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Timeline of the Internet,  
Blogs, and Twitter

1957	 In October, Russia launches Sputnik, the first spaceship to 
orbit the earth, leaving the United States behind in the tech-
nology race.

1958	 United States organizes Advanced Research Projects Agency 
(ARPA) and subsidiary Information Processing Technology 
Office (IPTO) to move ahead on technology projects like 
interconnecting military computers at the Pentagon.

1968–1969	 ARPANET network launched, using packet switching and 
hierarchical routing, which would be basics for the develop-
ment of the Internet.

1971	 E-mail developed by Ray Tomlinson, who set the protocol 
for using “@” in e-mail addresses.

1973	 First trans-Atlantic connection on ARPANET, to University 
College of London.

1974	 Beginning of Transmission Control Protocol (TCP) and In-
ternet Protocol (IP).

	 First use of term Internet for single global TCP/IP network.

1977	 PC modem developed by Dennis Hayes and Dale Heather-
ington.

1979	 Usenet launched, an Internet-based discussion system that 
allowed people to post public messages.

	 Multi-User Dungeon (MUD) launches with text-based vir-
tual worlds, role-playing games.
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1983	 ARPANET computers switch over to TCP and IP.

1984	 Domain name system introduced (instead of numerical IP 
address).

1986	 Protocol wars: conflict between European Open Systems In-
terconnection (OSI) versus U.S Internet/ARPANET protocol.

1988	 Internet Relay Chat (IRC) allows real-time chat and instant 
messaging programs.

1989	 America On Line (AOL) is launched.

	 World Wide Web written by Tim Berners-Lee, a global hy-
pertext system using hypertext markup language (HTML), 
hypertext transfer protocol (HTTP), and universal resource 
identifiers (URLs).

1990	 First dial-up Internet service provider (ISP), The World.

	 First Internet search engine, Archie (followed by Gopher in 
1991).

1991	 First web page, nxoc01.cern.ch, maintained by Tim Berners-
Lee and Robert Cailliau.

	 First webcam, a video-capture device, monitored a coffee-
maker at Cambridge University in England so workers could 
see if there was any coffee left.

	 MP3 file format launched to share songs and entire albums.

1993	 Mosaic, first graphical web browser for public, devised by 
Marc Andreessen. Became Netscape, dominant web browser, 
which was then overtaken by Internet Explorer, shipped with 
Windows by 1997.

1995	 Michael Sippey begins publishing “Stating the Obvious,” 
weekly essays about the Internet and technology.

1996	 First mobile phone, the Nokia 9000 Communicator, launched 
in Finland.

1997	 Jorn Barger posts first weblog, calls new site Robot Wisdom 
WebLog.

1998	 Google search engine launched, founded by Sergey Brin and 
Larry Page in Silicon Valley.

	 First news story broken online, not on mainstream media, by 
Matt Drudge at his Drudge Report about shenanigans in the 
White House during the Clinton administration.
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2000	 407 million users on Internet.

	 Dot.com bubble, as investors and businesses rush to get in 
on the new Silicon Valley business model.

2001	 Dot.com bubble bursts as value of sites sinks.

	 Blogger William Quick claims to have invented the term 
blog.

	 Research in Motion launches mobile phone email system for 
BlackBerry.

	 Wikipedia, free online encyclopedia, launched by Jimmy 
Wales.

2003	 MySpace begins, once the most popular social network.

2004	 Facebook launched as college social network by Mark Zuck-
erberg.

2005	 YouTube launched for free online video sharing.

2006	 Twitter launches. First message, by Jack Dorsey, cofounder: 
“just setting up my twittr.”

2007	 Apple introduces the iPhone.

2008	 First “Internet election,” with presidential candidates Barack 
Obama and Hillary Clinton using the Internet to raise funds 
and gain supporters.

2009	 40th anniversary of the Internet.

2010	 1,966,514,816 people worldwide are on the Internet.

	 Apple launches the iPad, sells more than 3 million in first 
four months, 15 million in one year, and launches iPad2 in 
March 2011.
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one

Introduction
Blogs, Twitter, and Popular Culture

“Everything’s changing!” a startled Today show news anchor blurted out, 
blinking into the camera as she finished reading the morning’s headlines.

It’s true. Nothing’s going to be the same.
A tsunami of electronic media has overtaken us on the Internet, trans-

forming everything in its path. It’s a revolution, and no one quite knows 
where we are headed.

Way back in the 20th century, media guru Marshall McLuhan predicted 
that electronic technology was going to change the world, turning it into a 
village and sending people back to their tribes.1

Hello.
It’s already happened.
In the 21st century of the blog, Twitter, and social media networks, we 

are already living in a global village online, sorting ourselves out into tribes 
of opinion, lifestyle, and ideology. If how people communicate determines 
how they think, live, and behave, as McLuhan said, we are well on our way 
to cataclysmic changes in those ways of thinking, living, and behaving. It 
feels as if the whole world is on the cusp of monumental change, at “an un-
charted frontier,” as New York Times columnist Frank Rich characterized 
it.2 Maybe that www web address stands for the wild, wild web.

Blogs, Twitter, and social media networks on the World Wide Web have 
opened up the conversation and leveled the playing field for ordinary 
people to express themselves without the usual gatekeepers. Bloggers of 
every description and ideological stripe put out news bulletins and op-eds 
on a relentless hourly basis, covering everything from current events and 
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Â�politics to gossip, parenting, fly fishing, Jimmy Choo shoes, gambling, 
and much, much more. Twitter, the 140-character message hot spot, allows 
everyone from Joe the plumber to Lady Gaga to record their every thought 
and movement. Twitterati are first responders whenever there’s a crisis, 
and Twitter has become the first place to look for an eyewitness account 
of whatever’s happening. Celebrity Twitterati in Los Angeles tweet away 
about earthquakes, while New Yorkers worry about a mosque at Ground 
Zero and lament LeBron’s decision to go elsewhere. Around the world, 
nearly 200 million people a month are posting updates on Twitter at an av-
erage rate of 140 million a day, 1 billion a week. Reports of the earthquake 
and tsunami in Japan and the uprisings in Egypt and Libya came out first 
on Twitter. Twitterati were first to report on crises like the “miracle on the 
Hudson” landing of a bird-stalled jet and the low-flying 747 Air Force One 
plane tailed by fighter jets over Lower Manhattan, which terrorized office 
workers with 9/11 déjà vu in 2009. Constant Twitter updates on current 
events, conferences, even breakfast menus are changing the rules of how 
we engage with the world and other people. It’s wicked fast for one thing, 
it’s interactive (TV is one-way), and for a no-attention-span audience, it’s 
perfect.

