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To everyone in a love-hate relationship with the internet







If we want the rewards of being loved we have to submit to the mortifying ordeal of being known. 

– Tim Kreider, ‘I Know What You Think of Me’, 
The New York Times
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1

The Becoming of an Age

In the beginning, God created the heaven and the earth. And God said, ‘Let there be Internet,’ and there was the internet. And then God created Man and named him Adam, but the universe said, ‘Sorry, that username is already taken.’

I periodically stalk Ria Chopra on Instagram. Not me, of course. The other one. She seems to be a cool person – great hair, lots of friends, studying at the University of Texas at Austin, a cheerleader, and has even attended Taylor Swift’s The Eras Tour. All the glimpses of her life I get through her posts and stories are nice in a ‘good for you, babe’ way but also of absolutely no relevance to me, since we are oceans apart and likely to never cross paths. But for over a decade now, I have found myself thinking about the other Ria Chopra from time to time. What I am so absolutely sure of is that this other Ria Chopra has never thought of me, ever. I, of course, know entirely too much about her. What keeps me going back to her, again and again, is that she has something I once desperately wanted to have and be – she is @riachopra on the internet.

I created my Instagram account on 24 November 2013. At fourteen years old – a year past the (much-flouted) recommended age for joining Instagram – I already felt that I was late to the game. Instagram was launched in 2010 for iOS users (which I was not) and in 2012 for Android users (which I, also, was not, because I didn’t own a smartphone yet) and by the time I joined the app, many of my ‘cooler’ classmates and friends had already been on it for months, with follower counts and digital savvy to show for it. In 2013, newly equipped with a beetle-shaped white Samsung Galaxy Fit, with a five-megapixel back camera, no front camera and 160 megabytes of storage, which I also shared with my elder sister, I decided to make an account. And instantly, I hit a roadblock.

I had a smartphone and an e-mail ID, both necessary to create an account on the app. So far, so good. I also met the age requirement and had parental permission, something many of my peers did not have; so, quite frankly, I felt overqualified. So far, very good. What I did not have, however, was a unique name. ‘@riachopra’ was already taken. I could go for ‘@ria_chopra’, the app suggested. Or perhaps ‘@riachopra16’, combining my name with my date of birth, which the app had already made me fill out. I still remember closing the app instantly, feeling acutely disappointed. Just like every Delhi private school student worth their salt, I knew that having an underscore, a number, or any kind of punctuation in my Instagram username was a sign of defeat. It meant that your name was simply not special enough, already swooped up within the first few years of the app’s arrival by someone else who was faster than you and hence, in some twisted way, better. It sounds like exactly what it was – a random rule invented by children who already existed in a jungle of social hierarchies and were replicating those status-sorting rules onto this new platform they were swarming to. Anyone who got their exact name as their username on Instagram was so cool. I, clearly, wasn’t.

We were already active on Facebook by this point of time. A few of us were also on Tumblr and Snapchat, as well as a host of smaller platforms – gaming websites, mostly, and the last few cool blogs on the internet. Instagram felt different, right from the beginning. Higher stakes, in some ways, due to the platform’s shiny promise to help us showcase our real, ‘authentic’ identity, and, in many ways, due to the platform’s promise, help us craft a new one. And for an identity, you need a name. After accepting that it would be too pretentious to go with ‘@riachopraofficial’, because I was just a teenage girl and not a celebrity, I eventually resigned my virtual destiny to ‘@riachopra16’. My Instagram account history shows me changing my username almost daily until I settled on ‘@riachops’ – the username I have to date, across all platforms, a name I chose as early as 2014. I was fifteen years old when I finally felt equipped with an ‘internet identity’ I considered acceptable, one that accurately reflected my personality as I saw it then.

Having grown up reading tabloids voraciously – mostly Delhi Times – I prioritised consuming celebrity gossip, entertainment news, and broadcast schedules of what was showing on TV before reading the main newspaper. And all of them, in the late 2000s to the early 2010s, would call Priyanka Chopra ‘Piggy Chops’, presenting to me a socially validated alternative to my own surname. If Priyanka Chopra could be ‘Piggy Chops’, surely Ria Chopra could be Ria Chops. I could pretend it was intentional all along. The paper cut of not being able to be @riachopra, however, is my origin story – my own biblical wound. Of course, it is an exceedingly minor inconvenience at best, and a slightly less minor personal thwarting at worse, but the mortification of not getting my own name as my Instagram handle was my first brush with something that was soon to become very, very common – losing to the just-formed, still-evolving rules of the wild world wide web of social media.

[image: ]

Given its ubiquitousness today, it can be easy to forget exactly just how recent a phenomenon social media really is. Those of us who grew up with the modern internet – commonly referred to as Web 2.0 – remember a brief time when social media platforms, and the internet at large, didn’t have the visible and invisible social contracts and unspoken governance we have all internalised by now. Author and web designer Darcy DiNucci coined the term Web 2.0 in 1991 in an article titled ‘Fragmented Future’ in PRINT magazine,1 consequently characterising all the internet that had come before as Web 1.0 in retrospect. Web 1.0 was an internet of consumption – users could primarily view content but not engage with it. This read-only medium, characterised by static websites and limited interactivity, is applied to the internet in existence roughly from the early 1990s to the early 2000s. A quick look at archives of the time shows HTML-supported personal web pages and free hosting sites that let you publish posts but didn’t have the necessary frameworks for those posting to interact with their audience. These archives are heavily Eurocentric, for it took time for infrastructural developments to bring internet access to developing countries.

