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Abstract
The war waged by the content industries against digital pirates is inextricably
bound to concerns over personal privacy. It has now become commonplace to
exchange music, films, books and games as digital data. As a result, where that
data goes, how it is used and where it comes from is also easier to track. As such,
the informational privacy of the individual is often sacrificed in the name of
intellectual property protection. In response to this there are a range of activist and
political groups whose major concern is defending online privacy and Internet
freedom. An instructive example within this movement is Kim Dotcom, the
erstwhile head of defunct sharing site Megaupload, who presents his own interests
as aligned with these organizations in a bid to promote both himself and his
company.
The MPAA claims that Dotcom is a thief who has profited directly from piracy, a
charge he contests by claiming that through the raid of his house in January 2012
and the seizure of the Megaupload servers, his privacy has been invaded and his
assets (and those of his subscribers) stolen. In January 2013, with a high profile
theatrical event that included a re-enactment of the raid on his New Zealand
mansion, Dotcom launched the successor to Megaupload, Mega. Mega, a cloud
sharing platform, has one defining difference to Megaupload because through their
User Controlled Encryption (UCE) system no-one at Mega (or their audaciously
titled parent company, The Privacy Company) can see or access the files that are
hosted within their system. This is presented as a tactic to protect the consumer’s
privacy but it has the associated benefit of distancing Dotcom and his partners from
the responsibility for exactly what is hosted on their servers.
This paper makes the argument that through the company name, the launch event,
the company website, Dotcom’s personal website and his personal twitter feed,
Dotcom repeatedly references privacy and freedom of speech so as to align his
personal concerns with those of a wider political movement. It argues that this is
merely a rhetorical strategy that legitimizes his actions, protects him from further
legislation and encourages consumers that simply signing up to Mega is a form of
political activism.
Keywords:
Micro-celebrity, Self-promotion, Digital Piracy, The Privacy Company, Kim
Dotcom, Mega, Megaupload.

Introduction
The issues of online piracy and online privacy spark emotional debate. Online
piracy is allegedly destroying our cultural industries. At the same time our
individual privacy is itself threatened by the ability of our movements, likes,
dislikes, penchants and preferences being tracked by corporations like Google.
These issues are not always connected, but at times they do intersect. This paper
will examine how one individual, Kim Dotcom1, uses the debate surrounding
digital privacy to further his own interests and in particular, promote his new
company, The Privacy Company, and its new hosting service, Mega.
Kim Dotcom is undoubtedly a controversial figure. British newspaper The
Telegraph has described the erstwhile head of Megaupload as a ‘flamboyant 6’7”,
20-stone entrepreneur’ (Holt 2013). He currently resides in New Zealand and goes
under the name of Kim Dotcom but was born in Germany with the name Kim
Schmitz. Dotcom also has a history as a hacker and in 1998 was given a suspended
sentence of 2 years for theft of both money and trade secrets from banks and utility
companies (Holt 2013).
Along with similar services, Rapidshare and Mediafire, Dotcom’s Megaupload
arguably changed the face of online piracy. Unlike BitTorrent, Direct Download
(DDL) services like Megaupload host content on central servers and as such users
do not need to share files with other users as they download them (as is commonly
the case with BitTorrent). Megaupload was based in Hong Kong but in interviews
Dotcom has suggested the company still did their best to comply with US law
(Anderson 2012). Despite this claim, Dotcom and the executives of Megaupload
are accused of denying copyright holders revenue of $500m over 5 years (Williams
2012). It has been alleged that, as one of the executives of a company that
accounted for 4% of total Internet traffic, he shared in profits of over $175m as a
result of copyright infringing activities (Williams 2012). In response, Dotcom has
claimed that the services of his company are no different to YouTube, Google
Drive or Microsoft Skydrive (Anderson 2012). Despite this claim, Megaupload was
shut down on Thursday 19th January 2012 in a high profile raid on Dotcom’s
personal residence in New Zealand. Kim Dotcom and three of the seven other
Megaupload executives were arrested and their assets and the assets of the
company were seized (Williams 2012).
Despite the fact that Dotcom signed an affidavit declaring that he would not
relaunch Megaupload or a similar service (Keall 2013), he returned a year later
with Mega, another cloud storage service. While files are still held on remote
servers, the idea behind Mega is that hundreds of companies will host the files
stored within the cloud. Despite this plan, at launch most of the hosting was
actually provided by a subsidiary of Cogent, a US- based company that also
provided hosting services for Megaupload (Keall 2013). Aside from this, the key
difference between Mega and Megaupload is that files stored within Mega are user
encrypted and so only the user (or someone who has the encryption key) can access
the files.
The very name of Mega’s parent company, The Privacy Company, ostensibly
places user privacy at the forefront of the organization’s agenda. Mega promote
their form of privacy as ‘always-on’ and explicitly state that the company ‘believes
in your right to privacy’ (Dotcom 2013); a sentiment that is supported by the
1
Although this article repeatedly refers to the way that Dotcom brands himself it is acknowledged that Dotcom’s
website, the Mega launch event and even Dotcom’s personal twitter feed are most likely not created or maintained
by Dotcom alone.