Take the media event involving a Jet Blue flight attendant during a slow 
news week in August 2010. Steven Slater, now the most famous flight at-
tendant in the world, was sporting a gash on his forehead from the errant 
suitcase of a passenger and mad as hell over her curses and rude behavior. 
As the plane landed, he reached the tipping point. Cursing out the whole 
plane of passengers over the public address system, Slater grabbed his bag 
and a couple of beers from the galley fridge, launched the evacuation slide, 
slid down it, bag and beers in hand, and drove home to Queens. For his 
“take this job and shove it” action, Slater became a folk hero on the web. 
Twenty thousand Facebook friends generated 150,000 posts, and a “Free 
Steven Slater” page collected 15,000 fans. Twitter was aflame, blogs chor-
tled, both cable and network news had a ball. People wrote ballads about 
him and posted them online. On its blog, Blue Tales, Jet Blue responded, 
“It wouldn’t be fair for us to point out absurdities in other corners of the 
industry without acknowledging when it’s about us. .â•›.â•›. Perhaps you heard 
a little story about one of our flight attendants? While we can’t discuss the 
details of what is an ongoing investigation, plenty of others have already 
formed opinions on the matter. Like, the entire Internet.”3

This is what happens on the web whenever a news or gossip item 
catches fire. Information grows exponentially, taking over and colonizing 
social media. It illustrates the explosive impact of the Internet, the basic 
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digital infrastructure that connects vast networks of computers globally 
and that was originally invented for military use. The Internet is home to 
the World Wide Web, the part of the Internet system that enables brows-
ers, social media, and general access to information. This, as Harper’s 
senior editor Bill Wasik commented, has become “the de facto heart  
of American cultureâ•›.â•›.â•›.â•›the public space in which our most influential 
conversations transpire, in which our new celebrities are discovered and 
touted, in which fans are won and careers made.”4 It’s true; more and 
more, people are living their lives in this new public square. Indeed, some 
claim that because of the explosion of this digital technology, our culture 
is undergoing the biggest shift since the Industrial Revolution. Make that 
the printing press.

Moreover, mobile devices like smartphones and the iPad have taken 
over from the computer to make it easier than ever for everybody to be 
always “on.” Apple reported in the summer of 2010 that it was making 
more money on the iPhone than the Mac,5 underscoring Steve Jobs’s ear-
lier pronouncement that the computer is on its way out. Indeed, mobile 
devices are the web surfers of choice these days. First thing in the morn-
ing, maybe before they’re even out of bed, people are checking their cell 
phones for messages. Kids are complaining they don’t get enough atten-
tion at home anymore. At dinner parties, between courses, some of the 
guests may be surreptitiously glancing at their BlackBerries and iPhones, 
texting, checking e-mail, browsing the web. People are doing it during 
meetings at work too, as if wherever they are online is more important 
than where they are physically. Even drivers on the turnpikes and thru-
ways, including those driving 18-wheelers, Â�are—frighteningly—tweeting, 
texting, and checking e-mail as they drive. People are already going to jail 
for this in England.

Game Change

What’s going on? Are we all just living our lives online, real only if 
posted? It’s important to ask what cultural changes have come with this 
move to cyberspace and how it is affecting our own behavior.

This book has been written in an effort to figure that out, not only with 
the Internet but specifically with 159 million plus bloggers, the bloggerati 
who post online commentaries on just about any subject you can think 
of, and the nearly 200 million a day (and counting) tweeters on Twitter, 
the Twitterati who condense their messages into haiku-like 140-character 
counts. If we include the 500 million “friends” on Facebook—and we sort 
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of have to since that’s 22 percent of everybody on the Internet, enough 
to populate a small country—people worldwide are spending enormous, 
unprecedented amounts of time online every day, at home, at work, and 
on the road.

How is American—and global—culture changing because of this new 
frontier? And what does it say about us as a culture that we’ve taken to 
blogging and Twittering at such speed? What’s the big attraction?

Let’s start with the fact that it’s free. And much of the lure is the con-
nectivity and the instant gratification, the thrill of being connected with 
people on a high-speed back-and-forth wavelength that’s as good as being 
face to face (or, sometimes, better). This can get to be addictive. In fact, 
one of the first rehab programs for Internet addicts—ReSTART—has just 
opened up in Redmond, Washington.

It’s also the ease and spontaneity of self-expression that blogging, Twit-
tering, and posting on social media sites like Facebook allow. You can say 
what you want when you want. But the biggest attraction is that you have 
an audience. You’re not just talking to yourself. Somebody out there—lots 
of somebodies if you’ve been “friending” on Facebook or building your 
followers on Twitter and your blog—are listening and responding to what 
you have to say.

This is the crucial difference for blogs, Twitter, and social media net-
works, that you have a built-in audience for your self-expression. Instead 
of writing in a diary for your eyes only, on Twitter and your blog, you are 
not just expressing yourself, you’re performing for an audience, often an 
audience of complete strangers. They’re going to reply and comment on 
your performance, rate it, critique it, love it or hate it. Where else can you 
get that?!

The sheer pleasure of talking about yourself and attracting attention for 
it is hard to resist. Twenty-five billion tweets were posted in 2010 alone, 
according to a Twitter survey. Your 15 minutes of fame can be recycled 
over and over as you post your tweets or your latest blog communiqué, 
assured they will be seen by large numbers of people. They will be. The 
head count of Twitterati and bloggerati is expanding as we speak. With 
more than 1.9 billion people on the Internet everyday, some 200 million 
of whom are posting 140 million tweets daily, 97K per second, according 
to Twitter, and an estimated 156 million and counting bloggers out there, 
someone is bound to be reading and listening.6 You rack up followers on 
Twitter as a sign of your fame and popularity just as you add up friends 
on Facebook and the hits on your blog as a mark of your place in the 
Â�statusphere.
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The Daily Me

Social media networks like Twitter seem to legitimize talking about 
yourself. As Massachusetts Institute of Technology computer guru Nicho-
las Negroponte puts it, “It’s the Daily Me.”7 Is it any wonder that narcis-
sists are disproportionately attracted to them, like proverbial moths to the 
flame?

Where else but on Twitter can you announce that you just brushed your 
teeth or ate a bagel for breakfast and have anybody notice or care (maybe, 
maybe not)? Where else can you endlessly set forth your views on health 
care or politics but in the blog you’re writing that’s managed to lure its 
own audience of acolytes?

