (akin to a retweet). It had a clean interface. It was FOSS. Importantly, it was federated.
One simple way to explain federation is to consider email. If a friend of mine has a Gmail account, and another has an Outlook account, and I have a Protonmail account, our accounts exist on different services. One is owned by Google, another by Microsoft, and the other by Proton. Even though these are three different companies, my friends and I can communicate via email, which operates using a shared technical protocol. These different email servers—or “instances,” to use fediverse parlance—are connected, or federated, even though each is independent of the other. And much like Mastodon, there are FOSS email hosting systems available, allowing people with the technical know-how to run their own email servers and yet communicate with people on corporate servers.21
Federated social media is a radical departure from corporate social media. While big companies like Google and Microsoft produce email servers that can intercommunicate with hundreds of other providers, in the world of social media, cross-company communication is largely unheard of. A Facebook user can’t send a message to a Twitter/X user, for example, nor can a TikTok user comment on a video hosted by YouTube. This is because Facebook, Twitter/X, Instagram, and TikTok are not federated systems, but centralized systems, seeking to lock people into them.22 Indeed, their success hinges in part on keeping people on their platforms through a combination of a large userbase and attention-grabbing, algorithm-generated feeds. Cross-corporation communication would undermine this system.
Beyond cross-site communication, there is something even more radical to consider when we compare federated social media to Facebook or Twitter/X. Federated social media, like email, can be hosted by individuals or small groups of people. In contrast to Facebook, where people can sign up for accounts on a corporate-owned server, federated social media allow people to run their own servers, allowing friends, family, or strangers to sign up and socialize. Mastodon is exemplary in this regard—while it is now a network that spans much of the globe, it comprises tens of thousands of small communities averaging 500 accounts in size.23 Governance among 500 people is a far different matter than corporate social media’s attempt to govern billions of people globally.24


The Fediverse and Noncentralization
There is something even more radical than Mastodon’s instance-to-instance federation, however. Mastodon is part of an even larger network of social media sites called “the fediverse.” On the fediverse, Mastodon is joined by Pixelfed, an Instagram-like photo sharing service; Friendica, which is similar to Facebook; PeerTube, which is a YouTube alternative; Lemmy, a Reddit-like system; and Plume for blogging. There are also other microblogging systems, such as Misskey, Pleroma, Firefish, and GNU social. Each of these software packages allows anyone with the technical know-how to install them on an instance and let people sign up for accounts.
Besides being alternatives to corporate social media, these sites also offer a unique feature: anyone with an account on one of these systems can potentially follow others—even if they’re not on the same system. From my account on a Mastodon instance, for example, I could follow a PeerTube member and see their posts, and vice versa. A Friendica member can follow a Plume blog and comment on it. Pixelfed images can appear on a Lemmy instance. A Friendica member can follow a GNU social member who follows a Mastodon member. This is also very much unlike corporate social media. A Facebook user cannot follow a Twitter/X user—or even an Instagram user, despite Facebook and Instagram being part of the same company! People who use Facebook, Instagram, Twitter/X, or TikTok are locked in. In contrast, on the fediverse, people can follow people across different types of social media. People are not locked into whichever of these they choose—they can access others from across a range of different social media applications.
The result is a heterogeneous mix of potentially interconnected social media services spanning the globe. The best estimate for the total number of fediverse instances is 27,000, with around 10–14 million accounts across the network.25
This broader network of heterogeneous social media systems, the fediverse, is possible because of a shared technical protocol called ActivityPub. This protocol allows any instance that obeys its rules to connect to others. Much like email—which runs on a standard protocol—ActivityPub structures the connections between participating fediverse instances. ActivityPub is also an open standard, developed in 2018 by the World Wide Web Consortium, the same standards group that helps make Web technologies work (more on its development in a later chapter).26
Taken as a whole, the ActivityPub-based fediverse is a direct challenge to the centralization found in corporate social media. We often call this approach “decentralization,” but as I will argue, it’s more accurate to call it “noncentralization,” a term I borrow from political philosophy.27 “Decentralization” implies that there was once a center, such as a corporate entity, or a single server, that is broken up into multiple, smaller centers—and it also implies that what gets broken up can be recentralized later.28 Noncentralization, by contrast, means designing a system to actively avoid any center of power emerging from the outset. While alternative social media developers often speak of decentralizing social media, in practice I find that they attempt to build systems that avoid centers in the first place. Mastodon and the rest of the ActivityPub-enabled fediverse is, as I will show, not just one site, but many distinct instances, each with their own rules and cultures.29 Rather than starting with a central, powerful site and breaking up, the ActivityPub fediverse tends to start with small social media instances that network with one another into a large network.
If the ActivityPub-enabled fediverse is a network of tens of thousands of instances, many of them community-run, what holds it together? Arguably, the answer is technical: the ActivityPub protocol itself provides the infrastructural connection. But the more I have observed the fediverse, the more I realized there is more to it than technical protocols. The administrators and moderators of fediverse servers also make social choices about which other servers to connect with. This is the fediverse’s most radical departure from corporate social media. What emerges, I will argue in this book, is a “covenantal fediverse,” a network where ethically aligned communities band together in a larger network. In my view, while noncentralization and community governance are important departures from corporate social media, what sets Mastodon (and much of the fediverse) apart the most is the development of an ethical covenant as a social protocol that bands the heterogeneous network together.
I joined Mastodon in 2017, and very quickly, it and the broader fediverse appeared to me to be closest to the ideal alternative social media system I had laid out in my “Manifesto for Socialized Media.” It was then that I began the research that would result in this book.


Focusing on Mastodon
Mastodon is a Twitter alternative. Pixefed is an Instagram alternative. PeerTube is a YouTube alternative. Each allows for hundreds of distinct installations, all potentially connected via the open technical protocol ActivityPub. While this variety of social media is exciting to see, all of these options present a challenge to me as an author. Attempting to represent all ActivityPub-based social media would indeed make this book too complex. For clarity’s sake, this book focuses on Mastodon.
In part, I’m doing so because at the time of this writing it is one of the most popular fediverse systems. While counting membership is challenging in a noncentralized network, Mastodon currently has anywhere from 7 million to 10 million members, growing particularly rapidly after Musk’s purchase of Twitter in late 2022.30 In addition, there’s more to Mastodon than size and popularity. Its history is very important to the fediverse itself. Mastodon played a pivotal role in the development of the ActivityPub protocol—in fact, the ActivityPub-powered fediverse itself might not even exist if it weren’t for Mastodon. Most importantly, studying Mastodon reveals five key themes—more on that below.
First, however, let me say something about methods. To study Mastodon, I deployed the approaches I was trained in, mixing participant observation, software studies, and interviews to unpack Mastodon’s complexity. (You can read more about my methods in the Appendix.) My participant observation has been influenced by digital ethnographers—I have sought to immerse myself in the daily practices of fediverse members.31 I began with an account on a Mastodon instance in 2017, and I ran my own test instance to try my hand at self-hosting. I studied Mastodon’s underlying code and analyzed how the code shaped (and was shaped by) social interactions. I gathered journalistic coverage of Mastodon. I kept a research journal throughout this period using Zettlr, a FOSS notebook that allows for tagging and connecting ideas. Eventually, I was asked to run a Mastodon instance on behalf of the Association of Internet Researchers, which gave me more insights—specifically into how moderation and administration work. Throughout these observations, I would note key concerns, crises, and pleasures that emerged on Mastodon and across the fediverse. These helped reveal the themes of the book.
As for software studies, as I discuss in a previous book, engaging with software is just as intense as interviewing people.32 Hosting a Mastodon instance, as I have for several years, requires constant attention: finding a location on the network, watching the CPU load of the server, watching for updates, reading manuals, and selecting options. And this is just running the software—to study fediverse software effectively, one also must examine para-texts, such as Github issues, developer blogs, email lists, and public debates over features. These approaches must then be mapped back to the cultural practices of the use of software. As software studies scholar Matthew Fuller puts it, software studies involved “a rich seam of conjunctions in which the speed and rationality, or slowness and irrationality, of computation meets with its ostensible outside (users, culture, aesthetics) but is not epistemically subordinated by it.”33
This book, however, is not about my experience. I have attempted to center the voices of developers, admins, moderators, and everyday members of the fediverse, predominantly through qualitative interviews.34 Most interviews were conducted via video chat (on a self-hosted Nextcloud server) and lasted over an hour. A few were conducted via email, Signal messaging, or direct message, depending upon the preferences of the interviewee. All interviewees were offered a copy of my transcript of our conversation, and some asked to see draft chapters. I granted those requests and was often rewarded with invaluable feedback resulting in more themes for this book. In addition to interviews, I have also drawn on public sources from fediverse members, such as blog posts, as well as more private sources, such as fediverse posts and Patreon members-only posts, archived in Zotero, a FOSS bibliography application. These latter sources are used with the explicit consent of their authors.
Overall, this is a work of Internet studies. Scholars in Internet studies now analyze technical details, such as algorithms, conduct “walkthroughs” of the interfaces of applications, and examine digital infrastructures. However, they also place these things in relation to the compelling and often wild range of practices users coax out of digital media.35 I have sought to extend this sort of analysis to the Mastodon and the fediverse, considering it as embedded in broader sociotechnical contexts, while still treating it as a kind of social world unto itself.36


Themes of the Book
The history, technologies, and cultural practices of Mastodon open up the five themes I will explore in this book. First, studying Mastodon reveals how people go about making alternative social media and how alternatives relate to corporate social media. Second, a major theme centers activists who are struggling over implementing ethical, community-centric governance in social media and creating what I will call the covenantal fediverse. Related to this, a third theme discusses how the covenantal fediverse has in part rejected dogmatic free speech absolutism, and with it an overemphasis on the individual social media user. A fourth theme is about how marginalized people—particularly queer, trans, and Black—have struggled to improve the covenantal fediverse, even at great costs to themselves. Finally, the fifth theme explores how technical and social innovations can happen in alternative social media despite the lack of involvement of large corporate social media platforms.
Making Alternatives
Mastodon and the rest of the fediverse are alternative social media. By definition, something that is “alternative” has a relationship to something else, usually called “mainstream” or “standard.” In the case of the fediverse, that relationship is to the corporate social media sites that have dominated online sociality for the past two decades, particularly Twitter/X, Facebook, and Instagram. To be legible as an alternative to Twitter, for example, Mastodon must have Twitter-like features. However, it also must attempt to prevent Twitter-like problems—this is the critical reverse-engineering approach. Attempting to avoid Twitter’s problems is what makes Mastodon an “alternative.”
I will not reduce “alternative” to a mere choice—it’s not like a consumer choice between, say, Coke or Pepsi, Twitter or Mastodon. Instead of being a mere choice, alternative social media involves different social structures than their corporate counterparts. Most often this involves giving power to different sorts of people. The corporate model places authority in centralized groups (CEOs, owners, boards of directors). Alternatives tend to privilege activists, technologists, admins, moderators, and creative people as the authorities. And, in theory, ordinary participants in the network can become more active in Mastodon development, moderation, and administration.
I will highlight this distinction by referring to fediverse participants as “members” instead of “users,” since “users often have limited input in developing and implementing tools they use, while members are part of a larger decision-making collective where they can exert agency.”37 Instead of merely signing up for an account and using a service, alternative social media practitioners often invite ordinary people to become more involved in many aspects of operating and governing social media. This process will be discussed in Chapters 1, 2, and 3.
A central concern here, then, is, Will this alternative be viable? Can the fediverse withstand all the pressures it will face, such as attracting enough people, dealing with difficult moderation problems, and paying the bills (since running an instance is not free)? And can the fediverse survive challenges from corporate social media? For example, the world’s largest social media corporation, Meta, now runs an ActivityPub-enabled microblogging system called Threads that can federate with Mastodon and other fediverse services. Will this undermine the status of the fediverse as a noncorporate social media alternative? I will discuss the viability of alternative social media in several chapters, especially Chapters 1, 2, 6, 7, and 8.

The Covenantal Fediverse
Critical reverse engineering includes a normative component: the goal is to make something better than the original.38 What is “better” can vary quite a bit. In my research, I’ve studied alternatives that center protections for free speech, seeking to avoid censorship. Others center privacy concerns, looking to avoid the surveillance practices of corporate social media. Still others tout their alternative technological structures, attempting to create noncentralized or even peer-to-peer network topologies. Often, these concerns overlap.
The fediverse includes people who have these concerns. However, one key segment of the fediverse has created a unique alternative social media structure—a particular set of ethical practices I call the covenantal fediverse. Many fediverse instances openly proclaim their ethical values and use those proclamations not only for internal content moderation but also for maintaining or severing instance-to-instance relations.
I borrow the concept of the covenant from political philosophers who have examined federalist political structures, such as cantons in Switzerland or the Haudenosaunee Confederacy in North America.39 A covenant is “a morally informed agreement or pact between people or parties having an independent and sufficiently equal status; it is based on voluntary consent and established by mutual oaths or promises.”40 Covenants establish a baseline of ethical values. Autonomous groups who agree to those ethical values can band together while still maintaining their respective sovereignty.
In the covenantal fediverse, federation is not just a technical practice—it’s a social and political one.41 It’s not merely achieved by linking instances through the ActivityPub technical protocol. The covenantal fediverse comprises a noncentralized network of small, community-run instances who bond through shared ethical values.42 Not unlike the United Federation of Planets of Star Trek fame, the fediverse brings together many different communities, each with their distinctive cultures and codes of conduct, into one larger community. Fediverse members are simultaneously members of instances as well as of a broader network of instances.43 The fediverse thus highlights another meaning of the term “protocol”—rules of etiquette and diplomacy.
Creating and maintaining the covenantal fediverse is difficult and contentious work. The governance practices and cultures of covenantal fediverse, including related controversies and struggles, will be discussed throughout this book, but especially in Chapters 4 and 5, and the Conclusion.

Denying the Dogmas of Free Speech Absolutism and Individualism
The covenantal approach to federation emphasizes groups, typically found at the instance level. Due to this, instead of freedom of speech, covenantal fediverse members tend to highlight freedom of association, the ability to choose with whom they connect, typically through signals such as codes of conduct. Codes of conduct often do restrict speech, banning racist or transphobic posts. However, the result of this is not a limit on free speech, but rather a limit on what philosopher Herbert Marcuse calls “repressive tolerance,” where dominant ideas can drown out those of marginalized people.44 Marginalized people and their allies on the fediverse have struggled to make a social networking system where queer, trans, and people of color can express themselves because they are not overwhelmed with hate speech.
As two fediverse scholar-practitioners write, strong moderation on the fediverse challenges dogmatic visions of open communication. “What is unique about the fediverse is both technical and cultural acknowledgement that openness has its limits, and is itself open to wide-ranging interpretations dependent on context, which are not fixed in time. This is a fundamentally new point of departure for reimagining social media today.”45 Whether this is successful is a matter of debate, as I will show particularly in Chapter 5.
Related to this, the covenantal fediverse also centers groups over individuals. Rather than seeing the individual as the atomic unit of social media, the unit who speaks to a listening world, the covenantal fediverse centers instances-as-communities. Communities make choices about the freedom to associate. This is another reason I will use “member” instead of “user” to refer to fediverse participants. As I show in Chapter 4, codes of conduct are especially important here. I will focus predominantly on Mastodon instances as a key unit of the covenantal fediverse. The act of starting an instance is both a technical and a political act: an instance admin must choose how and where to host the service, set policies, decide who should be allowed to sign up, and decide how long connections between instances should be maintained. Even if an admin shirks these things and says “anything goes,” that’s still a political decision.46
This is not to say I will ignore the experience of individual Mastodon and fediverse members, but that I will consider the individual’s experience with the fediverse in relation to the instance level. Much like starting an instance is a political choice, selecting an instance to join is a political choice—and as a result, having to make such a choice to engage in social media can be a major barrier to fediverse adoption. Chapter 2 discusses the challenges facing individuals who must select an instance to join.

Marginalized Folks Move to the Center
That the covenantal fediverse enjoys the active contributions of queer and trans people is not surprising. Recent Internet histories have revealed the central role queer and trans folks have played in digital technologies. As gender and sexuality studies scholar Avery Dame-Griff notes, “each step of the way in the history of computer communication . . . trans people have been there.”47 Queer and trans people’s contributions to the fediverse have not only included safety and moderation tools but also contributions to the ActivityPub protocol itself. These offerings are predominantly discussed in Chapters 3, 4, and 8.
In addition, the covenantal fediverse also enjoys contributions from Black technologists, activists, and members (including queer Black folks). But, as several commentators have noted, the fediverse has been racially coded as a predominantly white space, not only resulting in overt racist harassment but also the softer racism of white skepticism toward people of color’s concerns.48 Despite these issues, Black technologists and activists have had a significant impact on the fediverse, as discussed in Chapter 4 and the Conclusion. That Black folks have contributed to this technology is also not surprising—the works of Charlton McIlwain, André Brock, and Catherine Knight-Steele have illustrated the centrality of Blackness to the broader Internet.49

Noncorporate Innovations
A final theme of the book involves social and technical creativity that happens outside of corporate social media—indeed, outside of capitalism. In tech reporting and popular culture, there is a common idea that technological innovation occurs only due to economic incentives, particularly coming from investment capital and monetization. In contrast, the covenantal fediverse has created many innovations. Chapter 1 discusses iterative critical reverse engineering, a way in which alternative social media are developed in relation to corporate social media. As Chapter 3 shows, ActivityPub itself was created without much corporate involvement—a rarity for many technical standards. And fediverse instance admins have developed noncapitalist funding models, refusing to rely on the dominant approach of surveillance capitalism. This theme is most present in Chapter 6. Chapter 7 also explores speculative, experimental innovations happening on the fediverse, particularly in reaction to the climate disaster brought on by carbon emissions—something digital technologies have contributed to. Chapter 8 features resistance to the corporate adoption of ActivityPub. Above all, in the concluding chapter, I discuss the ethical innovation of the fediverse: its emphasis on relationality and the ethics of care. All of these are facets of what “alternative” means.
Mastodon is alternative social media—indeed, it is the most important example of this type of media I have found in my research career. As I have shown elsewhere, alternative social media are built in relation to corporate social media in a process of critical reverse engineering. Mastodon is no different. The next chapter explores how Mastodon was developed in relation to previous social media systems.
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As of this writing in mid-2024, most often Mastodon is described in tech reporting as a “Twitter alternative” or “X alternative.”1 This simple statement covers up a great deal of complexity.

First, Mastodon didn’t start that way. As Mastodon founder Eugen Rochko told me in an interview, it started out as “just a hobby project” in 2016.2 It was meant only to be an alternative to an alternative, not a direct challenger to Twitter. Second, Mastodon’s emergence as a Twitter alternative was not only the result of Rochko’s vision but an ensemble of factors appearing in the early years of the project. These include the decision to license the code as free and open-source software (FOSS), demands for and inclusion of key safety and moderation features, and the impacts of Twitter’s declining reputation, particularly among marginalized people. These developments pushed Mastodon into the status of a Twitter alternative by late 2017. Finally, Mastodon is not a singular thing standing in opposition to Twitter. It is at once a project, a codebase, and thousands of small instances. It is also part of a larger network, the fediverse, which includes not only Mastodon and its forks but also a heterogeneous array of other social media applications, all of which have different interpretations of how alternative social media ought to work.

Taken as a whole, Mastodon’s early period is a key example of what I call “critical reverse engineering”—the process of critically analyzing other media systems and using the resulting knowledge to produce something better.3 For Mastodon to be legible as a “Twitter alternative,” its designers, admins, moderators, and members had to shape the system in particular ways, both in relation to Twitter as well as other Twitter alternatives. This process is ongoing—so long as there are technologists, activists, and everyday people who say “We can do better,” new alternatives will emerge.

An Alternative to an Alternative
When Rochko started Mastodon in 2016, he had a humble goal: to make an alternative to another already-existing Twitter alternative called GNU social.4
Started in the late 2000s, GNU (pronounced gah-New) social was created by Free Software activists.5 As GNU social cofounder Matt Lee told me in an interview in 2014, “Free software is an ethical choice to protect free expression and self-determination. Any software that is free will carry that to its users, but this does not conflict with the interests of the user.”6 While Twitter allows for particular freedoms—the ability to post, follow, be followed, and like posts across a global network—a major criticism GNU social’s Free Software activists leveled at Twitter was that Twitter users could not control the platform itself. This places Twitter users in a vulnerable position. “Twitter can shut down, or go out of business, or they can ban people who use a particular operating system, or they could charge $500 per Tweet,” Lee told me. GNU social was designed to address that problem.
GNU social, as I have argued elsewhere, is an example of “critical reverse engineering,”

a process by which we can take apart and analyze the technical artifacts we confront. . . . This process can be used to critique mainstream social media sites such as Facebook and Twitter. However, this process does not stop at critique; the goal is to use the knowledge gleaned from the analysis of the social media site to make better systems.7

I argued that GNU social and other alternative social media “are doing more than decrying what they see as the problems of mainstream social media; they are working to build better systems.”8
To be legible as a critically reverse engineered version of Twitter, GNU social allows people to do Twitter-like things—write short posts, like, follow other people, and be followed, just as Twitter does. This is coupled with making a better system. The improvements GNU social offered over Twitter are twofold: federation and FOSS.9 Federation means that there wasn’t just one GNU social site, but multiple installations (called “instances”). In fact, there were hundreds of them by 2016.10 Each of these GNU social instances could communicate with one another via a shared technical protocol.11 Because GNU social was licensed as FOSS, anyone with the technical ability could download its code, install a distinct instance, and invite friends to join that instance and connect to others. The result was a large network of many small, interconnected social media instances—the fediverse.
FOSS and federated alternative social media are important because they fundamentally challenge our assumptions about how social media needs to work. A basic insight from the field of science and technology studies (STS) is useful here: it could be otherwise. Instead of simply accepting problematic systems as the only ones possible, STS argues we should explore what alternative sociotechnical systems can offer. In this way, “STS is a hopeful theory—one that does not simply explain how things have come to be the way they are, but also opens up possibilities for things being ordered in other ways, for the introduction of new and diverse actors, and for rearranging relations of power.”12 Likewise, alternative social media developers open up new possibilities for social media.
GNU social was not alone. Starting in the early 2010s, a host of alternative social media systems were critically reverse engineering corporate social media. In 2010, diaspora* was founded by four New York University students after they heard a speech by a law professor critiquing the governance structure of Facebook. diaspora*—which is still running—was designed to be a noncentralized Facebook alternative that anyone could install on their own server, touting the fact that, when we run our own social media, we’re in control of our own data.13 In 2013, a Brazilian software developer named Miguel Freitas created Twister, a radically noncentralized, peer-to-peer Twitter alternative that ran on bittorrent and blockchain technical protocols. Freitas was inspired by political protests in the Middle East, Brazil, and the United Kingdom but was concerned that protesters were too reliant on centralized systems like Twitter, and that having all activist communications happen in one place enabled powerful government agencies to more easily locate and arrest dissidents.14
This wave of alternative social media has inspired yet more projects—and more critical reverse engineering. Eugen Rochko had used federated systems, including GNU social, since high school, and he saw the promise of letting people run their own social media servers. He started to build his own during his studies of computer science at Friedrich-Schiller-Universität Jena.15 He named his system “Mastodon” after the ancient animal. After graduation, in late 2016, he released a beta version of Mastodon to the public.16
Rochko’s Mastodon was going to be like GNU social—it would be a FOSS and federated, Twitter-like microblog, allowing anyone with the technical abilities to download it, install it, and connect to other Mastodon instances. Which begs the question: Why make a GNU social alternative? While Rochko liked its federated structure, he found GNU social’s user interface to be spartan and unattractive. He put a great deal of energy into the design of the user interface, going so far as to emulate the clean designs of for-profit software, such as TweetDeck. In this sense, Rochko’s goal was simply to critically reverse engineer GNU social: he would make a Twitter-like, federated, FOSS system but with a cleaner design.17
Having used both GNU social and Mastodon, I do find the latter to be more attractive—GNU social had (and still has) a cluttered aesthetic.18 I am not the only one. “It’s hard to understate how just a small sprinkle of design thinking and caring about the user goes an incredible way in adopting software like this,” one blogger noted in 2017.19 People I interviewed who had been on Mastodon for years often cited its clean design as a key reason they tried it out.
These are the humble roots of Mastodon: a more cleanly designed, critically reverse engineered alternative to GNU social. Rochko critiqued the design of GNU social and made a more attractive version. In doing so, Mastodon inherited many elements from GNU social. But in doing this work, Rochko also set off a process of critically reverse engineering Twitter itself.


Becoming an Alternative to Twitter
While Rochko intended Mastodon to be an improvement on GNU social, Mastodon’s likeness to Twitter prompted people to compare it to that site. Rochko initially discouraged such comparisons. “I’m a realist so I don’t think that it will be able to compete with Twitter,” Rochko told people on Hacker News when he first publicly announced Mastodon in late 2016. “However I would like this project to become the go-to option for people who are already inclined to prefer decentralized/self-hosted solutions, and simply be better than the other software in that space.”20 The “other software in that space” refers to GNU social.
And yet, early on, Mastodon started experiencing bursts of growth—in early 2017, a few months after its launch, it grew by 73%, up to over 40,000 accounts, spread across about a dozen instances.21 Looking back, Rochko notes this was a sign of what was to come. Mastodon “started gaining traction,” Rochko told me in our interview. He started to think “that it had a chance to be bigger than GNU social and actually make an impact.”
It wasn’t just the design that attracted people. Mastodon does not allow for behavioral advertising. It is not built to engage in what is now known as “surveillance capitalism.”22 This is one of the long-standing frustrations alternative social media developers have with corporate social media: the fact that they gather personal information or monitor people as they socialize, selling personal data to marketers who use it to target ads to people.23 As a project that critically reverse engineered GNU social, Mastodon inherited an aversion to behavioral advertising from its predecessor. Also, like GNU social, Mastodon does not use algorithms to change the order of posts—instead of being boosted based on metrics like popularity to keep people’s attention on the platform, Mastodon presents posts in reverse chronological order.
Even the lack of behavioral advertising doesn’t explain why Mastodon grew in the 2016–2017 period. Another inheritance from GNU social is the FOSS model of community development. Mastodon has been fueled by contributions from hundreds of other people. This addresses another concern people have with corporate social media: that they are opaque systems where users have very little control over how corporate social media work. In contrast, because it’s free and open-source software, people can see how Mastodon works by looking at its code, and they can contribute changes to that code. While the project started out as Rochko’s alone in 2016, within a year, over two dozen other contributors are credited, and the latest version (4.2 as of this writing) has over 1,700 contributors. The number of contributors is evidence that the Mastodon project is capable of and willing to accept code improvements from a large and supportive base.24
The community-driven development of these features addresses yet another frustration people have with corporate social media: that corporate executives, not users, are in control of how the services are designed and governed. In contrast, Mastodon allows for far more community control over how the system is shaped—another inheritance from GNU social’s reverse engineering of Twitter.25
The most important factor, however, was governance. People didn’t just contribute code to Mastodon, but ideas on how the Mastodon project should govern itself. As I will describe later, contributors to Mastodon suggested that the project use codes of conduct—standards of community behavior—as well as privacy, safety, and moderation features that were lacking in systems like GNU social as well as Twitter.26 These include the ability to address posts to specific subsets of people, such as followers only, rather than assuming that everyone wants to post to the entire network. It also includes “content warnings”—essentially, the ability to add a subject line to a post that can either warn people about what’s inside (e.g., disturbing content), prevent people seeing movie and TV spoilers, or serve as the setup to a joke.
All of these elements—interface design, its lack of behavioral advertising, the ability of many people to contribute code, and its emphasis on community-centric governance—made Mastodon attractive. In early 2017, Mastodon began to stand out as a stark contrast not just to GNU social but also to corporate social media, particularly Twitter. It was at this point that Mastodon was ready to be seen as a Twitter alternative.


Twitter and Its Discontents
At that time, there was growing discontent with Twitter. Since 2014, Twitter had been reeling due to #Gamergate, an online campaign against feminists, ostensibly to defend the honor of video gamers. Critics—especially female critics—who pointed out misogyny in both video games and in many gamer practices were targeted, stalked, and harassed with rape and death threats.27 Then came the United Kingdom’s “Brexit” referendum and the US presidential election of 2016. The startling victories of both pro-Brexiters and Donald Trump that year were aided (although certainly not caused) by manipulative social media techniques, including both Russian coordinated Twitter activities as well as domestic right-wing “meme warriors.”28 As media studies scholar Adrienne Massanari argues, there’s an overlap between #Gamergate campaigners and the right-wing trolls who support populists like Trump: both support a deeply conservative worldview where women, people of color, and trans folks are meant to be marginalized.29 All told, there was an ascendant, triumphant right-wing conservatism occurring on Twitter in the mid-2010s—a movement now called the “alt-right.”30
As VICE reported in late 2016, Twitter cofounder Jack Dorsey publicly called for advice from Twitter users on how to make the service better.

People responding to Dorsey’s tweet posed a variety of suggestions, but many asked him to improve Twitter’s current status quo for handling harassment. The company recently took baby-steps in this regard; pushing new features like a quality filter and better muting capabilities. But Twitter has yet to uniformly enforce broad-sweeping action against hate-speech or the spread of private information.31

Essentially, many Twitter users were calling for the platform to ban transphobic, racist, and misogynist hate speech—the speech the alt-right traffics in. They also asked Twitter to ban self-identified Nazis from the site. And they asked for improvements in Twitter’s handling of complaints about harassment. “One of the most visible complaints regarding harassment is how infrequently action is taken when a single, regular user files an abuse report,” the VICE article explains. “Sometimes, Twitter’s vetting processes can’t even identify blatant hate-speech.”32
The ascendant alt-right and Twitter’s poor moderation of it drove many people to look for alternatives, and Mastodon became a popular option. Mastodon experienced a large wave of incoming Twitter users in early 2017. At that point, Rochko stopped calling it a GNU social alternative and reframed it as something that is better than Twitter.33 “I brought all my friends to Twitter back in the day,” Rochko told The Verge. “I kept promoting it to everybody I knew. I really loved the service. But it continuously made decisions that I didn’t like. So in the end I decided that maybe Twitter itself is not the way to go forward.”34
Since tech reporters were largely unfamiliar with GNU social, but were definitely familiar with Twitter, they also started calling Mastodon a Twitter alternative. This happened in a spate of articles that appeared in April 2017. A reporter for Wired called Mastodon “a free, open-source, and increasingly popular six-month-old Twitter alternative.”35 A reporter for Mashable called it “a potential Twitter-killer.”36 The reporting at this period noted that, unlike Twitter, Mastodon featured strong moderation and safety tools, while still protecting people’s ability to express themselves. Perhaps the most quoted headline from that period is from Sarah Jeong’s VICE article: “Mastodon Is Like Twitter Without the Nazis.”37 “Twitter without the Nazis” became a virtual synonym for Mastodon in its early days. And, at least for the initial Mastodon servers hosted in Rochko’s home state, Germany, this was decidedly true, since Germany has restrictions on the sharing of National Socialist content.38
These stories accelerated the growth of the Mastodon network. By late 2017, it reached 1 million members spread across over 1,000 individual instances.39 After the early 2017 coverage, Rochko told an interviewer, “My goals shifted to actually rivaling Twitter for real.”40
“Rivaling Twitter” entailed more intense critical reverse engineering, this time of Twitter itself. In a 2017 Medium post titled “Learning from Twitter’s Mistakes,” Rochko laid out his critical assessment of Twitter and how Mastodon could be different.41 He noted that “centralization” or “unexpected algorithmic changes” are problems on Twitter. Those were concerns that both Mastodon and GNU social addressed by being FOSS and federated. But centralization is not the only problem. “Harrassment and tools to deal with it have always been lacking on Twitter’s end,” he argued. In contrast, Rochko touted Mastodon’s safety features, including blocking both individual accounts and entire instances as well as addressing posts only to specific audiences.
By late 2017, Mastodon had shifted from being described by its founder as a GNU social alternative to being reported upon by tech journalists as a Twitter alternative. This was a period of intense critical reverse engineering—Rochko and the rest of Mastodon’s developers engaged in critique of both GNU social and Twitter to produce a new alternative social media system. This system, however, wasn’t the product of a sole person’s vision. It was—and continues to be—a product of struggle among many constituencies: developers, admins, moderators, and members of tens of thousands of fediverse instances.


Conflicts in Mastodon Development
To show this, let me talk a bit about my own Mastodon experience. I was part of the early 2017 wave of Mastodon members. At that point, I had been studying alternative social media for several years, researching many different systems and publishing articles about them.
I spent most of my early years on Scholar.social, a Mastodon instance that is still online and features an active admin, who goes by the moniker Socrates. Scholar.social has a dedicated moderation team that prohibits racism, transphobia, and misinformation. This was because of Socrates’s frustration with content moderation on Twitter.
Socrates self-describes as queer. For him, Twitter “was never a safe space.” He talked to me about the false narrative about Twitter: it was a “great public square where everyone had a voice and where you can talk to your friends, you could discuss the main character of the day. . . . And that is absolutely not true. It was only a public square for everyone if everyone doesn’t include me, and a bunch of other people like me.” In addition, Socrates had no faith in Jack Dorsey, who was the CEO of Twitter at that time. “Jack Dorsey would casually retweet white supremacist stuff,” Socrates said, and Twitter itself would not moderate hate speech. He decided in 2017 that Twitter and other corporate social media is not healthy: “I don’t like it,” he recalled. “I’m leaving the party.”
Instead, Socrates, like many other frustrated former Twitter users, switched to Mastodon. And since he has technical ability, he decided to run his own Mastodon instance to create a well-moderated social media space for academics. Even though Scholar.social featured strong moderation, it was well-connected to the rest of the Mastodon network, which was beginning to span much of the globe. Although each had its own distinct moderation standards, the instances Scholar connected to were also well-moderated. For these reasons, I adopted Scholar.social as my home instance in 2017.
I found that my account on Scholar.social allowed me to contribute to a community, provide news about my research, share silly things, make friends and professional connections, and build an international following across the nascent Mastodon federation—all while being in control of my own social media experience in ways that I could not on Facebook or Twitter. While I initially thought Mastodon was just another Twitter alternative, my experience on Scholar convinced me that it might be something more, as well.
As I will show in the pages to come, my research reveals that my happy Mastodon experience was the product of a great deal of hard work and even trauma among the activists, technologists, admins, moderators, and everyday people contributing to Mastodon. Mastodon and the broader fediverse are the product of struggles for ethical social media. For many members of the fediverse, this struggle often included clashes with developers—including Eugen Rochko.
In my interview with Rochko, which was conducted over video chat, he and I bond over a shared interest in playing musical instruments—he sees a guitar hanging on my wall. He tells me he plays guitar, as well, but “I don’t put as much time into it as I wish.”
That Rochko is hurting for free time is understandable. When he and I talked, it was November 2023—one year since Elon Musk bought Twitter. While the federated Mastodon network had already experienced several waves of new people joining, Musk’s purchase of Twitter prompted a massive initial influx and several subsequent smaller ones, depending on any given action from Musk—more on this in the next chapter. Rochko is now CEO of Mastodon gGmBH, a German-based nonprofit that relies on donations for funding, has several employees, controls the Mastodon intellectual property (the logo and name), directs the development of Mastodon’s code, makes apps for iOS and Android, and runs two of the largest Mastodon instances, Mastodon.social and Mastodon.online. He regularly fields requests for interviews from journalists—the period right after Musk bought Twitter was particularly intense. Rochko’s time is precious, and he is strained. He told me of a “feeling of burnout and a little bit of depression mixed in there. It’s an extremely stressful job” to run Mastodon.
This isn’t new. Rochko has reported being stressed due to Mastodon throughout its history. It’s not just due to waves of people joining Mastodon due to their discontent with Twitter, although that has happened multiple times since Mastodon began.42 It’s also because Mastodon is simultaneously his project and yet is not under his control.
Since its beginning, Mastodon has been run by Rochko in the “benevolent dictator for life” model, a common approach to FOSS development where a single person makes development decisions.43 While the project is open to suggestions and contributions from anyone, he makes final decisions about Mastodon software features.44 In an “Ask Me Anything” session on Reddit in 2022, he wrote, “I do have the final say on the direction of the project. I think that to create a successful product you need a coherent product vision and long-term thinking.”45
Whether or not someone likes this approach often depends on the vision. Rochko’s vision has indeed attracted many people. One of them was Ro, a Black software developer (and major figure in the chapters to come). In 2017, he started his own Mastodon instance, Playvicious.social, because he believed in the vision for self-hosted, noncentralized social media that can be governed by ordinary people. He describes this as “an entirely different digital life that exists outside of what we have been forced to use for so many years,” contrasting Mastodon with corporate social media. As he told me in an interview, this form of social media can be “a digital experience that can be so much better with a little bit of effort and a lot of collaboration with love and empathy for the human experience built into its bones.” Ro’s Playvicious.social instance attracted many people to Mastodon, including people of color.
Likewise, in 2017, queer performer and artist Creatrix Tiara argued that if people wanted “a social network with a heavy queer and trans presence, actually approachable moderators, no ads, considerations for content warnings, and a community-oriented open-source ethos,” then Mastodon might be right for them. “Many instances are run by queer and trans people, building safer online spaces for people who have faced major problems online for their identity, including very explicit Codes of Conduct. Queer and trans people have also made significant contributions to Mastodon’s code base and development,” Tiara writes.46
Rochko’s vision had attracted many people. But his decisions have also rankled people. Even in the heady early years of Mastodon, Rochko’s central role as final arbiter of features grated against many Mastodon contributors. In 2019, The Daily Dot reported that many formerly enthusiastic Mastodon contributors and instance members were quitting. The article quoted a Brown queer trans woman who left in “February 2017 after feeling increased alienation from Mastodon’s predominantly white userbase” who “made the service ‘more and more hostile to the Black and Brown users’ that were among Mastodon’s initial adopters.” Indeed, not long after this Daily Dot article, Ro shut down his Mastodon instance, Playvicious.social, due to racist harassment of that instance’s moderation team. Ro and many others had been calling for safety features that Rochko did not want to implement—most notably, importable instance blocklists (more on this in a later chapter). That same Daily Dot article also described clashes between the queer and trans code contributors and Rochko over who should get credit for the safety and moderation features that were implemented. Later, in 2022, Fast Company quoted Tiara, whose enthusiasm for Mastodon had waned: they expressed anger over the harassment of Black and Brown people on Mastodon. Another interviewee cited anti-trans harassment on the network.47
At the heart of this is a clash between Rochko and many Mastodon contributors. This has been framed as a tension between open networking—which would build up the nascent Mastodon federated network, a goal of Rochko’s—and implementing features that would protect marginalized people from harassment. Indeed, many of my interviewees for this project have a low opinion of Rochko’s leadership of the project, criticizing him for making decisions that they believe reduce the safety of marginalized users.
This has been stressful for all involved. In 2018, in a widely quoted post, Rochko erupted at his critics:

Look y’all here because I built Mastodon the way I wanted and you happened to like it. If you no longer like it that’s your own business, don’t give me shit about your failed expectations. There’s the door, there’s the code, there’s the alternatives.48

Rochko, like many FOSS developers, was frustrated at the many demands people made upon him. FOSS development is marked by burnout, with developers citing the stresses of addressing often contradictory user concerns, low (or often no) pay, and long hours.49 Mastodon had shifted once again—it was no longer the result of critique of other systems, such as GNU social and Twitter. It had become itself an object of critical reverse engineering, challenged by many of its early adopters.