presence on the website of an extract from Article 12 of the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights (figure 1). Such privacy protection is presented as of benefit to
the consumer but it also potentially absolves the owners of Mega of the
responsibility of knowing and policing what is shared through their service. The
fact that the ultimate goal is also to have the data stored in hundred of thousands of
small servers rather than through one centralized provider only adds to that aim.
Whether attracted by the promise of increased privacy or not, within 14 hours of
the launch over 500,000 users had signed up to the Mega service (Gardner 2013)
and by 24 hours there were over 1 million subscribers (Guarini 2013). By the
Sunday after the launch (7 Days) the site was the 141st most visited Internet site in
the world (Guarini 2013).

Figure 1 - https://mega.co.nz/
Within this research I analyze Dotcom through the lens of micro-celebrity while
defining celebrity itself as ‘a set of circulated strategies and practices that place
fame on a continuum, rather than as a bright line that separates individuals.’ (2011:
140) Indeed, Dotcom has in some circles a high level of notoriety and he courts
fame on a variety of levels. However, he is arguably not as famous or as much of a
‘celebrity’ as Angelina Jolie or Brad Pitt. Indeed, if we take the amount of
followers one has on Twitter as a ‘quantifiable metric for social status.’ (Marwick
and Boyd 2011b, 127) then Dotcom has a rather modest level of status with only
293,903 followers. This number might be more than your average Twitter user but
it is a far cry from the over 38 million twitter users that follow teen icon Justin
Bieber.
However, as we recognize fame as a continuum we also acknowledge that Dotcom
has a level of celebrity status and employs self-promotional activities that one
might ordinarily associate with celebrities. Thus, along with Page (2012) and
Marwick and Boyd (2011) I view celebrity as something ‘performed’. Under this
definition, celebrity is understood as an ‘ever-changing performative practice
(original emphasis) rather than a set of intrinsic personal characteristics or external
labels (Marwick and Boyd 2011a: 140). Thus, celebrity is not only performance
but also a form of labour where the celebrity works to maintain and cultivate fans
whilst carefully constructing a ‘consumable persona’ (Marwick and Boyd 2011a,
140). So, through his website and the launch event for Mega, I will examine how
Dotcom constructs his particular ‘consumable persona’ in a number of connected
ways; as a truth-teller, a geek and an activist. I will further suggest that this persona
is then mobilized by Dotcom to actively encourage people to subscribe to Mega.
It is worth mentioning that this research is its infancy. This paper is designed to lay
the groundwork for the future discussion of the issue by looking at the Mega