The internet first became accessible to scientists in the 1980s, and in 1989, in an extraordinary act of creation, the World Wide Web (WWW) was invented by British scientist Tim Berners-Lee while working at the European Organization for Nuclear Research (CERN). To get an idea of how recent that is, think of this: the WWW is exactly as old as Taylor Swift. It opened to the public in 1991, but the spread, access, and adoption of this new technology took a significant amount of time in various parts of the world. In India, public access to the internet officially began on 15 August 1995. That was just thirty years ago.

It took years for regular Indian citizens to start figuring out this new thing. In 1995, when Videsh Sanchar Nigam Limited (VSNL) began offering internet services via modem connections through telephone lines, network speeds were low, and the internet was primarily accessible to businesses, academic institutions, and those willing to pay a lot to play around with it. Computers were prohibitively expensive, setting up a connection took a long wait, and the connection itself was extremely patchy. The next year, India’s first cybercafe opened – the extremely imaginatively named CyberCafe. Located at The Leela in Mumbai, it was launched by Pritish Nandy. The same year, Delhi got its first cybercafe – Cyber Club – at the ITC Maurya. Both have shut down since then, now redundant, but in 1996, they were shining beacons of a freshly minted internet country. For almost a decade, either slow, hard-to-operate home set-ups or public cybercafes were the only two choices the dial-up internet experience offered us.

Accessing the internet, thus, coincided with various other socioeconomic fissures of Indian society. Urban areas have always had better connectivity to power supplies, telephone cables, and network towers, creating a significant urban–rural gap among the Indian online population. Whether it’s computers, laptops, and smartphones, or 5G, 4G, and Wi-Fi plans, getting on to the internet is an expensive endeavour, which also creates a class filter. Till early 2016, internet penetration in India’s rural areas was lower than 20 per cent and 1 gigabyte (GB) of data cost approximately ₹225.2 Then, on 5 September 2016, the Mukesh Ambani-led Reliance announced Jio: a revolutionary network plan whose welcome offer promised free voice calling, a hundred text messages per day, and a data package of 4 GB per day at a 4G speed, all for free. In less than five years, the price of 1 GB dropped to less than a tenth of what it was before 2016, and rural coverage grew exponentially.3 Other divides, however, remain as strong as ever. As per the Comprehensive Annual Modular Survey (CAMS) 2022–23, which was conducted as part of the 79th National Sample Survey, caste is still a clear determinant of internet access, as well as of smartphone ownership and digital skills such as coding.4 It was true three decades ago, and it is true now – being able to be online is, literally, a matter of privilege.

I was born in 1999. The turn of the millennium came and went. The Year 2000 problem – a widespread urban legend stemming from fears of a computer-generated Y2K apocalypse due to technological failures as the century turned – proved to be no problem at all. That was mostly an American thing, anyway. India didn’t have enough functional technological set-ups for people to worry about them failing if the first two digits of the year changed. The internet here was still the same – snail-paced. This geographical difference was overruled, though, in some larger internet events – the dot-com crash, for instance, greatly impacted businesses and jobs in India’s burgeoning software engineering industry. Even when we weren’t fully able to access the internet, we were still part of the ‘world’ being webbed.

Then, in 2004, the year I started going to school, the Indian government made faster internet speeds possible for households through a broadband public policy. Private internet service providers like Airtel and Mahanagar Telephone Nigam Limited (MTNL) entered the market, speeding up both our network speeds as well as the rate at which people began to pick up the technology. In 2004, according to the Internet and Mobile Association of India, India had 2.5 crore internet users. By 2005, India had 3.85 crore – a 54 per cent increase.5 My household was one of these additional 1.3 crore internet users – in 2004, my father brought home a bulbous white HP desktop computer, complete with speakers, a clunky keyboard, and a CPU with a start button I still distinctly remember turning on with my toe.

Also, in 2004, the first Web 2.0 Conference was hosted in San Francisco, US. It was a gathering of 500 people who worked in the web space, including key innovators and founders who were at the forefront of technological development and would go on to lead and engineer some of the biggest revolutions in the internet’s journey. This conference is credited with popularising DiNucci’s terminology of the eras of the web, with Web 2.0 being an internet of participation, with core principles of collective intelligence and network effects. Later, in his seminal essay ‘What Is Web 2.0?’, published in 2005, Tim O’Reilly laid out the defining features of this era: platforms that improved with user participation, applications as services (such as Google Maps), and a shift from individual ownership to collective contribution (like open-source software and crowdsourcing).6 Social networking sites became central to this shift, as users began sharing
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