Iterative Critical Reverse Engineering
These eruptions of protest and Rochko’s reactions are not an indication that Mastodon is Rochko’s fiefdom. Instead, they also show how many people have become deeply invested in Mastodon, arguing for new features, including safety and moderation features. In some cases, their requests aren’t accepted. But people keep struggling to get these features implemented.50 They do not simply accept Rochko’s vision for Mastodon. They can take to Mastodon’s Github page, request features, and argue for them. They also attempt to cobble them together at the instance level.51 In some key ways—including, as I will show, codes of conduct and shareable instance blocklists—such suggested features have been adopted into Mastodon. Mastodon itself is being critically reverse engineered by people other than Rochko.
This is a major reason why I use the term “noncentralized” to describe Mastodon. Mastodon is not just the sole vision of Rochko. It is many things: it’s a shareable and modifiable code base with hundreds of contributors. It’s a nonprofit corporation with a few employees. It’s also a network of tens of thousands Mastodon instances, such as my longtime home instance Scholar.social, each with their own membership and community rules, that can connect to each other in a federation. Mastodon may have been started by one university student in Germany, but it is now a result of actions and decisions made by thousands of people around the world.
There is another reason to refer to Mastodon as noncentralized: Mastodon isn’t the only federated social media available. In his 2018 eruption, Rochko pointed to “the alternatives.” He wasn’t telling people to go back to Twitter. Over the past several years, a host of other ActivityPub-enabled projects have emerged.
Some of these are forks. If people call for a feature in Mastodon and Rochko decides it should not be implemented, they may make alternative versions (called “forks”) of Mastodon and include those safety and privacy features.52 This is possible because Rochko licensed Mastodon as FOSS, allowing others to study and modify its code. Forks of software and projects can often affect the original project, pressuring it to improve.53
I talked to Darius Kazemi, a longtime Mastodon code contributor who went on to be the creator of a Mastodon fork called Hometown. Hometown allows members the option to make their posts “local only.” “Local-only posting was a hack to get around context collapse,” he told me.54 Instead of having a post travel across the network and thus appear in unanticipated contexts, Kazemi wondered, “What if we just allowed for a certain subset of messages to bounce around in [only within the] server?” This contrasts with Rochko’s vision for Mastodon, where posts are meant to move outside of instances and across the network. While this sounds as if Hometown members would be incredibly insular, posting only to their instances and not to the broader fediverse, “it’s worked out really well for a number of communities out there who use Hometown. While Hometown is not even top ten for active users, by percentage of active users, we’re number five or six,” he told me, “Hometown users are highly engaged.”
Hometown isn’t the only Mastodon fork. There are others, such as Glitch, which includes experimental features. Forks are a major part of FOSS development. Sometimes, features implemented on forks are integrated back into the mainline Mastodon code. Such community experimentation and advocacy have made for a better Mastodon—even if Rochko has sometimes resisted these efforts in the name of a coherent vision and thus avoiding a design-by-committee situation. And, if Rochko does not accept a feature that is seen by many to be important, people can shift to supporting the forks.
In addition, there are a wide range of projects that also run on the ActivityPub protocol, offering fediverse members more options. There are other microblogging systems, such as Pleroma, Akkoma, and Firefish, as well as sites that emphasis longform blogging, images, or music. Each of these systems can innovate new features that improve upon the approach of Mastodon.
Taken as whole, the case of Mastodon, its forks, and the broader fediverse illustrates what might be called “iterative critical reverse engineering.” It is “reverse engineering” in the sense that these projects begin by analyzing how other projects work. Mastodon began as an alternative to GNU social, which itself was built as an alternative to Twitter. The forks of Mastodon, as well as other ActivityPub microblogs, are built in part as alternatives to Mastodon. This is “critical reverse engineering” because the intention of these projects’ builders is to produce something superior to their counterparts. This is “iterative” because the process is not one-off: Mastodon began as a GNU social alternative, but its members, developers, and tech journalists pushed it to be a Twitter alternative. The process of critical reverse engineering does not stop there, however. Admins and other developers have criticized Rochko’s vision for the project. Rochko has had to adapt to the demands of Mastodon members, and in such cases where he does not adapt, there are forks of the Mastodon code or even alternative microblogging systems.
Once a mere hobby project, Mastodon has played a major role in the fediverse since Eugen Rochko announced it in 2016. This period saw steady growth of the network and developments of new features and governance practices, as well as conflicts between Rochko and Mastodon contributors. The result has been a network of thousands of instances comprising hundreds of thousands of people not only participating in Mastodon but also critiquing it. Such critiques can lead to new reverse engineering.
But those early waves of growth would pale in comparison to the stress to come: the influx of millions of people in late 2022, when Elon Musk finalized his purchase of Twitter. I turn to that moment next, focusing on how instance admins dealt with the strain of bringing in millions of new Mastodon members, as well as the difficulties new members faced when attempting to join a noncentralized network.
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One November morning in 2022, Del woke up in her home in South Africa and saw an astonishing number: 2,000.

Overnight, while she was sleeping, 2,000 people had requested to join her social media site, Mastodon.art. Mastodon.art is a fediverse instance intended for creative people who want to share their drawings, paintings, and crafts. It’s “a space for artists to converge and support each other creatively,” she told me via email. While 2,000 sounds like a small number for a social media site, for a site that had only 19,000 active members, it was a significant influx, far above the daily average of new member requests.

Del is otherwise known as “the Curator,” the administrator and operator of Mastodon.art. She had been a member of Mastodon.art since its earliest days in 2016, sharing her art on the site. Her specialty is pen-and-paper style, intricate drawings—mandalas, tangles. A particular favorite of mine is a hypnotic field of skulls and flowers. Within five years of posting her art and participating, she had gained the respect of the community, and when a previous Curator stepped down, Del was tapped to take over. She has been handling the day-to-day operations of Mastodon.art ever since.

The daily life of the Curator of Mastodon.art is normally pretty quiet—helping new members get acclimated to the software, explaining how Mastodon and the fediverse work, providing support to other admins around the world. Del has social anxiety—she gets uncomfortable talking to people in person. But she enjoys online social connection, and she found the work of running a Mastodon server to be deeply fulfilling. She was helping artists from all over the world have a creative home online. Typically, she would have ten to fifteen artists ask to join Mastodon.art in any given day—she would take the time to greet them personally and orient them in the fediverse. Over the years, that day-to-day growth resulted in a social media site populated with 19,000 members.

But this period—October 28 through December 2022—was anything but typical. Mastodon.art was swamped with people clamoring to join. All in all, nearly 8,000 new Mastodon.art members joined in that period.

This chapter focuses on this period—a time when a major wave of Twitter users signed up to become members of Mastodon, such as when they joined Del’s Mastodon.art. It places that specific moment of Twitter discontent into larger contexts, including the politics of dogmatic free speech absolutism, how corporate social media is sticky—even in the face of controversies—and ways in which Mastodon and fediverse admins and moderators helped would-be new members negotiate a path away from centralized to noncentralized social media. Above all, the chapter further contrasts the power of corporate social media with the power of community-based alternatives.

The Bird Is Freed
The wave of new Mastodon.art members was prompted by one man. Over 10,000 kilometers from Del’s home, on October 28, Elon Musk, the world’s richest man, finalized his purchase of Twitter. “The bird is freed,” Musk tweeted that day.1
Those four words scared a lot of people. Prior to buying Twitter, Musk had declared himself dedicated to free speech, implying that he would relax Twitter moderation rules.2 In March 2022, he took to his account to poll his followers, asking them whether they felt that Twitter upheld the values of free speech. His followers overwhelmingly answered “no.”3 Many of them decried Twitter’s moderation policies, arguing that Twitter suppressed various forms of information, mostly associated with conspiracy theories about the COVID-19 pandemic. This was also in the wake of former US President Donald Trump being removed from Twitter due to the January 6, 2021, insurrection. Musk’s followers overwhelmingly argued that unfettered speech on Twitter—implicitly including conspiracy theories and disinformation—is important for democratic deliberation.
The real concern about Musk’s free speech absolutism was not over dogmatic equations of speech and democracy. It was over a repeated pattern associated with free speech absolutism on the Internet: it’s really a code for unfettered racism, misogyny, transphobia, and harassment. Asked to comment on this point by the United States’ National Public Radio, disinformation scholar Nina Jankowicz noted that a Twitter “free speech free-for-all is going to mean less speech for marginalized groups.” What happens in free speech absolutist situations, she argued, is that already marginalized people—women, people of color, LGBTQ*, and Indigenous—become overwhelmed by hate speech. Jankowicz herself was the subject of such harassment in 2022 due to a conspiracy theory about her. She received “direct threats to me and my family, my unborn child, people saying that I should be sent to Russia and killed, people saying that I had committed treason.”4 The free speech absolutist position on harassment is that it should be countered with good speech, calling out threats or providing counterarguments (including counterarguments against a conspiracy theory). The problem is that asking marginalized people to face down waves of harassment is only going to further marginalize them.
Anxieties over Musk’s potential relaxation of Twitter moderation policies led people to look for another social network to turn to. When Musk tweeted “the bird is freed,” in a sense he was freeing many people to ask, “Is Twitter the only way?” Immediately, one might just ask, “Why not use Facebook instead? Or Instagram? Or TikTok?” The odd thing about a dominant, mainstream approach to media is that it tends to become the only imaginable way to communicate. So, if not one corporate social media site, why not another?
However, one major lesson of Musk’s takeover is that these corporate sites are at the end of the day controlled by billionaires. Whether it’s Musk or Meta’s Mark Zuckerberg, why should we trust control of our social interactions to a single person? A cadre of wealthy shareholders (such as the group that owned Twitter prior to Musk’s takeover) isn’t any better. The Musk takeover was yet another reminder of the need for alternatives to centralized, billionaire-dominated corporate social media.
As the last chapter showed, for as long as there have been corporate social media sites there have been alternatives showing how things could be otherwise. Since the 2010s, systems such as GNU social and Twister offered new ways of doing Twitter-like practices. However, while activists and technologists struggled to make these systems, they never attracted many people to them—even despite controversies in corporate social media.


We’ve Been Here Before: The Network Effects of Corporate Social Media
As a scholar advocating for building democratically run alternatives to corporate social media, I have watched growing discontent over corporate social media with varying degrees of hope. Musk’s takeover certainly caused a great deal of reflection on the status of Twitter (now X) in society and the utility of people having their sociality and communication flow through a platform now dominated by one billionaire. But I also have learned not to count out corporate social media. Despite outrage after outrage, sites such as Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter are still with us. A tour through the history of social media outrages reveals that discontent does not always mean people will ultimately quit corporate social media.
In 2014 and 2015, #gamergate trended on Twitter, as misogynistic video gamers harassed and threatened progressive, genderqueer, and female journalists and video gamers. Although the campaign was concocted on anonymous forums, Twitter is where the harassment campaign reached full flower, targeting women with rape threats and doxxing, with sock puppet accounts controlled by harassers and trolls. At the time, Twitter’s management largely threw up their hands under the belief that unfettered, free flows of information will be a net benefit to everyone. For marginalized Twitter users, however, #gamergate indicated that the social media site did not have their safety in mind.5
But people kept using Twitter.
In 2015, there was a tremendous amount of anger over Facebook’s emotional contagion study. Facebook researchers partnered with academics at Cornell and the University of California—San Francisco to study how emotion-laden phrases might affect the emotions of Facebook users. In an experimental study—one that no Facebook users consented to—the researchers altered Facebook’s algorithms for selected groups of users. Some users saw sad content, and others saw happy things. Then, the researchers observed how the experiment subjects reacted emotionally. When word leaked that Facebook was manipulating the emotions of its users without their consent, Facebook and the researchers were excoriated. Thousands of people declared their desire to leave Facebook for something else.6
But people kept using Facebook.
Then, not much later came 2016: the Brexit referendum in the United Kingdom and the US presidential election. As a site that allows for political advertising, Facebook (and its child company Instagram) figured heavily in both events. And at the center of both events was a now-defunct public relations company, Cambridge Analytica, which promised its clients it could use Facebook data to microtarget voters with manipulative messaging.7 Cambridge Analytica did this work on behalf of the pro-Brexit Vote Leave campaign as well as the presidential campaigns of Ted Cruz and Donald Trump. Of course, both Vote Leave and Trump won their respective campaigns. After these votes, whistleblowers from Cambridge Analytica stepped forward to reveal that company’s manipulative techniques and unethical uses of personal data. One particularly egregious example was the targeting of Black American voters to encourage them to refrain from voting (since Black voters were seen as a reliably Democratic bloc, and thus likely to vote for Trump’s opponent, Hilary Clinton). Moreover, the whistleblowers revealed that Cambridge Analytica were able to get their troves of personal data through insecurities in Facebook. Both Cambridge Analytica and Facebook were excoriated for their roles in manipulating democratic deliberation.8
But people kept on using Facebook and Instagram. (Cambridge Analytica was dissolved.)9
There are two fundamental problems at play here. One is network effects: people use Facebook or Twitter because other people are using them.10 Corporate social media are useful because they have many people on them—friends, family, coworkers, and artists. Another is that corporate social media are designed to keep our attention. Media studies scholars frame this in different ways, calling attention-grabbing media “sticky” and diagnosing the use of algorithms and dark patterns to keep user attention.11 Even despite controversy after controversy, many people stuck to Facebook, Instagram, or Twitter—their friends were there, and these networks are designed to keep attention on them.
Will people keep using Twitter, even after Musk’s takeover—even after he changed its name to “X”? Is this time different? As of this writing, that remains an open question. One thing distinguishes the 2022 Twitter wave from previous waves of discontent, however: there is a viable alternative available in Mastodon and the fediverse. While there have been alternatives existing alongside corporate social media for over a decade now, the fediverse is a much more mature system, developed by designers who have intensely studied corporate social media for its flaws and opportunities and critically reverse engineered it. Many of the people involved in the fediverse have been working on alternative social media for over a decade. The fediverse also boasts admins who are skilled in moderation and community development. Moreover, as we saw in the last chapter, fediverse admins and moderators had experience with previous waves of former Twitter users switching to the fediverse.
In fact, millions of people did ultimately join Mastodon and the rest of the fediverse in the wake of Musk’s takeover, indicating that this wave of discontent could result in long-term shifts in how social media is done, away from centralized, corporate control to noncentralized, democratic control.12


Final Straws and Dead Feeds
Some left quickly, because they took Musk at his word that he would radically relax content moderation practices on Twitter. “When Elon took over Twitter, I became immediately uncomfortable with using it,” one person told me. “He wasted no time in letting the public know what his intentions were with the site, and I’m not surprised to discover that the reality of an Elon-owned Twitter is even grimmer than the promise.” Indeed, after his finalization of the Twitter purchase in October 2022, one of Musk’s first moves was to allow Jordan Peterson and the satirical news site The Babylon Bee back—both had been banned for transmisic practices, specifically misgendering trans people. Andrew Tate, the self-proclaimed misogynist influencer, was also reinstated early into Musk’s regime. And since the takeover, multiple research teams have found that hate speech has increased on Twitter/X.13
Others left because they realized that Musk’s post-takeover purging of software engineers—including high-level executives in charge of safety and security—would make the site insecure. “Anyone who has ever witnessed a purge like that before understands the amount of tribal knowledge that has walked out the door,” one person told me. “The purge was also done in such a fashion that the people who left were unlikely to offer assistance afterwards. It was cruel and careless.” Indeed, in the months since Musk took over, internal Twitter employees as well as whistleblowers are sounding the alarm that the site is far less secure due to Musk’s firing of so many employees. Considering how many people post so much personal information to the site—and considering that governments use Twitter/X to communicate with their constituents—this lack of security is dangerous.14
Other folks I talked to waited a bit, hoping that Musk’s regime wouldn’t be as bad as people feared, and that maybe they could in good conscience stay on Twitter/X. But then, a month after completing his purchase of Twitter, Musk invited Donald Trump back to the site. Trump had been removed from Twitter in the wake of the January 6, 2021, insurrection attempt in the United States.15 This was the “final straw,” one person told me. “At this point it was glaringly obvious what kind of community Musk was chasing and I wanted no part of it. I deactivated my account and moved to Mastodon. Two weeks later I deleted my Twitter account permanently.” While Trump has not as of this writing returned to Twitter (he runs his own social media site, Truth Social), what has returned is Trump-style disinformation on the platform.16
And still others left because other people were leaving. In probably the most painful story I heard, one person—a friend of mine—told me that her Twitter feed simply died the day Musk took over. An avid cyclist, she had been following professional cyclists for years to study her sport. She also followed people fond of sharing cat pictures. This wasn’t just about hobbies: posts about bicycles and cats were a lifeline to her when she went through chemotherapy—she would scroll through the pain by looking at bikes and cats. But when Musk took over Twitter, her lifeline was severed. Her Twitter feed died because so many people stopped posting due to Musk’s regime.
Overall, Musk’s regime has disturbed many former Twitter users over the course of its first year. Twitter/X has fired many employees, thus leaving the site’s security and content moderation vulnerable.17 X now responds to press inquiries with a poop emoji.18 X offered verified accounts to anyone with $8 to spare (and thus inviting a host of trolls to imitate corporate accounts).19 It suspended journalists for criticizing Musk.20 X labeled media outlets such as Canada’s CBC and the United States’ NPR with the same label as propaganda outlets, such as Russia’s RT and Iran’s PressTV.21
Witnessing all of this, some of the people I interviewed feared a return of some dark periods in that site’s history, a throwback to the #gamergate era of racist, transmisic, and misogynist trolls ran rampant, harassing women, Black people, people of color, trans folks, and anyone invested in social justice. Others realized that they had invested much of their online social energy into a site that was vulnerable to simply being taken over by one mercurial billionaire. Still others saw the Musk takeover as the culmination of many other problems—they were already tired of their activities being watched and having ads in their feeds, of cloying corporate brands seeking engagement, of having some of their posts algorithmically favored and others buried, and so when Musk took over, it was as good a reason as any to leave Twitter. “Once Elon took over, it just got scary, so I bailed,” one person told me.
These folks looked around for an alternative, and there it was: Mastodon and the fediverse.
They needed help, however. After years of using centralized systems, switching to noncentralized alternative social media proved to be difficult. Recognizing this, experienced fediverse members worked to help those making the jump from Twitter to Mastodon.


A Little Help from My Fediverse Friends
For those who want to move to the fediverse, there is one major sociotechnical hurdle that stands in the way: Where does one go to sign up in a noncentralized system? A major reason why people stick to corporate social media—despite years of controversies—is that they are easier to join than many of the alternatives, including Mastodon and the fediverse. The problem these would-be fediverse members faced is the fundamental problem people have with federated systems: because they are noncentralized, a would-be member must choose which server to join. By contrast, signing up for Twitter is as easy as going to Twitter.com and filling out some forms. There is no such center in the noncentralized fediverse. Would-be fediverse members must parse a bewildering array of options before they can even join and learn how to use a new social media system.
My interviewees, the folks who switched from Twitter to Mastodon in late 2022, spoke about struggling to figure out how to join the fediverse. “It was not obvious or easy at first,” one person told me when I asked about the process of switching from Twitter to Mastodon. The interviewees spoke about using Google to search, or simply signing up for an instance because it was the most populated. But most realized relatively quickly that choosing an instance should be about more than its size—it should include things like the instance’s focus and moderation.
One key path for many people joining Mastodon is the guide at JoinMastodon.org, which was created by the Mastodon project to promote the service. It’s also one of the first results returned on a Google search for “mastodon.” JoinMastodon is meant as a gateway into Mastodon, helping people select an instance to join. It lists instances by region and topic. Topics range from general interest to niches like “technology,” “LGBTQ+,” and “art.” Even then, there were choices within choices—twelve LGBTQ+ instances, seven art instances—so which “art” instance should someone join? What distinguishes them? Faced with so many choices, many people no doubt want to go back to what’s familiar—the devil they know in the form of Twitter/X.
Would-be Mastodon members needed some guidance, and they got it from people on Twitter itself. During the anxious days after the Musk takeover, Del, the Curator at Mastodon.art, wasn’t just looking at requests for accounts on Mastodon.art itself. She also had multiple browser tabs open, including one for her Twitter account. She was watching for people who were considering switching from Twitter to Mastodon.art. “I had a Twitter search for ‘Mastodon.art’ constantly open in a tab where I’d look for people on Twitter being confused about Mastodon and how to join .art, and I’d help them through the process,” she told me. She knew Musk’s takeover was driving people away and she wanted to reach them on Twitter to ease their transition to Mastodon. She also knew there was a lot of “confusion about how the different instances work” on the fediverse, and so she wanted to clear things up and help people switch.
Del wasn’t the only one promoting Mastodon on Twitter and helping people switch. Twitter was a common way to promote Mastodon to would-be Twitter leavers in late 2022. Multiple interviewees I’ve spoken to mentioned recruiting people to Mastodon by contacting them on Twitter. When Musk’s takeover was reaching its final stages, I also took to Twitter, and, in one of the last things I did with that site before shutting my own account down, I promoted a variety of Mastodon instances (and other fediverse systems, such as Pixelfed, an image-sharing site, and BookWyrm, a book review site) to my followers there. Many other fediverse members were doing the same.
And, as media coverage of the Twitter exodus grew in late 2022, Twitter did something that further promoted Mastodon: Twitter blocked the mention of Mastodon on Twitter.22 I saw this in real time—one day, when I was posting links to various Mastodon instances, an angry red warning box appeared with the text “this link had been identified as potentially harmful.”23 Essentially, Musk’s Twitter was using a system intended to help people avoid fraudulent phishing sites as an anticompetition tool, blocking people from mentioning Mastodon and other Twitter alternatives. In the end, however, blocking Mastodon just drew more attention to Mastodon and the fediverse.24
All the while, Twitter users continued to discuss what to do about Musk’s autocratic regime, and would-be Mastodon members watched their conversations for suggestions about which instance to sign up on. One of my interviewees, an artist named Nina, found Mastodon.art this way, reading deep into Twitter threads on what to do about Musk. “Mastodon came up, and it linked to a few different servers, including .art,” she told me. So, Nina may well have been one of the folks Del was watching for on her Twitter tab.


Even Admins Need Help
As more and more people made the move to Mastodon in late 2022—at one point, hundreds of thousands of people a day—admins like Del started to feel overwhelmed. Del talked to me at length about the work of enrolling so many new members, mornings of waking up and seeing thousands of people asking for access, and days spent teaching new members the cultural practices of Mastodon.art. When Mastodon.art reached 2,000 people requesting access in a day, Del reached her limit: she closed registration for the site to work through the 2,000 applications. “I took the next five days slowly approving those accounts.” (Mastodon, unlike a site like Twitter, allows admins to close, open, or limit new registrations depending on what the admin of the server prefers.)
All the while, Del was watching the impact of all the new members on the Mastodon.art server. Using Sidekiq—software designed to monitor and manage computer processes—she could see how her server was processing all the social data flowing through it. Sidekiq offers a graph of how the server was handling things like replies to other posts, boosts, and connections to other servers. Del shared her Sidekiq graphs with me. Normally, Mastodon.art would handle 650,000 such jobs a day. Once Musk took over Twitter in late October, the graph dramatically changed. It reached a peak of 10.8 million jobs—sixteen times the pre-Musk traffic. The load on the server was incredible.
Del wasn’t the only one seeing such growth. The explosion of traffic was affecting the entire fediverse of Mastodon and other ActivityPub-speaking servers. Eleven thousand kilometers away from Del, across the Pacific Ocean, Aurynn Shaw was also seeing a massive jump in Sidekiq. Shaw is the admin of CloudIsland.nz, a New Zealand–based Mastodon instance that has been online for three years. Shaw’s posts on Mastodon reflect her extensive experience in the tech sector—she’s particularly focused on network technologies. She also posts about her experiences as a trans woman in tech. She punctuates these posts with hearty “ata mārie!” (Māori for “good morning”) posts greeting the Cloud Island community, or sharing some of the art Cloud Island members have made.
During its three years, Cloud Island was easily able to handle network traffic—it was a small server of less than one hundred people. In fact, Cloud Island has what might be seen as a barrier to entry: it’s only for paid members, who agree to support the site with a small monthly fee. Even this small site was swamped during the Musk-induced wave of Twitter quitters: the network traffic caused its server to overload several times. Like Del, Shaw was seeing Sidekiq charts explode by a factor of thirteen.
I spoke with Shaw the day after Musk reinstated Donald Trump’s account—on November 19, 2022, a month into Musk’s ownership of the site. At that point, we had both thought the worst was over, but Trump’s reinstatement caused a massive new wave of people moving to Mastodon. As Shaw showed me, Cloud Island saw over a million Sidekiq jobs after the Trump announcement, easily surpassing its previous record from earlier in November. I asked her to talk about what these weeks of Musk waves had been like. “What is time? Time is blurred,” she quips. She seemed exhausted. “All of the admins started getting slammed” when Musk took over, she told me, and it was only getting worse. The fediverse was seeing an unprecedented amount of network traffic. “So the load has been . . . kinda intense these past few weeks,” she says. Fortunately, Shaw has the technical skills to increase the server’s capacity, but it still took her two twelve-hour days to complete the task.
It wasn’t just network traffic Shaw had to handle. “It’s just been a huge difference in terms of the fediverse. There’s just so many more people participating.” The size of Cloud Island doubled in those days. Again, Cloud Island is small, but the work of bringing in so many new members in such a short time is still intense for a single administrator—that’s a lot of “ata māries,” a lot of orientation to provide.
Shaw and Del—and hundreds of other admins—were all in the same boat. Across the fediverse in late 2022, admins were posting about twelve- to eighteen-hour days being glued to screens, monitoring Sidekiq, handling moderation reports, showing new members the ropes, carefully watching to see what posts and hashtags are trending in the network.
Fortunately, these admins weren’t facing those stressful days alone. Del and Shaw are connected, thanks to the fediverse. Their servers had federated long ago, and they got to know each other and other admins, all of whom banded together as they struggled to enroll a wave of new fediverse members. As Del told me, the Twitter influx

was so big that I started getting help requests from admins of other instances, for moderation advice, help with instance blocks, technical help, etc. So I invited a few of them into .art’s Discord backrooms, which grew, and now we have I think over 40 admins and moderators in there from different instances, who provide help and support. . . . It’s a space for open communication so that we can be on top of potentially problematic situations.

Shaw and Del were able to share their experiences with others, giving and getting advice—and thus mutually handling the stresses of the wave of former Twitter users coming to Mastodon.
The long days weren’t thankless, they told me. Once new members joined, both Del’s Mastodon.art and Shaw’s CloudIsland.nz were welcoming people who expressed relief to be off Twitter. “I’ve had people tell me they were actually crying when they realised how nice it is here and how horrible places like Twitter and Instagram are for crushing the creative spirit,” Del told me. People were appreciative of the work Del and Shaw were doing—creating codes of conduct that actively banned hate speech and building moderation teams capable of enforcing those codes.
My interviewees also praised the content moderation on their fediverse servers. Nina, one of the artists who left Twitter right as Musk took over, found Mastodon.art to be a vibrant and welcoming place. Like many new members, Nina made an #introduction post, talking about her pixel art. “There was a very large response to my post and people were active and talking in all of these introductions,” she told me. “It was very high energy, and I was very excited to be able to have a launching off point to interact with lots of cool artists, talking to people that would be future friends, and just a general buzz, compared to the dead silence that is Twitter when you don’t have a lot of followers. It was more attention I had gotten in regards to my art for a very long time and made me feel very optimistic about the platform.”
Overall, while the Musk-induced wave was a time of struggle—dealing with network traffic, social orientations of new members, and the overall media attention paid to Mastodon and the fediverse—Del, Shaw, and other long-standing Mastodon admins demonstrated their ability to handle the challenge. Their twelve- to eighteen-hour days working on technical and social infrastructures across Mastodon and Twitter helped new members find an instance to join in a sea of noncentralized options. Ultimately, millions of new people joining the fediverse—this remains the biggest gain in membership the fediverse had ever seen.25


“But Can It Replace Twitter?”
However, as soon as January 2023—only two months after Musk’s takeover—tech journalists declared Mastodon a failure.
At the height of the wave in November, tech journalists did something I’ve seen them do many, many times before: they saw a moment of discontent with a major corporate social media platform, they saw people take to a new social media site few had heard of, and they wrote stories about the waves of people leaving Musk’s Twitter for Mastodon. (These stories may have prompted Twitter/X to block links to Mastodon for a few days.) I spoke to reporters from NPR, Radio New Zealand, Wired, and the CBC about Mastodon (and, as I stressed in interviews, the rest of the fediverse). Admins, such as Cloud Island’s Aurynn Shaw, also gave interviews. It was a heady few weeks.
By far, the most common question we got was, “Can it replace Twitter?” Or, in a bit of a violent metaphor: “Will it kill Twitter?” When it comes to alternative social media, I’ve seen variations on these questions for over a decade now. For example, back in 2010 when the alternative social networking site diaspora* got media attention, or in 2014 when the social networking site ello was gaining attention, tech journalists would ask alternative social media founders or experts to opine on whether diaspora* or ello would replace or even destroy Facebook. They would then write their stories, declaring the sites “Facebook killers.” Then, in a few months, when Facebook was inexplicably still alive, the same journalists would declare sites like diaspora* or ello “failures.” I call this cycle of praise and scorn “The Killer Hype Cycle.”26
The narrative about Mastodon followed the same arc. In January, tech reporters looked and discovered that Twitter/X was still operating despite the existence of Mastodon and the fediverse. Seemingly more alarming was a dip in Mastodon’s active user base. Tech journalists wrote stories about Mastodon failing to “kill” Twitter.27 This is because tech reporting, like any other business reporting, is caught up in capitalist logics of competition for market share. This is the same logic that has us fixated on monthly active users, the global scale of sites like Facebook and Twitter, profit margins and stock prices, and the like.
I would suggest a different framing to tech journalists. Instead of asking, “Can Mastodon replace Twitter?” I would suggest asking this instead: “Is it a viable alternative to Twitter?” This question gets at the fundamental meaning of “alternative” in “alternative social media.” Alternative is a not about consumer choices. It’s not a matter of choosing Pepsi over Coca-Cola. To suggest that Mastodon could “replace” Twitter falls into the same logic—that we as social media consumers choose among but a few options that are fundamentally the same. I echo what alternative media scholar Clemencia Rodríguez argues: replicating corporate social media metrics does not tell us what is most valuable about alternative social media.28
Instead, alternative means new ways of thinking about how society should work. What Mastodon and the fediverse are offering are complex, difficult, yet viable answers to the critical questions we’ve been asking about corporate social media: Does it need to be centralized? Does it need to be under the control of wealthy media moguls? Does it need to monitor our activities and sell our desires and fears back to us? Is a corporation really capable of doing content moderation on a global scale when the network it is moderating comprises hundreds of millions of people drawn from a diverse world of thousands of languages and local practices? Is automated content moderation, or outsourcing content moderation to low-paid, contractual workers, the right way to go? Do we need to obsess over growth?
Above all, the biggest contrasts the 2022 Twitter wave revealed between Mastodon and Twitter/X are the contrasts between individualism versus social groups and centralization versus noncentralization. This chapter began with a common approach to talking about social media: focus on central sites, or better yet, central figures. Here I’ve focused on Musk, a person mythologized as a self-made billionaire genius (setting aside his coming from a wealthy family) who now owns a major communication channel. He is arguably the single most important person in the history of the fediverse, because his purchase prompted millions to sign up for Mastodon and the fediverse.
Yet the story of Musk’s Twitter and Mastodon is actually an inversion: instead of it being a story of the one great man and the big single corporate site, it’s a story of heterogeneous networks of people and machines. The fediverse comprises tens of thousands of servers, little instances like Mastodon.art and CloudIsland.nz run by admins like Del and Shaw, and millions of people like Nina and the many people I spoke to who either made the switch from Twitter to Mastodon or were already on the fediverse. Instead of centralizing important people, the fediverse is noncentralized, meaning it is designed to evaporate singular great men—with their singular visions of how social media ought to work—and allow many ordinary people the chance to engage in the struggle to make their own social media. The fediverse is moderated locally, at the instance level, instead of globally, and is done so by humans who are members of the instance communities. It vaporizes Musk and the centralized Twitter in favor of our own, noncentralized social media. This is what it means to offer an alternative to corporate social media.
The ability of Mastodon and the fediverse to absorb the 2022 Twitter wave was a sociotechnical achievement, a potent mixture of social practice with technical infrastructure. Much of this chapter has focused on the social side of sociotechnical: admins guiding people onto the network and sharing tips on handling the traffic, and people working through options of which instance to join.
In the next chapter, I turn to the technical side of sociotechnical. I focus on ActivityPub, the technical protocol that enables fediverse servers to communication. The fact that the ActivityPub-powered fediverse was able to absorb millions of new members in a few short months speaks to the technical achievements of the people who created that technical protocol. There’s nothing like an influx of millions to stress-test a network.
It turns out that the technical achievement of the Social Web Working Group—the technologists who created ActivityPub—is an important story in its own right. In fact, ActivityPub, a pillar of the noncentralized fediverse, almost never happened. It took the concerted efforts of its authors, a bit of luck, and Mastodon itself to produce this protocol in the face of difficulties and setbacks. With ActivityPub in place, the fediverse has flourished. I turn to ActivityPub next.
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Amy Guy was doing what many good doctoral students do: procrastinating on their dissertation. Guy, who started studying informatics at the University of Edinburgh in 2012, was looking for any reason not to write a thesis on the Semantic Web, a thesis they had been planning for the past two years.

Like any good procrastinator, Guy was surfing the Web, looking for something else to be doing. Specifically, “I was poking around on the W3C website,” they told me. The W3C—the World Wide Web Consortium—is the organization that helps the Web run. It creates technical standards that allow your computer or phone’s Web browser (e.g., Chrome or Firefox) to speak to computers across the Internet.

Guy was curious about the groups that make W3C standards. They recalled thinking, “Ooh, what’s this working group stuff? What happens if I click these buttons? ‘Social Web’—that sounds interesting! What happens if I click ‘Join Group’?” After clicking “Join,” Guy became a full-fledged member of a W3C standards group, the Social Web Working Group (or SocialWG for short—technical folks like their short names and acronyms).1

The Social Web Working Group was chartered in 2014, just in time for it to serve as Guy’s ultimate procrastination tool: instead of writing a dissertation on the Semantic Web, Guy got involved in the standards process and helped create the contemporary fediverse.

Years later, looking back, Guy told me, “I had no idea about how any of it worked. I was basically just clicking buttons!” They didn’t know that they couldn’t just join a standards group without being affiliated with the W3C. It just so happens that the University of Edinburgh was an organizational W3C member. Otherwise, when Guy clicked “Join,” they would have just been ignored. The only other path into a W3C working group is to be an invited expert—someone who has expertise the group needs to complete its task. And, as Guy told me, “I certainly wasn’t an invited expert!”

If there is a standard way to join a standards group, Guy’s way certainly wasn’t it—it was decidedly nonstandard.

It’s fortunate for Mastodon and the fediverse that Guy was able to join the SocialWG, even if a bit naively, because Guy would go on to become a coauthor on one of the fediverse’s most important documents: the ActivityPub technical protocol.2 As other SocialWG members later told me, Guy became an invaluable network builder within the SocialWG, working across different factions in the group, easing tensions, analyzing its decisions, and helping it meet its overall goals.

Drawing on interviews with SocialWG members and analysis of the public SocialWG meeting minutes, this chapter shows how the SocialWG produced ActivityPub. Because ActivityPub enables the contemporary fediverse, it is important to the story of Mastodon. As I show, the creation of ActivityPub was a struggle for better safety tools for queer and trans folks, the struggle of queer and trans software developers to bring their ideas to life even in the face of toxicity and trauma, and the story of what happens when people create social media technologies in the absence of the influence of corporations like Facebook or Twitter.

Starting at the End
Let’s start the story of ActivityPub at the end. ActivityPub is working very well online since it was formalized in early 2018. Millions of people are using it, with more doing so every day. Dozens of alternative social media software projects are relying on it. Because it was created by the W3C, it is an open protocol, meaning anyone can freely build on it.3
Like the term “protocol” implies, ActivityPub is a set of technical rules governing the relationship between federation instances. If a given piece of software agrees to the rules of the ActivityPub standard, it can technically join the fediverse. Many small servers, running ActivityPub-compliant software, can connect with one another, making for a massive network of little communities.
Mastodon was the first major implementer of the protocol, implementing a test version in 2017. While Mastodon and the fediverse gained a great deal of attention in 2022 when Elon Musk bought Twitter, these services didn’t come from nowhere. Mastodon itself had been around since 2016, years before Musk’s purchase. There was already a network of thousands of Mastodon instances being used by millions of people prior to the 2022 Twitter wave. In fact, the network of Mastodon instances had dealt with large waves of new users several times in its history prior to 2022. So, while the 2022 Twitter wave was the biggest one it had seen, it was not the first time.
ActivityPub helped Mastodon to absorb those waves. The protocol allows for Mastodon’s noncentralized structure. Rather than a single site being swamped when a wave of new members arrives, members spread around the network of thousands of instances. The ActivityPub protocol allows for the instances of the fediverse to connect to one another.
Mastodon isn’t the only software that agrees to the rules of ActivityPub. There are many others, like the image-sharing system Pixelfed, the music-sharing system Funkwhale, or the video-sharing system PeerTube, which run on the protocol. ActivityPub is flexible enough to handle many different types of social media. As I discuss in a later chapter, Meta, the owner of Facebook and Instagram, is implementing ActivityPub on Threads.
Overall, ActivityPub is an impressive work, worthy of inclusion alongside other W3C standards that we use every day on the Web, such as HTML (the language of websites and many mobile apps) and CSS (a design language). But if we look closer at its history, ActivityPub is also a very nonstandard standard. This is not just because of things like Amy Guy’s stumbling into the Social Web Working Group. There are deeply nonstandard aspects to ActivityPub:
	Corporate social media wasn’t involved in the production of ActivityPub. At best, corporations like Facebook or Twitter (as they were known at the time) treated the SocialWG with benign neglect. At worst, they saw the group as utterly irrelevant to the future of social media.
	Instead of settling on one approach to standardizing social media—in other words, a single, standard approach—the group made seven standards. For a typical W3C working group, that is decidedly nonstandard behavior—most groups make one or two.
	ActivityPub almost didn’t happen. First, it was considered optional by the SocialWG. An even bigger hurdle came in the face of resistance to ActivityPub from within the SocialWG itself. If it weren’t for Mastodon, ActivityPub would not have been completed. Mastodon and ActivityPub connected because of their respective developers’ desire for safety for queer and trans people.
	While Mastodon saved ActivityPub from oblivion, it has also effectively erased half of the ActivityPub standard from the Internet. While ActivityPub’s creators are grateful to Mastodon for saving their work, Mastodon is also a cause for lament on the part of the ActivityPub authors.