launch event and Kim Dotcom’s personal website. However, further analysis is
needed of his twitter feed and other aspects of his self-promotion and branding.
An Activist Persona: self-presentation, performance and micro-celebrity
In order to examine Dotcom and his self-promotional activities it is first necessary
to consider some theoretical ideas surrounding self-presentation and the
performance of celebrity. The texts surrounding Dotcom that will be discussed here
are necessarily mediated spaces. Even when considering interviews that have been
published in newspapers or on YouTube the presentation of Dotcom must be
considered as a carefully structured performance. Indeed, it has long been
established that one’s identity is always a matter of performance (Goffman 1959).
Thus, individuals employ back-stage and front-stage personalities depending on
setting and audience. Furthermore, the performance of self should also be
considered a collaborative process where ‘individuals work together to uphold
preferred self-images of themselves and their conversation partners, through
strategies like maintaining (or ‘saving’) face, collectively encouraging social
norms, or negotiating power differentials and disagreements’ (Marwick and Boyd
2011b, 123). As such, all identity is at once performed and negotiated but such a
performance is further complicated when the individual’s persona is also sculpted
by third parties such as PR and branding agencies.
In addition, while identity has arguably always been a performance, social
networking platforms like Facebook and Twitter encourage us to engage in
explicitly self-promotional behaviour and thus create our identity as a ‘brand’. In
such a context, ‘the need for a multiple, composite self has only increased’ (van
Dijck 2013, 200). Indeed, such spaces are arguably promotional rather than
participatory and this has led some commentators to employ the concept of ‘microcelebrity’ to examine the self-promotional activities that take place online (Page
2012, 198).
Micro-celebrity can be defined as a form ‘of labour undertaken by both elite and
ordinary persons in order to achieve the visibility and influence deemed necessary
to achieve status or fame in the offline world’ (Page 2012, 182). The theory of
micro-celebrity sees the traits of celebrity surrounding self-promotion and selfbranding being performed in spaces like Twitter by users beyond those whom we
might normally label as ‘celebrities’. Drawing from Hearn (2008) and Lair et al.
(2005) Marwick and Boyd suggest that the concept of micro-celebrity is connected
to the concomitant rise in ‘‘self-branding’ and strategic self-presentation’ in online
space (2011, 141). Furthermore, ‘micro-celebrity involves viewing friends or
followers as a fan base; acknowledging popularity as a goal; managing the fan base
using a variety of affiliative techniques; and constructing an image of self that can
be easily consumed by others’ (Marwick and Boyd 2011a, 141). The main
emphasis of micro-celebrity is that the individual is deliberately constructing their
persona as a ‘product’. This product is then sold to the ‘audience’ whose loyalty is
then mobilized to generate monetary or social gain for the individual (Page 2012,
182). So, the concept of micro-celebrity is important because it recognizes that
practices of self-branding and self-promotion ‘treat the audience as a collective
(rather than as individuals)’ (Page 2012, 194), while also providing that audience
with a sense of the micro-celebrity as ‘product’. Furthermore, the purpose of
micro-celebrity practice is to reap some sort of social or monetary reward for one’s
effort in constructing a consumable ‘brand’ persona.
Thus, through self-branding and micro-celebrity the individual produces their ‘self’

