
[Editor’s Note: On March 14, 2022, Dr. Fang Xingdong, head of the OHI (Oral History of the Internet) project in China
posted about Michael Hauben and his family on the blogchina website in Chinese. Earlier that day, Ronda and Jay
Hauben had a zoom session with Dr. Fang and his colleagues introducing themselves and answering questions about
Michael. The following is a machine translation into English of Dr. Fang’s blog post. The original can be seen at:
https://fxd.blogchina.com/794986680 .html.]

Oral History of the Internet A Special Interview:
“Netizen” Michael Hauben

On February 27, I received an email from Ronda Hauben, saying that she had seen books
published of Internet oral history interviews and that she had learned about the Oral History of the
Internet project during a WeChat video with Academician Hu Qiheng. Later, I also received an email
from Academician Hu Qiheng. Of course I am no stranger to them. I knew about them since the
1990s. Ronda Hauben’s son, Michael Hauben, coined the term “Netizen,” and in 1997 the two co-
authored a splendid Internet history book, Netizens: On the History and Impact of Usenet and the
Internet.

Michael, who was born on May 1, 1973, proposed to study computing at the age of 5; in the
first grade of primary school took his work to participate in the science exhibition only for senior
students, and became the only junior student to participate in the exhibition. At the age of 10, he used
a TV as a monitor and a Timex Sinclair computer with 3K memory, and wrote games on this
computer together with his father Jay Hauben. He became active in major BBSs in the early 1980s
and was in one of the earliest computer user groups. In 1993, the term “Netizen” was coined during
his undergraduate studies. The term was coined in his article titled “The Net and Netizens: The
Impact the Net has on People’s Lives,” which quickly spread. He was not yet 20 years old then.

At the university level, although Michael Hauben was a computer major, he preferred courses
such as philosophy and ethics, and was a music lover, rather than courses such as economics. In the
late 1990s, with the rise of the Internet wave, the whole world was in a frenzy for the
commercialization of the Internet. As an important capital market, New York is undoubtedly the
center of the myth that the Internet benefits. However, Michael Hauben has always focused on the
spirit of openness and sharing of the Internet, rather than the commercialization opportunities
brought by the Internet. His speeches and writings adhere to the pure Internet spirit. The evolution
of his mother, Ronda Hauben, also reflects this rare purity. In an article titled “What the Net Means
to Me,” Michael firmly believes that the Internet will remain public, open, and non-commercial.
“The Internet means personal power in a world where there is little or no personal power.” “The
Internet is, by its very nature, communication between individuals … a vehicle for the dissemination
of people’s ideas and aspirations.”

He entered Columbia University in 1991, majoring in computer science, graduating in 1995.
He obtained his master’s degree in 1997, and also published the book “Netizen” in the same year.
Michael Hauben, or his family of three, is not only the creator of the word “netizen,” but also endows
the word with a soul, which is the best embodiment of the Internet spirit of openness, sharing,
freedom and equality or the spirit of “netizen.” Their love for the Internet, their enthusiasm and
passion for spreading the Internet to the world, is very contagious. However, it is very deplorable that
in 1999 Michael Hauben was involved in a car accident and passed away in June 2001 at the age of
28. After the tragic loss of their only child, Ronda Hauben and Jay Hauben took up the unfinished
mission of their son and continued to work hard to promote the spirit of “Netizen” around the world.

https://fxd.blogchina.com/794986680.html


The story of Ronda Hauben’s family of three fits perfectly with the original intention of the
Oral History of the Internet Project. Therefore, this video interview is of special significance. Zhong
Bu said that our project will publish a book for the story of their family of three. Today’s interview
is the first, Ronda Hauben and Jay Hauben share the story of the three of them. This interview
method is also the first time. When they talked about the story of their beloved son, the two
complemented each other, and many vivid stories emerged, which made us deeply infected. Their
parent-child relationship is so harmonious, the parents are willing to give Mike all the assistance they
can.

Doing the oral history of the Internet is indeed a very hard job, but at this time, our inner
harvest is unparalleled. I hope that our work is for the Internet and the world, and we can dig out
more wonderful people and things. Through their stories and their lives, the true meaning of the
Internet spirit will be more manifested, and the brilliance of the Internet spirit will be further
reflected.

This year, the Internet Oral History Project turns 15 years old, and this harvest is undoubtedly
our greatest motivation. The first interview, was in the morning in China, an hour and a half passed
quickly, and it was already late at night in New York. It can’t be too late, so, we look forward to the
second time for further in-depth chat.

[At the bottom of the blog post was this statement about Internet Oral History by Dr. Fang Xingdong.]

Whether history is created by the masses or heroes of the times, it is always created by people. Whether it is
the times that create heroes, or the heroes who create the times, create history and change the course of history, it is often
a part of individuals who stand out. At an important juncture in the historical process, they did not miss the critical
moment entrusted by the times, relying on their own personal characteristics and unique effort and made unique
contributions and impossible miracles. They are the representatives of the historical process, and they are the models that
condense the changes of the times. Focusing on and deeply penetrating them can better restore the splendor of history
and show the unique creativity of human beings. It is no exaggeration to say that these people are the instigators and
leaders who pushed China from a semi-agricultural and semi-industrial society into an information society. It is the hero
and heroine who promotes the entire human race from industrial civilization to higher information civilization. Their
personal achievements and significance of the times will continue to be highlighted and recognized over time.
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