Taken as a whole, it’s hard not to see ActivityPub as a nonstandard standard, a technical accident. ActivityPub had no corporate support, almost didn’t happen, and—despite its success—people ignore half of it.
I’ll explore each of these nonstandard aspects of the ActivityPub standard in turn.


Corporate Social Media Ignores “Small Beans”
ActivityPub (and all the other standards created by the SocialWG) had zero input from social media corporations.4 This is extremely nonstandard practice. On the Internet, standards are fundamentally important. Every connection between a computer and the vast network of billions of computers on the Internet is governed by standards. Email is governed by SMTP. Connections to a website use HTTPS. The website itself is likely structured according to HTML standards, and its design—the colors, fonts, and many graphics—will be governed by the CSS standard. These standards structure much of online life, ranging from Web browsing to the connections between organizations sending data around the world.
This means that there are billions of dollars at stake when standards are developed—big corporations often get involved in creating standards. Companies such as IBM, Microsoft, Apple, Google, Meta, Oracle, or Samsung pay membership fees and regularly send employees to standards-setting bodies, such as the Internet Engineering Task Force and the World Wide Web Consortium, in order to shape the standards that govern their industries.5 As much as corporations like Apple, Microsoft, and Google appear to be competing with one another, in reality they often cooperate when building standards, because the general rule is that standardized technologies are good for business.6 Corporations that participate in standards setting reduce uncertainty by learning what new standards are in development, enabling them the ability to design products and services that work on those standards before others in the industry.
There is at least one major exception to this rule, though: the ActivityPub standard, the standard that enables federated social media to work. There are many corporations that would have a vested interest in an official World Wide Web Consortium standard that governs the connections between social media servers: Meta (which owns Facebook and Instagram), Twitter, Alphabet (owner of Google and Youtube), Sina Weibo, WeChat, or TikTok.
Given that corporations often get involved in standards production, one might expect some of these firms to be involved with the SocialWG. They were all invited—repeatedly—to join the SocialWG’s efforts in creating standards for social networking.7 None of them showed up. The best the group got in return was a mild expression of interest. As one of the ActivityPub authors, Christine Lemmer-Webber, said, “We were like the only standards group at the W3C that didn’t have corporate involvement. None of the big players wanted to do it.”8
Why? A 2023 story in The Verge gives us a clue. When the SocialWG approached corporations like Facebook, Google, or Twitter, “the feedback they got, if they got any, was essentially, we’ve heard this story before. Federated social was an old idea, and it was never going to work or make any money.”9 Prior to the SocialWG and ActivityPub, there were many federated social media systems. The most notable of these were diaspora*, which was built in 2010 in reaction to the privacy problems of Facebook, and GNU social, a microblogging service created by members of the Free Software Foundation. Still active to this day, both of them are federated systems, allowing anyone to install their software on a server and connect to a larger network.10 Of these two, diaspora* was arguably the more popular, attracting media attention when it launched—it even received some start-up funding from Facebook’s Mark Zuckerberg.11 However, both diaspora* and GNU social were very small in comparison to Facebook and Twitter, they were challenging to use, and they certainly weren’t making money in the same way as Facebook or Twitter.
The lack of profitability is only one part of the answer, however. The other part has to do with a spat between Facebook and Google over open technical protocols. In 2007, Google convened a group of Facebook competitors to create the OpenSocial Foundation. As its name implies, it was a project similar to what the SocialWG would later pursue: creating an open standard by which multiple social media sites could interoperate. OpenSocial’s members featured a who’s who of late-2000s social media: Google, Yahoo, Friendster, Six Apart, Ning, Bebo, hi5, and MySpace.12
Facebook, by all accounts, was caught off guard by OpenSocial.13 While Facebook wasn’t the biggest social media site on the planet in 2007 (that distinction belonged to MySpace), it was growing rapidly and hailed as the hot new site. Within a few years, Facebook would be dominant—Mark Zuckerberg would be Time magazine’s “person of the year” in 2010—and the other competitors would be left behind.14 This included OpenSocial. Instead of joining the OpenSocial Foundation, Facebook kept its proprietary application programming interface (API) to itself, and it won the battle with OpenSocial. By 2014 and the start of the Social Web Working Group, OpenSocial would be a shell of its former self, while Facebook dominated social media across much of the globe. Google gave up on OpenSocial, donating its intellectual property to the W3C, and Google’s attempts at Facebook-style social media (Orkut, Buzz, Google+) were either defunct or in rapid decline.15
By the time of the Social Web Working Group, the big corporate social media players were operating alone, leery of working together. The best that they would do was not prohibit the W3C from pursuing a social media standard. I spoke to Evan Prodromou, who cochaired the SocialWG and was a coauthor of the ActivityPub standard. “Twitter, Google, Facebook, quite a few who are members [of the W3C] could have stopped this process at any time. And there was definitely a sense of they weren’t interested in—well, they didn’t actually manage to block it, but they definitely did not want to participate.”
This is not to suggest that the SocialWG didn’t try to get these corporations to participate. Noting that Facebook had an excellent social API, Open Graph, the SocialWG, asked Facebook to bring it to the standardization process. “They said ‘no,’” says Prodromou. “Twitter’s API is also really widely used. We asked them to bring it to the standardization process. They said ‘no.’”
All of this makes business sense to Prodromou. Facebook or Twitter’s APIs are the “the asset they sell to advertisers. Exposing it out to the rest of the world would be losing that asset, right?” In addition, especially at the time of the SocialWG, Facebook was, as Prodromou notes, a “monopoly . . . they own sociality.” They were not interested in giving up their monopoly to any open standards group, particularly when they already won the battle against Google’s OpenSocial.
The Social Web Working Group was allowed to proceed by Facebook, Google, and Twitter—who weren’t going to block it—but without their participation or support. As my interviewees told me, the sense was that the Social Web Working Group was going to fail to have any impact from the start. “None of the big players . . . no one took us seriously,” Amy Guy told me. “No one saw [the SocialWG] as a threat. No one expected it to go anywhere. . . . The feeling was, it was small beans, and it wasn’t worth their time.”


Standardize Everything
The lack of corporate social media involvement in the SocialWG’s work was a mixed blessing. On the one hand, the group was free to conceptualize social media in any way they saw fit without having to address the particular concerns of Facebook or Twitter. As SocialWG member Bengo told me, “I’m glad people from those orgs didn’t get involved. It could have made things much more complicated [if they had].”
On the other hand, the lack of corporate involvement also resulted in a lack of consensus among the group members, leading to contention and acrimony. Without the backing and participation of corporate social media—who were the biggest, most successful players in social media—the SocialWG comprised people who had some experience making boutique social platforms, but mostly had theories about how noncentralized social media might be standardized in order to scale up.16 As Prodromou told me, “Most of [the SocialWG participants] were either open source enthusiasts [or] people coming from an academic or theoretical background.” This resulted in the participants having almost too much freedom to reimagine social media, he said. “So a lot of it was kind of witchcraft, right?,” said Prodromou. “It’s the imaginary world we can have, rather than how do I get more users onto [a corporate] social network.”
Within the SocialWG, there were three key factions, each with their own distinct imagination on the best way to standardize social media for the Web. One approach, called Solid, came from the academic research community and was endorsed by none other than Tim Berners-Lee, the creator of the World Wide Web and leader of the W3C. The academic approach envisioned a Web where everything we do online—everything we type, our location in space, audio, video—was annotated in a semantic markup language. In this view, the Web would be a playground for both humans and machines—it would be semantic in that we humans could understand its underlying code, and computers could also read the code and do tasks on our behalf.
Another approach built on existing, smaller-scale federated social media projects. Evan Prodromou, Jessica Tallon, Christine Lemmer-Webber, and Wilkie were key figures here. All had extensive experience building and running federated systems—Prodromou with a social media system called Statusnet and the OStatus protocol (more on this in a bit), and Lemmer-Webber and Tallon with a media-sharing system called Media Goblins. Wilkie had experience making a federated microblog called Rstat.us.
Finally, there was the IndieWeb approach. Led by Tantek Çelik—one of the cochairs of the SocialWG—IndieWeb was (and still is) a growing community of Web developers who placed the homepage at the center of everything. In the IndieWeb world, all of us would have our own websites, with our lives flowing through them: we post our locations, our current status, our goals, our ideas, our lives on our own little part of the Web. These posts would be pushed out to the rest of the Internet (including corporate social media), where other people can check in on us and interact with us through their own websites.
This variety of approaches resulted in a great deal of conflict. Essentially, there were multiple imaginations of a deeply complex phenomena: human sociality. As Lemmer-Webber told me, “I was afraid the group was too fragmented . . . because everyone had their own design.” This led to many arguments. As SocialWG participant Wilkie told me, “This is a group of people talking to each other, trying to determine or agree upon how people should talk to each other! I think what’s lovely about how contentious it could be—and how passionate people were about this topic—really lends itself to how hard the problem is.” Standardizing human sociality is a hard—if not impossible—task.
This contention almost resulted in nothing getting done because factions would dig in, arguing that their approach was the only way forward. As Amy Guy told me,

For the first—I don’t know how long—chunk of time the group was working, the focus was on, OK, let’s figure out which one of these approaches we’re going to standardize. And all the conversations were focused around that. And as you can imagine, it went round and round in circles. No one could agree, because everyone was invested in their own option. There were a few places where people would not compromise. . . . There were always things that nobody would budge on.

And as Prodromou told me,

The problem being that there was no downside to failing to come to an agreement. So in my imagined social network world, if you would not agree with it, and not agree to compromise with me, then I don’t really care, right? There’s no downside to me to keep conversation, to be stubborn, to keep going [with only my preferred approach].

In contrast to the boutique approaches preferred among the three SocialWG camps, corporate social media at least have one common goal in mind: more users, which leads to more personal data to gather and more attention to sell to advertisers. The predominantly academic or theoretical approach taken by SocialWG members refused to accept the corporate approach to social media. This freed the group from the dictates of surveillance capitalism: there were no investors, no executives expecting results, no one demanding infinite growth in monthly active users.
Instead, SocialWG members could explore more philosophical ideas about the meaning of sociality. And this resulted in interminable debates: each of the factions could, if they wish, poke holes in each other’s ideas and claim their own approach is best. This led to participants having “trouble keepin’ it cool!” as Wilkie told me.
It appeared that the corporate social media representatives to the larger W3C were right—the group was “small beans,” not capable of creating anything that could threaten the status quo. But then, as Guy told me, “At some point, we collectively made a decision: just go ahead with everything.” That is, instead of deciding which approach to standardizing human online sociality would be best, the SocialWG decided to support everyone’s approach. “That basically unblocked us. All of a sudden, people who were at odds with each other were helping each other out. Navigating the W3C process, consulting each other with technical expertise. The whole dynamic changed after that.” It was a decidedly nonstandard way to make standards: instead of agreeing on one thing—which would be, of course, a standard—the SocialWG made many standards.
The group would go on to make seven W3C standards.17 By comparison, I looked at many other W3C standards groups and found that most produced one or two. Seven is a decidedly nonstandard number of standards for a W3C group. As SocialWG member Bengo told me in an interview, “I almost want to say we succeeded too much,” that the group made too many noninteroperable standards. But this was the only way forward through the internal conflicts of the group—they had to allow all factions to make their preferred technical protocols.


Enter the Mastodon: Or, Queer and Trans Technologists in the Mid-2010s
With the conflict between the different working group factions seemingly resolved due to the decision to produce as many standards as possible, there should have been a clear path for what would become ActivityPub, the federated social media standard. There was a faction of people invested in federated social media, including a vocal advocate, Christine Lemmer-Webber, and the tacit agreement was that each faction could get their preferred protocols standardized.
The path wasn’t clear, however. Infighting in the SocialWG rears up again as people advocate for and against ActivityPub and the federation protocol. It took intervention from Mastodon to save ActivityPub from the oblivion of being a mere “note”—W3C parlance for something that is not a standard.18
The problem was that federation was seen as optional. The SocialWG charter called for the group to produce a “social syntax” (basically, a list of vocabulary terms of online sociality) and a social API (a specification for clients, like mobile phone apps, to connect to social media systems). A social media federation standard was only to be done if there was time, and the Charter called for the group to run for three years, from mid-2014 to mid-2017.19
Those who championed federation were often reminded of its optional nature. Going through the meeting minutes, I’ve observed multiple moments where members of the SocialWG said, “Federation is optional. Federation might not happen”—especially as the group struggled to reconcile its different factions. So, despite the tacit agreement that the SocialWG would allow each faction to produce their protocol, the federation protocol advocates constantly faced pushback.
A particularly clear example happened during a face-to-face meeting in December 2015, when multiple SocialWG members affiliated with the IndieWeb faction, notably SocialWG cochair Tantek Çelik, repeatedly argued that a federation protocol would not happen.20 Kevin Marks, another IndieWebber, posted the Mean Girls “Stop trying to make fetch happen” meme: “Stop trying to make federation happen,” it said. “It’s not going to happen.”21
Two groups fought back against the “federation is not going to happen” view: Christine Lemmer-Webber and her allies within the SocialWG, and queer and trans Mastodon developers outside of the SocialWG. As Lemmer-Webber put it in that December 2015 face-to-face meeting, federation is “the whole reason I’m in the group.”22 She spoke for quite a few people—a courageous act, given that she was saying this as a relatively junior member of the SocialWG and arguing against Çelik, who was one of the group’s cochairs and who enjoyed the support of the sizable IndieWeb faction.
Before I say more about Lemmer-Webber’s advocacy for ActivityPub, I’ll turn to Mastodon’s involvement in the federation protocol. Mastodon began in 2016 as an alternative to GNU social, the federated microblogging system. Mastodon was a much more aesthetically and user-focused redesign of GNU social. In comparison to GNU social or other decentralized social media, Mastodon was gaining a reputation as a trans- and queer-friendly alternative social media system.23
But it shared something with GNU social, the system it was trying to improve upon. Both Mastodon and GNU social relied on the OStatus protocol. While this meant that GNU social and Mastodon could connect with one another in a federation, this was also a major problem for Mastodon.
The problem was the “O” in OStatus, which stands for “open.” Built in 2010, it reflected what one critic calls “Silicon Valley’s techno-utopian dream of sharing at all costs”—that is, of total and abiding personal openness.24 Evan Prodromou was one of its lead developers. As he told me,

OStatus was based on an idea of sociality that was about public self-expression, which represented a lot of the Web 2.0/blogosphere idea of: this is how the Internet works, everyone can have a voice, and everyone can be their true self in public, and that’s the world we want to build. Which was a paradigm which was built by the Tim O’Reillys and the Mark Zuckerbergs and the Evan Prodromous, who have the privilege to live that life, right?

Mastodon’s developers—many of whom were queer and trans—did not enjoy the privilege of living the totally open life: they needed privacy and safety, means to protect themselves from harassment. They did not wish to be forced to live in the open.
Initially, Mastodon’s developers tried to reengineer OStatus to respect user privacy, giving Mastodon members the ability to set the privacy of each post. But this was done in a crude manner. As Lemmer-Webber told me, Mastodon’s implementation of OStatus simply “marked things as private and said ‘hey other servers, don’t peek!’” This proved to be flawed: when these flagged posts started moving across the nascent fediverse, there was nothing to stop others from ignoring the privacy flag and exposing the private information.25 In fact, the private posts of queer and trans Mastodon members were exposed—often by GNU social instances. Unlike Mastodon, GNU social was developed and run by free speech absolutists who held that everything that can be said, must be said. GNU social was designed to make everything open.
The problem is that GNU social’s dogmatic free speech absolutism often attracted right-wing trolls who delighted in violating the privacy of queer and trans folks. Imagine if you were trying to pass a message on a piece of paper to a vulnerable friend across a room, but between you and the friend sat the local bully. The only way to pass your friend the paper note would be to have the bully relay it. It would be naive to hope that folding the note up and writing “Private!” on it would deter the bully from simply reading your note and having more fodder for mocking your vulnerable friend. This is what happened when 2016-era Mastodon members shared private messages. If those messages crossed paths with certain GNU social instances, such as shitposter.club or sealion.club, their contents were shared and mocked.26 In this way, the openness of OStatus became connected to threats of violence against marginalized Mastodon members.27
Mastodon developers learned about ActivityPub, which solved the privacy and flagging problem.28 ActivityPub’s privacy and safety features were there in large part due to the advocacy of Christine Lemmer-Webber, who repeatedly pushed the SocialWG to consider privacy—again, over the protestations of SocialWG cochair Tantek Çelik.29 Christine’s identity as a trans woman impacted her view. Just as “the fediverse has historically been extremely queer,” Christine Lemmer-Webber recalled in a podcast episode, ActivityPub was, as well. ActivityPub “was largely developed by queer people—myself included—and including also implementation developers.” Four of the five ActivityPub authors self-identified as queer. As for Mastodon, Christine recalls that a large number of its “key contributors, kind of set the tone by pushing for certain features and pushing for kind of certain cultural norms that were to support queer communities that did not feel well-supported by Twitter.”30 So ActivityPub solved many problems for Mastodon—it functioned as a privacy-respecting upgrade over OStatus, a means to break away from harassment coming from some GNU social servers, and a way to further differentiate itself from Twitter.
Mastodon would return the favor to Christine and the rest of the pro-federation cohort of the SocialWG: Mastodon implemented an experimental, draft version ActivityPub in September 2017.31 Immediately, Mastodon became one of the largest implementations of any of the SocialWG projects. This is exceptionally important in the world of standards: independent implementation of a draft standard means that the standard is viable, that it’s not just the pet project of a W3C standards group member—it could function as a bona fide internet standard.
The impressiveness of Mastodon’s implementation was made all the more clear because no corporate social media systems were involved in the SocialWG. In the absence of a Twitter or Facebook adopting a SocialWG standard, Mastodon’s implementation of ActivityPub was seen by the group as massive. Mastodon did with a W3C standard what a lot of corporations might do: adopt it while it’s still being developed and push out an innovative new idea before the rest of the world catches on. Mastodon’s implementation of ActivityPub so impressed the SocialWG that they set up their own Mastodon instance, social.w3c.org—Amy Guy was responsible for this installation.32
Most importantly, Mastodon bought Lemmer-Webber and her collaborators (Jessica Tallon, Amy Guy, Evan Prodromou, and Erin Shephard) valuable time to complete ActivityPub. Time was running out: the SocialWG charter specified that the group would dissolve in mid-2017, and ActivityPub wasn’t close to being done.
As Guy recalls, the problem was that “the goalposts kept moving. Other specs were getting wrapped up, but there was always a new requirement for ActivityPub that seemed to come out of the blue from one of the chairs of the group. It felt like we were given the runaround.” From the outside, looking in at the SocialWG meeting minutes—and I’ve read them all—it appears that cochair Tantek Çelik was the one moving the goalposts. What his motivation may have been is unclear, but it’s remarkable how the other six SocialWG standards got precedence over ActivityPub and how often Çelik discovered new reasons to delay ActivityPub’s migration to full W3C standard status.33
Fortunately, because Mastodon implemented ActivityPub, even the cochair of the SocialWG could not stop ActivityPub’s progress. “The W3C was excited because Mastodon was in the news,” Lemmer-Webber told me. “And suddenly we had an extension!” In yet another nonstandard aspect to the ActivityPub story, the SocialWG was granted not one, but two rare deadline extensions—what Lemmer-Webber now refers to as the “Mastodon extension”—to finalize development of ActivityPub. This was largely thanks to Mastodon’s use of the draft standard. Instead of ending in mid-2017, the Social Web Working Group wrapped up in early 2018, with ActivityPub being the last of the seven standards to be accepted.34
Once seen as optional, the federation protocol was done—and it would go on to be the most popular and successful of the seven standards the SocialWG produced.


The Ignored Half
The final nonstandard aspect of the ActivityPub standard is that the world pretty much ignores an entire half of it. This has major implications for the future of the fediverse.
As fediverse developer Darius Kazemi notes, the ActivityPub “document actually describes two separate protocols. There is a Client to Server (C2S) and Server to Server (S2S).”35 The server-to-server aspect sets out rules for fediverse instances to “communicate with other servers and propagate information across the social graph.”36 This part of ActivityPub allows for the variety of fediverse social media instances to communicate—a member signs up on an instance and then interacts with that instance to send messages to other people on other instances. It has proven to be very flexible: there are now microblogging servers (e.g., Mastodon, Firefish), video-sharing servers (e.g., PeerTube), and music-sharing servers (e.g., Funkwhale), and each of these can communicate with the rest using ActivityPub’s server-to-server rules.
The other half of the ActivityPub specification discusses the client-to-server aspect. This is what is largely ignored, and developers ignore it in large part because of Mastodon. Even though Mastodon adopted ActivityPub and ultimately saved ActivityPub from the oblivion of being a mere W3C note, Mastodon’s popularity has also had a negative effect on the protocol.
The client-to-server part of ActivityPub would structure the relationship between, for example, a mobile phone app and ActivityPub-enabled fediverse servers.37 Many of the SocialWG members really like the client-to-server part. As Amy Guy told me, the client-to-server part was their “favorite bit” of the protocol. They loved the idea that end users could use or create customized clients to access any part of the fediverse. Wilkie, another SocialWG member, also praised the idea, noting that “clients could be catered to particular folks”—this could be extremely useful for folks with a disability, who could include tools like screen readers and other assistive technologies. Above all, Wilkie noted, the client-to-server aspect would not relegate people to using apps that only work with specific services (much like we must today, with a Facebook app and a Whatsapp app and an Instagram app and so on). Bengo, another SocialWG participant, noted that the client-to-server part of the spec could help keep end user data under their control.
None of this is happening, however, because Mastodon’s API—its specific version of a client-to-server protocol—is dominant. While Mastodon’s size and influence was beneficial to ActivityPub in 2017, saving it from being an afterthought when the SocialWG ended its process, it also has warped the fediverse. Because Mastodon has been the largest ActivityPub implementer, other fediverse services, like Pixelfed, Pleroma, and Peertube, have simply adopted or modified Mastodon’s API to build their mobile clients.38 They want their clients to be interoperable with the dominant fediverse service.
In doing so, they follow the advice of Darius Kazemi. Writing about the client-to-server aspect of ActivityPub, Kazemi says, “Look. If you want to support a universal client ecosystem, go ahead and read this section. But if you just want to write a federated service, skip it and come back to it later.”39 Instead of using the W3C standard, Kazemi argues, it’s easier to use the API developed by the first mover in this space: Mastodon.
At this point, no one is coming back to the client-to-server part of the ActivityPub protocol. Another fediverse developer notes, “There is a client to server protocol in the standard, but to the best of my knowledge it is not used anywhere.”40 For all the struggle and last-minute heroics of authors Lemmer-Webber, Guy, Prodromou, Tallon, and Shephard, fully one half of their work has been ignored—even by the fediverse.
The implication of this is that a major part of the fediverse experience—the experience of people who use phone or computer clients to connect to the fediverse—is largely dictated by Mastodon, which was the largest implementer of ActivityPub. As of 2023, however, there is a bigger player involved: Meta, which has launched an ActivityPub-capable microblogging system called Threads. I will discuss Threads’s potential to dominate fediverse client APIs in a later chapter.


After Standardization
Even though Mastodon was the first major project to implement ActivityPub, it’s an open protocol, meaning anyone with the technical ability can adopt it. Today, dozens of different projects rely on the ActivityPub protocol, including not only Mastodon microblogging but also PeerTube video, Pixelfed image sharing, and WriteFreely blogging. Tens of thousands of servers run these software packages, and millions of people have accounts on them. All of them can potentially speak to one another, despite the variety of implementations, because of the shared underlying protocol. The variety of types of social media and the large number of servers demonstrate how ActivityPub is a viable technical underpinning of a noncentralized network. As a result, even if Mastodon stopped operating, the ActivityPub-based fediverse would likely continue with the other projects picking up where Mastodon left off.
The biggest indicator of the success of ActivityPub is that it survived the stress test of millions of new people signing up in the wake of Musk’s purchase of Twitter. As I discussed in the previous chapter, those new fediverse members caused a massive spike in the network’s traffic. While individual servers struggled to keep up, overall, the ActivityPub fediverse was able to handle the load.
These successes have come at a cost. Standards documents don’t reveal the stress and toil that its producers went through. There is one last, nonstandard part of the ActivityPub story: the stresses of making a standard may have been higher for its authors, since they did not have the backing of large organizations.
In April 2023, not long after Elon Musk bought Twitter, I asked ActivityPub coauthor Evan Prodromou how he was feeling. I assumed he’d be feeling triumphant. After all, he had been working on federated social media for fifteen years. He was a key part of OStatus, and when his queer and trans colleagues alerted him to that protocol’s flaws, he participated in a W3C standards body to produce a superior replacement in the form of ActivityPub. The fediverse’s success was very much Prodromou’s success. So I prepared myself for a gleeful answer to my question: “How are you feeling about all this success, Evan?”
“Very mixed,” he said. He said he was excited about the increasing traffic on the fediverse, “especially the use of Mastodon.” But he lamented the loss of jobs happening at Twitter, noting that thousands of people were being laid off by Elon Musk.
And then he added,

On a personal sense, it brings up a lot of trauma. It’s been a long fifteen years. A lot of hard times. It’s been very lonely at times. And very difficult personally. It hasn’t been an easy place.

 There have been colleagues along the way for whom it’s been a more difficult path than me. One of the people we talk about in the decentralized community is Ilya Zhitomirskiy, who was one of the founders of diaspora*. We lost him to suicide in the early 2010s. When I think about success, I think about the pressures some of us went through.

Many people struggling for noncentralized, federated social media felt these pressures. Writing to a listserv discussing the future of ActivityPub, Christine Lemmer-Webber noted:

my experience with the SocialWG especially was that a lack of core agreement on what we were working on really made life incredibly difficult. . . . that took a few years off my lifespan.41

Lemmer-Webber doesn’t publicly say much more about the toll the SocialWG took on her than this. But she confided in our interview that the stress of building ActivityPub prompted her to consider suicide. I am relieved that she has recovered from that period—the world is a better place with her in it. In the time since the group ended, Lemmer-Webber has largely abandoned the project she championed, ActivityPub. She’s joined by other veterans of the SocialWG, including Wilkie, who call for us to move on past ActivityPub.
For their part, Amy Guy was able to procrastinate on their dissertation by stumbling into the SocialWG all those years ago. But now, they tell me that their memory of that time is hazy. They have trouble remembering unless they commiserate with Lemmer-Webber. Guy’s recollection is clouded by what “feels like PTSD.” “And there are still some things now that will trigger feelings from back then, five years ago,” they told me. The happy PhD student gleefully clicking on W3C links now admits that they won’t work with certain people who were involved in the SocialWG, and they will never again put all their emotions into a project like they did with ActivityPub.
So the final nonstandard aspect of ActivityPub is that many of the people involved were traumatized by the experience. What kept them going?
Amy Guy’s 2017 dissertation, “The Presentation of the Self in Social Media,” shows us the ethical commitment the ActivityPub authors had. Now Dr. Amy Guy, they had started their PhD journey looking to write a dissertation about the Semantic Web, a very dry, technical topic. But their procrastination and involvement in the SocialWG ultimately prompted them to switch, focusing instead on the sociotechnical problems of corporate social media and the possibility of building more ethical, noncentralized social media.
Writing about corporate social media surveillance, Guy states:

I worry about the digital shadow of myself which corporations and governments have access to. I am sure it is thorough and accurate, and that they could use it for all sorts of mischief. I worry about being manipulated without realising, about being tracked, about being backed into a corner with nowhere to hide.42

But rather than accept this state of affairs, Guy argues we can build ethical social media: “I think with enough energy and consideration it is possible to build systems which do not do as much harm as the ones we have today.”43 This is not easy:

The process of creating Web standards, which I engaged with through the World Wide Web Consortium (W3C), involves nitty gritty technical work, understanding obscure specifications, practices, and web lore, and endless pedantic arguments. It is infuriating.44

But the payoff, Guy argues, is tremendous:

I believe (and hope) we are on the verge of an important transition from a world in which our personal data is stored and harnessed by powerful third-parties at great (but often unseen) cost to individuals, to the proliferation of technologies which enable people to be discerning about their choices of communication system.45

For all the infuriating and traumatizing difficulty they endured while producing it, Guy, Prodromou, Lemmer-Webber, Tallon, and Shephard’s ActivityPub protocol has helped bring about such a transition. The nonstandard standard has helped bring about an alternative to standard, corporate social media.
The struggle of the authors of ActivityPub was not the only struggle associated with the fediverse. In the next chapter, I’ll examine the advocacy of more queer and trans technologists who faced death threats when they called for codes of conduct for technology projects. While they didn’t intend codes of conduct to be a key feature of the fediverse, Mastodon’s developers created a culture of codes of conduct on the fediverse that has helped give rise to what I call the “covenantal fediverse.” The covenantal fediverse is more than just noncentralized: it’s a noncentralized network comprising communities that band together through a covenant of shared ethical values. In this way, just as ActivityPub provides a technical protocol enabling federation among many instances, codes of conduct will prove to be a social protocol that helps structure instance governance and instance-to-instance relationships.
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Shork is in their late twenties, working in software development in Germany. They move data around for corporations—“It’s not as fun as it sounds,” they wryly tell me. Shork likes video games—particularly retro games on old consoles. When they’re not making software or playing games, Shork bikes around their hometown, takes photographs, or hangs out with a local Chaos Computer Club chapter.

But they spend quite a bit of time running Awoo.space, one of the original Mastodon instances. On Awoo, Shork is known by their shark avatar, a cartoon rendering of the Blåhaj toy sold by Ikea. They promise to post “obsessively” about “weird old electronics,” and they certainly do—Shork’s timeline is full of pictures of old cell phones and proto-smart watches.

Awoo.space was initially set up in 2016 by Eugen Rochko, the original creator of Mastodon, to test out moderation techniques and technologies. Awoo.space took that mandate and went in a unique direction: implementing allowlists. Allowlists on Mastodon are not common. The default behavior of Mastodon is that an instance will federate with another if individual members on those instances follow each other. Federation is typically driven by members, rather than by conscious federating done by admins. An allowlist, by contrast, is where an instance admin only allows their instance to federate with others by prior permission.

That’s what Shork spends most of their time working on: whether to allow another instance to federate with Awoo.space. To be allowed to connect to Awoo.space, someone representing that instance must fill out a form, describing the instance and providing some basic information about how the instance is managed.

Why all the caution at Awoo.space? It is because Awoo.space was started and is populated by queer and trans members—including a large population of furries. Furry culture involves a great deal of identity play, shifting from “worksonas” and normalized self-presentation in most settings to “fursonas,” self-presentations that identify with animals.1 “Furries are marginalized,” shork tells me. Other Internet cultures tend to shun them. So furries are “protective of their spaces.” They wanted a space where they could not feel alone—hence the name Awoo.space. If someone types out “awoo” on the fediverse, emulating the howl of a wolf, others will respond with an “awoo,” like a wolf pack.

What is the marker of a fediverse instance that Awoo.space will federate with? As Shork tells me, the most important element is that the applicant’s instance has a well-written code of conduct. “The code of conduct is a tool for making it easier for community to organize itself,” Shork told me. “Awoo.space requires instances we federate with . . . to have a code of conduct that covers a bunch of basic points.” The code doesn’t have to be complicated, Shork says. “In the end, it’s just a document that states the rules that will make” community on an instance possible.

Codes of conduct make up part of the social and political protocols of the fediverse. While ActivityPub structures how fediverse servers communicate with each other on a technical, networking level, there are a variety of social norms and rules that help structure how people interact on the fediverse. “Protocol” is thus a felicitous term. One denotation is the technical one explored in the previous chapter, the rules that govern computer networking. Another is the rules of personal conduct governing organizational or diplomatic relations. As I will explore here, codes of conduct are rules of etiquette for fediverse server members, and they help shape instance-to-instance relationships in what I call the covenantal fediverse.

Codes of Conduct in Mastodon
Codes of conduct are very important in Mastodon cultural practice. They specify rules that members ought to abide by to participate on the instance. To Shork’s point, they don’t have to be complicated—they tend to have a few rules. For example, the code of conduct for mstdn.ca, a Mastodon instance intended for Canadians, includes most of the rules typically found across many Mastodon instances:
	No toxic and hateful speech
	No incitement of violence and no promotion of misleading or violent ideologies
	No harassment, dogpiling, or unwanted advances
	No doxxing of other users
	No content illegal in Canada or copyrighted content that you don’t own rights to
	Sexually explicit or violent media must be marked appropriately.
	No spamming
	Be yourself.


They also include a bit of elaboration on these rules, a land acknowledgment, and some information about moderators, but all in all, that’s it. Many other Mastodon servers include similar information, with some variations based on local regulations or community standards.
Such codes of conduct give an indication of what a new member of an instance might expect when they join. They are declarations of an instance’s values and norms, particularly in regard to how members of the instance treat one another. They can vary, but they tend to include language about civility and respect, as well as discussions of consequences for those who abuse others.
They also aid in federation. By default, Mastodon is designed to federate rather easily—if a member of one instance follows a member of another, then the two servers federate, regardless of the existence of codes of conduct. But even so, all instance admins must keep a careful eye on how their server is federating: Are they federating with poorly moderated instances full of accounts that would violate rules, such as “no toxic or hateful speech” or “no spamming”? Codes of conduct become an invaluable guide to deciding whether to keep a connection active.
This can be challenging for new instances. For example, in mid-2023, a Mastodon instance called neuromatch.social included in its About page:

To other servers: please do not defederate from us yet! We are new, and are attempting a co-operative governance model, so we need some time to figure out how to draft and approve rules as an instance. We have listed some provisional rules for the time being, but the lack of an instance description does not mean we are an unmoderated server: we have mods and admins who are aware of norms within the fediverse, are responsive to reports, fediblock, and other moderation requests, and we intend to do our part in keeping our instance and others that federate with it safe.2

Here neuromatch.social recognizes that, without a clear code of conduct in place, other federation instances may decide to defederate, or sever the connection with them. For a new instance, this would radically reduce their ability to reach people across the fediverse. (I’ll examine cases in which instances should defederate in the next chapter.)


Aren’t Codes of Conduct Just Terms of Service?
At first glance, “code of conduct” might sound like another way of saying “terms of service”—the sort of document Twitter and Facebook use. All social media users are familiar with terms of service agreements—long documents people quickly click through to get to the pleasures of social networking. But codes of conduct are not the same thing.3 The difference depends on the relationship people have with these systems. Terms of service agreements treat individuals as users of an isolated service. People use their service under their rules. In contrast, a code of conduct treats people as members of an online community, one that can connect to other communities.4 A fediverse member is imagined to have some responsibilities toward the community not only in matters of conduct but also in matters of governance—many codes of conduct are cowritten by members of instances.5 And member conduct on the instance can affect how the rest of the fediverse connects with it.
Simply comparing corporate social media terms of service agreements to typical Mastodon codes of conduct reveals the user/member distinction. Corporate terms of service are full of legalese. While they do cover issues of conduct, they spend a great deal more text on issues like how to resolve disputes with the corporation or how the corporation makes claims to the intellectual property users post. For example, consider X’s Terms of Service, which includes these three mellifluous sentences:

By submitting, posting or displaying Content on or through the Services, you grant us a worldwide, non-exclusive, royalty-free license (with the right to sublicense) to use, copy, reproduce, process, adapt, modify, publish, transmit, display and distribute such Content in any and all media or distribution methods now known or later developed (for clarity, these rights include, for example, curating, transforming, and translating). This license authorizes us to make your Content available to the rest of the world and to let others do the same. You agree that this license includes the right for us to provide, promote, and improve the Services and to make Content submitted to or through the Services available to other companies, organizations or individuals for the syndication, broadcast, distribution, repost, promotion or publication of such Content on other media and services, subject to our terms and conditions for such Content use.6

Congratulations if you made it through that. I should note that it is only a portion of the relevant paragraph: it is only 145 of the over 7,000 words found in X’s Terms of Service agreement. This is why people often simply click through them without really reading them: these documents are obtuse and dull.
In contrast, Mastodon codes of conduct tend to be shorter—mstdn.ca’s is one of the longer ones, but it’s only 1,700 words. One fediverse instance server, friend.camp, cheekily asks would-be members to “Please read the ENTIRE code of conduct. It’s like 500 words. I believe in you!!!” Whether it’s mstdn.ca’s or friend.camp’s code of conduct, they are all written to be read, not clicked through. And instead of talking about how user-generated content is to be used, they talk about how members ought to act and how moderators will deal with violations of the code. Rather than being written by lawyers, they are often created by members of the instance. They help members of instances-as-communities govern themselves, and they help Mastodon instances make decisions about federation. They’re readable documents, consisting of a few simple rules.
In addition, they don’t make claims to the intellectual property posted by fediverse members. This is a major distinction between much of the fediverse and corporate social media: the fediverse is not an advertising platform. It is missing the technologies of surveillance capitalism: intellectual property arrangements that claim a license to people’s personal data, massive server farms that store those data, and algorithms that sort those data into demographic and psychographic profiles, and then sell people’s attention to marketers.
Overall, corporate social media terms of service pit an individual user—the Facebook, Instagram, YouTube, or X user—against a massive corporation. Those who abide by the rules of the corporation—including its claim to a license to whatever content users post and the use of user data for intense marketing purposes—can keep using the system. Beyond the choice to use the service or not, corporate social media users have no say in how the platform is governed. If a corporate social media user breaks their rules, that person will likely lose access, and their only recourse is either to fill out some form and hope a corporate employee answers, or engage in individual arbitration with the corporation. It’s the individual versus a huge corporation, and for the vast majority of people, that’s a losing battle.7
In contrast, a typical Mastodon code of conduct lays out ground rules for members that guide moderation decisions on a more local, interpersonal or group level. In my time observing the fediverse, I’ve found that most disputes are resolved through people talking to each other, rather than filling in a form or going through forced arbitration. As one admin confided to me, this isn’t easy work: there are cases when members are in mental distress, or when a post sits in a gray area vis-à-vis the code of conduct. These moments involve difficult, personal communication. In any case, however, such interaction has the benefit of being personal, a relationship between a moderator and a member. It’s not a relationship between an end user and a Web form.
In addition, Mastodon codes of conduct also aid in server-to-server connections. As I will show, the presence (or lack) of a code of conduct helps server admins to make informed choices as their instances federate with one another. In cases of disputes between server admins, codes of conduct provide guidelines for resolution. They thus function as diplomatic documents on the fediverse.8 This is another contrast with terms of service, which do not specify how Facebook or Twitter/X will interact with other social media services—since, of course, Facebook and Twitter/X don’t federate.
Overall, then, codes of conduct are important in Mastodon culture. They aid in helping members of instances know the local rules, and they help instances federate with one another. They are distinct from corporate social media terms of service agreements in that they focus on community building as opposed to corporate/individual relations. They are made by members of the community, for the community, instead of by lawyers for mere users of systems. They help shape federated connections between instances. They comprise the social and political protocols of the fediverse, much as ActivityPub comprises the technical protocol.
But even more importantly, they have their roots in activism against bigotry in tech development. This history has had a massive influence on the development of the fediverse.