The American capacity for self-absorption looks colossal online, where 
the Twitterati let it all hang out, making public some of their most intimate 
moments. The concept of privacy starts to seem almost quaint as you read 
through tweets about the most basic of people’s daily routines—“I got up 
this morning at 6 a.m. and took a shower.” “Coffee just kicked in.” “The 
dog peed on the living room rug.” What we tend to forget is that everything 
we say on Twitter or in a blog or on social media stays there, on Google 
Search and archived in the Library of Congress. It’s hard to change what 
you’ve said about yourself online.

Nonetheless, “We’re all into self-enchantment,” says Elle advice col-
umnist E. Jean Carroll, noting that Facebook is like a “press agent for the 
masses.” “We’re so in love with ourselves and we’re selling, selling, sell-
ing. Everything gets turned into an Oprah moment.”8 Indeed, the potential 
for marketing yourself—and your business—on Twitter and on blogs is  
huge. It’s already hip for businesses, libraries, nonprofits, and government  
agencies to say, “Follow us on Twitter” or on Facebook, where self-
Â�promotion of a commercial kind is rampant. Followers and fans may not 
realize that their every move (and click of the “Like” button) is being 
tracked. Stores are using web tracking to gauge customer interest, Holly-
wood checks Twitter to find out how the movie did over the weekend, and 
restaurants, Broadway shows, and just about all other venues are Â�devouring 
the feedback from online postings. Everything is quantifiable online; digi-
tal technology makes it possible to measure and take the pulse of it all.

In fact, because of this technology and its ability to monitor what we’re 
doing, privacy is a major issue of the new digital age, one that Facebook 
and other social media sites are wrestling with. The blurring of lines be-
tween public and private is one of the most significant side effects of social 
media, bringing out everyone’s hidden exhibitionist and secret desires, all 
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for public consumption. People do seem less inhibited online, possibly 
because they can be anonymous or use a nickname or an assumed identity, 
or maybe because nobody can see them; other people seem farther away in 
an Internet exchange. Online, because they can’t actually see each other, 
people have to rely on words to parse the personality and emotion of oth-
ers. But behind a mask of anonymity or an invented identity, people also 
allow themselves to get angrier and say things they would not in person, 
“flaming” any opposition with verbal aggression. Trolls, people who just 
want to stir up controversy, abound. Anonymity, engineered into the In-
ternet from the beginning, provides a shield for all kinds of transgressive 
behavior. No need to remind ourselves that Al-Qaeda uses the Internet too, 
or that hate sites have grown 20 percent with social networking,9 or that 
cyberbullying is on the rise. At least social media networks now outnum-
ber the porn sites.10

A Power Shift

Has all this self-expression just been bottled up or stifled until now, 
when it finally found an outlet? The Internet makes it temptingly easy, 
effortless even, to publish your thoughts, whether in a blog, through 
a tweet, or on a Facebook wall. What’s going on online is a gigantic 
power shift away from established authorities like editors, publishers, 
and media elite into uncharted realms of individualized expression. Peo-
ple can present themselves and their ideas in their own way, perhaps 
even assuming a new identity in the process. This, needless to say, has 
its downside. There’s plenty of baloney and trivia being promulgated in 
blogs and on Twitter. It’s “the amateur spirit run wild,” as author Kurt 
Andersen says in Reset.11

But the public conversation has also been hugely enhanced by this out-
pouring of self-expression and commentary. With traditional gatekeep-
ers out of the picture, talented and creative people who might never have 
been given a voice in the culture now have access. They can promote their 
groundbreaking ideas and daydreams, even publish their own books. The 
underdogs of society, those who have been relegated to the margins, the 
groups with the least power, have a chance to speak their piece, as Twit-
ter campaigns and protests around the globe have shown. The world of 
information has been opened up to everybody. Now the ordinary citizen is 
in charge, not the guy on top. “It’s about the many wresting power from 
the few,” Time magazine commented in “You,” its Person of the Year issue 
in 2006, celebrating the online community for “seizing the reins of the 
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global media,” “framing the new digital democracy,” and “beating the pros 
at their own game.”12

Without the gatekeepers, what we’re getting online is unvarnished opin-
ion and the gossipy underside and inside story of people and events. These 
things have always been there, but editors and established publications sel-
dom allowed them a public airing. Now, in this unrestricted public forum, 
the backstories are coming out, and the word of mouth can be heard. Infor-
mation about what people are really thinking and what really happened is 
sometimes a whole different story than the official or published versions. 
The disconnect can be big. Celebrities and prominent people are learning 
to keep their mouths shut. In the now-24/7 news cycle, somebody is going 
to report what they said or did and post it on the Internet. People like 
General Stanley McChrystal, fired as commander in Afghanistan for com-
ments a reporter published in Rolling Stone, are learning this the hard way. 
Bill Clinton, spouting off to a citizen journalist he didn’t realize had a tape 
recorder, got to see his words go viral on the Huffington Post.

But the evolving online environment is also a very rich, complex, and 
satisfying place, so much so that one recent poll showed that 31 percent 
of single Americans online even said they thought the Internet could take 
the place of a significant other.13 For some devotees, it does appear that 
life is largely being lived online. Online gaming is huge, 20 million people 
strong, 58 percent of whom are men, putting in something like 17 billion 
hours just on Xbox Live alone.14 As Tom Funk observes in Web 2.0 and 
Beyond, the hours people spend on the Internet have “eaten into so many 
other leisure time activities,” including relationships with flesh-and-blood 
people.15

Yet the new interconnectedness and access to information that blogs, 
Twitter, and the Internet make possible are also fostering a new sense of 
community and a new level of awareness. Even though most people say 
they go online for entertainment rather than for the news, we all have the 
opportunity to be better informed because of the information on the Inter-
net. What’s more, we can discuss it in whatever online forum we choose, 
whether a blog or a Twitter post or a comment at the end of someone else’s 
blog.

