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About this work

◼ Archival Methods + Oral Histories between 2019-2021
◼ Extraordinary team of advisors: Meg Leta Jones, 

danah boyd, Dan Bouk, and Leslie Harris



1. What were BBSs?
2. Why were they important? 
3. How was content moderated 

on BBSs?



WHAT ARE COMPUTER 
BULLETIN BOARD 
SYSTEMS?

◼ Social Media (sort 
of…) was born in a 
snowstorm in 
Chicago!

◼ Ward Christensen 
and Randy Suess 
created the first BBS 
in 1978 to talk with 
their computer club







BIG WHEELS… KEEP 
ON TURNING?



CURRENT INTERNET 
HISTORIOGRAPHY

◼ Focus on one type of 
network protocol – 
TCP/IP – that would 
eventually consume 
All Networks

◼ Linear Narrative of 
Gov / Corporate 
growth



BBSs 1978 - 
PRESENT
LOCALLY OWNED AND 
OPERATED!

FARM TO TABLE INTERNET!



STORY TIME



BOB GELLMAN

◼ Created the Federal Whistleblower 
BBS for Rep. Bob Wise (D-W.Va.) 
on the House Government 
Operations Committee

◼ Reminds us that BBS technology is 
a background, not a solution



SALVATRIX

● Small networks 
because dialing in 
was expensive

● Geographic proximity 
= making friends IRL 
-> learning more 
BBSs to dial -> 
making friends IRL



SYSOP 
VETTING

● Content moderation 
was seen not as 
something to 
balance free speech 
/ expression, but as 
community 
management

● Literally who do you 
know here…



NELL MINNOW

◼ “Oh, I’ll tell you one thing that was interesting 
back in those days was that I that women 
would sometimes not know if they were talking 
to another woman. And kind of the secret code 
for proving that you were female to other 
women, was there were two questions: One 
was what size panty hose do you wear? 
Because men don’t know what sizes panty 
hose come in. And they would say, like seven 
or something, which is not even a thing.  And 
now, we don’t even have pantyhose anymore, 
but okay. And what’s the French manicure?“



CONCLUSION

Alternative Pasts -> 
Alternative Futures



Want to know more about BBSs? 

● Play around with the archives on 
textfiles.com

● Read “The Old Puppet Masters: 
Content Moderation on Computer 
Bulletin Board Systems” by Me 