Beyond “Being Excellent”
Codes of conduct are not just important to Mastodon. They are important in the broader tech sector, thanks in large part to the activism of Coraline Ada Ehmke.
Ehmke is a coder as well as an accomplished musician, part of a group called NOSIGNAL, posting videos of her music production to YouTube. In one video, Ehmke wears a Sex Pistols t-shirt and plays a black electric guitar, feeding its signal into a computer. She’s working with a collaborator on a cover of a Leonard Cohen song, making it into a dreamy, guitar-laden shoegaze jam that sounds straight off an album from The Cure.
Ehmke has been involved in tech since she was very young, playing with computers in her home in rural Virginia. As she told WIRED magazine, technology provided an outlet for her. “Tech completely transformed my life,” she said. Because she lived in a small town, “I didn’t have a lot of prospects. Tech has brought me great success and given me a lot of opportunity.”9
But as she got more and more involved in the tech sector, Coraline could increasingly see its harsher side. Ehmke had what she calls a “social justice awakening” when she committed to a gender transition in 2012. “Prior to my transition I was kind of academically aware of around issues of inequity and things like that, especially in the tech field,” she told me. “But it wasn’t until I began to experience it that it really materialized, and became something like, very real and a lot more relevant to my life.” While technology had brought Coraline opportunities, she could clearly see how technology culture turned out to be oppressive, particularly to marginalized people.
Coraline wasn’t alone. She had many friends, colleagues, and technology activists who helped her think through the tension between technology as a means to expand what’s possible versus techno-culture’s misogyny, racism, and transmisia. To give back to her friends, and to expand the culture of technology so that more people can have opportunities, Ehmke became one of the world’s most important and outspoken tech activists.
Ehmke didn’t start small. During and immediately after her transition, she and her allies tackled one of the most sacred rituals in the tech world: the convention, or “con” for short. As anthropologist Gabriella Coleman describes them, technology cons are “a little bit like a summer camp but without the rules, curfews, and annoying counselors.”10 They are places where technologists make and renew friendship. Importantly, they are face-to-face events, supplementing relationships that may have been fostered online.
Summer camp without rules. If you think of any 1980s movie set in a summer camp, you can imagine how ribald and silly these cons can get. Much like those 1980s movies—which don’t age very well in terms of sexual ethics—technology cons also often had a disturbing side. For years, the Geek Feminism Wiki, a resource for feminists in tech-heavy sectors, collected reports of bad behavior at conferences, ranging from keynote speakers making transmisic jokes to soft-porn technology demos to sexual harassment and assault.11 As a trans woman in tech, Ehmke heard about, witnessed, or experienced these transgressions. And she, and so many others, noted the sheer dearth of women and people of color at free and open-source software (FOSS) conventions.12
She and fellow activists campaigned for the adoption of codes of conduct at technology conventions. Rather than have such documents, most technology conventions simply assumed that participants would behave well—that they would just “be excellent” to one another, as a common saying goes. But the growing body of evidence collected by organizations such as the Geek Feminism Wiki belied that naive assumption.
Like many activist movements in the 2010s, Ehmke and her allies took to Twitter to pledge not to attend conventions that do not have a code of conduct, using the #CoCPledge hashtag. According to Ehmke, this call led to public discussion. “Many people joined the online discussion—not just advocates and activists, but general members of the tech community. Some shared their personal stories of harassment, even assault, at technology events.” This included conference organizers, who wanted to learn more about codes and how they might work. “Several people unfamiliar with the concept of a code of conduct posed thoughtful and sincere questions.”13
The loudest people in the discussion, however, were far less thoughtful. Some of the response was seemingly polite: “A code of conduct makes us feel good about nice words written on a sheet of paper while no real work gets done,” wrote one tech convention organizer.14 They’re too bureaucratic, people complained, and we’re here to code. Others were alarmist: install a code of conduct at our convention, they warned, and it will be abused, used to police people’s behavior in an Orwellian manner.15 Others were cryptically racist and misogynist: forcing the tech sector to be diverse would undermine its technical prowess—as if people of color or women can’t code. And still others were outright violent: in a disturbing illustration of the very problem she was tackling, Ehmke received transmisic insults and death threats.16 In fact, she told me that she still gets threats to this day—even when an organization she has no connection to adopts a code of conduct.
This violent resistance to code of conduct activism happens because codes of conduct are a radical challenge to two key pillars of tech work: libertarianism and meritocracy. By insisting upon codes of conduct at conventions, activists were questioning the laissez faire attitudes of the tech community, which saw no reason to restrict behaviors of its members beyond vague statements like “Just be excellent to each other.” This libertarian attitude is deeply ingrained in FOSS development. As anthropologist Gabriella Coleman documented in the early 2010s, FOSS communities of practice place a “high premium on self-reliance, individual achievement, and meritocracy.”17
These ideals are evident in key documents in FOSS culture, most notably in the work of Eric Raymond. In his famous book, The Cathedral and the Bazaar, he argues that “in the hacker community . . . , one’s work is one’s statement. There’s a very strict meritocracy (the best craftsmanship wins) and there’s a strong ethos that quality should (indeed must) be left to speak for itself.”18 The underlying assumption here is that if everyone is free to write software, then the best software code will bubble up to the top, and that code will be recognized on its merits, rather than being judged by external factors, such as the identity of the author.
In taking on Raymondian meritocracy, Ehmke challenged the common retort to questions about why so few women or people of color attend conventions: they’re welcome so long as they can write great software. “But here’s the problem,” Ehmke wrote in a blog post in 2014. “The majority of today’s technologists enjoy elevated privilege in a meritocracy because they have the luxuries of time, money, education, and preferential treatment by the world at large. The assumption of a level playing field is an unfortunate and damaging side effect of a very real lack of awareness.”19 In other words, there are tremendous barriers to even joining a meritocratic field, barriers that prevent contributions from less privileged people. The best work therefore can’t even be produced because many people are shut out of the field.20
When privileged people are the ones judging merit, they replicate their privilege by anointing their privileged peers as elite. While pro-meritocracy advocates, such as Raymond, suggest that the work speaks for itself, in reality, software code—like so many other human creations—does not lend itself to objective analysis. There are many different ways to implement a solution in code. How do we decide what is best? It’s not by judging the code itself; instead, it’s by arguments made on the code’s behalf by its creators—very often, acrimonious arguments. For a famous example, for many years Linus Torvalds, the creator of Linux, favored an abusive style of argument in technical matters, using statements such as “Kill yourself now” and “Shut the fuck up” in debates over the merit of lines of software.21 Critics of meritocracy call this “pushyocracy,” where the loudest voices often win, even if their code isn’t necessarily the best.22 Adding this to the fact that barriers to entry make the meritocracy an elite club makes for a stagnant culture of self-reinforcement, where already marginalized people don’t feel welcome and thus don’t contribute software code.
Research confirms this observation. Technologists of color, for example, often face obstacles, including the brute obstacle of bigotry: white coders often question the qualifications of their Black peers. This is in part because Black contributions to science and technology have repeatedly been overlooked. For every movie that reveals Black contributions to science and technology—think of Hidden Figures—there are thousands of contributions that are overlooked. Likewise, male coders constantly question the technical skills of women in the field. And in overlooking or belittling the technical abilities and contributions of marginalized people, the meritocratic ideal is revealed to be naive, resulting in the reproduction of technological development as a white, male pursuit, rather than the enriching of technology through diversity.23
Most disturbingly, the meritocratic perspective has led to multiple instances where the abusive actions of a skilled coder were often and repeatedly waved away with the excuse “But he does good work.” The evidence collected by the Geek Feminism Wiki bears this out. The tolerance of repeated racist, misogynist, or transmisic behavior at conferences or in the online settings where coders collaborate leads to women, LGBTQ+, Black, and Indigenous technologists simply staying away from the field.
Ehmke herself would have had multiple excuses to stay away from technology, since she has received death threats. For example, the flagship FOSS project, the Linux kernel, adopted a code of conduct in 2018.24 Although she had nothing to do with the Linux Project’s decision to adopt a code of conduct, it was Ehmke who was harassed. As she told me in an interview, she was doxxed, with her personal information posted online, and she received death threats. She is not intimidated by the threats. She also has a lot of supporters—she’s quick to credit all the people who joined the effort. “I owe a lot to other activists in this space that I grew and learned and came up with,” she told me.
As a result of the advocacy of Ehmke and her fellow activists, codes of conduct are a regular feature at technology conventions today. In fact, the movement spread beyond the tech sector—academic and business organizations regularly use them. In addition, codes have become a fixture not just in face-to-face settings but are used to govern and moderate online interactions during the development of FOSS. For online projects, Ehmke created “Contributor Covenant,” an agreement that all participants in a collective technology development project must abide by. Contributor Covenant includes this pledge:

We as members, contributors, and leaders pledge to make participation in our community a harassment-free experience for everyone, regardless of age, body size, visible or invisible disability, ethnicity, sex characteristics, gender identity and expression, level of experience, education, socio-economic status, nationality, personal appearance, race, caste, color, religion, or sexual identity and orientation.

We pledge to act and interact in ways that contribute to an open, welcoming, diverse, inclusive, and healthy community.25

Contributor Covenant—often appearing with the file name “contribute.md” or “code_of_conduct.md”—is now an essential FOSS governance document, just as important as a software license. Github repositories, where much FOSS development takes place, very often include these documents. This is a massive shift in FOSS cultural and technical practice. Whereas the Raymondian ideal of meritocracy once held for both tech conventions and the online gathering spaces where coders collaborate, today, most conventions and online collaborations are governed by Ehmkeian codes of conduct.


Enter Mastodon
Marginalized people involved in both technology conferences and online code collaborations have called for—and won—inclusion of codes of conduct in these spaces, but not without a struggle. This took place in the mid-2010s. In the midst of this, a small FOSS project called Mastodon was starting in 2016.
At the time of its start in 2016, Mastodon acquired a reputation as a “Nazi-free” project. Shork, the admin of awoo.space, gives Mastodon founder Eugen Rochko a great deal of credit for declaring early on that Mastodon would not be a home to racists. “That was a thing that attracted a lot of people there,” Shork told me. While such a declaration seems straightforward—Who wants racists around?—in the FOSS meritocracy model, the political beliefs or identity of the software coder doesn’t matter; the code does. In this view, if a racist could create great software, that racist’s work ought to be adopted.
Declaring early on that racists weren’t welcome—even racists who were good at coding—drew Mastodon to the attention of queer and trans developers in particular. As I discussed in Chapter 1, these queer, trans, disabled, and furry folks pushed Rochko and Mastodon to be better than Twitter. As Shork told me, “People came to the community with the expectation of—there was obviously a lot of idealism involved—we’re doing a new thing, we’re trying to do it right.”
Since queer and trans developers were already steeping in discussions of codes of conduct in the tech sector, they brought the expectation that Rochko would do more than just say, “No Nazis”—the project should also adopt a code of conduct, explicating the project’s values. The software development side of Mastodon adopted Contributor Covenant—the document produced by Coraline Ada Ehmke and allies—in 2017, shortly after the project began.26
Importantly, not only did Mastodon adopt a code for the development of the software; it also inaugurated a radical practice: instances themselves, where people would sign up and engage in social media, adopted codes of conduct. The earliest servers, including Mastodon.social and Awoo.space, helped establish this practice in 2017.27 In doing so, they bucked the normal trend of using a corporate social media–inspired, legalese-filled terms of service agreement, opting instead for social protocols explicated by and for the members of the instances. In addition, the Mastodon project began a Server Covenant in 2019, asking instances to engage in active moderation against hate speech.28 These actions began and reinforced a cultural trend—to this day, new Mastodon instances are expected to include a code of conduct, and those that don’t are viewed with suspicion by more established instances.29
Mastodon instance codes of conduct can be created in different ways. Some instance admins simply copy language from the Mastodon Server Covenant or the original instance, Mastodon.social. Many instance admins I spoke to report that they developed their codes in consultation with members of their instances. Still others have opted to create codes and other governance documents in a more formal, collective, cooperative fashion. For example, the Mastodon instance Social.coop, which was founded in 2017, uses software called Loomio as well as a wiki to democratically draft their code of conduct and financial documents.30
The adoption of codes of conduct not only differentiated Mastodon from corporate social media sites, such as Twitter, but also from preexisting, FOSS-based, federated social media systems, most notably GNU social. Started in 2010, GNU social had been the flagship FOSS alternative to Twitter. It was developed by members of the Free Software Foundation, the progenitors of FOSS.31 As such, it was steeped in the very same culture that Coraline Ada Ehmke and allies were struggling against: the libertarian, meritocratic culture where free speech is valued above and beyond civility and ethical consideration of others.
In the previous chapter, we already saw one consequence of this view: the harassment of queer and trans Mastodon members by users of GNU social, who took private posts and openly shared them online, much like a bully might share a personal note passed between friends. Since GNU social had no code of conduct, and since libertarianism means that people are free to do such things, any trolls and racists using GNU social instances tended to face little consequence for such actions. In addition, GNU social as a project resisted Ehmke’s call for a code of conduct for many years, only adopting one in 2019.32 To this day, I have not seen a GNU social instance with a code of conduct—at best, they have a boilerplate terms of service agreement that does not specify behavior.
GNU social isn’t the only federated social media system that actively shuns the use of codes of conduct. Pleroma, another Twitter-like microblog which runs on ActivityPub and is thus part of the fediverse—capable of federating with Mastodon instances—also has a culture of eschewing codes of conduct. In many ways, Pleroma has inherited the free-for-all style of GNU social—in fact, the GNU social site shitposter.club (infamous for harassing queer people on Mastodon) is now a Pleroma instance. I have found many Pleroma instances with racist and transphobic content, and only a small number of Pleroma instances with a code of conduct prohibiting those things.33
And frankly, that is their right. There is no rule that says a FOSS social media project must specify ethical behavioral practices. In the world of Free Software, “Freedom 0”—the freedom to use software for whatever purpose one wants to—is considered to be an absolute freedom.34 As Free Software advocates are quick to note, this freedom means that the software can be used for evil as well as good.35 When this neutrality is coupled with social media practice, the result is extremely light-touch moderation, where only posts that violate laws (e.g., copyright laws, or laws against child exploitation images) are blocked—all else is fair game.
This works in reverse. Because of Freedom 0, a project like Mastodon is also free to adopt a code of conduct. Like the other FOSS projects adopting codes of conduct, Mastodon made a radical move against the dogmatic freedom of FOSS libertarian culture. Moreover, since there is no requirement that installations of Mastodon software need a code of conduct, the cultural practice inaugurated by instances like Awoo.social are also a radical move. To attract and protect marginalized people, Awoo.social fused Ehmekian codes of conduct with social media practice. This attracted more and more like-minded people to Mastodon and the fediverse, and they also adopted codes of conduct for their instances to help govern themselves and their connections with other instances.
The social and political protocols contained in codes of conduct have helped bring about a fediverse with a new mode of social media governance: “covenantal federalism.”


Covenantal Federalism
Contributor Covenant. Federation. It’s a somewhat happy accident we have these concepts. The etymology of federation comes from Latin, foedus, meaning a diplomatic agreement—specifically, a covenant—between two peoples.36 The selection of these terms by people like Ehmke or computer scientists invokes a long and complex philosophical history: covenantal federalism.
As a colleague and I describe it in a research paper, covenantal federalism involves a covenant created by groups of people who all agree to abide by and be governed under specific ethical principles. Notably, the atomic unit here is not the individual—it’s groups of people. In political practice, this might be clans, neighborhoods, or provinces (or, as in the United States, “states”). While each of these groups enjoys a great deal of autonomy, they also consent to be bound together by a covenant.37
Covenantal federalism has three main features: noncentralization, the consent of the governed, and federal liberty. Noncentralization is a core organizing principle: it means that the network of groups is designed so that a powerful center cannot emerge. Typically, this is achieved through opposing powerful parts of the system with other powerful parts. The consent of the governed is signaled by the groups accepting the covenant. As for federal liberty, that is the freedom individuals and groups enjoy within the ethical bounds of the covenant.
Political philosophers who advocate for covenantal federalism either look at existing examples (e.g., the federal system in Canada, the Haudenosaunee Confederacy on Turtle Island, or the cantons in Switzerland) or propose ideal versions that could be applied at a global scale.38 Instances of Mastodon are not states—they don’t have armies or coin currency. However, they do provide an example of covenantal federalism in action. Instances (which are most often small communities of people) adopt codes of conduct (which document the ethical principles of the instance) and then federate with other instances with similar codes. This results in an emergent set of widely shared ethical principles across large parts of the fediverse.
The existence of a standard set of ethical principles is clear in the Mastodon part of the fediverse. In 2017, some students and I collected hundreds of codes of conduct from Mastodon instances, and we often saw repeated language used across multiple instances to describe their moderation practices.39 This has held up over the years: in 2023, a researcher at the University of Warwick used the Mastodon application programming interface to query thousands of instances in order to analyze their codes of conduct, finding that the dominant rules were “no racism, sexism, homophobia, transphobia, xenophobia, or casteism.”40
Moreover, other fediverse systems are now adopting codes of conduct. Lemmy, a Reddit alternative, now has one for its main project, and many Lemmy instances feature a code of conduct.41 BookWyrm, a place for discussing books (an alternative to GoodReads), goes one step further. In addition to including a code of conduct on its instances, BookWyrm’s code itself draws on an “Ethical Source” license—the anticapitalist license which privileges workers, nonprofits, and educational institutions.42 When Mastodon, Lemmy, and BookWyrm instances with codes of conduct federate with one another, the covenantal fediverse grows in size and scope.
As for the three features of covenantal federalism, the fediverse demonstrates those, too. The fediverse is noncentralized—it is allergic to powerful centers. An instance’s members consent to abide by a code of conduct (or they are free to move to another instance). And even with these ethical guidelines in place, millions of people do in fact enjoy the liberty to socialize with one another—they produce hundreds of millions of posts per month on every conceivable topic.43
Awoo.social illustrates this. As an instance that only federates with like-minded instances—instances that themselves have a code of conduct—Awoo.space is the most extreme example of covenantal federalism in Mastodon. However, even as careful as Awoo.space is with federating, it still connects to over 250 other servers—including Mastodon.social, the single largest instance—making it quite well connected with the rest of the fediverse.
In addition, an instance does not need to go as far as using an allowlist. The standard approach—where federation happens as individual members connect to people across instances—works as an example of covenantal federalism, as well. This is because many Mastodon instances keep those federated connections alive when they observe that the instances they are connected to have similar codes of conduct. As one admin told me, “It’s very unlikely we will remain federated with an instance without a code of conduct.”
In sum, then, codes of conduct emerged from the tech sector in the mid-2010s, thanks to activists like Coraline Ada Ehmke. Much like the technical protocol, ActivityPub, codes of conduct were ready-to-hand social protocols that Mastodon developers adopted in its early days. Spreading across the fediverse, codes of conduct provide protocols for community member behavior as well as protocols for relations between instances. With each instance declaring their ethical values, and instances banding together in part due to shared values, a covenantal fediverse has emerged. This network is an alternative to centralized, corporate social media, which use contractual terms of service agreements to govern users who have little say in how globe-spanning corporate sites function.


Consent Revoked
Codes of conduct help instances decide to maintain (or allow, in the case of Awoo.space) connections. What about times when an instance wants to sever a connection—or even prevent it from ever happening?
While the fediverse has grown in part through the radical solution of code of conduct–driven covenantal federalism, it also has had moments where instances have been radically isolated. Isolating an instance can be controversial, and until recently, it required a concerted campaign by many admins. Isolating an instance happens due to the covenantal nature of the fediverse: if an instance blatantly violates the shared ethical norms of the covenant, it is liable to be blocked by the rest of the network. This is a story for the next chapter: the politics of #fediblock and the Black activists who have helped implement instance blocking.
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Playvicious.social is one of the most important instances in Mastodon history. For those who have experienced it, it was a joyful place, full of creative and smart people. Its moderation team was deeply respected by much of the fediverse for doing the hard work of fostering a thriving community on the covenantal fediverse.

But Playvicious is no longer online. In 2020, its administrator, Ro, shut it down. His reason: racist harassment.

Playvicious was one of the first—if not the first—Black-run instances on the fediverse. During its three-year run, it featured outspoken Black fediverse members, including Black moderators who tried to keep Playvicious members safe from bigots of the wider fediverse. People of color were rare on the fediverse at that point—arguably, they’re still rare. People who consistently and courageously call out racism are also rare. Playvicious members attracted a great deal of hate.

However, while Playvious.social is no more, its influence echoes across the fediverse. These echoes can be seen to this day in two key places: #fediblock, one of the most important hashtags on the fediverse, was cocreated by a Playvicious moderator, and The Bad Space, a blocklist put together by Playvicious admin Ro. Outspoken, courageous Black fediverse members helped create these tools, and the fediverse is better for them.

Taken together, #fediblock and The Bad Space reveal the politics of defederating on the fediverse. From one perspective, when two instances defederate with one another—when one or both sever their connection through blocking—it represents a failure of a stated goal of the fediverse: open connection between federation instances and thus the possibility of open communication among all fediverse members. This argument holds that a bigger, more open fediverse will result in more democratic deliberation.

But from the perspective of the digital covenant, defederation is entirely justifiable because it protects the integrity of instances-as-communities. There’s no reason an instance must federate with another if they are both ethically incompatible. If one instance has a code of conduct prohibiting racist harassment and a second one tolerates racist posts, they do not ethically align. The nonracist instance should not be compelled to federate with the instance that tolerates racism. As Socrates, the admin of Scholar.social, told me in an interview, “literally, the only power that an admin has over any other admin is the power to . . . defederate. . . . That option always has to be on the table.” From this perspective, the threat of blocking actually keeps the fediverse healthy, because it prevents noxious instances from spreading racist hate speech across the network.

Today, the argument for defederation to protect the covenantal fediverse is strong—so strong, in fact, that Mastodon’s developers built the capability to easily block entire swathes of the fediverse into the code. This wasn’t always the case. A story of rage and joy—the story of Playvicious, #fediblock, and The Bad Space—tells us how Mastodon came to adopt mass instance blocking. It is another moment in the iterative, critical reverse engineering of the fediverse, where critics of the status quo agitate for improvements in safety and moderation tools.

Playvicious
As he recounts in his memoirs, Ro started Playvicious.social in a haze of booze and cigarettes.1 After a long-term relationship ended, he found himself alone in an apartment in Cancun, Mexico, in 2017.
Depressed over his breakup, he was spending a great deal of time on Twitter. Twitter was a source of solace for him, but at the same time he was bothered by it. “[Corporate social media] have some really bad practices when it comes to how they use people’s data,” he explains in a video blog. “There’s a lot of hate, a lot of bigotry being thrown at Black folks, brown folks, LGBTQI, native people.” He had already quit Facebook for these reasons, and he was starting to see Twitter become intolerant, as well.2
Still, post-breakup Ro was in no mood for figuring out the future of social media. Instead, “I poured a glass of straight vodka, cracked open my laptop, and went back to [Twitter] to see what was happening,” he writes in his memoir. “Anything was better than just dwelling and thinking about Sad Things.” And while he was there, a friend of his said, “Hey, have you checked out this platform called Mastodon?”3
While Twitter was bringing him some company while he spent his days as a self-described zombie in Cancun, it was Mastodon that brought him out of his funk altogether. Ro is an accomplished technologist, delighting in mastering new networking technologies. He dove into Mastodon’s documentation and got increasingly excited. It scratched his self-hosting itch. As we discussed in our interviews, he is a big fan of applications we can run ourselves on our own computers instead of relying on big tech cloud services—think of running Nextcloud instead of using Google Docs. He liked the idea that people could install and run their own social media instead of relying on corporate social media sites like Twitter. As he told me, he saw immediately that Mastodon was bringing “the idea of self-hosted social media to the mainstream.”
As he writes in his memoir, he was “captivated by creating a self-contained social media platform where I could set the culture. I saw the potential for making an entirely new community without depending on an external service. A place truly for the people and by the people.”4 As he got deeper and deeper into the Mastodon documentation, learning more about how it worked, he put away the vodka in favor of water. He started sleeping more and eating better. And he started a Mastodon instance of his own: Playvicious.social.
The name “Playvicious” (often “PV” for short) came from a collaboration between Ro and one of his friends. For them, Playvicious meant “the energetic, unfiltered, sometimes uncomfortable, but the relentlessly progressive pursuit of understanding ourselves through creativity.” It was a space for him and his friends to be creative people. Ro’s Mastodon instance, then, was “an experiment [to] find the most genuine expression of self again and build a new community around it.”5
Playvicious attracted many talented people. Among them was an artist, Marcia X. Marcia knew Ro from Twitter—in fact, Marcia was one of the people who supported Ro through his dark, post-breakup Cancun period. As Marcia told me in an interview, Playvicious was a “godsend” after her time on Instagram and Twitter. It was a place where they could express herself, sharing her photographs, exploring their intersectional Afro-Indigenous identity, rethinking gender and sexuality, and discussing decolonial theory. Because Playvicious was a Black-run instance, it attracted many people of color on the fediverse—although she told me that “there were a lot of white guys on Playvicious.” After all, there just “weren’t that many people of color on the fediverse at that time, and there still really aren’t that many.”
In keeping with the name “Playvicious,” Marcia brought a great deal of creative energy to the instance. They started hashtags, like #FineFemmeFriday to highlight self-identified women, #FridayFeelsRadio to share music for the weekend, and #Fedikitchen for the foodies of the fediverse. In our conversation, Marcia downplayed these contributions in comparison to coding—“I don’t do tech. I don’t do code,” she told me. However, her contributions to the culture of the fediverse are just as valuable as its underlying software: these hashtags—and others she created—are still in use.
When he talks about Marcia’s efforts to make Playvicious and the rest of the fediverse a better place, Ro absolutely gushes. “In terms of how she interacts with culture, how she interacts with people, how she expresses ideas, how she has the ability to take this piece of information, this culture, this practice, and meld it into a tangible idea, and able to express it. . . . I know a lot of smart people. But her? She’s somewhere else,” he told me. “She is absolutely brilliant.” Ro found himself relying on Marcia more and more for advice on how to run the instance. “She was really the one I confided in and leaned on in terms of setting the tone for the culture [of Playvicious].” Soon, Marcia X was promoted to moderator of Playvicious.
Overall, 2017 was a heady time for Playvicious. Marcia was leading conversations into complex cultural topics. Ro remained positive about Mastodon and the fediverse. “I love the fediverse,” he wrote on Patreon that year. “I’ve been a huge fan since I joined everybody on Mastodon with my own instance.”6


Enter the “Harassing Dickheads”
But the fediverse wasn’t always loving Playvicious.social back. In 2018, Ro wrote about “harassing dickheads” he had been staving off.7 This was an early harbinger of things to come.
Before I go further, I need to say a bit more about Ro. He’s not only willing to tackle any digital technology and master it, he’s also dedicated to working on his social interactions to become a better, more thoughtful and kind human being. In our interviews, he talked to me about the importance of seeing a therapist and exercising. He often gives advice at the end of his videos: “Drink more water, get some sleep, see the doctor, take care of yourselves.” He is a kind and joyful person.
Unless he’s interacting with bigots. He has no tolerance for them. “I know how to deal with bigots on the fedi,” he told me. He enjoys “fucking with them.” He almost sounds gleeful as he talks to me about this. Indeed, in my time on the fediverse, I’ve observed Ro argue with racists many times.
Since Playvicious was an unabashedly Black Mastodon instance, it attracted plenty of bigots for Ro to argue with. But while Ro enjoyed battling against bigoted trolls, he also recognized that Playvicious moderators—people like Marcia—did not want to. Marcia wanted to talk about philosophy and art, not stave off racists. Moderating against racist harassment was taking a toll on Marcia and the rest of the Playvicious moderation team.
Still, the fediverse seemed to provide more positives than negatives for Ro, Marcia, and Playvicious. It just needed better moderation tools. Ro started thinking of ways to improve moderation technologies in Mastodon, looking for ways to make Playvicious safer from trolls. One key idea he had (and he was not the only one) was for Mastodon admins to be able to export, share, and import instance blocklists. That way, they could block racist instances en masse.
At that time, if an admin wanted to block another instance, they had to enter the offending instance’s URL manually into their moderation interface. This is not a high burden if there’s one bad instance to block. But Playvicious was discovering one of the major downsides to easily self-hosted social media: the ease with which someone can set up an instance, which can result in many problematic instances to deal with at once. Multiple admins told me about “predatory instances” on the fediverse that seek out new instances to harass. As Scholar.social’s Socrates told me, the low cost to entry for federated social media server software leads to such instances popping up constantly: “You buy a cheap, cheap domain name, you spin up a cheap, cheap server, put Pleroma on it, boom, 20 minutes later, you’re calling people the n-word.”
Particularly during waves of fediverse popularity—such as when a major news outlet writes a story about Mastodon or the fediverse—“free speech extremist” instances pop up like mushrooms. Operating under the dogmatic logic that anything that can be legally said ought to be heard, free speech extremist instance users delight in dropping into people’s threads and insulting them. As a fediverse admin by the name of Oliphant told me, the very first response he received to his #introduction post was “No one cares, tranny n----- faggot.” There are hosts of trolls watching for introduction posts, looking to harass people. When such waves occur, adding instances one by one to one’s own server blocklist is inadequate.
Mastodon members started calling for the ability to import instance blocklists as early as November 2016.8 Variations on this idea appeared in Gitub Issues and Mastodon’s Discourse discussion board again and again. It ended up being debated for almost seven years: instance blocklist importing was only implemented in February 2023, in version 4.1.0 of Mastodon.
What accounts for this delay in implementation?
There were debates about the wisdom of implementing such a feature. My participant observation and interviews reveal four main arguments people have put forward against the ability to import blocklists:
	The dogmatic free speech argument. This argument holds that blocking people preemptively violates the principle of free speech. Rather than block a server that houses someone who holds bad views, instances should meet their bad speech with good speech in open debate.
	The open federation argument. This is related to the free speech argument. The open federation argument says that blocklist importing would break the federation, because it would sever too many connections between fediverse instances and isolate people from one another. Since the fediverse is meant to be a vast, open network, breaking connections should not be done at the instance level—it should solely be the choice of individual users on a case-by-case basis.
	The grudgelist argument. This argument holds that the most popular people will create the most used blocklists, and no matter how virtuous that popular person is, they will inevitably put instances on the list that don’t deserve to be there due to grudges or interpersonal conflicts. Once an instance is on a list, the fear is that it can never be removed.
	The responsibility argument. This is related to the grudgelist argument. This argument holds that responsibility for blocking falls on individual users and admins, and they should do their due diligence before blocking anyone. By importing a list, they are offloading this responsibility to a third party and are thus being irresponsible by taking the easy way out.


There were (and still are) many people opposed to implementing importable blocklists, but the most notable resistance to blocklist importing came from none other than the founder of Mastodon himself, Eugen Rochko. While he was not in favor of the dogmatic free speech argument (after all, as we saw in the previous chapter, he quickly agreed with the call for codes of conduct that push back against the dogmatic free speech position), he often invoked the last three arguments. “I don’t think shared server blocklists are a good idea,” he wrote on Mastodon in 2018. “It’s better for every admin to examine the accuracy of the decision.” He went on: “otherwise something like the Randi Harper situation can happen again but on a much larger scale.”9
In that single post alone, Rochko implicitly or explicitly invoked the last three arguments against shared blocklists. He invoked responsibility by noting admins must do due diligence for every instance block. He invoked the grudgelist argument by citing the case of Randi Harper, who contributed to Twitter blocklists of #GamerGate trolls but also placed many trans artists on a popular blocklist, leading to them being lumped in with alt-right GamerGaters and effectively ending their careers.10 And he invoked the open federation argument by noting that shared blocklists could cause Harper-like grudge-blocking on a massive scale, breaking up the fediverse.
Rochko’s resistance to importable instance blocklists was the ultimate argument against the feature, because what Rochko says goes. Throughout the life of the Mastodon project, Rochko has maintained a “Benevolent Dictator for Life” organizational structure.11 Ultimately, then, what accounts for the seven-year gap between a call for the ability to import instance blocklists and the implementation of the feature is that Eugen Rochko did not want that feature in Mastodon.
This was quite disappointing to Ro. In light of the toll that racist trolls were taking on moderators like Marcia, he could not understand why safety features, such as importable instances blocklists, were not being implemented. From Ro’s perspective, Rochko’s vision has actively prevented safety features from being a part of Mastodon. “My biggest disappointment with Mastodon is the development ethos itself—it kind of refuses to adapt,” he told me. “It’s the singular vision of one person. And that’s fine, if it’s a project for you and your friends.” But when it’s a project meant for many different communities, the “lack of consideration puts a lot of people in danger,” he says—marginalized people especially.


#Fediblock
While calls for an instance blocklist importing feature were denied by Rochko for seven years, bad instances full of racist and transmisic trolls kept appearing on the network. People could not wait for the implementation of shared blocklists to figure out how to coordinate efforts to block bad instances.
In the absence of shared blocklists during that seven-year period, Mastodon and fediverse admins have relied on organizing via hashtags. The most important of these is #fediblock. One of its creators is Marcia X of Playvicious.social. “I started [#fediblock] when I was still on PV,” she told me. She wanted to make a public forum for discussions about bad instances and abusive accounts, but at the time, most of these discussions happened in private. “Because so much of what we had done was behind the scenes between DMs and group chats with ourselves, I kinda started to get frustrated.” Marcia felt that open, transparent discussions about bad instances would be far more effective in increasing the safety of the fediverse.
She built the hashtag in collaborating with a fellow Mastodon friend, Ginger. I asked Ginger about #fediblock. She said,

We did not (and still do not) have effective moderation tools, not even the note section was available for us to remember why we blocked someone/an instance. We were using Excel sheets to try to keep track of everything. I think it was Marcia’s idea to use a hashtag specifically, so it could be seen/accessed by anyone who needed it, when they needed it.

#Fediblock became—and still is—an essential tool on the fediverse. As Marcia told me, the hashtag “took on a life of its own, and people really took to fediblock and it’s almost a really important part of most instances.”12 For instance admins, one key piece of advice is to follow that hashtag, making sure that racist or abusive instances are blocked immediately. In fact, when I become the admin of a Mastodon instance myself, one of my first acts was to follow the #fediblock hashtag, paying careful attention to the discussion there and blocking based on that discussion. This choice has paid off, I believe, with a safer Mastodon instance.
However, like many hashtag movements, its original authors would often get overlooked. As #fediblock grew in importance, multiple projects took the hashtag to create public #fediblock lists (again, until only recently, anyone wanting to draw on those lists would have to do so by adding them one by one). One project, FediBlock.org, did not credit Marcia or Ginger for their work. But they did build on their work by creating an interface for people to suggest instances that should be blocked and publishing the resulting list.13
When the original authors of #fediblock, Marcia and Ginger, were publicly noticed, the attention was often negative. As an Afro-Indigenous woman, Marcia was a favorite target. Marcia told me about being stalked, with people using multiple accounts, screenshotting her posts, and sharing their personal information. When this happens, “I have no protection,” she told me. “I’m just a guy using a computer!”14
While Marcia and Ginger were either being erased in fediverse history or attracting unwanted attention, their #fediblock hashtag has lived on—and hashtag-based coordination has some major triumphs to its name. The power of hashtag-based coordination against bad instances could be seen in the isolation of one of the most notorious instances in Mastodon history: Gab.com.


Blocking Gab
Founded in 2016, Gab.com describes itself as “The Free Speech Social Network and Pioneer of the Parallel Economy.” Its founder, Andrew Torba, positions his site as a defender of free speech and an antidote to cancel culture—those who have been removed from another media platform should come to Gab, he says.15 Judging from the biographies of the accounts I found when I studied the site in depth in 2022, this call to the deplatformed seems to have resonated. Many of them claim to have been banned by Twitter, Twitch, or other platforms.16
But in my analysis of Torba’s writings about Gab as well as the content produced by its users, it is clear that Gab is not meant for just anyone. Gab is a white Christian nationalist social media site. Kristin Kobes Du Mez, author of the book Jesus and John Wayne, describes white Christian nationalism as a “God-and-country faith” that is “inextricably linked to a staunch commitment to patriarchal authority, gender difference, and Christian nationalism, and all of these are intertwined with white racial identity.”17 White Christian nationalists believe cisgender, white men must be the manly protectors of both home and nation. Such men must dominate women, while at the same time bending the knee to a Jesus who is a “conquering warrior, a man’s man who takes no prisoners and wages holy war.”18
Torba’s writings make this clear. “We need Christian men who embrace their God-given masculine energy to conquer and lead,” he writes.19 Non-Christian women are “whores”—Christian women obey their master men.20 Trans people should not exist, Torba argues. Big Tech, he argues, is run by a conspiracy of international Jewry. If all of that wasn’t enough, Torba argues cities are full of filthy people of color who are trying to replace white people, and that Donald Trump won the 2020 election.21 Torba’s Gab has cultivated a userbase that often shares these values. In late 2022, I studied the top accounts on Gab, finding among them politicians such as Matt Gaetz, Margorie Taylor Greene, and Lauren Boebert, people selling QAnon conspiracy theory books, evangelical pastors who tout both Jesus and masculinity, doctors who claim trans people are sick, right-wing news aggregators, Great Replacement theorists, and self-identified Nazis. A Pew Research study in 2023 echoes what I found.22
What does Gab have to do with the fediverse? After failing to build his own social media software in the years 2016 to 2019, Torba realized he didn’t need to start from scratch: he could just use Mastodon. Since Mastodon is free and open-source software (FOSS), anyone can take its code and run it. Torba found Mastodon to be extremely attractive because of its use of ActivityPub, the technical protocol that allows the fediverse to run. In theory, Gab could join the fediverse and quickly connect to millions of people across thousands of other instances. On July 4, 2019—Independence Day in the United States—Torba opened up the new Gab, declaring that it would bring about a “free speech federation” of other white supremacist sites. “Gab is now unstoppable and can never again be taken down as a whole ever again,” Torba claimed in an interview with VICE.23
The battle cry of Gab’s free speech dogmatism is, essentially, you need to hear everything, including hate speech. “A speech without an audience is just a monologue delivered to yourself,” Torba argues. And if you don’t have an audience, you don’t matter. “Jesus has an audience, so the Jews killed him. The Jews did not care about His freedom to speak, they cared about the amount of people He was reaching with that speech,” he writes. “The same is true today. The Jews in positions of power do not care that you have the freedom of speech in this country.”24
As we saw in the previous chapter, open debate has been traditionally amenable in FOSS culture. Similarly, this vision of open discussion resonates with a number of fediverse members who held the dogmatic vision that bad speech should be met with good speech in open debate. Torba’s adoption of Mastodon’s software led him to believe that the sorts of racist, alt-right conspiracy theorizing that Gab housed would be “unstoppable” and would quickly spread across the fediverse.
However, people like Marcia, Ginger, Ro, and other like-minded fediverse admins and moderators have another perspective, based on harsh experience: they recognize Gab’s free speech absolutism as an example of what philosopher Herbert Marcuse calls “repressive tolerance.” Repressive tolerance is inherently conservative: it is a passive acceptance of the status quo. By placing oppressive or violent ideas on equal footing with marginalized ones—such as in the case when racists enter debates with antiracists—the radical ideas of the marginalized are drowned out in a deluge of the status quo position. As Marcuse argues, repressive tolerance is “the passive toleration of entrenched and established attitudes and ideas even if their damaging effect on man and nature is evident.” It is “the active, official tolerance granted to the Right as well as to the Left, to movements of aggression as well as to movements of peace, to the party of hate as well as to that of humanity.”25
Repressive tolerance is the kind of tolerance that makes the dogmatic free speech position dangerous. Placing dominant ideas (such as white supremacy, patriarchy, evangelical Christianity, and heteronormativity) on the same footing as marginalized ideas ensures the eradication of the latter by the former.26 Moreover, asking people of color or trans folks to defend their very existence in online debates only further entrenches white supremacy and conservative sexuality, because that burden unevenly saps their energy while non-Black and cisgender people can blithely continue on with their daily lives. The dogmatic free speech position would tolerate Gab members’ supremacist ideas in the name of open debate, even if those ideas are already dominant in society as a whole. And this tolerance would result in the repression of people who challenge supremacism.
Fediverse admins who recognized the threat of Gab’s entry into the fediverse used hashtags to coordinate a blocking campaign against Gab. As Derek Caelin, who wrote a history of this moment, writes, “The migration of Gab marked a major test for the fediverse. Because no one authority controlled the policies of the network, it would be impossible to bar Gab with a single sweeping action, the way centralized social networks such as Facebook or Twitter might. Instead, it would take a mass movement of administrators, moderators, and technology providers to block, isolate, and moderate the new server.”27 Like-minded instances—the covenantal fediverse who shared similar codes of conduct—banded together via hashtags, coordinating a campaign to isolate Gab.
They were effective. Gab was blocked from the vast majority of the fediverse. In fact, it was so well blocked that Andrew Torba indulged in what could be characterized as a childish rage-quit. In mid-2020—not even a year after pronouncing his desire to create an “unstoppable” free speech federation of white Christian nationalist instances—Gab quietly deactivated its ActivityPub capabilities, rendering Gab.com into an isolated, centralized, single-node network.28
Gab was #fediblocked.
There’s an epilogue to this story. In 2022, Donald Trump copied Gab’s playbook and built his own alt-right social network, Truth Social, also using Mastodon code.29 While media outlets reported on the explosive debut of Truth Social—for a moment, it was the #1 downloaded app on Apple’s AppStore—one area of the Internet wasn’t worried at all: the fediverse. As I observed, Truth was blocked preemptively, with many people using hashtags to coordinate such a block. In fact, Truth never attempted to federate at all. Perhaps Truth learned from Gab’s experience and avoided the embarrassment of being preemptively blocked.