A Paradigm Shift

Thomas Kuhn, in his book The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, 
speaks of “paradigm shifts” that mark scientific discoveries, such as the 
shift from the Ptolemaic view of the earth as the center of the universe to 
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the Copernican sun-centered model, or what would happen to our world-
view if life were discovered on Mars. These radical shifts are the kind 
that readjust our concept of reality, a “conceptual transposition” where our 
understanding of the world is changed and replaced by another.16 Although 
Kuhn was talking about science, his term paradigm shift has been applied 
to many other areas of human experience. It is an especially relevant term 
for the radical transformation taking place now with the Internet. In a para-
digm shift, old ideas and institutions fall by the wayside as a new world-
view takes over. Right now, just about every established element of our 
culture is under siege. Categories are shattering, institutions crumbling, 
destabilizing everything. Traditional newspapers and publishers are freak-
ing out about their possible demise in the face of Internet-based news and 
e-books and are rapidly trying to regear for the new online age. Magazines 
are going under or revamping their pages for the iPad. Advertising, already 
suffering in a difficult economy, is scrambling to get back in the game on 
the Internet. The music business has already had its meltdown as consum-
ers now download their own tunes and albums to their iPods and let CDs 
languish at the store. Restaurants complain about the instant, not-always-
positive reviews customers can post online at Yelp.com after their meal. 
The U.S. Post Office, losing postal business to the Internet, is threatened 
and wants to cut mail delivery to just five days a week and raise the price 
of a stamp. Even credit card companies are being challenged by online pay 
sites like the one Google is setting up to bypass the plastic.

Mobile devices are making inroads on the computer itself. People prefer 
to check Twitter and social media on the go on their smartphones rather 
than be stuck at a computer on a desk. A Nielsen study showed that the 
time people spent on social networks, games, and blogs exceeded that 
spent on e-mail for the first time in 2009,17 and the chief operating officer 
(COO) of Facebook, Sheryl Sandberg, has predicted the end of e-mail as 
social media sites take its place (e-mail, largely the province of an older 
demographic, is scorned by younger generations).18 Futurists are busy pre-
dicting the arrival of artificial intelligence, and Google is hard at work to 
bring that about. Cloud computing, where servers take the place of the 
software and browsers we now use to get online, is launching. Someday 
you won’t need anything but an iPad or a cell phone to do the work you 
now do on a computer.

A movement called the Singularity, partly underwritten by Google and 
heavily populated with Silicon Valley tech nerds, foresees a time when 
technology will take over from humans, replacing biology and the brain 
with enhanced versions that will extend life to up to 700 years. Raymond 
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Kurzweil, the movement’s chief spokesman, claims that “within a few de-
cades, machine intelligence will surpass human intelligence, leading to 
The Singularity—technological change so rapid and profound it repre-
sents a rupture in the fabric of human history. The implications include the 
merger of biological and nonbiological intelligence, immortal software-
based humans, and ultra-high levels of intelligence that expand outward in 
the universe at the speed of light.”19

Further, Kurzweil says, “The paradigm shift times are doubling every 
decade. .â•›.â•›. So, the technological progress in the twenty-first century will  
be equivalent to what would require (in the linear view) on the order of 
200 centuries. In contrast, the twentieth century saw only about 25 years 
of progress (again at today’s rate of progress) since we have been speeding 
up in current rates. So the twenty-first century will see almost a thousand 
times greater technological change than its predecessor.”

Science fiction? Not according to converts, who predict that the Singu-
larity will arrive in 20 years. By 2030, they say, we’ll be able to decode 
and manipulate DNA, regenerate our organs, and back up our brains.20 
Stay tuned.

Are You Analog or Digital?

The whole world of information, accessed for 600 years on the printed 
page, is suddenly at our fingertips online, taking different forms and in 
its immediacy affecting how we use it. For one thing, information on the 
Internet isn’t linear or sequential anymore; it’s a spiderweb of links. It’s 
digital, not analog. We track down data in an online dynamic of connec-
tions that can change by the minute. “Americans acclimated to clicking 
around hundreds of cable channels or Web pages experience the world 
less chronologically than their parents did,” Matt Bai observed in a New 
York Times Magazine article about the president’s multitasking agenda, “a 
complicated, eclectic agenda [that] suits our multitasking digital age.”21

The naysayers are busy, just as they were when the telegraph and tele-
phone, the railroad, the automobile, and television came on the scene. Some 
Internet critics are predicting that we’re experiencing a general dumbing 
down because of the asynchronic activity that search engines like Google 
are training us for. A British baroness who is a professor at Cambridge 
warns that the younger generation is being reprogrammed by so much 
online activity (up to an average of eight hours a day for teenagers)22 and 
American critics like Nicholas Carr say the Internet is training us to skim 
rather than read with sustained attention.23 Jaron Lanier, author of You Are 
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Not a Gadget: A Manifesto, cautions that the programming design of the 
Internet itself, “locked in” long ago by engineers, may have unintended 
consequences.24 Yet if you’re an online habitué, have you ever taken a time 
out, a few hours or a day off from being online? It feels as if part of your 
brain is missing. But the constant interruptions and distractions of being 
on the Internet do take a toll, and, neuroscientists say, we need downtime 
to let our brains integrate our experience, the kind of thing that goes on 
when we sleep. Loren Frank, an assistant professor of physiology at the 
University of California-San Francisco, where a study of these Internet 
effects is in progress, says, “Almost certainly, downtime lets the brain go 
over experiences it’s had, solidify them, and turn them into permanent 
long-term memories.”25 In other words, you, unplugged, are doing good 
things for your mood and memory.

We try in our own multitasking lives to juggle all kinds of Â�out-of-order 
events and tasks simultaneously. We think we’ve learned to handle it, 
though several studies show that multitasking actually is less productive 
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than we think.26 Our lives on the Internet may deceptively foster the illu-
sion that we’ve tamed the world. But with so much information coming at 
us, the distinctions we make between the real and the virtual, the truth and 
the fake, can get blurred and eroded, Lee Siegel says in Against the Ma-
chine. Information is becoming almost an ideology on the Internet, Siegel 
suggests, as knowledge Wikipedia style “withers away into information” 
and breaks down into “trival factoids.”27 In his book, True Enough: Learn-
ing to Live in a Post-Fact Society, Farhad Manjoo makes the point that “the 
deluge of information and our limitless choice of information have loos-
ened our grip on what is or isn’t true,” which helps us “indulge our biases 
and preexisting beliefs,” resulting in “a closeted view of the world.”28 We 
get to choose the information that suits us, in other words, and we may not 
be hearing other points of view.