as a ‘commodity sign’ that is consumed and reproduced by others (Hearn 2008
quoted in Page 2012, 182). A similar process can be seen in the process of ‘star’
creation. While the term ‘star’ and ‘celebrity’ may be used interchangeably in some
senses they nonetheless carry different connotations; with ‘star’ often reserved for
film actors or actresses and ‘celebrity’ more readily attaching itself to anyone who
has had their five minutes of fame on a reality TV show. However, whether one
discusses the film ‘star’ or the TV ‘celebrity’ the way that fame is cultivated and
maintained is similar.
Within star studies the star is theorized as a ‘discursive production’ (Ellcessor
2012, 47). Indeed, the star persona is created across platforms such as films,
marketing materials, interviews and reviews to discursively produce the star as a
sort of ‘shared fantasy’ (Ellcessor 2012, 48). As the sites that stars inhabit
proliferate, the creation of the star also takes place in multiple realms. As such,
Ellcessor has spoke of the star as a ‘convergent text’ in her work on the actress and
writer Alicia Day. Here Ellcessor argues that Day consciously creates her celebrity
persona through her work on multiple platforms. Thus, ‘she [Day] has used gaming
media, social networking services, and Internet video to build a subcultural “geek”
or “gamer” star text, which she then deploys in the same media outlets to promote
The Guild and her other work’ (Ellcessor 2012, 47). What is instructive here is the
way that Ellcessor argues that Day both ‘builds’ her star persona/text and also
‘deploys’ it. Thus, the labour required to develop oneself as a star/celebrity can
create a star text/brand with both intrinsic and instrumental value to the person
cultivating it. While the star/celebrity self-promotes and turns themselves into a
‘sign’ or a ‘text’ they also use the associations with their own personal ‘brand’ to
further promote their commercial endeavors. As such, just as Ellcessor suggests
that Day cultivates her ‘geek’ persona to sell The Guild, I would argue Dotcom
cultivates a persona to promote both Mega and The Privacy Company. In the
following section I will examine how, through his homepage and the launch event
for Mega, Dotcom constructs a brand persona where he is at once ‘truth-teller’,
nerd and activist.
‘Join the Movement’: The Launch of Mega & Kim.com
In an article for the British newspaper The Guardian, the columnist Toby Manhire
referred to the launch event for Mega as ‘equal parts press conference, polemic and
buffoonery’ (Manhire 2013). The event took place on January 16th 2013, the
anniversary of the raid on Dotcom’s Auckland mansion in 2012. The choice of date
was obviously symbolic but it also provided inspiration for the style and content of
the event. While the launch did involve a traditional press conference that allowed
Dotcom to inform the press about the benefits of his new service, this verbal
introduction was accompanied by various musical numbers, stand up comedy and a
mock-invasion of Dotcom’s home ‘with gun-waving, balaclava-clad commandos
descending the inner walls while a helicopter with "FBI" painted on the sides flew
overhead’ (Manhire 2013). The whole tone of the event was simultaneously serious
(while Dotcom criticised the US government during his speech) and also bizarrely
comic (as Dotcom was introduced as ‘a multimillionaire maniac, heavyweight
champion, three-time Academy Award winner and qualified veterinarian’ (quoted
in Manhire 2013)).
The full one hour fourteen minute video of the launch event can be viewed on
Dotcom’s personal website, Kim.com. The name of the website (and its star)
dominate the centre of the screen (figure 2). The site is designed as one long
homepage and this structure encourages the user to scroll down the page and read

the website in an almost linear fashion. As one travels down the site one can watch
videos of the launch of Mega or read Dotcom’s open letter to Hollywood published
in The Hollywood Reporter six months after the shut down of Megaupload
(Dotcom 2012). The first image that greets you at kim.com is a depiction of the
White House with the words ‘THE TRUTH WILL COME OUT!’ emblazoned
over the picture (figure 2). Both image and words are reminiscent of the final frame
of the opening credits for the famous 1990s Fox TV series The X Files where the
audience are greeted with the show’s tagline ‘THE TRUTH IS OUT THERE’.2
The composition and colour of the image also bring to mind the promotional
material for the 1996 film Independence Day.

Figure 2. Kim.com – ‘The Truth Will Come Out’
The connection with such images aligns Dotcom with the stories of government
conspiracy and cover-up contained within both the X-Files and Independence Day.3
Such associations position Dotcom as a ‘truth-teller’ bringing us the ‘facts’ that the
government would rather keep hidden. Dotcom’s position as ‘truth-teller’ is further
reinforced by the section of the website ’10 Facts about the Megaupload Scandal’.
By presenting himself as a purveyor of truth we see Dotcom creating his
consumable persona as aligned with ‘truth’ and honesty.
Another facet of Dotcom’s ‘consumable persona’ is Dotcom as the innocent
computer ‘nerd’. The affiliation with famous Science Fiction TV programmes like
the X-Files and movies like Independence Day arguably present Dotcom as an
innocuous ‘geek’ or ‘nerd’. Thus, simultaneously, and conveniently, downplaying
his history as a hacker or his status as a multi-millionaire with a noted predilection
for women and guns (Guarini 2013). This strategy to present Dotcom as an
everyday computer nerd also allows him to restate his innocence while also
aligning him with imagined ‘nerd’ audience. A particular example is contained
within Dotcom’s letter to Hollywood where he states:
Come on, guys, I am a computer nerd. I love Hollywood and movies. My
whole life is like a movie. I wouldn't be who I am if it wasn't for the mindaltering glimpse at the future in Star Wars. (Dotcom 2012)
Such a statement reinforces Dotcom’s position that he is not against Hollywood
and is therefore not a threat. This sentiment is then reiterated at the beginning of
his speech at the launch of Mega when he suggests ‘the launch of Mega is not
2
Images from The X Files and Independence Day have not been included with this draft version of the paper
because of copyright considerations.
3
Independence Day, although not directly about government conspiracies, does involve the main characters going
to Area 51, where, according to the film (and real word conspiracy theorists), the US government have been
storing an alien spacecraft since it crash landed in Roswell in the 1950s.