Mastodon and Whiteness
With Gab blocked, white supremacists have been blocked. Problem solved, right?
Not at all. Blocking white supremacists was relatively easy because of their visibility. As Marcia told me, the more difficult racism to contend with is the deadening, repetitive, softer, apologetic forms. “There was a lot of posturing” among white fediverse members, she told me. They would often write posts that appeared at first glance to be supportive, but then turned out to be racist: “I’m a user who’s also against racism. However . . .” “It’s always the caveat,” she says.
Marcia’s observation echoes what philosopher Myisha Cherry calls “white ignorance,” “white skepticism,” and “white empathy.”30 White ignorance comes into play often on the fediverse: when a Black, Indigenous, or person of color reports a racist incident, a common reply is for white people to say, “I’m also against racism, but I’ve been on Mastodon for years and have not experienced this”—the implication being that such racism is rare, or even made up. They then might be skeptical and ask for evidence: “I’m also against racism, but I need proof of what you’re saying”—and then when they get proof, they respond with even more skepticism and further demands for evidence. “In order to be convinced,” writes Cherry, “white skepticism demands overwhelming evidence. To accept the truth of a hate crime, a skeptic needs to see the videotape. After watching the videotape, he needs to see the whole video because ‘context matters.’”31 Finally, a white empathy response is to shrug off racism: “I’m also against racism, but let’s relax—it’s only a joke, they didn’t mean it, it’s just a kid on the internet.”
Ro, Marcia, and allies of Playvicious faced constant pushback against their campaign to block racists on the fediverse. “People hated me . . . because I talked about the idea of isolating those instances,” Ro told me. “Because it clashed with people’s juvenile ideas of free speech, you know what I mean?” The call from Playvious members to isolate Gab and similar white Christian nationalist instances was “completely demonized,” he said. Ro and his friends faced all three obstacles Cherry identified: arguments that instances like Gab weren’t really that bad, constant calls for “receipts” or proof of racist posts, and excuses. It led Ro to conclude that, on the fediverse, “there’s more patience and tolerance for bigots than there is for the targets of bigots.” He says it’s hypocritical. “You want to be open to certain forms of bigotry, but you don’t want to talk about how it affects certain people?” The skepticism, demand for evidence, and white empathy began to grind on Ro and Marcia.
If a Black fediverse member gets frustrated with skepticism and white empathy, they might write an angry post about the problems. However, this often results in another form of fediverse racism that Ro identified in our conversation. Ro noted a common response to the concerns of marginalized people—especially people of color—was “just move instances.” The idea here is that if a Black fediverse member signs up on an instance that is not doing a good job moderating against racism, they should move to another with an admin who is actively #fediblocking racists and trolls. Taken to the extreme, this argument suggests that a Black fediverse member might be most comfortable on a Black-run instance populated predominantly by Black members.
As Ro put it, that sounds suspiciously like Southern US segregation and “Whites Only” signs. This is “about people not wanting to relinquish their title to this space, you know? Which I think is particularly ugly. . . . People want to say, ‘oh, there’s no culture [on the fediverse]. It’s open for everybody.’ No, it’s not! It’s really not! It’s not open for everybody.” The “just move instances” line revealed that, instead of wanting to challenge the administration of bad instances, fediverse members merely wanted Black people to change instances constantly. This would effectively hide fediverse racism, because as Black people shifted from instance to instance, everyone else could just keep using the fediverse on their original instance and ignore the plights of Black fediverse members.
Ro notes that the “just move instances” line, coupled with all the harassment that Marcia identifies, leads to people—particularly Black people—giving up and leaving the fediverse. “It’s really unfortunate,” Ro says. “We’re seeing scholars, academics—truly intelligent people that can affect the culture in positive ways have these experiences where it’s not even worth it. Because people don’t want to see different kinds of faces on the fedi.”
These patterns have happened on Mastodon and the fediverse for years. In 2022, during the height of the Elon Musk–provoked migration from Twitter to Mastodon, philosopher of technology Johnathan Flowers observed this pattern and summed it up: “Mastodon is a very white space. It is not unlike other tech spaces where whiteness is predominant. Insofar as this is the case, the norms, the habits, the affordances of the platform will inherit whiteness.”32 For Flowers, these patterns have been so deeply ingrained in Mastodon that it could not be a viable replacement for Twitter, particularly because Twitter, for all its flaws, saw the emergence of #BlackTwitter as a force. Mastodon struggles to do the same.


The Demise of Playvicious
Facing racist harassment, Ro shut down his Playvicious Mastodon instance. In fact, he did it in 2020—right as the fediverse was staving off the white supremacists of Gab. While the isolation of Gab is often held up as one of the most triumphant moments in fediverse history—and yes, it should be—what often gets lost in this story of triumph is the demise of Playvicious.
Marcia told me that there were “years of buildup” to shutting Playvious down. In one inciting event, she had a stalker who was posting screenshots of her posts to Discord, chat systems, and other instances. She had private “posts that are being screenshotted and shared,” they told me. “You have to really be bored or have an obsession to do that.” This was just one of many moments when Marcia faced tremendous harassment—she’s Afro-Caribbean, she’s a moderator making decisions about blocking, they cocreated #fediblock, she’s on a Black-run instance. These are multiple targets for harassers to come after them.33 As Johnathan Flowers puts it, as a moderator, she was subjected “to racist violence over and over and over again to filter out the racists and protect their community.”34 This made them think “I’m not safe here” on Playvicious. “It just got too much for my mental health. Then there’s George Floyd [who was murdered by police in 2020] . . . It just weighed on our mental health.”
Other interactions took their toll. Ro would call out racism among white trans women and would face bigotry as a response. Marcia, who is currently finishing her PhD thesis on decoloniality, would call out anti-Blackness among Latino/a people and face recriminations for doing so. As American Studies scholar Christina B. Hanhardt notes, one of the most painful aspects of living in our stratified, capitalist societies is internecine struggles among groups who might have more in common than not in terms of marginalization. In societies that overemphasize the individual, distinct identity categories become sites of difference rather than intersectionality, with the result that, for example, wealthy, white queer folks would side with state power in a crackdown against people of color or poor people.35
These conflicts can carry over into social media, with the result that people like Ro or Marcia, who call out bigotry among members of otherwise marginalized groups, would face backlash—particularly from white people who observed these interactions and blindly jumped into threads. “They don’t understand what’s happening,” Marcia told me. “To [white people], it just looks like, ‘You’re saying that a Latina person can be racist, and they’re Latina—how can they be racist?’” She would constantly have to explain the complexities of identity: “firstly, you don’t know anything about the history of Latin America, you don’t understand colonization, despite the fact that you’re saying that you do. And you don’t understand what anti-Blackness is. You just think it’s someone being racist to a Black person without dealing with the nuances.” Even with her growing expertise in decolonial theory, they found it tiresome to repeat these conversations many times. “There’s a lot of erasure that comes out of that.”36
It all was too much, so Ro shut Playvicious down.
Overall, for Ro, Mastodon went from the software that helped him climb out of the deep despair of a breakup, out of a lonely apartment in Cancun, and away from Twitter to self-hosted social media, to being merely a vector for white supremacist harassment. When I asked him to reflect on Mastodon, he said,

I want to be clear. I cannot take away the credit from Eugen [Rochko] for building Mastodon. I think that was an incredible step forward . . . for the internet in general. Because it brought the idea of self-hosted social media to the mainstream. And the impact of that cannot be spoken about enough.

Mastodon was ready, Ro notes, to absorb waves of former Twitter users. It is, in many ways, a viable alternative to Twitter/X.
But the demise of Playvicious came about because of obstinacy on the part of Rochko and Mastodon developers, Ro argues. Without good moderation tools, Playvicious’s moderators were collapsing under the weight. Despite this, Rochko refused to implement affordances like importable instance blocklists into Mastodon. That safety feature that was called for before and throughout Playvicious’s run from 2017 to 2020, but it was only implemented in 2023, years after the demise of Playvicious.
The end of Playvicious seemed to be the end for Ro’s respect for the fediverse. While in 2017, he declared “I love the fediverse,” seeing its potential to radically reshape the Internet, in 2020, he considered it to be an utter failure.


Import The-Bad-Space.csv
But then, something unexpected happened. The demise of Playvicious became a mark of shame among fediverse members. I observed people discussing the demise of Playvicious, seeing it as the failure of Mastodon and the fediverse’s struggle for a more democratic, equitable, and just digital communications system. For every person who touted victory over Gab, another would point to the closure of Playvicious and say, “Our struggle continues”—or that the fediverse has failed altogether. In fact, Gab is still online, despite being isolated from the fediverse. If Playvicious can’t exist, but Gab can, what does that say about the fediverse? Is it living up to its ideals?
Ro heard all this. When I interviewed him in 2022, he noted people are talking “specifically about Black-owned instances on the fediverse, and specifically what happened to Playvicious.” Despite the pain of the end of Playvicious, that year he started planning something new: The Bad Space.
The Bad Space is an instance blocklist. It is, per its About page, “an extension of the #fediblock hashtag created by Artist Marcia X with additional support from Ginger to provide a catalog of instances that seek to cause harm and reduce the quality of experience in the fediverse.”37 The website provides a list of instances, provides evidence for why they are on the list, and provides tools for fediverse admins to use to block those instances.
Ro wasn’t alone in building a public instance blocklist. Despite Mastodon’s refusal to implement instance blocklist importing, other admins decided to publicly share lists of alt-right, fascist, tranmisic, racist, or child exploiting instances. This practice happened off and on throughout Mastodon’s history—the short-lived Fediblock.org project was one example—but it started gaining momentum in late 2022 as waves of people moved from Twitter to the fediverse.
A notable project here is Oliphant’s List. Oliphant was the admin whose first interaction on the fediverse was being called a “tranny n----- faggot.” He realized that if his first experience as a white fediverse member was of being harassed, no doubt many other new fediverse members would experience the same, particularly people of color, and so he went on a mission to build his own blocklist. “The initial experience people had—especially Black people—was: this place is an unmoderated hellhole,” he told me. His reaction to such harassment was, “How do I bury you? How do I block you?” He did not see many examples of blocklists, however, so he built his own in 2022.
Recall the arguments against instance blocklists: the dogmatic free speech argument, the open federation argument, the grudgelist argument, and the admin responsibility argument. As far as Ro and Oliphant are concerned, the dogmatic free speech argument is just about repressive tolerance: it is code for white supremacist and transmisic entitlement. The open federation argument is now negated, thanks to the net good of #fediblocking instances like Gab—the fediverse is better off since Gab was isolated. This leaves the final two arguments, grudgelist and responsibility.
Could these blocklists devolve into personal grudgelists? Both Ro and Oliphant are very aware of this issue, and both are establishing governance structures to mitigate this risk. In Ro’s case, he has partnered with nonprofits, such as the Nivenly Foundation, to help build a governance structure. Currently, Ro is publicly sharing governance documents and inviting comments on them.38 For his part, Oliphant has joined with a group of admins—the Fedimins—to collectively decide which instances should be on a blocklist. In fact, Oliphant doesn’t just offer one blocklist—he has several, tiered blocklists. Each tier indicates a degree of consensus. Tier 0 reflects 60–80% consensus of the Fedimins. Tier 1 is broader, reflecting the instances 50% of the Fedimins agree on blocking. The broadest tier, Tier 3, only requires two admins to agree. Both Ro and Oliphant are seeking out noncentralized governance structures that remove any personal biases they might bring to bear, mitigating against these lists becoming an individual’s grudgelist.
Moreover, if a well-moderated instance is somehow inadvertently added to these lists, it’s not impossible to be removed. Multiple admins have told me that there are cases of admins who had their instances added to a blocklist and reacted by successfully cleaning up their moderation practices, effectively joining the digital covenant and abiding by the fediverse’s ethical standards. In such cases, they have been removed from blocklists. But such cases are rare. For the vast majority of instances added to a blocklist, there’s no changing them: they will host racists or transphobes because they believe they have the right to and that such content is an indicator of the freedom of speech. When such instances end up on a blocklist, their reaction tends to be doubling down in the name of free speech instead of moderating against such posts. As Oliphant told me, “You can always tell who a person is when they get blocked.”
What about the argument that admins should be responsible for blocking and not offload that task to a third party? Even if governance structures don’t negate this argument, then the existence of multiple blocklists does. It may seem as if Ro’s The Bad Space and Oliphant’s List are redundant. But this is another unique aspect to the fediverse: there is no reason multiple entities can’t create and share blocklists for admins to choose from. This is the fediverse—it is noncentralized, and its blocklists can be, too. Indeed, more organizations are producing them, including IFTAS (a nonprofit dedicated to content moderation on the fediverse).39
This seeming redundancy is a rejoinder to the “admin responsibility” argument against shared blocklists. As Socrates, the admin of Scholar.social, told me, having multiple instance blocklists requires instance admins to make choices. If an admin wants their instance to be more open, but they still want to block overt racists, importing a smaller blocklist that defederates with racist instances makes sense. If, on the other hand, an admin wants to block more aggressively, importing a bigger list is a better option. “There are absolutely legit reasons why people might want to maintain different blocklists,” Socrates told me. “Hell, academia can be obnoxious, so I can imagine people wanting to block Scholar.social. I get it—we’re not everyone’s cup of tea!” Ultimately, the decision to adopt a blocklist is up to an instance’s admin, and with multiple options, admins must do some research to decide which lists to import. As Oliphaunt writes on his page discussing his blocklists, it’s “assumed you are a human being with agency, and take responsibility for the blocks on your server, no matter how they get there, either via blocklist import or being entered manually.”40
However, the biggest argument against the publication of instance blocklists is that, as the benevolent dictator for life, Eugen Rochko does not want Mastodon to have the ability to import them. That argument is no longer valid, either. Earlier in 2023, after the big wave of Twitter users to Mastodon, Rochko acquiesced to those calling for importable blocklists: the feature was implemented in version 4.1.0 of Mastodon. As he told me in an interview, Rochko finds importable instance blocklists “incredibly useful.” However, in that interview, he also repeated many of the arguments against their use, cautioning that blocklists are dangerous tools that must be wielded carefully.
Speaking personally, Rochko’s acceptance of importable instance blocklists happened just in time for me. Right after version 4.1.0 of Mastodon was released, I started as the admin of AoIR.social, an instance for members of the Association of Internet Researchers. My very first act as admin was to import both Oliphant’s Tier 0 list and Ro’s Bad Space list. They both came in convenient, comma-separated value (CSV) spreadsheet files, easily downloaded and imported. Thanks to those lists, Aoir.social has enjoyed a very calm existence.41 But the years of struggle to make such instance blocklist importing possible is not visible in those spreadsheets.42


“Rage, hope, anger, optimism”: The Continuing Gifts of the #BlackFediverse
Having easy-to-import blocklists made my life as the AoIR.social admin much easier. Rather than running a social media site wide open to the trolls who might delight in harassing AoIR.social members, we’ve had a pleasant time sharing cat pictures and talking about the state of the Internet.
There is a danger when something is easy, however. We can forget about struggles to make these “easy” tools. The history of harassment of people on Playvicious can be forgotten as we go about engaging on social media. Instead of knowing the history of how social protocols and digital covenants were developed, the protocol and covenant simply elide the history of racism and bigotry.
Thinking about these complicated histories, I had to ask Ro: if something like The Bad Space and instance blocklist importing were available during Playvicious’s run, would Playvicious still be online? “That’s a big question, man,” he replies. He pauses. Then he says, “The way I think about it now, PV did what it was supposed to do. . . . It’s over.” Its demise still angers Ro. But despite all the heartbreak—the demise of Playvicious, the constant attacks—Ro kept giving to the fediverse, spending his time making The Bad Space. He is back with a new Mastodon instance, H-I.social, with a nonprofit organization to support it.
This brought me to another question: Why do this? Why keep giving? “Rage, hope, anger, optimism,” Ro answered. These are the gifts of the Black fediverse.
The continued racism—ranging from the overt white supremacist instances to the softer, kinder, and deadening harassment of white skepticism and “choose another instance”—is a cause for rage and anger. In The Case for Rage, philosopher Myisha Cherry argues that rage is an appropriate emotion in the struggle against anti-Blackness. Rage has largely been derided in the Western philosophical tradition as an irrational extreme. It violates, for example, the calmness called for by the Stoics. Instead of Stoic calm in the face of injustice, Cherry calls for a particular kind of rage, one she calls “Lordean rage,” named after the Black activist Audre Lorde. “Lordean rage,” she writes, “is targeted at racism. An organizer who is angry at racial inequality and motivated to end it so that all of us, regardless of skin color, can flourish has Lordean rage.”43
Ro’s Lourdean rage at racism and harassment on the fediverse is palpable. The Bad Space website once featured a large image of a dumpster. On the side of the dumpster, stenciled in black ink, is a bit of poetry: “I thought you were special . . . I thought you should know.”44 The message is clear: for all those on the fediverse who think they are entitled to harass others, to have their racism heard by all, to drive away people of color, trans folks, Indigenous folks, disabled folks: yeah, you’re special. That’s why you’re tossed in the dumpster that is The Bad Space. Here, the dumpster is the place to dump all that enrages. “There is still a lot of anger about what happened” to Playvicious, Ro told me. “There is a lot of rage. . . . The Bad Space is one of the culminations” of the painful, rage-inducing history of Playvicious. “I carry that history with me.”
The thing is, another palpable emotion I get when I talk to Ro is joy. He is hopeful and optimistic. In his book Distributed Blackness, digital culture scholar André Brock argues that the Internet has long been a Black space, and as such is a space of Black joy.45 There’s a popular account on Mastodon, Black Joy, that simply posts pictures of joyful Black people. I fully expect a picture of Ro to appear on this account one day, because he is a joyful person. In spite of all he’s experienced, he told me, “I see the massive potential of the fedi.” Instead of putting our energy into corporate social media, he envisions an ever-expanding fediverse, where

we don’t have to be regulated by the auspices of profit, right? We can connect in authentic ways, rather than just trying to jury-rig these algorithms to get more attention. Just the potential for not just conversation—imagine the idea of community building! Knowledge sharing! Education! There’s so many applications of the fediverse that can be used to improve not just our online communities, but our communities in general. [All of that is] not reliant on anything but us, people like me and you: weird-ass, creative, academics, hobbyists, that have the idea of, “Yo, we just want to have better communities that work for us.”

It is hard not to see Ro’s return to the fediverse and his contribution of The Bad Space project as a gift back to the network that shunned Playvicious. In spite of it all, Ro is back.46 “We’re in a better place now, but the journey to get here was so arduous.”
But in their interview with me, Marcia made yet another key point: the expectation that Black Mastodon members either must be constantly “fist up”—full of Lordean rage—or constantly happy is yet another burden. In contrast to Ro, Marcia has given up hope that the fediverse can be anything special. “Is there hope for the fediverse at large? Meh. I tried. I don’t know,” she told me. “I don’t feel like it’s my problem right now.” Marcia puts their finger on another problem—the struggle for an antiracist fediverse is not just for Black people, but for all who agree to the digital covenant. To expect otherwise is to commit yet another injustice, placing a burden on people of color while everyone else blithely goes about liking, posting, boosting. And when that happens, Mastodon is not “worth it anymore” for Marcia.
It’s hard to blame Marcia for stepping back and withholding their considerable talents from the fediverse. She has done a great amount of work to make the fediverse better, with little reward. However, others are stepping up, struggling to make a Black fediverse. I’ve observed increasing use of the hashtags #BlackMastodon and #BlackFediverse and people boosting those posts. As André Brock notes, Black media culture is bigger than any Internet site—it has existed for all of Black history. It certainly predates the Internet and social media, and it draws on rage, hope, optimism, and anger. “Black folk use the internet as a space to extol the joys and pains of everyday life,” Brock argues, “using its capacity for multimedia expression and networked sociality to craft a digital practice that upends technological beliefs about how information, computers, and communication technologies should be used.”47 In a small way, the struggle for instance blocklists, like Ro’s Bad Space, has upended the vision of a totally open fediverse in favor of tools for moderators to strengthen the digital covenant.
In our conversation, Ro demurred at all this. “Yo, man, I’m not trying to save the Internet,” he told me. “I’m just trying to get some new ideas out there.” But Black rage and joy have the potential to become key parts of the covenantal fediverse—especially because instance admins can now easily and conveniently block white supremacist instances. These are the gifts of Playvicious, #fediblock, and The Bad Space.
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“This all sounds great . . . but who pays for it?”

Whenever I tell people about Mastodon and the fediverse, I always get this question. Running social media requires computers. Those computers need to be plugged into a power source. They must be connected to the Internet. All of this costs something, and someone has to pay.

People have received a crash course in the economics of corporate social media over the past few years. We can sign up for TikTok, Twitter/X, Facebook, or Instagram for free. As the aphorism goes, however, “If it’s free, then you’re the product.”1 In corporate social media, advertisers foot the bill. Corporate social media critics have revealed how this works: in exchange for free access to corporate social media, we spend our time profiling ourselves, declaring our interests, mapping our personal relationships, making posts, and doing the emotional work of communicating with one another, all under the watchful eyes of the corporate social media site.2 Everything we do is monitored, with the data stored for analysis. Software engineers employed by corporate social media develop algorithms and notification systems designed to keep us on the platform, prompting us to post more and feed those same algorithms.3

Fundamentally, the product being sold by these companies is the commodity of user attention. The goal is to deliver user attention to brands and advertisements, who want users to purchase the things they see advertised. A corporate social media site sells “usage data to advertising clients, who in return for paying money get targeted access to users’ profiles that become advert spaces.”4 Corporate social media profits when the advertisers pay more than the cost of operating the service. In addition, since users are the ones who create attention-grabbing content for free in the form of posts, likes, shares, and comments, content costs for corporate social media are very low. Harvard professor Shoshana Zuboff provides a succinct label for this: surveillance capitalism.5 As one blogger put it, using corporate social media is “like being at a big party with all your friends but then realizing that the party is really a Pizza Hut focus group. And also, any pictures you take at the party are owned by the focus group forever.”6

Surveillance capitalism is lucrative. I recall the awe in 2006 when Google bought YouTube for US$1.65 billion.7 Much has changed since then. Elon Musk purchased Twitter in 2022 for US$44 billion.8 Even accounting for inflation, that’s seventeen times more than what YouTube sold for. Meta, the owner of Facebook, Instagram, and Threads, saw revenue of US$116.6 billion in 2022—and that was a down year for that corporation.9 Alphabet, Google’s parent company, had revenues of US$282 billion that year.10

In contrast, Mastodon and fediverse instances predominantly do not fund themselves through surveillance capitalism. Instead, there are a range of ways to handle server costs. The approaches to who pays and how they pay are as diverse as the fediverse itself: instance admins pay out of pocket, solicit donations, and even form nonprofit organizations.

When I tell someone about Mastodon or the fediverse’s approach to funding, that the fediverse isn’t controlled by Meta or Google, that it’s not driven by an attention-grabbing algorithm, that it doesn’t sell our attention to advertisers, and that it is run by ordinary people, they soon ask, “How do they make any money? Who pays for these servers?” When I explain that there are a range of ways that people pay for, and get paid for, engaging with the fediverse, but that none of them replicate surveillance capitalism, most people scoff, suggesting it couldn’t possibly work. This may be because there seems to be no other option than surveillance capitalism. People might value community-controlled social media, but when the discussion turns to paying for it, they often retreat to a system that sells our attention to advertising. There seems to be no alternative.11

This attitude is in keeping with general perspectives on the inescapability of capitalism itself. Critics of capitalist culture argue that the dominant view is “capitalist realism,” where capitalism appears to be everywhere and part of everything with no alternative.12 In the face of the power of capitalism, people tamp down their ambitions for other economic forms. “Their dreams seemed unrealizable, at least in our lifetimes,” write two economists who study noncapitalism. This maintains a vicious cycle: when people give up on finding or enacting alternatives to capitalism, others who might otherwise be interested in life outside capitalism don’t even bother trying.13

Yes, There Is an Alternative
The problem with capitalist realism is that it is a defeatist vision. It not only ignores the many ways in which people are engaging in alternative noncapitalist or even anticapitalist practices, it also “overlooks and underplays the central roles that ‘non-capitalist’ forms of economic organisation perform in everyday life.”14
Here is yet another facet of the “alternative” in “alternative social media”: alternative economies that eschew surveillance capitalism. Much as alternative social media bring about alternative topologies and political structures (noncentralization, covenantal federalism) and alternatives to corporate content moderation (small-scale local moderation, community blocklists), people on the fediverse are building alternative ways to pay for social media and support creative people.
People are using the fediverse in ways that deny corporate social media as the only possible way of socializing online. They are engaging in “community economies,” “economic spaces or networks in which relations of interdependence are democratically negotiated by participating individuals and organizations.”15 Instead of relying on the powerful force of (surveillance) capitalism, which seeks to draw everything into itself, many people on Mastodon and the fediverse rely on alternative economics.
This is in keeping with the larger struggle of the fediverse—the struggle for noncentralization and democratic control over social media. This book has showcased activists who have advocated for codes of conduct and the ability to choose with whom to federate. Likewise, the noncapitalist structure of the fediverse is also a form of activism, publicly demonstrating that other ways of running social media are possible. “In an age of ‘no alternatives’ (to capitalism), drawing attention toward the presence of ordinary anarchist (non-hierarchical, voluntary) forms of organising within society, which are known and familiar to most people, is incredibly powerful when agitating for change.”16 What better way to communicate that noncapitalism is possible than to develop and operate a communication technology in a noncapitalist manner?
The fediverse’s alternative economics is most visible in how people fund instances, but it also appears in other practices, as well. Here I will explore server funding models as well as mutual aid practices and how artists are using the fediverse to promote their art. I will also explore the major downside of the alternative economy: burnout.


Server Costs: Road Trips and Nonprofits
Socrates, the admin of the Mastodon instance Scholar.social, takes an informal approach to funding his instance. “The model that Scholar has always used is, I pay for it out of my pocket, and anyone else who wants to chip in can chip in as well,” he told me. He pays for his server out of pocket, but members of Scholar.social can send money to Socrates via Patreon if they wish. “So, right now, with the level of recurring support we’ve got, we almost get to the point . . . where I only have to throw in a small amount of money every few months in order to keep the lights on.”17 Socrates likens his approach to a road trip. “I just want to be like a few people in a car. We split the gas four ways—that sort of deal.”
This sort of informal approach is the easiest. Most people start a Mastodon server by providing a personal credit card to a cloud hosting service and paying a monthly fee. The fee ranges based on various options—for small servers, the cost is typically around US$50 per month. Like a driver buying a tank of gas on a road trip, admins might gratefully take a few dollars to offset the cost, but they don’t expect it. They’re running an instance because they’re trying to get somewhere: a place where people can escape corporate social media.
However, much as ad-hoc governance practices on Mastodon have evolved into the more formalized social protocols of codes of conduct, many instances have established formal structures to govern funding. Since the fediverse runs on open technical protocols and open source code, many instances on the fediverse take openness to mean that their accounting has to be open, as well.
CloudIsland.nz, the New Zealand–based Mastodon instance run by Aurynn Shaw, asks members to pay a monthly subscription. Like Scholar.social and many other Mastodon and fediverse servers that ask for donations or subscriptions, Shaw uses Patreon to manage subscriptions. Cloud Island features several tiers of funding, including individual memberships, +1 memberships for two friends, and family memberships. Patreon also allows for members-only blog posts, which Shaw uses to report to the community about the state of the instance, its finances, and poll the membership on governance decisions.
There are other, even more formalized approaches than the Patreon approach used by Cloud Island. Some fediverse instances joined the Open Collective Foundation, a charitable nonprofit organization that operated in multiple countries, providing administrative and fundraising resources for its members. In exchange for taking a portion of donations, Open Collective functioned as an umbrella nonprofit organization, enabling member groups to enjoy that status for tax purposes. Open Collective also provided software that enables members to openly report income and expenditures.
Dozens of Mastodon and fediverse instances joined Open Collective. I talked to Joshua Wood, the admin of Federated.press, a journalism-focused Mastodon instance which has been part of Open Collective. “I have no interest in profiting from Federated.press, so I thought about starting a nonprofit,” Wood told me. “But that was a lot of work for a side project.” He chose Open Collective not only because of the ability to be part of a nonprofit collective, but also because his journalism-focused instance might need extra protection. “They also offer extended liability insurance for an additional fee, which I opted for,” because “you’re taking on risk when you operate a platform that hosts content and speech, so my advice is to take all the help you can get.” In offering insurance, budgeting tools, and nonprofit status, Open Collective contrasted with the most common channel of funding used by fediverse admins, Patreon, which is a for-profit company that only provides a payment system. As Wood told me, joining Open Collective is “more of a partnership” with a fellow nonprofit organization.
However, I should note that, as of this writing, Open Collective’s underlying foundation, the Open Collective Foundation, is shutting down. This leaves the future of partnerships between fediverse instances and the Open Collective uncertain.18 Given how many fediverse instances relied on Open Collective as a nonprofit umbrella organization, if another, similar organization steps forward, many instance admins might choose to rely on it to gain some formal organizing structure.
Considering the uncertainty of Open Collective–style partnership, some Mastodon and fediverse instances have chosen to fully formalize their structure by incorporating as registered, standalone nonprofits. Chaos.social, a Mastodon instance with 6,000 active members, is registered in Germany as an eingetragener Verein (eV), an association or club, which is very common in German civil society. The admins of Chaos.social receive donations and regularly report on the status of their finances—as of this writing, they have budgeted well enough to have three years’ funding on hand for their server costs.19 Likewise, Ro (the founder of Playvicious.social and the Bad Space blocklist) hosts his new H-I.social instance as part of a US-based nonprofit organization he founded called Hueristic Instruments.20
Perhaps the most formalized organization in the Mastodon ecosystem is the Mastodon project itself, which registered in Germany as a gemeinnützige Gesellschaft mit beschränkter Haftung (gGmBH, or “nonprofit company with limited liability”) in 2021. Mastodon gGmBH trademarked the Mastodon name and logo, licenses the code, pays several developers to maintain the code, and operates the instances Mastodon.social and Mastodon.online. In 2024, Mastodon also formally incorporated as a nonprofit in the United States.21 On the broader fediverse, other projects are organized similarly. For example, the ActivityPub-enabled video-sharing system PeerTube is developed by Framasoft, a not-for-profit organization based in France.
Whereas a German eV association has minimal reporting requirements, gGmBHs and US nonprofits must offer detailed reports on their financial status. Mastodon is funded entirely by donations and grants. Perhaps unsurprisingly given the attention paid to Mastodon in the wake of Musk’s purchase of Twitter, donations to Mastodon gGmBH soared in late 2022, enabling Rochko to hire people, pay consultants for designs, and accept more salary for himself.22
With all this money flowing around the fediverse, can it be called a noncapitalist network? As economists who study noncapitalist practices note, just because there’s monetary exchange involved on the fediverse doesn’t make it a capitalist space. “With respect to the varieties of labour practices: money is not indicative of ‘capitalist’ relations between ‘the buyer’ and ‘the seller.’”23 Neither does the fact that many of them offer financial statements, showing income and expenditures, indicate that this is a capitalist system. Noncapitalist economies can include formal reporting and organization. Whether informal or formal, the distinction between the fediverse and corporate social media should be clear: Corporate social media fund themselves largely by selling commodified user attention to marketers and advertisers. Many Mastodon instances rely on donations or subscriptions from members—that is, if they are not simply gifts given from an admin to a membership. They are not turning their members’ attention into a commodity to be sold. Server funding on the fediverse is decidedly an alternative to corporate social media.