Author and columnist for Truthdig.com Chris Hedges has the harshest 
words: “We’ve severed a connection with a reality-based culture, one in 
which we attempt to make fact the foundation for opinion and debate, and 
replaced it with a culture in which facts, opinions, lies and fantasy are 
interchangeable.”29

It’s Generational

Sysomos, a social media analytics company, surveyed 100 blog posts 
early in 2010 to uncover the demographics of bloggers in the United States 
and around the world. It found that the United States has the most blog-
gers, 29.2 percent, followed by Britain, with 6.7 percent, and Japan, with 
4.8 percent. These bloggers are overwhelmingly young, with 21- to 35- 
year-olds doing 53.2 percent of blogging. Blogging is almost gender neu-
tral: 50.9 percent of bloggers are women, and 49.1 percent are men.30 
A 2009 survey by Technorati, a blog search engine, found that 75 percent 
of U.S. bloggers are college educated, with one in three earning about 
$75,000 a year (this 2009 Technorati survey found that 60 percent of blog-
gers were men).31

According to another Sysomos survey, the majority of Twitterati are 
Americans, who contribute 50.88 percent of tweets, followed by Brazil-
ians with 8.78 percent and British tweeters at 7.20 percent.32 A study by 
Pew Internet Research showed that those who blog are also more likely 
to be on Twitter.33 But, surprisingly, it’s not the 16-year-olds among us 
who are tying up Twitter with their frantic tweets. Teens text, twenties 
Twitter. Teens are busy texting in their own cryptic language. It’s the 20-
somethings and above who Twitter, incessantly, obsessively even. When 
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the whole system went down for a day and a half, hacked by some outlaws 
in eastern Europe, people didn’t know what to do with themselves

The majority of those online on Twitter and Facebook are adults 25 to 
34 and 45 to 54, who are twice as likely to use Twitter as a teenager, who 
is much more interested in connecting with friends than with the major is-
sues in the news. But practically everybody under the age of 24 is, or has 
been, online. They are the digital natives, those born into the online world 
at the end of the 20th century. Twenty-five percent of Internet users are 
under 25.34 Older users have been slower to adapt to new technology, but 
they are in the process of discovering it. At the moment, an eight-year-old 
third grader can run rings around his parents online.

The Digital Divide

In all the excitement about Twitter, blogs, and social media, we tend to 
forget that many people are not online at all, ever. That’s about 28 percent 
of the U.S. population right now. They either don’t have access to a com-
puter or, Luddite-like, refuse to have anything to do with one. In truth, 
the demographics of the writers of blogs and users of Twitter constitute a 
rather elitist group. The digital divide is also generational.

Digital natives, those born at the end of the 20th century into an online 
world, are all over the Internet. But the oldest members of the U.S. popula-
tion have, within the last year, warmed to the digital world and are start-
ing to go online with enthusiasm. A new Pew Internet and American Life 
report in August 2010 showed that social media use among people ages 50 
and older doubled in the past year, from 22 to 44 percent.35 In the Euro-
pean Union, 30 percent of the rural population has no access to high-speed 
Internet, and less than 50 percent of rurals in Greece, Poland, or Slovakia 
have it. The region with the lowest access is Africa, with 10.9 percent of 
the population online.36

Efforts by the White House and the Federal Communications Commis-
sion (FCC) to expand broadband coverage in the country and give school-
children and rural areas more access to the Internet are in progress. In the 
United States the demand for bandwidth doubles every two years, accord-
ing to the FCC, which proposes to set up a system by the end of the next 
decade to run at 100 Mb a second (currently it is at three to four Mb). The 
FCC proposal, the National Broadband Plan, includes making available 
a new universal set-top box to connect to the Internet and cable service, 
and setting up a digital-literacy corps to train people to use the Internet. 
Needless to say, the broadcast and television industries are resisting the 
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proposal, which would require auctioning off some of their spectrum to 
redirect to mobile Internet.37

The 2009 federal stimulus package, the American Recovery and Re-
investment Act, included $7.2 billion for broadband expansion projects. 
Some of this funding is beginning to trickle down to states. In addition, 
President Barack Obama signed a presidential memorandum in June 2010 
aiming to double wireless communications in the next 10 years, making 
500 megahertz of spectrum now in the hands of private companies and the 
federal government available for auction. While broadcasters returned 108 
megahertz to the government when analog broadcast signals went digital, 
they are said to be wary of giving up any more, fearing it will just be ware-
housed.38

A Pew Hispanic Center survey in 2009 showed that mobile devices, 
cheaper than the cost of acquiring a laptop and installing broadband at 
home, have brought more Latinos and blacks onto the Internet, with  
41 percent of Latinos and 51 percent of African Americans online. About a 
third of all Americans, the study showed, are going online on a cell phone 
“or other hand-held device.”39

Polarizing the Populace

Notably, as we segregate into our tribal blogs and tweets online, the 
citizenry is becoming more polarized. Online, we naturally tend to read 
and respond to blogs that reflect our own views, “information that con-
firms our prejudices” and preexisting positions, as columnist Nicholas D. 
Kristof noted. This has the effect of insulating us in “our own hermetically 
sealed political chambers,” Kristof commented.40

The Internet makes it easy to find your tribe and settle in with that ideol-
ogy and political view. Surrounding yourself with people who think the 
way you do may feel cozy, but it can breed intolerance and extremism. 
The presidential election brought out some of the worst of that, and fu-
ture elections will undoubtedly engender more of the same polarizing. 
Cable television and the networks have discovered that opinion-charged  
programming raises ratings; when viewers can detect political like-
Â�mindedness in a show, they tend to trust it more, rightly or wrongly. But 
this means people are closing themselves off from opposing or different  
views. Colin Powell said on Face the Nation in February 2010 that he 
thought the Internet and bloggers add to the tension between left and 
right. Tom Brokaw on the television program, Morning Joe, observed that  
the Internet offers everyone a constituency. 
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Video Killed the Radio Star

Like graffiti on the sides of subway cars, the blogs and tweets proliferat-
ing on the Internet are making an indelible mark not only on pop culture 
but also on what’s left of print journalism. It’s a headline issue, debated 
daily in the pages of newspapers on the verge of bankruptcy. As blogs, 
tweets, and social media networks take over the Internet and a new gen-
eration gets all its news online, the question of what is going to happen to 
traditional journalism (even now known as “old media”) is keeping jour-
nalists awake nights. Even the U.S. Senate has held hearings about the 
Internet’s impact on news and newspapers.

Is the profession in meltdown? Has a counterculture of Twittering, blog-
ging citizen journalists staked out so much territory on the web that es-
tablished news sources can’t compete? As digital media take over, one 
journalist predicted these may be the end times (pun intended) for print 
journalism. There is indeed a huge structural shift underway, propelled by 
technology and the changing behaviors it has given rise to, as an online 
populace of ordinary people revels in the interactivity and self-expression 
that the Internet makes possible, and the blog colonizes the territory of 
traditional journalism.