about mocking any government or Hollywood, this is about our right to innovate
and start a new business’ (Dotcom 2013). This strategy is employed again after the
re-enactment of the raid on his mansion when he shouts ‘stop, stop this madness.
Let’s all be friends’ (Dotcom 2013).
It would seem on the face of it that Dotcom’s construction of himself as an
‘everyman’ nerd would be in tension with his status as a multi-millionaire
entrepreneur. However, the differences between Dotcom and his audience are
effectively erased as Dotcom positions both himself and his audience as victims of
government and commercial privacy invasions. This erasure is in part achieved
through the promotional strategies surrounding The Privacy Company and Mega,
which focus on how the companies protect user privacy rather than any of their
other potential benefits or selling points.
In the first instance, even the company name, The Privacy Company, can be seen
as an attempt to align the company and Dotcom with wider debates concerning
privacy, surveillance and data collection online. As has been noted by van Dijck
(2011) amongst others, the reason companies like Facebook encourage us to
engage in practices of self-branding and micro-celebrity is precisely so they can
easily collect data on our likes and dislikes to sell on to third parties. In short, we
are encouraged to be self-promotional so that Facebook can make a profit. Indeed,
companies like Google automatically collect, collate and sell data regarding users
unless those users deliberately opt-out. According to Fuchs (2011, 290), ‘Google,
or at least its most important managers and shareholders, do not value privacy very
highly’ and believe it is perfectly acceptable to harness each user’s personal
information for their own economic benefit. Fuchs is not alone in his concern and
there has been a backlash against the use of user data for commercial ends and a
resistance to the idea that the Internet should be used as a corporately controlled
surveillance system that benefits Google and their clients at the expense of
personal privacy.
What we can see in the way that Mega is promoted at the launch event is an
attempt to align the company with a certain side in this debate over Internet
privacy. Thus, the practical benefits of the service (for instance, 50gb of storage
with the basic non-fee paying account) are not mentioned during the press
conference at all. In fact, the majority of Dotcom’s eleven minute speech during
the launch of Mega involves him openly criticising the US government and the
content industries for contravening the general public’s human right to privacy.
The speech does little to explain what Mega is or how it works, save for stating that
the service protects the user’s right to privacy. According to Dotcom:
Why did we emphasise privacy? And this is important. According to the
United Nations Charter of Human Rights privacy is a basic human right
but it has become increasingly difficult to communicate privately. More
and more companies are collecting data about you and your behaviour. On
behalf of the content industry, ISPs are inspecting the data you transfer.
Hosting companies will decommission servers and hard drives with your
data still on it. There are countless examples of privacy abuses on the
Internet. The US government is investing billions into massive spy clouds
to capture all your data and communication. Completely ignoring your
basic human right for privacy. (Dotcom 2013)
We can see in this extract from Dotcom’s speech an attempt to appropriate the
connotations of this debate and further align Dotcom’s brand with a particular
political agenda. Indeed, the dominant image of Dotcom that is presented to us on