Mutual Aid
Another key noncapitalist economic practice on the fediverse is mutual aid. As a scholar of mutual aid defines it, “mutual aid is a form of political participation in which people take responsibility for caring for one another and changing political conditions, not just through symbolic acts or putting pressure on their representatives in government but by actually building new social relations that are more survivable.”24 In a sense, much of the fediverse is mutual aid. When someone runs a server as a service for others—regardless of whether they get donations to offset the costs—it is an act of mutual aid, allowing people to engage in social media outside the surveillance capitalist system. They are not depending on corporate social media to supply this channel of communication, nor are they hoping states regulate corporate social media’s excesses. Fediverse instance operators are actively building new social media relations.
Mutual aid is most explicit when people support each other during times of distress. I talked to a South Asian fediverse member who goes by the moniker EdenDestroyer. He actively posts using the #MutualAid hashtag on the fediverse. Working with several others, EdenDestroyer focuses on crowdfunding money to aid trans people who are looking to leave increasingly oppressive, anti-trans Southern US states, such as Florida. He has recruited people on the fediverse who have large followings to boost these posts.25 “Our work is necessary because we develop reach for people who do not have any reach, and who need it desperately,” EdenDestroyer told me. Since Mastodon and the fediverse eschew sorting algorithms in favor of a chronological timeline, EdenDestroyer’s strategy of using hashtags and asking for boosts is the most effective way for these posts to spread across the network.
The money raised through these campaigns helps trans folks pay their bills, look for jobs, and pay moving expenses to escape anti-trans environments. As EdenDestroyer told me, “The ‘mutual’ part of the ‘aid’ signifies the mutually agreed upon unconditional relationship between the donor and the aid asker.” The unconditional aspect is important. The slogan of mutual aid is “solidarity, not charity.” According to mutual aid scholars, this is because many charities pathologize the individuals who are being helped, demanding that in exchange for support, the recipients of charity conform to mainstream social values.26 In contrast, the approach taken by EdenDestroyer and his colleagues does not pathologize victims or demand that they change. Instead, pro-trans mutual aid posts focus on state-level oppression of the people being supported, not on some perceived failure of the people who live in those states. This reflects the mutual aid principle of “getting support in a context that sees the systems, not the people suffering in them, as the problem can help combat the isolation and stigma.”27
One person who is also active in #MutualAid campaigns is vanta rainbow black. She is a trans woman who herself has benefited from financial support from others, including during their own move from rural Florida to Seattle, Washington. In between their posts about her pirate radio station or her selfies modeling her handcrafted, black heart clothing, she boosts EdenDestroyer’s mutual aid posts. vanta finds the fediverse far more amenable to these noncapitalist posts. “On Facebook, most people would just call you a liar, or scammer, or some shit, if you tried posting a link to any sorta donation thingy,” she texted me via Signal messenger. In contrast, “on the fediverse, mutual aid posts are largely respected. People make posts with their donation links and such all the time, and I boost every single one I can find.”
This is not to say that no one on the fediverse harasses vanta for sharing mutual aid posts. But this is where blocking and defederation come into play. “What happens when people are shitty about it is, they get reported and put on #fediblock,” vanta texted me. “When instances ban people for making donation posts, those instances get widely defederated or pressured to change their rules. I’ve seen it happen quite a few times, lol!”
While vanta boosts mutual aid posts of others, she also asks for help, as well. Recently, she posted to the fediverse, asking for help in finding a job in Seattle, expressing their vulnerability as someone who is underemployed. Moments of vulnerability like this are common on the fediverse. They are symptomatic of noncapitalism: rather than projecting dominance and success (as is often the case among corporate social media influencers), fediverse members use vulnerability to build solidarity. As scholars of mutual aid argue, “being vulnerable, then, is not to be a passive recipient of aid, someone who needs a bit of free food in order to be an employable subject one again. It is a state of social possibility; of latent connectivity with others to create more just ways of organising communities.”28 Being openly vulnerable is a potent repudiation of capitalism, the system so many of us imagine is the only one possible. As James Baldwin puts it, “one can give nothing whatever without risking oneself. . . . If one cannot risk oneself, then one is incapable of giving.”29
vanta can risk herself and be vulnerable because their needs are not pathologized, and she can give back to the fediverse because her contributions are valued. As I will show in a later chapter, vanta will give back in a major way by organizing the #fedipact, an agreement among many fediverse instance admins to preemptively block Meta’s Threads as it appears on the ActivityPub network.
Like noncapitalist forms of server funding, fediverse-based mutual aid “exposes the failures of the current system and shows an alternative. It builds faith in people power and fights the demobilizing impacts of individualism and hopelessness-induced apathy.”30 Fediverse-based mutual aid does not demand that everyone get a job and stop asking for money. It does not blame people for their circumstances. Instead, people like EdenDestroyer and vanta black are building a noncapitalist system of funding and support for one another, an “alternative, politically motivated ideology of collective responsibility, co-operation and mutual survival.”31


Creative Economies
People have used corporate social media to promote themselves. This includes artists, writers, and musicians. They post notices about their work and engage with their fans. While this is a form of advertising, it is not the same as online behavioral advertising—it doesn’t rely on tracking people across the Internet, and it is on a personal, nonindustrial scale. It’s a form of self-promotion that artists rely on to ply their trade.
Like everyone else, though, artists’ promotional posts, as well as their creativity, are appropriated by corporate social media as freely given, attention-grabbing content.32 Artists see this as part of the deal—they make content that Facebook, Instagram, or Twitter/X uses to attract audiences, and the artists in turn can reach that audience.33 Can artists shift to the fediverse and make a living instead of being subjected to surveillance capitalism?
The answer is yes, but artists are also hedging their bets.
I spoke with David Revoy, a French digital artist who began his career doing portrait art in public on the streets of Avignon, France, in the 1990s. He transformed into a digital artist in the early 2000s, favoring open-source tools like Krita and Blender. Since 2014, he has been creating a popular webcomic series, Pepper&Carrot, a fantasy about the adventures of a young witch and her cat.34 The comic has been adapted into an animated show and is translated into over sixty languages.35
Revoy’s funding model is to crowdfund each issue of Pepper&Carrot, and to do that, he has relied on working in public on social media, posting frequently and sharing videos about his work. He sees this as replicating the street art approach of his Avignon days. “I really started as a street artist. . . . It’s a bit fundamental in the way that I work,” he told me. “I still have this feeling of public space.” Much like donation-driven Mastodon instances, Revoy seeks donations to support his art. “It’s not selling my service—it’s more like what all other artists in Avignon do. Doing a spectacle, and showing the art for the donation process.”
Initially, in the mid- to late 2000s, he used Twitter and Facebook for his public art method, sharing drawings and watercolors. However, as he told me, Twitter seemed to suppress his posts—to have his work seen, he felt he had to play to an opaque algorithm. “I began to feel like the game was deeply cheated on Twitter. That I could make all the effort to put the best artwork, to involve myself with the community” but still gain little traction in terms of followers or exposure. He also increasingly saw art on Twitter as being dominated by celebrating the latest Hollywood movie or video game. It “felt like on Twitter like artists [were] getting inspired by new, industrial movies or something, like a new game by Nintendo.” He suspects—but can’t confirm—that Twitter was using its algorithm to boost these posts for promotional purposes. Revoy detests this celebration of cultural commodities, he told me.
In 2017, some friends suggested he join Mastodon. When I asked him to compare being an artist on Twitter to being an artist on Mastodon, he simply said: “Mastodon: wow!” He says that Mastodon’s chronological, nonalgorithmic ordering approach means his posts are much more likely to be seen by his followers instead of being buried by posts celebrating the latest cultural commodity. He told his Twitter followers that they would get the same posts on Mastodon as they would on Twitter, and so many of them followed him to the fediverse. His follower count grew steadily, ensuring that the former street artist could have a large online public to create for. “With Mastodon, you get a fair opportunity to get your artwork in a sort of public place,” he told me. He eventually closed his Twitter account and now relies primarily on Mastodon for his street art–style public promotion of Pepper&Carrot.
Revoy’s art is also notable because he licenses much of it, including Pepper&Carrot, with permissive Creative Commons licenses, meaning others can reuse or modify his work without getting his explicit permission.36 While Revoy does sell his art, he also contributes it to a commons, where other artists can build on Revoy’s work. For example, voice artists and animators have revised Pepper&Carrot into an animated cartoon—and Revoy supported their choice to crowdfund that project, even though he did not receive money for it.37 Revoy’s use of Creative Commons reflects the ethos of much of the fediverse, which itself is built on permissive licenses, allowing people to use and modify its protocols and software.38 It also reflects a long-standing shift in digital media production, where the line between artist and audience is increasingly blurred.39
I also spoke to Jessica Rowbottom, a UK-based LGBTQ+ cabaret singer who performs a show called The Bleeding Obvious. In The Bleeding Obvious, Rowbottom intersperses piano-and-voice songs with anecdotes and comedy focusing on growing up queer in the United Kingdom.
Like many people, she ultimately stopped using Twitter after Musk’s takeover. “I’d been using Twitter extensively as a performer—less so personally, but certainly as a performer,” she told me. “I performed at [the Edinburgh Fringe Festival] in August, 2022, and a substantial amount of my marketing and promotional work of getting into people’s heads who were going to that particular festival” took place on Twitter. When Musk bought Twitter, she essentially stopped posting there.
But “losing Twitter was a massive thing for people, for a lot of us [performers],” she said. Her fellow performers have

certainly been seeing a massive difference as to how people are discovering shows without Twitter. I think that’s because of the algorithm, the Twitter algorithm, would put stuff in front of you. If you hashtagged something with #fringe, then it would shove it in front of other people, even if they haven’t specifically requested it.

Their experience replicates what many people have found on corporate social media: if someone is lucky enough to be graced by the content algorithm, they can get their posts promoted to wider and wider audiences. (For people like David Revoy, who said he wasn’t blessed by the algorithm, the feeling is of shouting into a void.)40
Musk’s Twitter takeover prompted Rowbottom to shift to the fediverse. She decided to self-host her own Mastodon server, blop.social. As a queer performer, she chose self-hosting for safety purposes—she didn’t want to be “at the whims of another Elon Musk” by trusting any other server to keep transmisic people away. In addition to doing all the work of running her own server, she also found the fediverse to be demanding for self-promotion. “Twitter is low-effort—or was,” she said. “The fediverse is effort. . . . You’ve got to go out and look and find your audience. . . . You’re building your own little hub system.” She likens this to pre-corporate social media promotional techniques: hanging up posters, calling people, telling people about upcoming performances. She recommends the fediverse to fellow performers—she just warns them that it is hard work.
However, Rowbottom also hedges her bets by posting to Facebook, Instagram, YouTube, and TikTok. Even despite the opacity and constant changes to sorting algorithms in corporate social media, she said, “getting stuff out there via organic reach is still a lot easier on Instagram and Facebook than it is on Mastodon and the wider fediverse in general” because the content may be algorithmically promoted to audience members. She does all the promotional work herself—“graphic design, duplication, getting stuff out there, driving around the country, making sure posters are put in the right place”—and so she’s willing to use multiple channels if it makes her promotional efforts go farther.
Indeed, Rowbottom is not alone in using multiple channels. Even though his main channel is Mastodon, David Revoy also maintains Instagram, Facebook, and YouTube accounts. Other artists I’ve talked to or observed do something similar. While it is possible to shift to the fediverse and make a living as an artist, the lure of promotional algorithms—predominantly designed to keep attention on corporate social media—keeps many artists active on corporate social media, even despite their many problems.
At least for creative work, resistance to surveillance capitalism (if not all of capitalism) remains difficult. This is not surprising, given that so much of today’s hustle culture of influencers, gig workers, and entrepreneurs using corporate social media reflects the underlying precarity of contemporary life in capitalism—a precarity that artists, who often do not have formal employment, understand and begrudgingly accept.41 Corporate social media has been built by profiting from the free labor of its users who create and pay attention to its content. Those who give their labor for free within digital media can hope for hypervalorization—that is, stardom and outsized rewards.42 They hope to be graced by algorithms so they can convert large audiences into cash.43 This is in large part what makes corporate social media so sticky for people who do precarious jobs.
But by shifting much of their focus to the fediverse, which does not rely on behavioral advertising, Rowbottom and Revoy have found that the fediverse has removed one intermediary between them and their audiences: content-shaping algorithms. Using the fediverse means that artists are not subject to the political economy of surveillance capitalism, which shapes audience taste through algorithmic boosting or deemphasis.44 Since fediverse instance operators have no interest in gathering data on who likes what and who is connected to whom nor interest in selling member attention to advertisers, there is no reason to use algorithms to boost particular posts or accounts (and, conversely, reduce the reach of others). This at least starts the process of challenging the dominance of corporate social media in the lives of creative people and creates some alternative space for artists to reach audiences online.45
While such algorithms worked for Rowbottom—she found it easier to reach people on Twitter or Instagram—they didn’t work for Revoy. Instead of offloading decisions about what is valuable to an algorithm, the fediverse simply relies on individual members to boost what they like. In the absence of an intervening, surveillance capitalist algorithm, artists like Rowbottom and Revoy thus have a chance to more directly connect with their audiences on the fediverse, who in turn have more channels to directly support them outside of the capitalist cultural industry.


The Cost of Noncapitalism: Burnout
The fediverse provides a key way to escape surveillance capitalism. Instead of being the product, alternative social media allows members—or, to put it more sharply, requires members—to be producers. Starting and funding servers through donations, boosting mutual aid posts, or promoting art for an audience instead of an algorithm takes a great deal of human effort.
While that work can be fulfilling, it can also take a toll. Asking for donations, managing servers, and selling art or tickets can grind people down. Donations can be an unreliable channel for server funding. Federated.Press’s Joshua Wood told me, “It’s really hard to actually get people to donate. I don’t think that’s unique to us. It’s something I’ve heard from most of the other admins I’ve talked to, and it’s a frequent topic in the fediverse.” This difficulty is compounded when umbrella organizations, such as Open Collective or Patreon, change policies or even shut down altogether.46 And while mutual aid posts are much more respected on the fediverse, they still can attract trolls who harass people asking for help. For musicians and artists who often do all their own promotion and booking, hustling on the fediverse is a tough gig. As Rowbottom told me, “You have to put more legwork in, and it’s difficult for the one-man bands now because of that.”
Adding to the anxiety, some of the most important work on the fediverse is largely uncompensated. As is well-documented by researchers and confirmed through many interviews I’ve conducted, community moderation is also a difficult, labor-intensive practice.47 Even with shared ethical values in a covenantal fediverse, and even on small community instances, moderation takes a great deal of difficult, emotional work. This work is often unpaid. In my observation, and based on interviews with admins and moderators, only a tiny fraction of fediverse moderators receive any payments. Socrates, the admin of Scholar.social, reported paying moderators on a case-by-case basis whenever he faced a tough decision and needed to consult with others. Eugen Rochko noted that moderators on Mastodon.social and Mastodon.online receive payments. But overall, the vast majority of fediverse content moderation is done by unpaid volunteers.
Mawr, the admin of a Mastodon instance called Plush.City, talked to me at length about the work of moderating an instance. Every day, Mawr starts by checking #fediblock, noting what instances or accounts are mentioned there. They also check the local timeline. She gets user reports and checks them against the very extensive blocklist on Plush.City. The bulk of the work is responding to reports. “To do it right requires communication,” they told me. But “you have no admin tools to let you communicate with other instance admins, or ways of keeping communication around an incident internal to that incident. You have to do all that manually. That takes time, organization, and a lot of spoons.”48 When there are internal conflicts between plush.city members, Mawr must do the very difficult, time-consuming work of resolving them. Such work takes a toll on people like Mawr.
Another area in which people predominantly volunteer their work is creating and maintaining the code that runs the fediverse. The free and open-source software (FOSS) code for Mastodon has involved the work of hundreds of people, and the vast majority of them are unpaid. As Rochko told me in our interview, it’s only been recently that the project has had enough donations to pay developers, and those developers are only a tiny fraction of the total number of people who contribute code. Mastodon’s history as a FOSS project is marked by moments when contributors argued they were not getting enough credit, some of whom have stopped contributing.49 It is also marked by demands that Mastodon implement this or that feature—features that can be contradictory—requiring its developers to make decisions that inevitably displease many of the software’s users. Mastodon joins the ranks of FOSS software projects that have seen people burn out because their contributions weren’t recognized or they couldn’t continue to handle the demands of their users.50
While many fediverse members engage in mutual aid and support one another, while server costs can be offset, and while artists might be able to promote themselves to audiences, the specter of burnout constantly haunts the fediverse. Such burnout has led to the closure of several Mastodon instances or moderators stepping back from active involvement (think back to Marcia X in a previous chapter). Burnout is even felt by someone who is one of the most financially well-supported, Eugen Rochko himself. “I don’t have a lot of reference points for when burnout begins and how to identify it,” he told me. “But if I had to just say, like, from my feelings, I would say that I have been struggling with burnout for the last two or three years, and still I’m pushing through it.” Since Mastodon gGmBH is both a FOSS development project and a manager of two large Mastodon instances, the stress on people like Rochko and the few other employees is tremendous. They must both attend to code development, deciding on which features to implement and how, while moderating instances with tens of thousands of people.51
Exacerbating his feeling of burnout, the existence of surveillance capitalist, for-profit social media gives Rochko a vision for how things could have been otherwise. He compares the financial rewards people like Facebook founder Mark Zuckerberg or Twitter cofounder Jack Dorsey have enjoyed for surveillance capitalism to the relatively meager donation funding the Mastodon gGmBH organization has received. “The people that I compete with, the people who own the competitors—Twitter, Facebook, and so on—they’re billionaires. They have so many resources. And they benefit personally from everything they do with the platforms.” Rochko does not enjoy such rewards, even after the recent growth of Mastodon.
However, while venture capitalists have repeatedly offered large amounts of money to the Mastodon project—particularly after Musk bought Twitter and there was a massive shift away from X—Rochko has refused to take the funding.52 Such a move would violate the core ethic of the project—it is nonsurveillance capitalist. Venture capital investors demand growth in revenues, and the dominant method of making money is selling user attention to marketers. Even Rochko’s most ardent critics express admiration for his refusal to accept venture capital.
As Rochko told me, despite burnout and the lack of financial rewards relative to corporate social media, “I’m still committed to working on this, because Mastodon means a lot to me. It is my creation, and I use it every day. It is the platform I use to get news, to get cat pictures, to post my own photography, for fun times.”


So, Who Pays?
Who pays for the fediverse? The answer is: all of those who create and participate in it. They donate, run instances, spend time moderating, contribute code, post, write codes of conduct, and read codes of conduct. Ordinary people discuss the wisdom of limiting or blocking other instances. They make connections to one another, share art, and buy art. They get into disputes over posts, fret over the future of the fediverse, ask for donations, and give donations. They shitpost, share memes, despair over the state of the world, and laugh with each other. They burn out and return.
Ordinary people do the work of making the covenantal fediverse run. Because this work is largely noncapitalist, one of the ethical values of the covenant is a rejection of surveillance capitalism. None of this work is being bought or sold by surveillance capitalist corporations. Despite capitalism and the defeatist idea that everything must be commodified to exist, the covenantal fediverse stands as an alternative.
While burnout is a possible outcome of social media outside surveillance capitalism, the fediverse’s noncapitalist approach is viable. Instances such as Mastodon.social, Scholar.social, and CloudIsland.nz have been on the ActivityPub-based fediverse since its earliest days and are (as of this writing) still going. When instances shut down, their members can move to other servers. Mutual aid posts are now accepted on the covenantal fediverse. Artists continue to share their work.
All of this noncapitalist creativity and activity is sure to draw attention. In fact, none other than Meta, the owner of Facebook and Instagram and the world’s largest social media corporation, is now experimenting with ActivityPub-based federation. Can the fediverse remain noncapitalist after Meta shows up? I will turn to that question soon.
But first, there is one material and economic aspect of the fediverse that I must address: the role of digital media in the climate crisis.
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What do we expect to find at the end of the infinite scroll? You’ve seen people doing this—swiping up on their phones while on corporate social media sites Twitter/X, TikTok, Instagram, or YouTube shorts. Maybe you’ve done it, too. You get through a post, you scroll down, there’s another, then another, then another.

Swipe, swipe, swipe. What’s at the end? With billions of people posting content to corporate social media, it seems that there is no end to the infinite scroll. As researchers report, users feel “caught in a loop” as they passively scroll through content—this is another attention-demanding aspect of corporate social media.1

Corporate social media are invested in the scroll appearing to be infinite. They operate on a logic of infinite growth. Meta, the parent company of Instagram, Facebook, and Whatsapp, triumphantly reported growth in monthly active users to its investors in 2022.2 According to Forbes, Instagram is poised to surpass TikTok in 2023, which itself has seen its userbase grow rapidly in the past few years.3 Not to be outdone, Google reports that YouTube Shorts (their answer to TikTok videos) is rapidly growing.4

That’s a lot of content to scroll through.

Growth, it seems, is an unadulterated good. Economists who study the life cycle of corporations argue there is a “growth imperative,” where, to put it bluntly, the organizations must endlessly grow or they will die.5 Corporate social media are no different. The infinite scroll becomes a synecdoche for capitalism: endless expansion, weightless media, and boundless energy.

Infinite growth is an impossible fantasy, however. We live in a finite, material universe. There must be an end to the infinite scroll. All posts on social media must be physically stored somewhere. Corporate social media users are invited to think that our data lives on an ephemeral “cloud,” but that only hides materiality: “the cloud” is a shorthand for server farms—collections of thousands of computers.6 The infinite scroll of corporate social media relies on these server farms, which are comprised of material “coils of coaxial cables, fiber optic tubes, cellular towers, air conditioners, power distribution units, transformers, water pipes, computer servers . . . flows of electricity, water, air, heat, metals, minerals, and rare earth elements.”7 Compounding the problem, these huge server farms, which often are water-cooled, have been built in desert environments, including the Western United States, which has been struggling through a water crisis.8

The devices people use to infinitely scroll are also material. Smartphones and many computers run on batteries, which rely on lithium, cobalt, and nickel mined out of the ground. The plastics used in their construction come from fossil fuels. While device manufacturers pump out new versions of laptops, phones, and tablets every year, inviting consumers to toss out their current devices in favor of the new, the underlying resource infrastructure manufacturers rely on is rapidly dwindling. The devices we toss out often end up in e-waste dumps, with impoverished people burning them to extract some of their raw materials—poisoning themselves with toxic gasses in the process.9

We’re also at the point where e-waste is littering space. According to the European Space Agency, there are an estimated 130 million space debris objects orbiting above us.10 Given that much of that material in space has to do with communications infrastructure, our infinite scroll is also filling up the very skies above our heads.

Taken as a whole, the infinite scroll is not just a synecdoche for capitalism; it’s a synecdoche for the climate crisis and environmental injustice. Because of the climate crisis, which is causing more and more weather disasters from flooding to hurricanes to wildfires, we must consider the role of digital media. The climate-altering properties of digital media are “an urgent problem. Effectively addressing them will mean disrupting the aesthetic and operational norms of some of the largest corporations on earth.”11 These corporations produce the slick, shiny interfaces of the infinite scroll to distract us from “violent infrastructural practices of material extraction at the very foundation of technological infrastructure and its sustained maintenance.”12

There must be an end to the infinite scroll. And there must be something better once we put it to its end.

Since the fediverse is an open system, one run predominantly in a noncapitalist manner, it is possible fediverse members can shape it in new ways, allowing them to engage in social media while reducing the impact of digital media on the climate. Two related groups of cutting-edge thinkers—degrowth thinkers and solarpunks—are experimenting with the fediverse now, looking to mitigate how digital media contribute to the climate disaster. These academics, activists, and artists are taking advantage of the fact that the fediverse is under ordinary people’s control and are exploring ways to radically reduce its impact on climate emissions. Taken together, degrowth and solarpunk provide multiple ways to counter the fantasy of the infinite scroll.

Degrowth
Aral Balkan is one half of the Small Technology Foundation. Like the name implies, Small Tech is opposed to Big Tech’s obsession with growth.
As a child growing up in Malaysia and Turkey in the 1980s, Balkan was lucky: he grew up with a personal computer. It was an IBM PC, and it was his, he told me. He learned the coding language BASIC on it, he played games, and he made his own games. His power over the PC was so complete that he accidentally burned it to the ground by installing an incompatible hardware device. (He has since learned his lesson, he told me, and has not set fires to any other computers.)
In our conversation, he argued that, since his childhood, computation has shifted away from our control over personal devices and toward distant, monopolistic centers—including corporate social media. Instead of having control over our own computers, Balkan says we have ceded that control to centralized systems whose definition of success is endless growth. “What we’re doing is incentivizing the growth of these centers,” he told me. “That’s how we end up with the monopolies that we have today—the silos, the Facebooks, the Twitters, the Snapchats.” These companies promote a fantasy of infinity. “The success criteria for big tech is: how can this entity get as large as it can and keep growing at infinite scale?” For Balkan, who recognizes the environmental impact of corporate social media, such growth is a “euphemism for the extinction” of the world.
It’s time, Balkan and the Small Tech Foundation argue, to degrow things like corporate social media. Degrowth is a way of thinking that counters years of capitalist fantasies of infinite growth. Writing in The Economist, Susan Paulson states that the objectives of degrowth are “to reduce the quantity of material and energy that wealthy economies use, to curb cultural and personal obsessions with growth, and to reorient societies around care and equitable well-being.”13 Degrowth economists have identified several industries that are particularly wasteful, including fossil fuels, meat and dairy, fast fashion, aviation, and advertising.14
Advertising—specifically behavioral advertising—is central to corporate social media. Harvard professor Shoshana Zuboff popularized “surveillance capitalism” as a label for behavioral advertising.15 Balkan uses a more brutal term: people farming. Like any cattle, he argues we are farmed by corporate social media. And such farming is wasteful. “Facebook expends so much energy farming you, and analyzing you, and trying to manipulate you, and running its global ad system . . . that’s wasting energy,” Balkan told me. “Well, it’s not wasting it, as far as they’re concerned, because they’re making money. But it’s wasting it as far as you’re concerned, because you just want to have a conversation with someone.” We believe we’re having a simple conversation through corporate social media, he argues, but behind the screen is a complex and energy-intensive surveillance machine dedicated to selling user data to marketers.
If eradicating the wasteful industry of behavioral advertising is a degrowth principle, then the fediverse might well already qualify as a degrowth medium. In keeping with their noncapitalist approach, fediverse software developers, admins, and members have explicitly refused to implement behavioral advertising technologies. This is why Balkan has actively engaged with the fediverse. Social media that does not use behavioral advertising is necessarily less energy-intensive.
Admins who install fediverse software, such as Mastodon, Lemmy, Pixelfed, or PeerTube, install tools to facilitate conversations, including interfaces for members to speak to one another, moderation tools to help moderators enforce their codes of conduct, and algorithms to help their instances federate. What is not installed are all the other accouterments of people farming: software to collect what instance members are saying and doing and algorithms to pick apart what they are saying to build consumer profiles of them. Most importantly, admins installing fediverse technologies won’t install the true user interface of surveillance capitalism: the bidding systems through which marketers and advertisers can purchase instance members’ attention.16
There is more inherent degrowth on the fediverse than just refusing behavioral advertising. Many fediverse instance admins do something that may seem somewhat bewildering: they lock down their registration pages. They don’t want to grow. Some admins allow new members to sign up by applying for a spot—that way, they can vet would-be members. Others won’t ever allow anyone to sign up. Called “instances of one,” their sole member is the person who set them up. As a “small is beautiful” advocate, it’s not surprising that Aral Balkan runs such an instance. And while his instance only consists of him, he still can reach many people on the fediverse: he follows almost 9,000 other accounts and has over 40,000 followers.
Limited sign-ups on corporate social media seem almost unimaginable. Corporate social media are often publicly traded companies, beholden to their investors, who demand growth quarter after quarter. Investor-driven thinking leads to what philosopher Bernard Stiegler calls “short circuiting”: the overriding emphasis on short-term profits.17 For corporate social media, this means finding more and more people to sign up, intensifying their engagement—or simply spinning up new services to gain more users.18
In contrast, on the fediverse, staying small is a common practice. It helps instance admins in many ways: it makes moderation easier and keeps maintenance costs down. Multiple admins told me they keep their instances small so they could be more easily moderated, citing the labor intensity of moderation at larger scales. If an instance stays relatively small and moderates well, it’s far more likely to be widely federated.
Right out of the box, the way people are using the fediverse holds great potential to degrow the growth logics long associated with social media. However, there is one area in which the fediverse is often in line with the same energy-intensive practices of its corporate counterparts: its reliance on the cloud.


Clouds Are Hard to Dissipate
During that influx of former Twitter users fleeing during the Elon Musk takeover, when hundreds of thousands of people signed up for Mastodon in late 2022, I heard the same thing from many instance admins: we must scale up our servers. We need more CPUs, more RAM, more storage. Cloud providers were more than happy to oblige.
A 2019 research paper illustrates how this works. A majority of fediverse instances run on commercial cloud services, such as Amazon’s AWS, Cloudflare, Sakura, Digital Ocean, or OVH.19 The benefits of using commercial cloud services are many: they tend to be easy to set up, with prepackaged, one-click options. (I built my first Mastodon instance, an instance-of-one, using a Digital Ocean one-click process.) Instead of maintaining server hardware locally, the cloud service does the job. If an admin faces a massive uptick in traffic, the cloud service allows for easy upgrading of hardware. This is precisely what Mastodon and other fediverse admins require during waves of new members.
There are four shortcomings of concentrated use of Amazon and Cloudflare. First, it is a major flaw in the attempt to make the fediverse noncentralized. While instances are run by admins in a noncentralized manner, from the perspective of where they are physically hosted, the fediverse is far more centralized than not. A map found at the Fediverse Observer shows inordinate concentration of instances in major cities. This is not just a function of the cities having more people willing to try out the fediverse; it’s a function of where data centers are located.20
Second, the use of Amazon and Cloudflare could also be a violation of the ethical covenant many fediverse instances adhere to, since these are corporations with poor reputations for their antiunion activities or willingness to host conspiracy theorists.21 Related to this, a third shortcoming is that the heavy use of cloud services grates against the noncapitalist practices of the fediverse. Most cloud services are massive, for-profit enterprises, and when fediverse admins pay their cloud service bills with donated money, they are transferring those donations out of the noncapitalist fediverse into a decidedly for-profit sector.
Fourth, and most relevant here, the fediverse’s use of cloud services simply replicates the same problem posed by server farms in general: their environmental impact is tremendous. If the fediverse merely repeats the corporate social media server farm structure, it could amplify the ecological problems wrought by corporate social media. Setting up the fediverse in this way would work against degrowth and only contribute to the climate disaster.
Part of the problem stems from a now unquestioned assumption we have about cloud services: they are always available. Another degrowth thinker, Roel Roscam Abbing, a Dutch PhD student working on a dissertation about the fediverse, knows what’s to blame for the always-on mentality: the number 9. Specifically, among network infrastructure engineers, the more 9s, the better. A network that’s available 99.9% of the time is better than one only up 99% of the time.22 Better still is one that’s up 99.99% of the time. All it takes is more resources—more energy sources, more redundant computer server infrastructure, more cooling capacity. This all sounds simple enough, but very soon network services run into a sort of Zeno’s Paradox of Reliability: each subsequent 9 requires exponentially more and more resources. As Roscam Abbing writes, “availability is not only predicated on energy availability but also the availability of other system components. Therefore it will also require a redundancy of upstream network connections, server hardware and additional monitoring infrastructure.”23
Facebook and Twitter want users to be able to log on and infinitely scroll and post at any time. To achieve such reliability, however, requires massive amounts of energy and hardware—they regularly cycle through hardware, draw power off energy grids, and use water to keep their systems cool. Cloud storage facilities might seek to use renewable resources, contracting with power companies to use wind or solar power. However, the quest for 9s requires them to have a fallback. “To guard against a power failure, [server farms] further rely on banks of generators that emit polluting diesel exhaust.”24 In fact, some of the biggest manufacturers of data center generators are Cat and Cummings, companies that normally invoke visions of big, diesel-smoke belching machines, not light and airy digital media apps.
Ultra-high reliability is why the Twitter wave prompted many admins to quickly scale up their cloud servers. Twenty years of corporate social media have conditioned people to expect an always-on experience—even from alternatives, like Mastodon and the fediverse. As people move from services like Twitter to the fediverse, they expect whatever instance they join to be reliably on, all day long. When choosing between running a server in one’s home—where one can’t guarantee the power will always be on, or the computer will always function—versus running a social media service on Amazon, many instance admins choose the latter. This is a recipe for more centralization in cloud services—a direct repudiation of the fediverse’s goal of noncentralization.
Degrowth thinkers like Balkan and Roscam Abbing have rigorously diagnosed the problems of corporate social media: the use of behavioral advertising, the obsession with growth, and the always-on mentality. While people on the fediverse might be resistant to behavioral advertising, and while many fediverse admins resist growth for growth’s sake, the fediverse does rely on the cloud to be always on.
Degrowing federated social media will require cutting through clouds and imagining futures past the current way of thinking, finding alternatives to the dominant, corporate social media approach. Here, fediverse members turn to science fiction.


Solarpunks
In the face of the climate disaster—in the face of more intense storms, lengthened wildfire seasons, droughts, climate refugees, and rising seas—grief and despair are common responses.25 Hope seems to be in short supply. This is where solarpunk shines. “We’re solarpunks because the only other options are denial or despair,” declares one manifesto.26 Solarpunks can be found on the fediverse at Mastodon instances such as Sunbeam.city and Solarpunk.moe and the Lemmy instance SLRPNK.net, whose members share news and ideas about futures beyond the climate crisis.
Solarpunk originated in Brazilian science fiction in the early 2010s.27 Unlike cyberpunk or other punk science fiction genres, solarpunk is not dystopian. Appearing in anthologies, solarpunk stories feature people shedding unnecessary possessions, using tree root networks to communicate, or teaching children new ways of relating to the land.28 Solarpunk is marked by people doing the hard work of rebuilding the world. They are not analogues for contemporary people with climate grief. They are future selves who don’t mourn—they organize to overcome the ecological damage we are wreaking now. They are our best future selves. “The work is never finished,” says one character. “But at least it is begun.”29
As should be clear, this genre of science fiction is “an uprising of hope against the daily despair that these times bring.”30 It’s unabashedly about porvir otimista—an optimistic future where inventors and activists work together to create independent, sustainable communities that aren’t bent to the will of global capitalism.31 As fediverse member and software artist Marloes de Valk told me, we need to live “post-depair,” “knowing and understanding the complexity and depth of the trouble we are facing (climate crisis and interlinked oppressions and injustices), thus knowing how unlikely it is that the tide can be turned quickly enough, yet refusing to do nothing.”
I spoke with T. X. Watson, the author of a solarpunk short story and former editor of a solarpunk webzine. For Watson, solarpunk is speculation about the near future. Instead of envisioning a far-off future (and thus skipping the revolution), Watson’s approach to solarpunk is to ask: “What do people who are alive now need to be envisioning as part of the choices they will make in their lives in order to be in progress toward a world we would like to live in?” What steps are possible now to mitigate the climate disaster and bring about justice?
Watson’s story, “The Boston Hearth Project,” illustrates their perspective well.32 In the story, a group of activists commandeer a building that was designed to be its own self-contained biome. Instead of functioning as a hotel for the wealthy, the activists transform it into a homeless shelter. “The Boston Hearth Project” is the sort of hopeful speculative fiction solarpunk is known for: reimagining the functions of spaces, standing up against the twinned forces of capitalism and the state, and deploying green technologies to address social and economic injustices. It is a story of life beyond contemporary greenwashing in favor of ecologically sound technologies used for justice.
Porvir otimista is not just simply a sunny disposition. It also addresses a shortcoming of degrowth thinking. As its name implies, “degrowth” is antigrowth. While entirely necessary in times of climate disaster, even degrowth thinkers admit that the idea does not get a lot of traction, particularly in the world of politics. As the authors of a degrowth article published in Nature admit, “growth is often treated as an arbiter of political success. Few leaders dare to challenge [gross domestic product] growth.”33 As Roscam Abbing told me in an interview, whenever he talks about degrowth, people are put off. “You don’t make friends with it. You need to constantly defend it. You don’t inspire people with it.” As much as we need degrowth, we don’t want it, he told me. Growth has been associated with goodness for so long, it is difficult to imagine an alternative.
In contrast, the value of speculative, optimistic science fiction—solarpunk, or related projects, like Afro-Futurism—lies in describing the beneficial world after degrowth.34 This genre of speculative fiction has inspired people on the fediverse, with solarpunk instances Solarpunk.moe and Sunbeam.city hosting environmentalists on the network. Sunbeam.city is notable for its members’ experimentation with collective governance structures and noncapitalist funding—it has been a member of the umbrella Open Collective nonprofit. As its admin, Liaizon Wakest, told me, Sunbeam.city’s vision of solarpunk is “an anticapitalist future that also integrates technology and reuse and ecology and nature.” On solarpunk instances, the goal isn’t technological asceticism—rather, it is a new integration of communication technologies into a post–fossil fuel future.
Solarpunk’s roots in science fiction make it a future-oriented vision, a speculation about “worlds where social ecology, democratic technology, and solar, wind, and tidal energy are crucial elements for collective well-being.”35 It is also about the past. Solarpunk authors look to lost, obsoleted, or forgotten premodern, precapitalist technologies and practices to rethink current ways of life. Indigenous ways of relating to each other, to the Earth, and to energy are particular sources of inspiration. Thus, solarpunk’s future involves a return to what was before—before capitalism’s fantasy of infinite growth.
Solarpunks want this future now, T. X. Watson told me. This is his main argument for the value of speculative fiction. It’s about what can be done in the near future, “what we can do now to build a near-term, better system,” Watson told me. Solarpunks see the capacity to solve today’s problems—it’s shining up in the sky, it’s in Indigenous ways of knowing, it’s in the hope of children rejecting the destructive patterns of past generations.


Adventures in Sunshine and Degrowth
A question remains: How? While solarpunk can help imagine a new world and inspire people to act, we need actual experiments and practices that can help bring about the sunny, postcapitalist, postinfinity world of the solarpunk. Here is the limit of speculative science fiction. Speculation is one thing; real-world implementation is another. This is one reason why degrowth thinking is valuable, because degrowth scholars are doing patient, empirical work to show the impacts of capitalism on the environment. Roscam Abbing, for example, identified the problem of the always-on quest for 9s. In doing so, he and other degrowth thinkers have identified where the damage is happening.
Once again, the people developing, running, and participating in the fediverse have an opportunity to shape noncentralized social media as an alternative to corporate social media. If the fediverse is noncentralized in terms of its governance, then can it be noncentralized in terms of its underlying use of energy? Can its members wrest control back from corporate social media and from cloud computing companies? Could a solarpunk future be implemented, at least in part, on the fediverse? And can that aid in degrowing social media?
Enter environmental and media scholar Anne Pasek. Drawing on both degrowth thinking and solarpunk optimism, she’s experimenting with a new fediverse instance in her Trent University lab. She told me she’s inspired by solarpunk’s “optimism, DIY, spunkiness, and . . . technical grit.” She values solarpunk’s speculative vision. As she declared in an article written with several colleagues, “We desire a solarpunk Internet!”36 However, she is also deeply engaged in the academic realm of degrowth analysis, publishing research papers that explore concrete ways we can reduce the growth logics of information technologies.37 She mixes sunny hope and sober analysis: “What I am trying to do might be to reinvigorate some of the utility of thinking a little more carefully with those material constraints in making these sort of speculative cultural probes.”
Pasek is a living embodiment of the solarpunk manifesto: instead of despairing at the climate disaster, she’s chosen porvir otimista. Echoing Balkan’s emphasis on Small Tech and Watson’s call for near-term speculation, Pasek looks for human-scale solutions to environmental problems. She currently uses a solar-powered Raspberry Pi (a small device that is less power-hungry than most consumer devices) for her own personal data storage, and she sees this as a local, small act of coping in the Anthropocene. She described to me how she cares for her solar-powered server—brushing snow off a solar panel, installing a tiny cooling fan on the Pi—engaging in “small rituals of care I can offer up to a burning world.”38
Similarly, her experiment with the fediverse is to construct an instance that runs on a Raspberry Pi and connect it to solar panels, and thus do for social media what she’s done for her personal server: attempt to move past the fossil fuel industry and the dependence on the cloud. Can efforts like hers scale to the level of millions or billions of people sharing posts, liking, boosting? If so, what would that look like? Would it truly change our current obsession with the infinite scroll?
The challenges here are huge. For one thing, there is a glaring problem: the sun sometimes does not shine. Not only does it go behind clouds on occasion; it also goes below the horizon for hours on end.
We can find some answers to this challenge from Roscam Abbing and what he calls “degrowth-inspired heuristics.” Like Pasek, Roscam Abbing also has direct experience with solar-powered websites: he helped transition Low Tech Magazine, an online magazine, to be completely powered by the sun.39 Low Tech Magazine’s articles include examinations of the climate impact of the bicycle industry, ways to heat a home in winter, and many articles on solar panels. What’s most remarkable about Low Tech Magazine is that it is a fully solar-powered website. Based in Barcelona, Spain, Low Tech Magazine currently runs on a 30-watt solar panel and a 168-watt-hour lead-acid battery.40 The server is an Olimex computer, which is a single-board, ARM-based system with 1 GB of RAM—very similar to the Raspberry Pi computer Pasek is experimenting with.
Low Tech Magazine might help chart out a different fediverse. Visitors to solar.lowtechmagazine.com see a warning: “This is a solar-powered website, which means it sometimes goes offline.” Even with a battery, Low Tech sometimes runs out of power. “We’re OK with less uptime,” Roscam Abbing says. Instead of the obsession with 9s and always being on, he said, Low Tech Magazine embraces the fact that its solar power/battery power system will sometimes be unavailable.
Pasek is thinking about social media as solar-powered. As Pasek told me, solar-powered social media would mean “living with different energy rhythms and therefore different social ones.” Her experimental fediverse instance may be “up or down based on the intermittency of solar power. So, in the night, we might not be able to doomscroll!” We may not always be able to log on. This is a direct violation of the always-ons, more 9s mentality Roscam Abbing diagnosed. This might scare away some people—Pasek notes that only “weirdos” might want such a social media system. But given that the fediverse has been made by marginalized people who rethink what social media could be, there may be enough “weirdos” to rethink the always-on mentality, too. Intermittent social media that is tied to the rhythms of the sun could promote a new way of relating to our technology—diurnal scrolling, nocturnal logging off.
Another challenge Pasek identifies is storage. “In order to have a low-powered server, it will probably be a small device which will not have infinite storage on it,” she said. “Folks might expect that their posts or at least their images get deleted after a certain number of days, or there might be a smaller upload cap than your average instance.” Media files—images, video, and audio—are particularly storage-intensive, and if the goal is to reduce the energy requirements of social media, we must do something about them.
Once again, Low Tech Magazine and degrowth heuristics offer guides. Since images take up a great deal of storage space and server bandwidth, Roscam Abbing and his colleagues chose a now obsolete compression technique of dithering to reduce their size. Dithering reduces the informational content of the image, making it a smaller file size.41 At the same time, it introduces informational noise into the image that our eyes interpret as depth and detail. The result in Low Tech Magazine is stylized, print magazine-style images, reminiscent of halftone printing techniques. However, the aesthetic is not the only point: the point is about managing media files.
Pasek is also thinking about aesthetics and ways to manage media. “As someone who, once upon a time, was an art historian, I am really interested in these questions about how our aesthetic experiences and norms, particularly around technological fidelity, are part of those projects of community formation.” Solarpunk’s method of taking inspiration from history comes into play here. “The extent to which we could look to the past for models for the future and have that be a question of aesthetic definition,” she says. Resisting the growth of media file size—think of the obsession with high-definition images and video—might mean returning to more emphasis on text as a worldmaking medium, much as people did on Web forums in the 1990s. In addition, a solar-powered fediverse would also likely mean changing people’s expectations about the availability and resolution of media, Pasek argued.
Pasek’s experiment is in the early stages, and it could fail. However, she told me that failure is an option. Her careful, analytical work will produce new, empirical insights into the material weight of the fediverse, exposing more areas in which the environmental impacts of these systems could be reduced.
This is where degrowth thinking, with its roots in empirical, ecologically informed economics, helps mitigate one of the shortcomings of solarpunk. Solarpunk’s sunny disposition can easily be co-opted by capitalism, the very system degrowth thinkers argue is destroying the planet. Roscam Abbing alerted me to a recent example happening in Berlin: Meat Utopia, a solarpunk exhibition of artificial intelligence (AI)-generated art depicting a solarpunk future—a future sponsored by the transnational corporation Unilever.42 This is the danger of a purely aesthetic approach to solving social problems, Roscam Abbing told me. The corporate appropriation of solarpunk is bankrupt, “like a real estate developer’s vision of corporate sustainability.”
While solarpunk’s optimism could be easily sold back to people in the form of t-shirts and bad art, degrowth’s dour antigrowth stance and insistence on empirical data can help ground speculation about the post–fossil fuel future. As Sunbeam.city’s admin Liaizon Wakest told me, “One of the positives of being against something is that it is a little bit harder to rebrand.” But this relationship goes both ways. The sunny speculation of the solarpunk is a good antidote from the oppositional approach degrowth often takes. As Pasek notes, we need both opposition and speculation. We need “a diversity of tactics—agonistic politics about resisting the things we don’t want, and then a more generative, experimental and creative . . . building things we might enjoy but don’t yet know to expect.”