The Tina Beast

Former editor of Vanity Fair and the New Yorker, Tina Brown is now 
editor in chief of the Daily Beast, the online news and blog aggregator 
with its snazzy graphics and sexy “Buzz Board,” “Big Fat Story,” and 
“Cheat Sheet.” She says she’s finally “found a medium commensurate 
with my peculiar metabolism,” one that lets her revel in “the imme-
diacy, the responsiveness, the real-time-ness” of publishing daily on 
the web.

“It’s a very exciting time in the culture,” Brown says, “but a tough 
transition” as the world moves to digital daily life. “Things are moving 
at an incredible pace, but something new on Day One by Day Three is 
not so new.” “It will shake out. Some will rise and flourish.”

“We can now reach out to a public you couldn’t reach before, all age 
groups,” and she says she has been “creating new reporters—training 
and rigor are important, what you put into it.” Brown says she looks 
for the “sharp, original, Beastly take” on politics, news, gossip, celeb-
rities, and the arts.
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At last count, the Daily Beast was pulling in 3.5 million readers 
monthly, and now has merged with Newsweek magazine with Tina 
Brown as editor-in-chief. Brown founded the Daily Beast in October 
2008, using the name of a fictional newspaper from a novel by British 
author Evelyn Waugh, Scoop.

Author’s personal interview with Tina Brown, December 9, 2009. The Daily Beast: 
http://www.thedailybeast.com

For example, leading up to an election in Iran, the worldwide Twitter 
messaging service was deluged with thousands of accounts of protests and 
street fights. Iranians, posting some 30 new messages a minute, turned 
Twitter into a virtual newscast for their cause, evading government restric-
tions and traditional state media. The government was forced into a game 
of whack-a-mole—as soon as it censored one Twitter feed, another popped 
up in its place. As the New York Times observed at the time, “The recog-
nition that an Internet blogging service can affect history in an ancient 
Islamic country is a new-media milestone.”41 In Egypt and Libya in 2011, 
Twitter and bloggers became major conduits of information and organiza-
tion during the protests.

Traditional publishers, watching Amazon’s Kindle e-reader suck up 
their lists and profits, are frantically trying to retool the book business for 
this new age. The Google Books project to scan in every book in every 
library worldwide to one database strikes fear into the hearts of publish-
ers, authors, and artists, who have already sued to protect their copyrights. 
Established bookstores, many already hit or going under in recent years as 
conglomerates take over, face their own possible extinction.

Things like this are happening faster than most of us can process, and 
we’re not sure what it means or what it can lead to, this explosion of ex-
pression, this citizen journalism, this digital democracy. It has put print 
media and traditional journalists on suicide watch as whole populations 
suddenly find their own voice and seize the agenda. These voices have the 
potential to radically change global culture, not only by countering the 
dominant culture but also by creating an entirely new one.

The New Normal

After the events of 9/11, we thought we had entered a “new normal” way 
of life. That is the question this book asks: What kind of culture will emerge 
from this radical transformation of established modes of Â�communication? 
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As people learn new ways of experiencing and exchanging information, 
how will they and their way of life be changed? What will be considered 
the new normal?

Right now, it’s hardly clear what normal will be or even if anything will 
ever feel like normal at the current Mach 2 rate of change. Technology has 
a life of its own, and what’s happening is akin, perhaps, to the realization, 
once upon a time, that the world wasn’t flat after all. The futurists are hard 
at work. Now that NASA has found water on the moon by torpedoing the 
dark side, the rush to forecast colonizing the moon has begun, and since 
climate change, bioterrorism, and nuclear war could make Earth uninhab-
itable, one space scientist suggests we might end up living in lava tubes 
with greenhouse-generated oxygen.42

We are in the middle of a revolution that is rapidly overthrowing our 
whole way of life. Let us investigate.
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Popular Culture in a Digital Age

That fuzzy word culture has enjoyed unprecedented attention in recent 
years, but it has been a major heuristic for much longer. In our time, the 
word has been at the center of the so-called culture wars of ideology and 
politics both in the media and in the public, with the academic community 
chiming in frequently and loudly. Whole university departments of cul-
tural studies (“cult stud” in the popular jargon) have sprung up.

Culture is indeed a contested and complicated concept. In some circles 
these days it has been generally taken to mean a lifestyle. According to 
Raymond Williams, the revered British culture guru who set about iden-
tifying the concept of culture and defining the word in the 1950s, culture 
is “a whole way of life,” “incorporating meanings and values as they are 
lived and felt.”1 Simple and slightly vague, this has nonetheless turned out 
to be a working definition in academic circles and elsewhere. The word 
culture additionally has always had other meanings, Williams noted, as the 
“tending of natural growth” and as referring to “the general state of intel-
lectual development” and “the general body of the arts.”2

Further, as Williams observes, there has always been a distinction 
between high and low culture, with high culture designating the “in-
tellectual or imaginative work” of “the inherited tradition,”3 privileged 
as the highest and most worthy. The other was the common or popu-
lar culture from which emanate the everyday “tastes and lifestyles” of 
“the masses,” “the many-headed multitude,” as Williams put it.4 Or, less 
elegantly, we might say pop culture is neon, and culture culture is a 
chandelier.
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Ever since the Industrial Revolution and the development of mass media 
and a mass culture, however, there has been considerable blurring and 
slippage between these categories. The Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) 
shocked critics and the public in 1990 when it mounted an exhibition that 
displayed comic book art and advertising graphics next to revered works 
of modern art to show that transactions between high and low art and cul-
ture had been going on ever since cubism. Critics howled that the museum 
had abandoned its role as a discriminating cultural arbiter and called the 
exhibition a disaster.5

Pop Goes the Culture

That was 20 years ago. Now, used to seeing Jeff Koons’s neon sculpture 
in Rockefeller Center and Lady Gaga everywhere you look, we wonder 
what all the fuss was about. MoMA has even added—“acquired”—for its 
collection the symbol @, the “at” sign, “the conjunction-junction of the 
computer age,” as the New York Times put it.6 Popular, so-called low culture 
has virtually taken over, and high culture has gotten itself locked up in mu-
seums and concert halls. If low culture was traditionally looked down upon 
(though MoMA cautiously redefined low culture at the time as “outside” 
culture), today it has become the dominant culture, not only in America but 
globally, bubbling up from below rather than coming from edicts on high, 
from the streets and ordinary people, and, now, especially now, from the in-
formation superhighway of the Internet. Artists take their cues from popu-
lar culture, fashion looks downtown for the next trend, advertisers track the 
brand preferences of the average grocery shopper, and politicians cannot af-
ford to ignore the polls that tell them what ordinary citizens are thinking.