his website and during the launch of Mega is of Dotcom as an activist and
campaigner for a free Internet. The ‘consumable persona’ (Marwick and Boyd
2011a, 140) that Dotcom is creating within kim.com is at once a truth-teller, a nerd
and an activist. These occasionally contradictory subject positions all serve to
reinforce Dotcom’s position as at the forefront of a radical movement. As he says
in his letter to Hollywood
The people of the Internet will unite. They will help me. And they are
stronger than you. We will prevail in the war for Internet freedom and
innovation that you have launched. (Dotcom 2012)
This sentiment is reinforced in his speech at the launch of Mega:
Let me be clear to those who use copyright law to drown innovation and
stifle competition. You will be left on the side of the road of history. No
matter how many politicians you lobby, no matter how many SOPAs your
money puts together in congress, you will not succeed with your attempts
to take control of our Internet. (Dotcom 2013)
One of the most visible ways in which Dotcom presents himself as an activist is
through his Twitter avatar. While is not my intention to go into a detailed analysis
of Dotcom’s twitter feed at this point, Dotcom’s avatar of himself wearing a beret
and dark glasses clearly presents him as a dissident or revolutionary (figure 3).

Figure 3. Kim.com – ‘Twitter Feed’
However, perhaps the most overt way in which Dotcom aligns himself with a
radical political agenda is through the contact form on his website. This form asks
not ‘join our mailing list’ but ‘Join the Movement’ (figure 4). The prompt to ‘Join
the Movement’ would seem to smack of clicktivism. That is, a form of political
participation that is limited to expressing ‘benevolence towards political and social
issues’ rather than taking other forms of action (Gustafsson 2012, 1119). However,
while some might debate whether simply signing up for a mailing list could be
seen as a form of political action, it is obviously constructed as so at kim.com.
Furthermore, elsewhere Dotcom is explicit in his suggestion that signing up to
Mega is also tantamount to joining a movement that takes a stand on Internet
freedom.

Figure 4. Kim.com – ‘Join The Movement’
At the end of his speech at the launch of Mega Dotcom claims:
By using Mega you say no to those who want to know everything about
you. By using Mega you say no to governments that want to spy on you.
And by using Mega you say yes to Internet freedom and your right to
privacy. (Dotcom, 2013)
Arguably, this is the point where Dotcom’s construction of himself as an activist is
being explicitly mobilized to generate monetary reward or, in Ellcessor’s words,
where he ‘deploys’ his convergent text to promote his other endeavors (2012, 47).
At this point Dotcom explicitly aligns subscribing to Mega with an ongoing debate
regarding the access, use and practices of the Internet as a whole. While he
acknowledges that this is a debate about Internet freedom that extends beyond him,
he nonetheless capitalizes upon this issue by encouraging his audience that simply
signing up to Dotcom’s brand of cloud storage is equivalent to protesting against
the policing of the Internet.
Conclusion
The online personas of celebrities ‘equal their brands’ (van Dijck 2013, 202) and
the success or otherwise of famous people is easily but crudely quantifiable by the
amount of followers or ‘friends’ they have on Twitter or Facebook. As selfbranding becomes ‘normalized’ (van Dijck 2013, 203) the fact that Dotcom uses
Twitter and his personal website to self-promote is not in of itself particularly
remarkable. Arguably online forms of self-promotion are not restricted to
‘celebrities’ but ‘celebrity can now be practiced by a greater number of people’
(Marwick and Boyd 2011a, 141). Thus, it comes as no surprise that Dotcom uses
his own website in a deliberately self-promotional way. However, what is of
interest is how Dotcom presents himself, how he ‘performs’ his own ‘celebrity’
and how he brands himself in a particular way. Such branding is significant
because self-promotion can be harnessed to generate both social and economic
rewards, but also ‘for accruing status and perceived influence’ (Page 2012, 182).
Thus, Dotcom accrues not only financial reward from his actions but potentially
also power and influence. Thus, what is significant about Dotcom is how he
performs activism in order to develop and maintain his celebrity status.
By reinventing himself as an activist through his online promotional activities,
Dotcom is able to both publicly distance himself from the legal issues surrounding

Megaupload, while also presenting his current company as primarily concerned
with the protection of privacy. Furthermore, this activist persona can then be
utilized to actively encourage people to sign up for this new company all in the
name of Internet freedom. Thus, Dotcom is able to benefit in social and economic
terms by the careful construction of a persona that projects innocence, truth and a
respect for the right to privacy.
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