The Point Is to Change It
Pasek’s experiment is one example of imagining and implementing a fediverse beyond the failed vision of the infinite scroll. For his part, Roscam Abbing has been active with a fediverse server called Lurk. To reduce the server’s storage footprint, the Lurk admins regularly delete media files—much as Pasek is contemplating doing with her solar-powered fediverse experiment. Likewise, Aral Balkan’s Small Web project seeks to make small, personal websites that allow people to communicate via shared protocols. Think of this as implementing instances-of-one on a wide and easy-to-use scale. Sunbeam.city is working on collective governance structures to implement the political structures that degrowth thinkers call for: “forms of decision-making that are decentralized, small-scale and direct.”43
Unlike corporate social media and the infinite scroll, the fediverse is open for experimentation. There are innovations possible with fediverse technologies that are not possible on corporate social media. This is a strong counterargument against those who look at federated, noncentralized, democratically controlled social media and say, “It’s too complicated. Give me the infinite scroll!” As Wakest, the Sunbeam admin, told me, “I think a lot of the complications that are exposed in the fediverse are complications that should actually be exposed. I don’t think making it easy and removing a lot of those complications is actually the direction [we should go in].” The fediverse exposes complications of social media—including its materiality—in ways that corporate social media refuses to do. Fediverse members are taking advantage of the complications to imagine, and build, a less energy-intensive future.
It is possible that solar-powered fediverse instances will help us past the climate crisis. But this cannot be assumed. Much more work needs to be done, and it will require a mix of degrowth’s materialist analysis with solarpunk’s speculative idealism. As solarpunk author T. X. Watson told me, we cannot indulge in either pessimism or optimism. “In order to motivate a person to take action to pursue an outcome they care about, you need them to believe it’s possible for the thing to happen. So they can’t be pessimists about it,” said Watson. But we also “need them to believe it’s possible for the thing to not happen. Because otherwise, why would you bother doing work? If something is inevitable, you don’t need to try to make it happen.” The point is to do the work of altering social media so that it does not contribute to the climate disaster.
This is a call for researchers: as both Pasek and Roscam Abbing have shown, there is a need for analysis of the environmental impact of the fediverse. It would be unwise to settle for naive triumphalism that the fediverse will inevitably be better than corporate social media when it comes to ecological impacts. Researchers should document if solar-powered instances even result in a net benefit. Researchers also should address the e-waste problem by finding ways to run social media servers on recycled and reused technologies. Or, perhaps the solarpunk/degrowth innovations of reducing media file size, slowing the rhythms of social media, and cutting out ad tech are enough to reduce the carbon impact of the fediverse, even if many fediverse servers remain hosted by cloud services. The fediverse’s openness aids in our ability to research and document climate experiments.
This is also a call to artists and others who imagine different futures. As solarpunks argue, we need to believe something better is possible. Solarpunk-style speculative fiction can help fediverse members imagine and map out new, ecologically just ways to relate to information technologies. This can include other, fellow speculative fictions, such as Indigenous science fiction and Afro-Futurism.
As Sunbeam.city’s admin Wakest puts it,

Something like the fediverse, something that molecularizes the different parts as opposed to it being a multinational corporation that you’re dealing with is the only path forward for making something positive. If the network is made by people and not corporations, and also the standards are interoperable . . . there can be groups of people who pave the way to using just reclaimed power and dumpstered electronics to move all their communication on that. . . . That’s not possible in a centralized network. The ability to have a path forward doesn’t even exist in a centralized approach. So that gives me hope in federated, decentralized spaces—even if they have the same potential for wasteful, exploitative resource use.

If degrowth thinkers and solarpunks are successful in transforming the fediverse into a greener technology, the covenantal fediverse could put an end to the infinite scroll.
Unless, that is, the infinite scroll puts an end to the covenantal fediverse. The world’s largest social media company, Meta, is coming to the fediverse. I turn to that next.
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vanta rainbow black realized she had to do something. It was early June 2023. Meta—the world’s biggest social media corporation, the owner of Facebook, Instagram, and WhatsApp, and worth US$500 billion—had announced its latest project: Threads, a Twitter-like microblogging service. And Meta’s Threads was going to join the fediverse.

vanta wasn’t surprised by this announcement. Rumors about Threads had been swirling for months. On March 10, 2023, word leaked out that Meta was building an ActivityPub-compliant, Twitter-like social media system that would allow Instagram users to post text messages.1 At the time, details were scarce—including the name of the eventual product.2 But by mid-year, more details emerged. A screenshot of Threads appeared online in June, showing a mockup of a Threads-to-Mastodon conversation.3 Meta started meeting with several fediverse instance admins under a nondisclosure agreement.4

vanta black appeared in a previous chapter. As I mentioned then, vanta is a mutual aid practitioner, not only asking for help on the fediverse but giving it. The announcement that Meta was going to enter the fediverse prompted them to give back to the network she loves. She decided they would lead the charge to block Threads, creating the #fedipact hashtag in mid-June. Much like #fediblock and #isolateGab, this was a hashtag campaign on the fediverse, used to organize anti-Meta admins and members. vanta also built a website to collect the names of instances that pledged to preemptively and fully block Meta’s Threads. As of this writing, nearly 800 admins have signed the fedipact—vanta black awards each of them a black heart emoji.5 In addition, while they haven’t signed the fedipact, dozens more instances have also publicly announced their intention to block Threads.6

For vanta, blocking Threads is a means to protect the covenantal fediverse, a place she feels at home. “I found the community to be such an amazing place that was so accepting and helped me come to terms with my gender and all that,” they Signaled me. “I wouldn’t be the person I am today without that place lol.” Partially, this is due to how admins and moderators have focused on the well-being of marginalized members. The fediverse’s “distributed community moderation makes weeding out things like transphobia easier,” vanta said, “and the Mastodon server covenant explicitly forbids transphobia and such so all but the most defederated of instances also do. Even if one doesn’t adhere to that specific covenant, the bar was set higher from the start with the general vibe of the place. That’s why I’m so worried about Threads lowering [the bar].”

vanta’s concerns about Meta’s poor moderation against transphobia come from personal experience. “I was on Facebook for years upon years since like the 7th grade lmao,” she Signaled me. But as they struggled with mental health issues, and later a gender transition, she found Facebook users to be cruel. “After I came out, there were people sending suicide guides my way and shit lol,” they told me. “And there’s all sorts of pages posting transphobic memes daily, the kind of hateful stuff that gets people killed.” As she writes on the About page of the fedipact, when she reported these things to Facebook’s moderation system, she learned Meta would “do goddamn nothing” about them.7 The stark contrast between Meta moderation and fediverse moderation is a major factor in vanta’s call for blocking Threads.

In addition to content moderation concerns, those who sign the #fedipact or otherwise pledge to block Meta cite many other reasons for doing so.8 vanta’s fedipact site sums up several: “that time they helped facilitate a genocide. that time they helped try to rig an election. that time they did creepy behavioral experimentation on their users.”9 Others have cited news stories about how Meta abuses and exploits underpaid content moderators.10 Still others cite Instagram’s documented harms to young women’s self-images.11 Others point to Facebook and Instagram’s algorithmic boosting of dangerous conspiracy theories.12 Others point to Meta’s hypocrisy in banning hate speech but selling ad space to white supremacists.13 Still others cite Meta’s practice of surveillance capitalism. For those who have signed the #fedipact, Meta has a long-standing history as a bad actor.

I happen to agree. Full disclosure: the instance I am helping run, AoIR.social, is signatory number six on the fedipact. We have earned a black heart on vanta’s website.

AoIR.social is an instance for members of the Association of Internet Researchers, an academic group that has been producing cutting-edge scholarship about digital media for over two decades. When I first heard the rumors mid-2023 that Meta might join the fediverse, I polled the content moderators on AoIR.social: Should we federate with anything from Meta? The moderators—a collection of some of the world’s leading Internet Studies scholars—quickly and unanimously said “No!” I was gratified with this answer, because I strongly believe that anything Meta should be blocked. Based on the consensus of the moderators, when I saw the #fedipact announcement, I immediately added AoIR.social to the list. For myself and the moderators of AoIR.social, blocking Meta seems obvious.

The bulk of the people I’ve interviewed for this book agree. Ro, the founder of Playvicious and The Bad Space, signaled me “LOL, DON’T DO IT!” when I asked if people should federate with Threads. Jessica Rowbottom, the queer cabaret singer who runs her own instance, is a fellow blackheart—she was the fourth person to sign the fedipact. David Revoy, the creator of the Pepper&Carrot comic, draws pictures of Meta as the Grim Reaper, seeking to harvest the souls of fediverse members.14 Socrates, the admin of Scholar.social, said, “between their involvement in the Cambridge Analytica scheme to subvert democracy and their implication in a literal genocide, it’s hard to imagine any set of standards permissive enough that you could justify federating with them.” Aurynn Shaw, the admin of Cloud Island, said, “I think [Threads] will be harmful for the fediverse in ways that a bunch of people don’t yet understand.” Aral Balkan of the Small Tech Foundation is downright angry about Meta adopting ActivityPub:


Mark Zuckerberg called the people who trusted him with their data when he set up Thefacebook at Harvard “dumb fucks.” His extractive business of building intimate profiles of people to exploit for profit has made Facebook a trillion-dollar corporation and Mark a billionaire. So should you trust Threads and federate with it? Sure. After all, his business always needs new “dumb fucks.”


And as Del, the admin of Mastodon.art, pithily put it: “Fuck off, Zuck.”15

Overall, blocking Meta’s Threads is obvious to vanta rainbow black, a trans woman who has had terrible experiences with Facebook. It’s obvious to a group of Internet Studies scholars who spent their careers studying digital media and are moderating a Mastodon instance. It’s obvious to many of the most involved, dedicated members of the covenantal fediverse who have spent years trying to make the fediverse into something better than corporate social media.

But this isn’t to say it’s obvious across the fediverse. Meta is huge, profitable, and has a lot of skilled engineers. Because of these qualities, there is significant acceptance for Meta’s Threads as a valuable part of the open fediverse. As a result, the call for a #fedipact against Threads is highlighting a tension on the fediverse: between big and small, individuals and instances, and above all between openness and the ethical covenant.

A Triumph for Openness: The Case for Threads
Looking over the discussions that have taken place on the fediverse, on blogs, in tech reporting, and across the wider Internet, there are many arguments offered in favor of Meta joining the fediverse and against the fedipact. Fundamentally, they all center on one ideal: openness.
The admin of the Mastodon instance Fosstodon.org, Kev Quirk, notes that the anti-Meta folks are saying Meta isn’t welcome on the fediverse. But, he notes, “no single person/entity owns the fediverse. So who are you to say who’s welcome and who isn’t?”16 The fediverse is based on an open technical protocol that anyone can use. The fedipact signatories, Quirk argues, are violating a fundamental aspect of the fediverse: it is an open network, free to all—individuals and massive corporations alike, and each should be able to connect to the other. Echoing this, technologist Jon Gruber argues against the fedipact: “I think there are a lot of long-time Mastodon users who like the fact that it isn’t gaining mainstream traction, and want to keep it that way.” He contrasts this with the value of openness. If people want to sign the fedipact, it’s fine by Gruber, “but then don’t call [the fediverse] ‘open.’”17 He then amplifies his critique of the fedipact, noting its signatories are isolating themselves on “an island of misfit loser zealots.”18
Quirk and Gruber are emphasizing that ActivityPub, the protocol that enables the fediverse to work, is an open social media protocol. For Meta to adopt it is an endorsement of such opennness—something Meta is not known for. Meta is known for its “walled gardens”—centralized, closed systems that can’t interoperate. So when Meta starts talking about adopting open standards, people notice. Tech journalists noted it as a major shift in that company’s approach. A Verge reporter writes, “for the largest and most centralized social service on the web, suddenly throwing open the gates to other platforms seemed like an unlikely pivot.”19 Reporters for ZDNET also noted the shift. “Historically, Meta has not been a public proponent of decentralized networks for its social media apps. In fact, the company’s apps rely heavily on walled gardens to maximize the profit made from marketing and advertising campaigns targeted at users.”20
Meta’s walled garden approach is partially the reason Mastodon and ActivityPub even exist in the first place. Recall from a previous chapter that major corporate social media platforms (Twitter, Facebook) simply ignored the creation of ActivityPub in the years 2014–2018, writing it off as “small beans.” This was despite the fact that the group creating ActivityPub invited the major corporate social media companies to participate multiple times. This absence of corporate social media involvement opened the door for smaller players to embrace open standards. When Mastodon implemented an early version of ActivityPub in 2017, it was by far the largest entity to do so, demonstrating the viability of the nascent protocol. Particularly after the purchase of Twitter by Elon Musk, Mastodon and the fediverse have demonstrated the viability of nonprofit social media based on open protocols.
Mastodon’s size and popularity pale in comparison to Meta. In a matter of months, Meta’s Threads grew to 100 million users, immediately making it ten times larger than the fediverse.21 This is not to mention Meta’s sheer size as a global corporation. For the creators and maintainers of ActivityPub, such a large entity adopting their open standard is quite a vote of confidence—even if it has come years after ActivityPub was first developed. As one contributor to the Social Web Incubator Community Group (SocialCG, the group now in charge of maintaining ActivityPub) declared, “It’s not all days that a major—the major—organization in a market implements a new interoperability standard, in particular if the standard has been around for a few years. Meta / Threads has now begun to do that with ActivityPub and ActivityStreams. Regardless of how you may think of Meta as an organization, from a standards perspective, this is a major success.”22
With the most powerful walled garden opening up, many on the fediverse argue that Meta’s adoption of ActivityPub would bring massive amounts of new content for fediverse members. “My wife is looking forward to deleting her Instagram account once she can connect with the same folks from her Mastodon account,” writes Mastodon founder Eugen Rochko. “Being able to remain in touch with over 100M people who still use Meta products out of the comfort of an ad-free, privacy-friendly platform like Mastodon is a game changer.”23 For Rochko and others, Threads’s adoption of ActivityPub could mean that any fediverse member could follow a Threads user without having to sign up for any Meta accounts. This, they argue, would benefit fediverse members because they would have more content to consume from hundreds of millions of Threads users. Against those who argue for blocking Threads, one person argued, “Would you rather keep the fediverse restricted to its current population of ~8M people or scale it to ~2.35B+?”24 With Meta on board, writes another, “a few years from now, you might be able to lookup [sic] all your friends and family on the fedi.”25
Such openness could even work in reverse, argues the pro-Threads crowd—it could grow the numbers of people on Mastodon. How could Mastodon grow if Threads is open? The answer the openness advocates offer is this: once Threads users are exposed to federation, they will see its benefits and make a switch. As Eugen Rochko, the founder of Mastodon, put it, “The fact that large platforms are adopting ActivityPub is not only validation of the movement towards decentralized social media, but a path forward for people locked into these platforms to switch to better providers. Which in turn, puts pressure on such platforms to provide better, less exploitative services.”26 From this perspective, Threads’s openness will allow the fediverse to change Meta for the better.
Fediverse developer Chris Trottier makes this argument more forcefully:

ActivityPub poses a tangible threat to Meta’s monopoly on social media. By choosing to federate, Meta might be opening Pandora’s box. The moment Meta’s users receive a message from a server not owned by Meta is the moment they’re exposed to something else beyond Meta’s control. Inevitably, this will create more diversity of ActivityPub-enabled platforms—not less. This will erode Meta’s network effects. For people who use Meta, the power of decentralization—giving them more freedom—will prove revelatory.27

When I interviewed him, Rochko reiterated this argument. “While I’m not a fan of Meta, and I don’t think anybody should be using a Meta platform . . . , I think it’s a step in the right direction for them to be going into interoperability,” he told me. “And if they stay true to their word, and they start federating properly with the fediverse, I would be OK with not seeing them as a competitor, but as a partner.” From this perspective, Meta’s entry means that their actual users are potential Mastodon members. Arguably, this is the driving impulse of Rochko, consonant with his mission to make an open-source alternative to Twitter that matches the scale of any corporate social media.
Finally, the pro-Meta advocates also argue that anyone who attempts to block Meta is ignorant of how the open Internet works. Given that Meta is, fundamentally, a surveillance capitalist corporation which makes its living selling user attention to advertisers, a key reason for fediverse instances to avoid connecting with any of its properties, including Threads, is to avoid having that company absorb the personal information of fediverse members. However, pro-Meta advocates argue that blocking Meta would do nothing to protect the fediverse’s privacy. “Threads started to test ActivityPub integration this week and the fediverse is losing it’s [sic] collective mind going into overdrive to block them in any way possible so they can’t grab all your data,” writes a software developer. “Here’s the fun part: they can already do that and they definitely don’t need ActivityPub to do that.”28 Indeed, Meta has been gathering data on people—including non-Meta users—for a long time by scraping the Internet and monitoring people as they visit websites.29 As technologist Tim Chambers argues, Meta “already have a frightening amount of internal data from inside [Instagram], and . . . virtually all of the public fediverse is scrapeable, and syncing those to datasets is unstoppable—with or without defederation.”30 The argument here is that fedipact signatories are ignoring the fact that their data are out in the open—Meta will get those data whether it is blocked or not. If the fediverse is already open, why not celebrate Meta for opening up, too?


Against Naive Openness
If Meta’s adoption of ActivityPub has done anything, it has revealed a fundamental fault line of the fediverse—and who is on what side of the line. As The Bad Space admin Ro said to me, “I appreciate people showing their hand.” On one side are the champions of openness. On the other is a desire to protect the covenantal fediverse.
Proclamations about the fundamental good of openness—and how those who resist is are at fault—have appeared again and again in the fediverse’s history. As I showed in Chapter 3, they affected Mastodon early in its history, when it was using OStatus (short for “Open Status”), a predecessor to ActivityPub. Recall that OStatus’s design reflected a vision of digital communication where openness was valued over everything else, a vision where all of us would proclaim who we are. Consequently, OStatus did not allow for private posting. This opened up marginalized Mastodon members to harassment from users of GNU social servers. In response, developers like Christine Lemmer-Webber, Amy Guy, and Evan Prodromou included more privacy features in ActivityPub, allowing for marginalized people to address posts in ways to avoid having sensitive posts open to the rest of the network.
Arguments about openness were offered against calls for codes of conduct in the tech industry, as I showed in Chapter 4. When activists like Coraline Ada Ehmke agitated for codes of conduct to curb the tech industry’s rampant harassment of women, gender minorities, and people of color, the pushback she got was that codes of conduct would destroy the tech industry’s meritocracy—the idea that the tech industry is always open to anyone who can code well, no matter their identity or politics. But the anti–code of conduct argument ignored the ways in which “pushyocratic” tech development, where acrimonious and ad hominem arguments win out, actually closed tech spaces to marginalized people.31 Codes of conduct signaled commitments to moderation against harassment. Mastodon’s adoption of them not only for development but also for social networking sets it apart from corporate social media, which has featured poor moderation.
Arguments about openness were used (and still are used) against blocking, particularly instance blocking, the focus of Chapter 5. Blocking and defederating between instances are seen as failures of the open fediverse, reducing the ability of people to connect and engage in free speech. But as Marcia X, Ginger, and Ro demonstrated through #fediblock and The Bad Space, the call for openness merely reinforces the power of dominant groups at the expense of the marginalized. Openness leads to repressive tolerance: when all ideas are tolerated, very soon the loudest, angriest, most racist and intolerant voices will be the only ones heard.32 Blocking bad instances—and sharing the knowledge about those bad instances—is one major mitigation against the power they would otherwise enjoy on an open network. With Mastodon and other fediverse software enabling instance blocklist importing, knowledge about the worst parts of the fediverse can be quickly shared.
As I discussed in Chapter 6, arguments about openness to a for-profit corporation—and how fediverse data are simply open to Meta to exploit—replicate arguments about the inevitability of capitalism, particularly surveillance capitalism. Those who argue Meta will get our data anyway are akin to those who argue that we might as well give our personal information to corporations, since they’re going to get it anyway. The activists who have built noncapitalist social media deny this hopelessness, finding ways to fund servers and support artists without subjecting everyone involved to the gaze of corporations. Likewise, naive openness implies the same infinite boundlessness that has driven the climate disaster, the focus of Chapter 7. The call for open networks and the desire to grow, grow, grow at all costs is being denied by those who point out that there is no such thing as infinite growth.
Activists who have pushed back against naive openness have produced a new form of alternative social media: a noncentralized, covenantal fediverse. Millions of people are now freely engaging in social media activities as members of small, self-governing communities that declare their values via codes of conduct and then freely associate with other, like-minded communities. Rather than being subject to harassment from servers that don’t abide by this covenant, the covenantal fediverse can simply block bad servers. The covenantal fediverse is funded through noncapitalist means, using informal and formal nonprofit organizational structures instead of selling user attention to advertisers. As a network of small communities, there is more likelihood the covenantal fediverse can find ways to engage in social media without contributing to the climate disaster. Above all, the noncentralized fediverse resists any given source of centralized power—which would include Threads.
This is the fediverse vanta is seeking to protect. “fedi has done a lot for me over the years,” they texted me. “It’s filled the hole in my heart where the support and comfort of a non-abusive family is supposed to go. fedipact has been the least I could do” to support it. With Threads potentially joining the fediverse, once again members of the covenantal fediverse are banding together to repudiate a bad actor. Meta has a long track record of abhorrent practices, any one of which would violate the shared ethical values of the covenantal fediverse. Indeed, as vanta told me, Mastodon.social, the flagship Mastodon instance run by Mastodon gGmBH, “would be in violation of their own server covenant if they federated with Threads.”33 The fact that Mastodon’s founder Rochko himself is welcoming Threads (admittedly with some reservation) does nothing to change the minds of the fedipact signatories, since (as was pointed out by a pro-Threads advocate) no one owns the fediverse. The fedipact represents instances who are “drawing a line in the sand to make it clear we’re not for sale,” vanta told me.


Individuals and Instances
Is this a situation where, on the one hand, there are the champions of openness, and thus, on the other hand, there are the fedipact signatories, who are isolated and closed off? Is this fundamentally a struggle between open and closed? Not quite. Instead, it is a conflict over a key question: What is the basic unit of the fediverse, the instance or the individual?
First, it is false to argue that the #fedipact members are against openness. As I have argued across this book, the covenantal fediverse is open to people who want to become members. They just need to do a few things: see themselves not as signing up for social media, but joining a community and abiding by its ethical standards. These communities are open, so long as members contribute to the community’s self-governance and maybe even contribute a bit of money each month to support their local admin. Or, the fediverse is open for people to run their own instances, if that’s what they would prefer. If a new instance agrees to the covenant, that instance and its members can be part of the wider network. It is an open network, but it makes demands of its members. This might sound like a lot to ask of being a member of social media, particularly after two decades of individual-centric corporate social media, but I would emphasize the social in social media and recognize that the covenantal fediverse is a society, and that being in a society takes effort.34
The covenantal fediverse is thus open, but within the bounds of an ethical covenant. This comports to what federalist political philosopher Daniel Elazar calls “federal liberty,” which is “the liberty to do that which is right and proper by the terms of a particular covenant, thereby providing a basis for resolving the problem of balancing liberty and authority with which every society must grapple.”35 As Elazar argues, “every proper polity is established by a pact among its constituents which is covenantal insofar as it rests upon a shared moral sensibility and understanding and is legitimate insofar as it embodies the fundamental principles of human liberty and equality.”36 A shared covenant, Elazar argues, helps form the basic unit of federalism: the group, which establishes its norms and values and has rights to autonomy, self-determination, and to association (or, conversely, disassociation) with other groups.37
In the covenantal fediverse, we see covenants at the instance level in the form of codes of conduct. As I have shown, fediverse instances that establish codes of conduct use those codes for two things. First, codes set the boundaries of practice within the instances, communicating those bounds to would-be members who can choose to join or not. Second, codes of conduct shape instance decisions about associating or disassociating with other instances. As instances establish their own unique codes of conduct, connect to one another, and maintain those connections, a more global set of values emerges.38 The emergent set of network values broadly calls for strong moderation against hate speech, disinformation, and surveillance capitalism.
This vision clashes with a more individual-centric conception of federation. In an individual-centric approach, the instance does not matter. As ActivityPub coauthor Evan Prodromou puts it, from the individualistic perspective, “The [instance] may set some parameters around content or software usage, but otherwise it’s mostly a dumb pipe” that fosters “person-to-person” connections.39 Instead of instance admins, individuals make every choice for themselves, from whom to follow to what to post. The pro-Threads group implicitly argues for individuals to make the choice of connecting to Threads users, as well as that Threads users could decide to migrate to the fediverse after experiencing federation. They argue that instance admins should have no right to determine whether instance members can make that choice. Instead of a theory of federal liberty, this approach is more of a libertarian argument, maximizing the liberty of individual members.
In contrast, the #fedipact argues that communities (in the form of instances) have the right to not associate with Threads because Meta’s previous behavior strongly suggests that Threads will not comport to the ethical values of the covenantal fediverse.


What Is Actually Being Opened Up?
However, the conflict over Threads and the #fedipact may cover up the actual objective of Meta: expanding into new markets, including the European Union. By proclaiming its support for ActivityPub, Meta can claim to European regulators that account portability—a key part of Europe’s new Digital Markets Act—is implemented. Indeed, days after announcing its first implementation of ActivityPub in December 2023, Meta also announced that Threads was available in the European Union. This opened up Threads to hundreds of millions of new users.40 By claiming to be decentralized and that it allows account portability, Meta can grow as a powerful social media center and absorb European user data.41
In addition to seeking new users in Europe, Meta’s Threads is a play for the real customers of Meta products: advertisers, including advertisers who formerly used Twitter/X. X is hemorrhaging its advertising business.42 As an advertising company, Meta is open for the business of former X advertisers. If Threads can attract many users—including users in regulatory environments like the European Union—then its advertising capacities are valuable to former X advertisers.
Considering Meta’s play for hundreds of millions of Europeans and hundreds of millions of advertising dollars, the real question is, Does the company care one whit about the fediverse? Is it concerned at all about a noncapitalist network of mere millions comprised of instances that average around 400 members each? Frankly, it is difficult for me to believe that Meta, with its billions of users, would concern itself at all with the fediverse, either as a network to take over or as something that could influence its decisions.43 Instead, Meta’s eyes are clearly on European regulation and winning over former Twitter/X advertisers.
If Meta doesn’t care about the fediverse, what does it matter that Threads has adopted ActivityPub? Will it actively harm the fediverse? An embrace of Meta’s Threads would drastically undermine the fediverse’s claims to noncentralization, because Threads would instantly be the most massive part of the network and thus a powerful center. The likely outcome of the naive openness to federating with Threads is a warping of the most viable, current alternative to corporate social media, the covenantal fediverse. Those who argue Meta’s Threads will provide more content for the fediverse ignore the fundamental mismatch between the fediverse and Meta’s approaches. Multiple fediverse members have noted that the algorithmic approach taken by Meta could result in certain types of posts getting more engagement because they are being boosted by Meta’s algorithm.44 Meta’s algorithm favors posts that attract attention—including posts that inspire anger or fear.45 If those posts cross over from Threads to the rest of the fediverse, they will appear to have been boosted in the same manner as the fediverse’s standard, reverse chronological posts, but will actually have been amplified by a Meta attention algorithm. Over time, as algorithmically boosted posts gain more attention, fediverse members will see such posts—fear and hate posts—as more important than the ones that have appeared on the fediverse prior to Meta’s arrival.
In addition, Meta’s use of surveillance capitalism would exploit the creativity of fediverse members—even if fediverse moderators keep ads off Mastodon and other fediverse systems. While ads from Meta might not make it to the fediverse, things can flow in reverse. If Threads users follow fediverse accounts who create posts that keep Threads users’ attention on Threads, then Threads is effectively monetizing fediverse content. Meta can sell ads around content coming from the fediverse just as easily as it could sell ad space around Threads users’ content. Fediverse members don’t have to see ads, but their posts can be monetized all the same.
Finally, Meta could undermine a major part of ActivityPub and, in doing so, continue an unfortunate habit developed by the Mastodon project. Recall from Chapter 3 that fully one-half of the ActivityPub standard is ignored. While ActivityPub’s standard for instance-to-instance federation forms the basis of the current fediverse, ActivityPub’s client-to-server standard, which would enable developers to make mobile and desktop apps to access the fediverse, is not used. This is because developers adopted Mastodon’s application programming interface (API), which predated ActivityPub’s finalization and has been the dominant approach to mobile and desktop client development. People adopted Mastodon’s API because Mastodon was a first mover and the largest player on the fediverse. This will be no more with Threads in the picture. With the use of nonstandard, non-ActivityPub APIs already established, Meta is free to dominate API access to federated social media. If a large number of fediverse instances do federate with Meta, eventually people using Mastodon API-based apps like Tusky might abandon them in favor of a Meta-developed app (which would be, if history is any guide, an app with terrible privacy policies).
In short, there are many ways Meta could deeply alter the fediverse for the worse, while there are very few benefits the fediverse would enjoy due to Meta’s participation.


Will the Fediverse Fragment?
vanta rainbow black and the fedipact have recognized the likely harms Meta will bring to the fediverse. Activists, often coming from the most marginalized populations, defend the most viable social media alternative that has ever been built from being dominated—this time by the world’s most powerful social media corporation.
Like all the other struggles—for privacy for marginalized people, for codes of conduct, for the ability to block, and resisting the growth logics of digital capitalism—blocking Meta has not come easily. As vanta texted me, “I sorta figured it’d be easier to convince everyone to block Threads than it actually was. Like thinking back to Gab and all that. But even if the response has been more divided than I anticipated, the fedipact still fulfills its purpose of keeping people safe.” While over 800 instances have signed the #fedipact as of this writing, they only represent 8% of all active fediverse members.46 The fedipact is not alone, however: the sixty instances listed in the Fedi Garden also agree to block Threads, and I have seen many people discussing blocking Threads on the #fediblock hashtag.47 However, even accounting for all these fellow travelers, instance-level Threads blocking is only happening on a minority of fediverse servers.
Meta’s entry and the #fedipact highlight conflicting perspectives. One possible result is that the fediverse will fragment along the lines Evan Prodromou has identified as “Big Fedi” and “Small Fedi.” Big Fedi, Prodromou argues, welcomes commercial services, sees individuals as the key social unit, and values growth. Small Fedi is more akin to the covenantal fediverse I’ve been describing in this book: it centers the instance, where “moderation decisions, cultural decisions, account decisions, most social decisions should happen” and eschews corporate social media.48
Regardless of whether one is a Big or Small partisan, Meta’s Threads will need to be reckoned with because of the sheer size and resources that the corporation brings. With Threads in the picture, Big Fedi partisans now must advocate for other big corporations to adopt ActivityPub, or else see the entire ActivityPub project be dominated by Meta. Given how large Meta is, this means advocating for other Big Tech firms—such as Apple, Google, Microsoft, or Amazon—to adopt ActivityPub as a sort of counterbalance to the power of Meta. If these corporations join the fediverse, then it is hard to see how the fediverse would remain an alternative to corporate social media. Big Fedi partisans may be getting their wish, because multiple for-profit corporations are discussing or implementing ActivityPub federation. Automattic, a company that owns Tumblr and Wordpress, has started implementing ActivityPub functionality.49 Flipboard, a company that aggregates media posts and sells ads around them, operates a Mastodon instance at flipboard.social. Medium, a company that sells subscriptions to blog posts, also operates a Mastodon instance at me.dm.50
For Small Fedi partisans, the covenantal fediverse can continue if it blocks Meta and other corporate social media, but at a cost: the covenantal fediverse’s influence could fade as people start to see the fediverse as whatever Meta (or another large, for-profit corporation) decides it should be. If Meta or other corporate social media dominate the fediverse, then it will no longer function as an alternative to corporate social media. The covenantal fediverse might be in its final days as Meta comes to town.
This does not mean it is dead. Activists like vanta, Ro, Marcia, Aurynn, or Aral will no doubt soldier on, struggling against corporate social media by making alternatives. Fundamentally, this is because of their ethical commitments, which transcend any specific alternative social media implementation. Their commitment to caring for the fediverse is the important aspect of the covenantal fediverse. I turn to the central role of care on the covenantal fediverse next.
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DJ Sundog is a musician living in rural Georgia. Sundog told me that the fediverse has helped change him. When he was growing up, he “had life on easy mode” because “I was a young white man who grew up in the church,” the son of a preacher. This background made his transition to the tech sector easy, where he became a self-described “jerky techbro kid” who believed in individualistic, “pick yourself up by your bootstraps” self-reliance. Looking back on this period of his life, Sundog laughs: “I was crap, man. Like, I was not somebody who was nice to know.”

When he started running his own one-person Mastodon instance in 2017 and he encountered Awoo.space—the Mastodon instance that only federates with preapproved servers—he found his libertarian senses offended: “Wait, I have to ask you permission to talk to people who are using your server and prove that my little one-person server is ok to talk to? What’s that all about?” His vision of networking technology was the “great libertarian dream of everything is open and everything is free, and you will hear what I have to say, and I will hear what you have to say, because there will be no barriers between us and no censorship.”

The more he learned, however, the more he realized what Awoo.space’s members were doing. “That’s when I found out a lot of the backstory, and of the furry community, and some of the trials that they went through on other platforms, and what they were trying to avoid with their whitelisting.” As queer and trans folks, Awoo.space’s members had lived lives quite different from DJ Sundog’s. Through interacting with Awoo’s admins, “I learned to adapt to [their] model of federating, instead of the libertarian, you-must-hear-me approach to communication.” The libertarian approach, he now says, “sounds really good, but in practice, always it leads to a bad place.” He notes it took him a long time to learn this, but “some people learn that earlier than others.”

He began to learn about the covenantal approach to federating, with like-minded instances-as-communities banding together through shared ethical values that they express in codes of conduct and moderation practices, where people are free to speak within the ethical bounds of their shared connections. He then recalled to me his growth as a human on the fediverse:


I can use this to become the person I thought that I wanted to be, but never could be. . . . It’s beautiful to have a space to say, “I’m going to be the best me here,” and just see how that goes. . . . That’s a massively powerful thing. No corporation can give you that. No critical mass of monthly active users can give you that. No marketing plan can give you that. No technology stack can give you that. It’s only interacting with others, as peers, as equals, in a space that’s not going to reject you for immediately for not fitting into the space they expect you to fill.


Sundog has increasingly cared about and for the fediverse, contributing code to Mastodon, maintaining a Mastodon client (Brutaldon, a minimalist text-only client that runs in computer terminals), and running an instance for music lovers called Linernotes.club. He worked with Linernotes.club members to develop a code of conduct so it would be well-federated with the rest of the covenantal fediverse.

I quote DJ Sundog at length in part because he’s expressing something I heard in many other interviews—that interacting with others on the fediverse has altered their view of the world. I’ve heard variations on “the fedi has made me a better person” many times in my interviews.

I’m also quoting him because DJ Sundog and I are a lot alike: like him, I grew up in the rural United States, a cis, white guy who likes FOSS (I now have a beard to complete the look). Like Sundog, I’m also a bass player. I’ve also found my perspectives changed by my time on the fediverse—I compare my early research on alternative social media to today and see how narrow my perspectives once were.1 I know that my own life has been wildly different from many of the people I’ve interviewed for this book—people who are queer, nonbinary, women, Black, trans, furry, or combinations of all of these. I also find myself in awe that in the 2020s, a space like the fediverse can not only exist, but thrive.

People like DJ Sundog and I benefit from the fediverse because many people have cared about and for it, even at great personal cost.