Traditionally, American culture has been thought of as a Western, Ju-
deo-Christian culture, a whole way of life that values freedom, equality, 
individuality, and practicality. Though there have been multiple challenges 
to those values in recent years, the question that blogs, Twitter, and the 
Internet raise now is how will that culture change and what will define 
our social reality? What will be the values of a culture undergoing such 
cataclysmic changes?

American culture has already been transformed into global culture in 
many ways, and certainly the Internet itself has helped that happen. Yet 
American culture—the way we live, govern, communicate, and behave—
remains distinctive. It is known the world over for its ideology of Â�freedom 
and democracy, which, no matter how tarnished, seems to retain its Â�utopian 
aura and exceptionalism. America, moreover, exports in its movies, music, 
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television shows, and Internet sites the popular culture that has had a 
Â�transformational, even threatening effect worldwide.

Popular culture at the magnitude of America is indeed a powerful force 
in the world, viewed as transgressive by many countries, as corrupting its 
youth and staining its heritage with trivia and distraction. British critic 
Dick Hebdige notes in his book about popular culture and postmodern-
ism, Hiding in the Light, that British critics and educators regarded signs 
of “Americanization” and American cultural imports as “the beginning of 
the end” for British culture. For them, it was an “industrial barbarism” and 
“homogenizing” that would threaten Britain’s whole way of life, coming 
as it did from “a country with no past and therefore no real culture, a coun-
try ruled by competition, profit and the drive to acquire.”7

This reaction was typical of the hostility. Initially it was rock and roll 
that set the British off: “Come the day of judgment, there are a number of 
things for which the American music industry, followed (as always) pant-
ing and starry-eyed by our own, will find itself answerable for to St. Peter.”8 
Fearing “the liquidation of the traditional value of the cultural heritage,” as 
Walter Benjamin phrased it in The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Re-
production, the British perceived that what was at stake was their future.9

Popular culture is, in essence, the vernacular of America, where the pop-
ulace holds sway and where entertainment and pleasure are important cri-
teria, where “the great frame of life [may be] reduced to the flat dimensions 
of a comic strip frame, a television screen, a swinging .â•›.â•›. social scene” and 
ignore categories of high art such as excellence, distinction, and unique-
ness.10 This is what Andy Warhol was picking up on in his pop art paintings 
of Brillo boxes and Campbell’s soup cans. The term pop art itself didn’t re-
ally gain currency until the early 1960s when postwar goods began to flood 
the markets, and the whole ethic of consumerism began to take hold.

It is America’s Got Talent and Jersey Shore, Michael Jackson and MTV, 
tabloid newspapers and celebrity spottings, shopping malls and consumer-
ism, conflicts about displaying the flag, prayer in schools, and the theory 
of evolution, issues of gender and gay marriage. It’s Google searches and 
YouTube videos about Charlie Sheen’s rants, the dangers of radiation 
plumes from Japan, the royal wedding, Lindsay Lohan in and out of jail, 
laughing babies, and sex tapes.

Pop Culture, from Barney Google to Google

Even though people may not have called it that, popular culture cer-
tainly existed long before the 20th century gave birth to the media and 
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technology that made the concept something to reckon with. America was 
primarily a rural civilization in the mid-19th century, but after the Civil 
War, huge migrations of the populace and major industrial changes trans-
formed the nation. It was becoming a nation of cities, as immigrants and 
natives alike moved from the fields into factory work, and technology and 
electricity began to change Americans’ whole way of life. In the last de-
cades of the 19th century and into the 20th, the invention of the telephone, 
the telegraph, the movies, and the phonograph; the mass production of the 
automobile; the transcontinental expansion of the railroad; the growth of 
corporations and mass merchandising; and a burgeoning press of daily 
newspapers created an entirely different kind of national culture, one that 
splintered and transformed older rural and small-town communities. It 
brought new affluence and allowed for “a new culture of leisure and ma-
terialism” as Robert Putnam tracks it in Bowling Alone: The Collapse and 
Revival of American Community,11 with sports events and the invention of 
all kinds of cheap amusements, from nickelodeons to traveling carnivals, 
minstrel shows, vaudeville, dance halls, and dime novels.

The new mobility of the population, the new communications media, 
and the influx of foreign immigrants and emancipated blacks into cities 
meant huge social change, happening faster than ever before and breaking 
the old social bonds. People felt disconnected. Journalists and novelists 
like Jacob Riis, Lincoln Steffens, and Upton Sinclair decried the changes. 
But it created a new mix, a milieu of exciting contrasts and ambiguities 
that New York City denizens still prize.

By the time World War I began in 1914, American popular culture was 
a tangible if trivialized element of life. And, despite Prohibition, it thrived 
in the 1920s, with the invention of the technology of the radio and the first 
recognized radio station, KDKA in Pittsburgh, which broadcast election 
returns in November 1920. Owning a radio became a national obsession, 
homogenizing popular culture as television would do later.

Another unifying force was the daily comic strip, carried by most news-
papers and featuring characters such as Krazy Kat, Mutt and Jeff, and a 
popular one named Barney Google. Sports like football and baseball, ten-
nis and golf, swimming, and dancing became more accessible to ordinary 
people. Jazz music and dance crazes were popular entertainments.

Perhaps the biggest influence on popular culture was the movies, which 
came into their own in the 1920s with the introduction of sound and spread 
ideas about how people should look and behave. Walt Disney’s Mickey 
Mouse became a popular icon in the 1930s. Magazines like Life and the 
Saturday Evening Post along with a thriving daily press offered coverage 
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and interpretation of the news and fed the national fascination with stories 
about criminals like John Dillinger and Al Capone. During the Great De-
pression of the 1930s, radio was still king of the media. Orson Welles’s 
1938 radio drama, The War of the Worlds, which used simulated news 
broadcasts, panicked listeners, who thought there really was an invasion 
of aliens from Mars.

The 1940s brought America into World War II on two fronts, Europe 
and Japan. It was a time of rationing and patriotism, with staged air raid 
drills and civilian patrols, though the war never came to American soil. 
The movies were a primary source of entertainment and relief during the 
war years. When the war ended in 1945, returning GIs and their new brides 
settled suburbia and gave birth to the baby boom, with a record-breaking 
76 million children born between the years 1946 and 1964, a cohort that 
was going to change the culture for the next half-century.