The Ethics of Care
I’ve spent pages talking about the covenantal fediverse’s shared ethical program, considering how codes of conduct shape federation connections, how moderation practices are discussed and shared among admins, and how debates over blocklists and preemptive blocking are about the tension between openness and the covenant. A question remains: What exactly is the ethical program of the fediverse? Reflecting on these practices, I believe that the covenantal fediverse relies on what moral theorists call “the ethics of care.”
The ethics of care emerges out of feminist philosophy in the 1980s.2 Perhaps the most quoted definition comes from Berenice Fisher and Joan Tronto, who argued in 1990 that care is “a species activity that includes everything we do to maintain, continue, and repair our ‘world’ so that we can live in it as well as possible. That world includes our bodies, ourselves, and our environment.”3 Fisher and Tronto argue that caring has been largely overlooked in Western philosophy, marginalized as a merely private act done predominantly by women and featuring only emotional competencies instead of rational ones.
Instead of seeing it as a marginal activity, Fisher and Tronto see caring as essential to human society. “Caring crosscuts the antitheses between public and private, rights and duties, love and labor,” they write.4 Care is relational, happening between caregivers and care receivers. It is thus not about a sole individual, but about people in relation to one other: we care about, care for, and take care of others. The caregiver considers and tries to meet the needs of the care recipient. And, as embodied beings who often find ourselves helpless, all of us also must receive care from others.5 Subsequent philosophers have further developed care ethics, considering how it intersects with racial identities, how caring and masculinity might be articulated, how care is attenuated through abilities and disabilities, how caring can be found beyond interpersonal relations and in domains such as public policy, and how care also involves technical practices, such as maintaining technologies.6
Throughout this book, I’ve discussed people who care deeply about and for the fediverse, despite the potential harms. Some of them are Mastodon instance admins—Del, Aurynn, Socrates, Shork, and Mawr—who maintain instances and help people join their communities. There are producers and maintainers of the ActivityPub protocol, such as Amy Guy, Christine Lemmer-Webber, and Evan Prodromou. There are activists, including Coraline Ada Ehmke, who challenge the tech sector’s myopic focus on meritocracy and radical openness, and there are those who took up Ehmke’s codes of conduct on Mastodon. There are developers and fediverse moderators challenging racism and bigotry on the network through hashtag activism and building blocklists: Ro, Oliphant, Marcia, and Ginger. There are those who use the fediverse in noncapitalist ways, including for mutual aid, as EdenDestroyer does, and for sharing art, as David Revoy and Jessica Rowbottom do. There’s Eugen Rochko, who has refused venture capital for Mastodon in favor of keeping it not-for-profit, as well as the thousands of other instances that also function as nonprofits. There are those who challenge the growth logics of corporate social media, such as Roel Roscam Abbing, Aral Balkan, and Anne Pasek. There are those who push back against corporate social media, as vanta rainbow black did with the #fedipact. There are also millions of fediverse members who do little acts of care every day: adding alt text to any images they post, boosting and favoriting each other’s posts, and sharing memes, art, music, cat and dog pictures, and the news of the day.
These fediverse members clearly care about, care for, take care of, and receive care from the fediverse.7 They do these in spite of facing harms, ranging from the stresses of developing new technologies to making mistakes in (and learning from) difficult moderation decisions to receiving harassment and death threats.
Taken as a whole, the ethics of care strikes me as the fundamental ethical program of the fediverse. It contrasts with other ethical theories that valorize individuals who operate in isolation and do the universally recognized right thing after rational reflection.8 Ethical theorists such as Immanuel Kant or John Stuart Mill put individualistic, rational men who ponder facts and then make wise, irrefutable decisions at the center of their thinking. Kantian thinking, called “deontological ethics,” tends to emphasize individual rights and the duty to make an ethical choice after reflecting on the matter. For Kant, it is the individual will to do right under moral laws that is central—a position that has been influential on contemporary libertarians.9 Mill’s ethical program, utilitarianism, centers on individuals doing a sort of mathematical analysis: the act that provides the greatest happiness to the greatest number of people is the right choice. The emphasis on outcomes is called “consequentialism.”
For these thinkers, care for the other is either irrelevant (Kant’s focus is on the intentions of the actor, not the outcomes) or so abstract as to be meaningless (the greatest happiness for the greatest number requires math on a global scale). Kantian and libertarian thinking also put the individual’s rights at the center. Care ethicists find deontological or consequentialist theories lacking because they do not consider how relationships (between people, machines, the natural world) affect ethical choices.
To be fair, deontological and consequentialist thinking can be easily found on the fediverse. Codes of conduct are arguably deontological: they spell out the moral laws of an instance (e.g., no racism, no transphobia, use alt text) and establish social protocols of behavior. Fediverse members who read codes of conducts learn their duties and responsibilities. Arguments in favor of the growth of the fediverse—including those in favor of welcoming Threads—are often couched in utilitarian terms: people will be happier if they leave corporate social media and join the fediverse, and the more people here means more content for all of us. And as is often the case with free and open-source software (FOSS) cultures, libertarian thinking is common: by running our own social media, we liberate ourselves from surveillance capitalism.
Above all, however, I agree with the observations of the Systerserver collective, a group that operates on the fediverse: the covenantal fediverse is comprised of instances-as-communities that “depend on each other, sharing their tools while fostering webs of commitment, responsibility and care.”10 The covenantal fediverse runs on care.


The Dangers of Care
Having an ethical theory is one thing. Putting it into practice is another. As Ro, founder of Playvicious.social and The Bad Space, put it to me, “the biggest challenge [for the fediverse] is the ethical challenge.” The central struggle of many of the people discussed in this book—to build a noncentralized, covenantal fediverse—continues, because caring is messy, uncertain, and never-ending. In contrast to deontological thinking (“Lying is wrong; therefore we should never lie”) or the mathematics of consequentialism (“This act made more people happier; therefore it is right”), care ethics offers no simple solutions to the problems of building, maintaining, governing, moderating, and thriving on our own social media.
Care ethicists have noted that this uncertainty can be dangerous. Unlike universalized ethical theories such as deontological ethics or utilitarianism, care ethics is often localized, intimate, and without clear instructions about what is right to do. It is highly situational.11 There are often many competing paths to caring, each with their benefits and drawbacks, and so “raising an argument about which good is best ‘in general’ makes little sense. Instead, care implies a negotiation about how different goods might coexist in a given, specific, local practice.”12 This means, for example, that what works on one fediverse instance may not work on another (and indeed, it may not work again in the future). There are also imbalances, not only between care givers and receivers but also over who should do the work of caring and how to recognize and reward that work. And there are the problems of people receiving care without giving back themselves, likely because caregiving is often seen as a selfless, altruistic act.13 “Practices of care are always shot through with asymmetrical power relations: who has the power to care? Who has the power to define what counts as care and how it should be administered?”14
Throughout the book, there are many examples of the dangers of care: the danger of caring too much, moments when care is not recognized, and the unequal distribution of care. However, fediverse members also have many ways to negotiate these dangers.


Caring Too Much
The danger of caring too much is that it runs the risk of undermining a central aspect of the ethics of care: relationality. Those who believe that they can solve every problem by simply caring enough run the risk of ignoring their relationship to themselves, burning out their own mental and physical health. Those who believe that the fediverse can be a neutral marketplace of ideas run the risk of tolerating the ideas of the intolerant. Those who care so much about the fediverse that they see competing visions for it as a threat run the risk of vilifying others and refusing to engage with them.
One of the dangers of caring is that someone may believe that any problem can be solved if they just cared more. The imperative of the covenantal fediverse—that it only works if everyone contributes—is the seed of this problem. Unlike corporate social media, where users sign terms of service agreements, start posting, and leave details like content moderation and hosting to the corporation, the fediverse requires people to create code, install software, write codes of conduct, and moderate—all on top of doing normal social media activities. This affords people who are dedicated to the ideals of the fediverse many opportunities to give, and of course they do.
As I have shown, caring about the fediverse can lead to burnout. Many of the people I spoke to have experienced burnout. ActivityPub coauthor Amy Guy has sworn off future standards work. Marcia X, a moderator on Playvicious.social and cocreator of the #fediblock hashtag, has repeatedly and publicly stated that they no longer will engage with the fediverse to the same degree. “I have run out of faith in social media at this point and use it like I’m an ornery old man,” she told an interviewer.15 Mastodon founder Eugen Rochko has publicly proclaimed he is burnt out. There are, no doubt, thousands of others who have quietly stepped away after making major contributions to the fediverse.
Fediverse admins and members have developed strategies to mitigate this danger. One is to share caring responsibilities among multiple people. Not only does this prevent the burden of caring to fall too much on any individual, it also comports with the noncentralization principle of the fediverse, avoiding having one person take on too much care work.16 Instance admins often promote long-standing, dedicated members to admin status, and many instances have multiple moderators. If burnout does set in, instance admins seek out others to take over—indeed, many of the admins I interviewed were the second or third to hold that role on their instance. Finally, another approach is to shut down an instance in a responsible manner. An example here is the Mastodon instance cybre.space, which started in 2017 and was closed January 1, 2024, after over a year of warning from its admin. Rather than recruiting someone else to take it over and thus risk watching a five-year-old community be mishandled, the cybre.space admin decided to shut the instance down, giving members enough notice to migrate accounts to other instances. DJ Sundog, who knows the admin, told me, “I thought that was a brilliant decision. A painful decision. Obviously heartfelt. Obviously a lot of thought had gone into it.”17
Another, related form of caring too much can contribute to repressive tolerance. Recall that repressive tolerance is the tolerance of all ideas, including the ideas of those who are dominant and in power.18 In North America during a time of rising white Christian nationalism, this means tolerating the ideas of groups of people who would oppress marginalized people, such as sexual minorities, people of color, religious minorities, or Indigenous people. In addition, these ideologies call for the subjugation of women to men. Those who suggest that social media should be a marketplace of ideas, open to all—including arguments for the demise of minorities and the subservience of women—tout the dogmatic ideal of freedom of speech, where we all must listen to each other. The problem here is that this predominantly places the burden on the very groups under threat: the expectation becomes that marginalized people must show care by listening to the speech of the intolerant.
Many of the moderators, admins, and fediverse members I spoke to discussed giving others the benefit of the doubt and being willing to listen, but only to a point. By far the most work moderators and admins must do involves inquiring with other moderators and admins about posts that violate codes of conduct. Was the post purposely malicious? Or was it inadvertently harmful? If it’s the latter, sometimes tense negotiations ensue over what to do. If it’s the former, then what people tell me is that there is no obligation for someone to care for others who wish them dead. Jessica Rowbottom, the queer cabaret singer who runs her own Mastodon instance, put it bluntly: “I’m going to block people trying to kill me.” Mawr, the admin of Plush.city, told me: “We block a lot of people. It’s staggering the number of Nazi instances that pop up.” This reflects the ideas of care ethicists, who argue that there needs to be some basic form of reciprocity between caregivers and care recipients—covenantal fediverse admins never expect any such reciprocity from bigots.19
Finally, there is another form of caring too much about the fediverse, one that continues to sap the energy of the network: when people care so much about a particular vision of the fediverse that they see those who advocate for other forms as betraying the network. Given all the ways people can shape the fediverse—adding to its free and open-source code, installing and running instances, or writing codes of conduct—it is inevitable that people will disagree about what is best. For example, the debates over shared blocklists, which date back to the earliest days of Mastodon, continue to this day. I myself support their use—they have been invaluable in running my home instance, AoIR.social—but I know people passionately argue that blocklists run the risk of putting too much power in the hands of their maintainers, citing previous examples of Twitter blocklists that harmed more people than they helped.20 While the debate over this and other features can be civil, oftentimes it descends into flamewars. Such acrimonious flamewars can be a daily feature of life on the fediverse. In disputes over governance features, where is the line between debating ideas and destroying relations?
While I think this form of caring too much will always be present on the fediverse, I find some wisdom in noncentralization. For example, those who believe that Eugen Rochko has made poor choices in leading the Mastodon project—and there are many—have multiple outlets for their energy: they can make forks of Mastodon (such as Hometown or Glitch) and establish their own governance, or they can make different, ActivityPub-enabled microblogging systems (such as Firefish). For those who sign up for an instance and have issues with how it is moderated, they can reach out to the admins and moderators and discuss matters directly. If they still believe the instance is poorly run, they can move instances or set up their own. Those who support the use of blocklists but do not like the maintainers of existing ones can establish their own, rival lists, and of course those who do not support shared blocklist use can avoid using them altogether. Fediverse members put their care work into areas of the fediverse that they feel would benefit and appreciate their contributions.


Inability to Recognize Care
Care ethicist Parvarti Raghuram notes that one of the major dangers of centering care is that those who do care work are not recognized for what they do. “Notions of care are imbricated in global patterns of power that go beyond ‘who cares’ to ‘how care is defined and validated.’”21 One person who does a specific type of care work may be praised, while another who does a different form may be overlooked. Likewise, one person who provides care work might get lauded, while another who does the exact same care work may be ignored unless they struggle for recognition.22
On the fediverse, the overvalorization of technical ability is often a factor.23 For example, in her conversation with me, #fediblock cocreator Marcia X downplayed their ability to care for the fediverse—“I put so much work into [Playvicious] with the tools that I have. I don’t do tech. I don’t do code.” #Fedipact creator vanta rainbow black said something similar. When she conceived of #fedipact, she put the idea out in a post, hoping someone with more power—an admin—could implement it. “I figured . . . I’m not an admin, so what else can I do besides release the concept into the wild and hope someone else takes it and runs with it?” they Signaled me. “I figured some instance admin would see that and realize the idea on their own.” But when no admins created the pledge, vanta promoted it herself.
The anxieties of two people who helped create historically important fediverse hashtag campaigns (#fediblock and #fedipact) reveal societal bias toward technical ability or system administration as more valuable forms of intervention in digital media. The flipside of Marcia or vanta’s downplaying of their own abilities is the valorization of the ideas of high-status technologists. Mastodon founder Eugen Rochko is often seen by journalists as offering the final word on Mastodon (if not the rest of the ActivityPub-based fediverse). As high-profile technology firms enter the fediverse—such as Automattic (which owns Wordpress and Tumblr), Flipboard, or Meta—their CEOs and engineers are sought out for comments and predictions. While I’m certainly not arguing that tech journalists ignore these actors, it is also clear that the vast majority of people who do care work on the fediverse are ignored because their contributions don’t fit the standard we’ve developed over the past several decades. The perception that there are singular technologists who grace the rest of us with new technologies through their genius reflects the critique care ethicists have leveled at other ethical theories: too much value is placed on an individual acting and making the right choice, and not enough on relationships of care.
But not all technologists are recognized. Ro, the former Playvicious admin, Bad Space founder, and current head of a nonprofit called Hueristic Instruments, told me about people being surprised and confused to find out he’s a skilled coder. As a Black man, he gets questions about his ability to build technologies, as well as his motives for doing so. People question his ability to provide technical care. This reflects long-standing issues Black and Indigenous people or women have faced in technical fields—the constant need to assert that, yes, I can code.
While these instances of overlooking or downgrading the value of acts of care can alienate people from the fediverse, care ethicists see opportunities in them. As Raghuram argues, “These different notions of competence are not only sites where inequalities of power come to light but also where new coalitions around care can be formed.”24 Recent scholarship has shed light on previously unheralded people who make digital technologies possible: content moderators, marginalized people who contribute to technology development, and people who make technology more accessible to those with disabilities.25 In the FOSS world specifically, there are conversations about how to recognize the work of community managers and mentors as essential to the success of projects. As for the covenantal fediverse, since every aspect of it can be community-based, it reveals the necessity of many different forms of care work. Recognition of the care work happens every day: people thank Mastodon code maintainers, ActivityPub developers, and moderators, they donate to admins, and they boost each other to acknowledge their contributions. This is a step toward Raghuram’s coalitions of care—gatherings of people who give care according to “his or her capacity for care.”26


Unequal Distribution
Finally, covenantal fediverse care isn’t equally distributed. Even a cursory glance at the Fediverse Observer map shows that the network is simply not present in the Global South, particularly Central and South America and Africa. It is concentrated in North America, Eastern Australia, Western Europe, and South and South Eastern Asia.27 If we do care about shifting people away from corporate social media, why not concentrate on overlooked areas?
Over the past few decades, many charitable projects have sought to provide digital technologies in the Global South. Consider, for example, One Laptop Per Child (OLPC), a charitable project started at MIT in 2005. Predicated on the idea that lack of access to digital technologies was the key impediment to development, the intention was to build low-powered laptops that would be given to children in the Global South. It is easy to imagine a similar charity starting today, arguing that if we just supplied the fediverse to the Global South, inequality would disappear. However, much like OLPC, such a project may easily ignore the actual needs on the ground in various parts of the world. Reacting to the debut of OLPC, “one attendee said she’d rather have ‘clean water and real schools’ than laptops.”28 Ignoring fundamental needs in favor of new technologies has been a constant trope of Western visions of addressing the problems of the Global South.29
For the fediverse to find a home in the Global South, it cannot simply be a matter of blithely foisting yet another technology on people. The ethics of care demands that we engage in relationship-building and do so while considering local practices and situations. There are efforts to do this sort of on-the-ground care work. For example, Gordon Gow of the University of Alberta engages in what he calls “technology stewardship” with nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) in Sri Lanka and Trinidad who are considering using social media. Using workshops to learn what the NGO members need, Gow and his students demonstrate ways in which federated social media might meet their requirements.30 Gow and his colleagues are mindful of the danger of caring too much: he and his team do not simply push the fediverse upon groups of people who don’t want it as if these would-be fellow fediverse members don’t know any better. Gow’s relational approach recognizes the fact that, in the end, the NGOs seeking to use social media may simply reject the fediverse in favor of corporate social media. “Launching a campaign with a community of practice to explore [a] platform like Mastodon can require considerable effort, and there is of course no guarantee it will succeed in changing existing practices in any significant way,” he writes. “The training course emphasizes two other principles of technology stewardship that are essential for campaign planning: use the knowledge around you and understand failure and build on success.”31
If the fediverse never touches regions of the world, does that mean that its members are free to not care about those regions of the world? No. “Technology has made it possible for the effects of our actions to extend far beyond the range of our personal encounters,” feminist ethicist Carol Card reminds us. “We can affect drastically, even fatally, people we will never know as individuals.”32 This is as true of the fediverse as it is for many other technologies. Here, I would point to the acts of care that environmentalists, such as degrowth thinkers and solarpunks, are engaging in. Since the fediverse, like other digital technologies, can contribute to ecological destruction in the form of carbon emissions and the mining of rare earth metals necessary for digital components, environmentally conscious care work taking place at a local level can have global impacts. Switching to solar power, cutting back on growth logics, reducing or eliminating carbon emissions, and extending the life of hardware can be local acts of fediverse care that also indirectly benefit people who live in the Global South.


The Covenantal Fediverse Might Fail
We commonly think of ethics as providing us with the rules to make the right choice in situations. If we only just gather more facts, think a little harder, and communicate more clearly, we can do right, others will recognize that we did right, and for the rest of history people will look back upon us and say, “They did the right thing.” As a group of scholars write, in such “rationalist versions of the world, as in fairy tales, there tend to be happy endings. Order, effectivity, efficiency, health or justice: in one way or another these may be achieved and if they are not, then someone is to blame.”33 Yet the world doesn’t work like this. “In care versions of the world, the hope that one might live happily ever after is not endlessly fuelled. You do your best, but you are not going to live ‘ever after.’ Instead, at some point, sooner or later, you are bound to die.”34
The covenantal fediverse, like all of us, is bound to die. In fact, as I stated at the start of this book, for as long as there has been corporate social media, there have been alternatives. Many of them did their best but have arguably failed, fading away as resources dwindled or they were unable to attract members. It’s entirely possible the fediverse will, too. Even if it does not fade away in the short term, nothing lasts forever.
What happens when the covenantal fediverse dies?
What won’t die (at least as long as humans exist) is the central act of caring—the messy, uncertain struggle of caring that helps put us in relation to one another. As James Baldwin put it, “Freedom is hard to bear. . . . It is the responsibility of free men [sic] to trust and to celebrate what is constant—birth, struggle, and death are constant, and so is love.”35 As I have argued throughout this book, those who built, maintain, continue, and repair the covenantal fediverse know this. Many of them come from the ranks of those who tried to make previous alternatives to corporate social media in the past—even if they failed before, they keep trying. Others are new to the game and will carry the lesson into the future. The covenantal fediverse might fade away, but the struggle—the care work—to build better methods of communication and community will no doubt continue.
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As I write this in March 2024, Mastodon just celebrated its eighth birthday. Eugen Rochko started it in 2016 as a hobby project, looking to build a better alternative microblogging system than GNU social, but by 2024, Mastodon has become more than that. As I’ve argued throughout this book, Mastodon and the rest of the fediverse have proven to be a viable alternative to corporate social media, opening up social media governance, operation, and participation to ordinary people in a form I call the covenantal fediverse.

When I talk about Mastodon and the fediverse in presentations or lectures, I’m often asked: Is Mastodon, or the fediverse more broadly, the future of social media? I’ll admit that I really don’t like this question, because predicting the future is hard. Being a critical academic, I often consider all the problems Mastodon and the fediverse will face, the forces that could tear it apart. There’s a lot to be concerned about.

But tonight, I’m celebrating Mastodon’s eighth birthday by setting aside my worries to engage in what CloudIsland.nz admin Aurynn Shaw calls “whimsy.”1 I’m having fun, watching a terrible movie along with a bunch of strangers around the fediverse.

#Monsterdon
#Monsterdon is a fediverse hashtag used to organize a weekly collective viewing of a monster movie, such as The Giant Claw (1957) or Octaman (1971).2 Participants follow the #Monsterdon hashtag, vote on a movie using Mastodon’s poll feature, find a copy on a streaming service available in their area, and press play at a coordinated time (which happens to be Sunday night where I’m located). Then, they mock the movie—it’s similar to what Mystery Science Theater 3000 and Rifftrax comedians do.
This week’s movie is Godmonster of Indian Flats (1973). It’s an objectively bad movie. Set in a small town in Nevada, the film opens with a drunken sheep rancher who lays down in a sheep pen to pass out. He awakens next to a throbbing sheep embryo, the product of cross fertilization and a yellow gas from a local mine. That embryo is declared a scientific marvel by a local scientist who whisks it off to his secret lab. There, it grows into the Godmonster, a shambling, bipedal, mutated sheep. The Godmonster breaks out of the lab during a fight between a mob of white vigilantes who are hunting a Black man, Mr. Barnstable, who was framed for the attempted murder of a person and the staged murder of a dog. Later, the Godmonster is captured by that same mob. The mayor of the town, Mr. Silverdale, proposes to put the Godmonster on display to attract tourists, but the townspeople reject that idea and kill the monster.
My plot summary doesn’t do justice to the sheer chaos of the film. As one critic notes, Godmonster “is the strangest, most surreal exploitation movie ever made. It offers up a Six Gun Territory theme park as a township without batting an eye, has its characters dressed like rejects from Disney World’s Diamond Horseshoe Review and infiltrates the insanity with an eight foot, carpet covered sinister sheep that enjoys moonlit dances with the neighborhood Earth mother.”3 It is a deeply incoherent movie. Godmonster is really a fragmented collection of multiple, barely connected stories: one is about racism in the American West in the 1970s, focusing on how the town leaders frame Mr. Barnstable to prevent him from buying real estate there. Another is about wholesome American small-town life—and the use of high-tech surveillance and vigilante justice meant to keep it that way. “Violence in the name of justice controls the masses!” Mayor Silverdale yells at a town meeting. Yet another is about a small town being sold out by politicians—the very same ones who rejected Barnstable’s attempt to buy land. Another is about the after effects of pollution from heavy industry. The mines are the source of the toxic gasses that mutate a sheep into the Godmonster. Yet another features the Godmonster, which shuffles around town, inexplicably growls like a panther, steals fruit from children, and kills by startling people who subsequently fall off cliffs. The filmmaker, Frederic Hobbs, attempts to make these disparate stories converge with a frenetic final few minutes, where the inhabitants of the small town riot and the monster is destroyed in an explosion.
The film is trying to say something, but it is incoherent in doing so. During the course of our collective #Monsterdon watch, my fellow Monsterdonners and I try to make sense of the madness through jokes and riffs. For me, the funniest (and most disturbing) part of the movie is how quickly the town turned on Barnstable after he was framed for killing a dog. The dog—which wasn’t actually killed, but only played dead—was given a full and touching funeral. In response to this, I shared this with my fellow Monsterdonners: “The plan to discredit Barnstable was to get him drunk, let him shoot off a six-piece, and hope he shoots near the dog—but not hitting the dog—so the dog—which is well-trained to play dead—will make Barnstable think he killed the dog, and thus make it so no one will sell him land? Got it.”
As we Monsterdonners joke, we desperately try to find a theme to Godmonster. If there is any theme to the movie, it is what cultural and political commentators call “toxic nostalgia”—a conservative desire to hold on to an idealized version of the past, typically one in which social hierarchies are firmly entrenched.4 The small town the film is set in is a tourist trap, with townspeople reenacting Old West gun battles and maintaining brothels and saloons. The mayor of the town rejects a bid to purchase tracts of real estate around the town to preserve the town’s Old West appearance. It is telling that when a Black man from out East attempts to buy land there, the town turns on him quickly, sending out a mob on horseback—indeed, the mob is so committed to recreating Old West–style justice that they chase Mr. Barnstable’s car with their horses, rather than getting into cars themselves. The Godmonster itself is a representation of the horrors of the past the town is selectively forgetting: it is produced in part through toxins released from the defunct mines on the edge of town. This theme—the critique of toxic nostalgia—resonates with us Monsterdonners.


Fragmentation and Nostalgia: The Future and Past of Social Media
A common observation about social media is that it is now fragmented, with small groups of people retreating to their own preferred platforms instead of gathering on one large one.5 This line of thinking was particularly prompted by Musk’s purchase of Twitter. Writing in The Atlantic, Helen Lewis argues “Elon Musk’s actions at Twitter have irreparably fractured the service. We are now living in the post-Twitter era, literally and metaphorically.” This accounts for some of the anxieties I hear about when I talk about Mastodon and the fediverse: Is it the future? Can it replicate the Twitter of old?
When people face an uncertain future, they often long for the past. In the case of social media, there is nostalgia for a time when influential people were on Twitter, and when Twitter was fun. Some of the people who have embraced Meta’s Twitter-like service Threads have noted it feels like the Twitter of old. Kari Paul writes in The Guardian that “with Twitter getting clunkier and progressively less usable since Musk took it over, opening an app and actually being able to see and engage with content smoothly felt like a breath of fresh air. . . . I actually enjoyed using Threads.”6 Marketer Jay Clouse writes, “For the last several days, I’ve actually published more on Threads than anywhere else. And not because I’m chasing an opportunity—because it was more fun for me!”7 Writing in Medium, Winston Ford says, “Spending an hour on Threads is like a time machine to 2008. It’s your friends cracking corny jokes, begging for follows, and asking ‘is this thing on?’ Sure the brands and celebrities are there (a great move by Zuck to make sure your feed is populated), but for now it seems . . . dare I say . . . wholesome, compared to the alternative.”8 At least some people are excited that the world’s largest social media company is stepping into the void that Twitter left when it was rebranded X.
Similar nostalgic assessments can be found in commentary on Bluesky, another Twitter-like microblogging system that was initially started by Twitter cofounder Jack Dorsey in 2021.9 Particularly after Musk bought Twitter, many people have turned to Bluesky to recapture the old spirit of Twitter. Political science professor David Karpf argues that “Bluesky feels like a party that I don’t know how I got invited to, but I see a bunch of people I know and they seem happy to see me.”10 Blogger Faine Greenwood writes that on Bluesky, “suddenly, social media felt fun again, rich with potential—the chance to make new friends, the chance to amuse people.”11 Kate Knibbs declares in Wired that “the most impressive feat Bluesky has managed isn’t technical, but cultural. It has recreated an older, better era of the internet, one that’s actually fun.”12
The longing for a single, central source of fun—something that recalls Twitter’s heyday, before the current fragmentation—is nostalgic. But for many on the fediverse, it’s a toxic form of nostalgia. As this book has shown, Mastodon in particular grew in relation to the faults of Twitter pre-Musk—the Twitter of #Gamergate and online harassment and trolling. Moreover, as this book has shown, many on the fediverse reject any return to domains created by corporate social media leaders, such as Zuckerberg or Dorsey—even if the new domains appear to recapture the fun of old Twitter.
The covenantal fediverse is comfortable with fragmentation and resistant to returning to an idealized social media past. Unlike the movie Godmonster, which both implodes under the weight of its incoherent plotlines, the fediverse is designed to avoid neat coherence. If the future of social media is fragmented, then the fediverse is well positioned. The ActivityPub technical protocol has proven to be very flexible, allowing for many different types of social media practices to connect: microblogging, picture and video sharing, and Reddit-style discussion forums, to name a few. Podcasting and gaming applications are in active development.13 If “fragmentation” means that groups of people can join small servers, govern themselves, share various forms of media, and socialize with people across a vast heterogeneous network, then the fediverse is a successful, contemporary social media practice. Rather than lamenting fragmentation, the fediverse revels in noncentralization.
In spite of fragmentation, fun is still possible. While all these different types of applications are appearing across the fediverse, the shared underlying technical, social, and political protocols mean that people can still gather from across various services to engage in collective fun. #Monsterdon illustrates this well. From the perspective of my instance, AoIR.social, I saw #monsterdon jokes coming from forty-five other fediverse instances during the Godmonster viewing. These instances ranged in size from instances-of-one to small instances limited to friends to some of the largest Mastodon instances, such as Mastodon.social, with 250,000 active members. Topically, they range from instances dedicated to fandom and nerd culture to instances for artists, from instances for cybersecurity professionals to instances for academics, from instances for furries to instances for family members. Geographically, they ranged from localized (one instance is meant for Chicagoans) to being open to anyone in the world.
Most of these instances have clear codes of conduct. Some of them are run by admins who have different approaches to federation than I do—some are more restricted in who they connect to, while others (Mastodon.social being the prime example) will federate widely. Regardless, we share a set of ethical values. It wasn’t just a terrible movie that brought us together, but the work of admins, moderators, and active members who crafted those codes of conduct and made connections with one another. While Godmonster flies apart at the seams in its frenetic ending, we #Monsterdon participants all converge from our distinct locations on the fediverse—and collectively, we try to make sense of the surreal monster movie through silly jokes. And then, when the movie is over, we can return to our regular social media lives.
While much of the commentary about Threads and Bluesky is about recovering the lost and idealized heyday of Twitter, the fediverse has soundly rejected that idea. Much as the Monsterdonners enjoyed the implicit critique of toxic nostalgia in Godmonster, we also reject toxic nostalgia in social media. We’re having fun, but we’re doing it in new ways. There is little desire to go back to corporate social media.
But this doesn’t mean the fediverse will continue as a noncentralized alternative to corporate social media. Here I put my critical hat back on. The adoption of ActivityPub by Meta’s Threads may mean that the fediverse will be swamped by over 100 million corporate social media users. Or, other problems could arise: perhaps disinformation during events such as the 2024 US presidential election might seep into the network and catch fediverse moderators off guard.14 Or, as states begin to regulate corporate social media, new laws could be too burdensome for small, voluntary social media to comply with—a situation that affected Switter, a sex-worker-oriented Mastodon instance, in 2022.15 The future of social media might not be federated—it could be centralized and corporate, just as it largely has been for the past two decades.
I might become nostalgic for Mastodon and the covenantal fediverse’s heyday—for a time when people around the world established our own social media as a viable challenge to corporate social media, banding together with shared ethical values.
But at least for now, every Sunday, I have a way to escape my worries: watching terrible monster movies with my friends on the fediverse.
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While corporate social media scholarship and criticism have been popular for the past two decades, scholarship and criticism of what I call “alternative social media” are somewhat rare, and rarer still is work focusing on the fediverse.1 I’m including this methodological note so that future fediverse researchers might learn from my approach.

The approach I took to studying the fediverse was similar to the approach I took to studying the dark web in a previous book.2 I relied on a mixture of participant observation, interviews, archival work, and software studies. Much of the work is thus anticipated by previous Internet studies scholarship. However, I will note two key areas in which fediverse research poses specific ethical challenges: the particularities of consent to be part of research on the fediverse, and how researchers should contribute funds to the fediverse if they seek to produce knowledge out of the labor of fediverse members.

Consent
Consent is fundamental to fediverse research. As I’ve discussed in this volume, nonconsensual, experimental research has been conducted on corporate social media users—both by academics and by the corporations themselves—for years. Based on my observation and interviews, it is clear to me that fediverse members are very aware of this nonconsensual research, and they consider it to be unethical. Fediverse instances are starting to include prohibitions against nonconsensual research in their codes of conduct.3
In addition, I’ve observed that many fediverse members are leery of the journalist practice of quoting Twitter/X posts in articles without the consent of the author of the post. According to two media studies scholars, journalists have treated Twitter/X posts “more like content, an interchangeable building block of news, than like sources, whose ideas and messages must be subject to scrutiny and verification. Sources are interrogated; content, on the other hand, is simply reproduced.”4 The reduction of a post to “content” not only means that posts aren’t scrutinized; it also means journalists aren’t considering how taking someone’s post out of one context (a discussion on a microblog) and plopping it into another (e.g., a story about how “the Internet reacts” to an event) is a violation of consent.5
Observing fediverse members’ disdain for unethical research and the contentification of social media posts, I sought consent from fediverse members. In the case of interviews, I engaged in standard institutional review procedures for informed consent and drew on Internet research ethics guides.6 My research plans were submitted to institutional review boards at the three universities I’ve worked for over the past four years: Utah, Louisiana Tech, and York. In all cases, the project was deemed exempt from full review because I created an informed consent form and an interview protocol that stressed the voluntary nature of interviews. All of my interviewees were supplied with informed consent forms that described in straightforward terms how I would conduct interviews, and during the early part of each interview I stressed the voluntary nature of the conversation.
Part of this process involves learning how to refer to interviewees. All interviews began with a conversation about names and preferred pronouns. Some interviewees chose to use legal names, other screen names, and all interviewees shared their pronouns. This is also a key part of the consent process.
As for the issue of contentification, while I certainly gathered a great deal of data during my participant observation (journals, notes, and screenshots/captures of fediverse posts), I never directly quoted any fediverse post without the explicit consent of its author. I recommend others do the same. I realize many will protest that fediverse posts are public, but I do not think that the folks I interviewed would have agreed to be interviewed if I had the reputation of someone who takes fediverse posts out of context without consent. I did make some rare exceptions to this rule, however: if a post was already widely quoted in news coverage (as in the case of Eugen Rochko’s 2018 “there’s the door” post quoted in Chapter 1), I treated that as public.
Finally, I stored the interview data and notes on a self-hosted Nextcloud server, and I transcribed interviews myself. I did this to avoid storing data or passing interview audio through third-party cloud services, because I am certain few if any fediverse members would consent to have their ideas supplied to train large language models (LLMs), as is now happening to data stored in Google or Microsoft services. I realize that this book will be digitally scanned, and thus artificial intelligence companies may be tempted to use it in their training data. For what it’s worth: I do not consent to have any portion of this book be used to train an LLM or similar system.


Subscribing
There is a significant batch of material I’ve drawn on that is not readily accessible unless one pays for it. I have had the privilege of generous research funding in the past few years. Such funding allows me to buy books and computers. I also believe the funding should be used to purchase art, writings, and music from fediverse members. To that end, I have subscribed to a range of fediverse members’ Patreon or Kofi accounts to gain access to these materials, paying them each month.
This obviously benefits me because I get insights into how they view the fediverse, among many other topics. Studying the creative work of fediverse members helps me develop interview questions. But it also benefits the fediverse members with some funding, which is often scarce in a noncapitalist network. I would suggest other fediverse researchers share research funds with fediverse members where possible. I would especially recommend that researchers who access large fediverse datasets via application programming interfaces or other tools also distribute research funding to fediverse members, particularly instance admins, since admins are paying the bills for bandwidth. As I write in this book, much of this network refuses the political economy of surveillance capitalism in favor of noncapitalist and mutual aid economies. Academics who derive knowledge based on the fediverse have an ethical duty to contribute funding to this network.
There is an ethical issue that might arise due to my providing funds to fediverse members who are also potential interviewees: Are the people I subscribe to obliged to talk to me because I am paying them? When I requested interviews with people I was paying with subscription fees, I made it crystal clear that my subscribing to an artist or writer does not oblige them to talk to me, and that if I reach out with an interview request, their response will not result in my cancelling a subscription. I committed to keeping my subscriptions going for at least a year, regardless of response to interview requests. (The only reason I would have ceased is if I lost my funding, but fortunately I did not.)
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Epilogue
	1. This is similar to how media studies scholar Christina Dunbar-Hester has engaged with the fediverse: an attempt to inject some levity. See Dunbar-Hester, “Showing Your Ass on Mastodon.”
	2. For a list of films that Monsterdon participants have watched, see [image: ]https://letterboxd.com/justcheri/list/monsterdon/.
	3. Gibron, “Depth of Field.”
	4. Rose, “Mining Memories with Donald Trump in the Anthropocene”; Klein, “Toxic Nostalgia, From Putin to Trump to the Trucker Convoys”; Hassler-Forest, “‘When You Get There, You Will Already Be There’ Stranger Things, Twin Peaks and the Nostalgia Industry.”
	5. Chatterjee, “Social Media’s Fragmented Future”; Paul, “Is Threads the Good Place?”
	6. Paul, “We Tried Threads, Meta’s New Twitter Rival. Here’s What Happened.”
	7. Clouse, “Threads.”
	8. Ford, “On Threads, SPILL, and Social Media Being ‘Cool’ Again.”
	9. While it is now distinct from Twitter, its roots are deeply tied to that company. Bluesky was initially conceived of by Dorsey and developed by Twitter under the leadership Parag Agrawal, who would go on to be CEO of Twitter. It was later spun off Twitter as a separate company, headed by Jay Graber. Bluesky is developing their own technical protocol, AT Protocol, which they intend to use to decentralize Bluesky into a network of servers. In addition, Bluesky has stated their intention to turn AT Protocol over to the stewardship of the Internet Engineering Task Force, a standards body. However, at the time of this writing, there is only a single Bluesky instance, bsky.app, and the protocol is still only controlled by the Bluesky corporation. Not much, if any of it, has been decentralized.
	10. Karpf, “Bluesky Is Just Twitter, Without the Burden of Everything Ruining Twitter.”
	11. Greenwood, “How I Accidentally Ruined Bluesky with Pictures of Sexy Alf.”
	12. Knibbs, “I Regret to Inform You That Bluesky Is Fun.”
	13. See [image: ]https://docs.castopod.org/ for an implementation of podcasting on ActivityPub; [image: ]https://github.com/H4kor/fedi-games for a project using ActivityPub for game play.
	14. In early 2024, I attended a Decentralized Social Media Workshop at Princeton University, which was attended by fediverse and Bluesky developers, representatives from various digital media nonprofits, and academics. One of the more pressing concerns for this group was what to do about disinformation in federated social media.
	15. Cole, “Switter, the Twitter for Sex Workers, Is Shutting Down.”




Appendix
	1. However, the field is growing, especially in the past few years. I have collected a bibliography of alternative social media research at [image: ]https://socialmediaalternatives.org/bib.html.
	2. Gehl, Weaving the Dark Web: Legitimacy on Freenet, Tor, and I2P.
	3. Wähner et al., “‘Don’t Research Us’—How Mastodon Instance Rules Connect to Research Ethics.”
	4. Molyneux and McGregor, “Legitimating a Platform,” 1578.
	5. In this sense, I could argue that taking posts out of context violates their contextual integrity, to use a concept from Helen Nissenbaum (2004). However, journalists have often conceived of Twitter/X as a public forum, using that as a justification for taking posts out of context. I do not think we can make the same case for the fediverse, given that many of its members have joined it to avoid such violations of contextual integrity. See Nissenbaum, “Privacy as Contextual Integrity.”
	6. Ess and AoIR Ethics Working Committee, “Ethical Decision-Making and Internet Research: Recommendations from the AoIR Ethics Working Committee”; Markham and Buchanan, “Ethical Decision-Making and Internet Research.”
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