By 1953, two-thirds of American households owned a television set, a 
technology delayed by the war but one that rapidly took over leisure time, 
with shows like Howdy Doody and I Love Lucy, along with personalities like 
Milton Berle and Ed Sullivan. Though marked by the Cold War between the 
Soviet Union and the West (not a direct clash of armies but an ongoing dis-
pute over postwar Europe) and the outbreak of the Korean War, the 1950s 
were a prosperous, relatively tranquil decade that saw the growth of the 
middle class, home ownership, suburbia, and college enrollment. A retired 
World War II general, Dwight Eisenhower, was president for two terms, and 
Elvis Presley gave rock and roll a prominent place on the music charts.

It was the calm before the storm of the 1960s, when coming-of-age baby 
boomers launched a counterculture revolt against middle-class morality 
and “the establishment.” Protests at political conventions, takeovers of col-
lege campuses, and arrests ensued. The Vietnam War, telecast daily into 
everybody’s living room, became a cause célèbre. Hippie-culture dropouts 
populated communes and participated in Woodstock, a four-day music fes-
tival. Major cultural changes were effected by the civil rights movement, 
the feminist movement and the entrance of women into the workplace, 
and the introduction of the birth control pill and the sexual revolution. The 
Beatles came to America, and the precursor of the Internet, ARPANET 
(Advanced Research Projects Agency Network), was launched in 1969, the 
same year as the first manned landing on the moon. Assassinations shocked 
the nation: that of President John F. Kennedy in 1963, and of Martin Luther 
King and the president’s brother, Robert Kennedy, both in 1968.

Nothing slowed down in the 1970s except the economy, which limped 
along well into the beginning of the 1980s with rampant inflation and an 
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oil crisis. Women were marching in the streets, burning their bras, and 
going to work under the banner of feminism. Divorce rates were climbing, 
social movements like environmentalism and gay rights took hold, and the 
music scene burgeoned with disco and soft rock. The first supercomputer 
was created, along with a prototype of the personal computer, the floppy 
disk, fiber optic cable, and the VCR. The World Trade Center twin towers 
went up in 1973.

By the 1980s, baby boomers had calmed down and become yuppies, 
taking jobs on Wall Street. IBM produced personal computers, the Berlin 
Wall came down, and the Cold War ended. Capitalism reigned, and a pe-
riod of prosperity began, laced with drugs like cocaine. John Lennon was 
shot and killed. MTV and its music videos gave new prominence to musi-
cians like Michael Jackson and Madonna.

Computer culture came into its own in the 1990s. At the beginning of 
the decade British engineer Tim Berners-Lee came up with an idea for 
a web of hypertext documents that became the World Wide Web. Apple 
introduced the iMac, Microsoft Windows populated just about every PC, 
and browsers like Netscape and Internet Explorer made web surfing easy. 
Hotmail made e-mail popular. The CD-ROM, DVD, and MP3 player 
came on the scene. As the decade came to a close, the transition to the 
year 2000 (known as Y2K) raised fears of a disastrous computer shut-
down, but nothing happened. Meanwhile, Federal Reserve chairman Alan 
Greenspan warned of “irrational exuberance” as the stock market took 
off. Tiger Woods won his first big golf tournament, the Masters. In music, 
grunge and electronica took over. A Republican-run Congress tried to im-
peach President Bill Clinton for lying about an affair with an intern.

The millennium arrived, not with a bang but a whimper. The first de-
cade of the 21st century was a great decade for techies, not counting the 
dot.com bust that started it off. Everything from Google and the iPod to 
Facebook, YouTube, Twitter, and the blog established themselves online, 
along with Wikipedia, Craigslist, and eBay. Smartphones and the iPad, 
WiFi and GPS all became omnipresent. The digital revolution was well 
underway, along with the switch from analog to digital television, the ad-
vent of the flat screen TV, and cloud computing. But the attack on the 
World Trade Center of September 11, 2001, seemed to change the world. 
Terrorists got on the Internet and planned more attacks, and the United 
States launched two wars in the Middle East to try to stop them. A Great 
Recession Â�beginning in 2008 took down the stock market, several major 
brokerage houses, and the housing market itself. Unemployment lingered 
at 10 percent.
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But, as Robert Putnam sums up in his study of community and social 
interaction in Bowling Alone, “No sector of American society will have 
more influence on the future state of our social capital than the electronic 
mass media and especially the Internet.”12

Thick Description

To unearth clues about a culture, anthropologists seek out the “con-
ceptual structures” and “established codes” of a society, as renowned 
anthropologist Clifford Geertz explains in his groundbreaking book, The 
Interpretation of Cultures. Geertz names the procedures of anthropolo-
gists in their “jungle field work” as “ethnography” or an “ethnographic 
algorithm.” This is better defined, he says, as “thick description,” the cata-
loguing of “inference and implication through which an ethnographer is 
continually trying to pick his way” in analyzing a culture.13

In this book, we are going to assemble a thick description, an informal 
ethnography, of the digital culture we’re moving into via the Internet. As 
Geertz warns, however, “cultural analysis is guessing at meanings,” not 
mapping the “Continent of Meaning.”14 Trying to interpret a culture while 
it is still in gestation is even more a matter of guesswork.

A revolution in culture is indeed unfolding, predicted by numerous media 
experts from Marshall McLuhan to the present day. New York University 
professor and media critic Neil Postman described the nature of this revo-
lution in his book Technopoly: The Surrender of Culture to Technology: 
“A new technology does not add or subtract something. It changes every-
thing,” altering “the structure of our interests, the things we think about,” 
“the character of our symbols, the things we think with,” and “the nature 
of community: the arena in which thoughts develop.”15 Postman was writ-
ing in the 1990s about the computer itself, but he could well have been 
describing the evolving social milieu of our lives on the Internet, where the 
interconnectedness of people and information has indeed changed the na-
ture of community, what we think about, and how our thoughts develop.

Describing Digital Culture

We are already experiencing the cultural effects of the digital revolution 
that is underway. Here are some major effects, to be explored further:

•	 Too Much Information

	 Because of new technology, information is coming at us in unprece-
dented amounts. The average American on an average day consumes 34 
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gigabytes and 100,000 words of information, according to an updated 
2009 University of California-San Diego report, “How Much Informa-
tion?” That’s “the equivalent of about one-fifth of a notebook computer’s 
hard drive depending on the model,” the report said. The yearly total of 
U.S. information consumption added up to approximately 3.6 zettabytes 
(1 zettabyte is 1,000,000,000 trillion bytes).16 The report included televi-
sion, movies, radio, cell phones, video games, and reading the newspa-
per in addition to surfing the Internet.

	 Neil Postman predicted this. He said that the time would come when 
information would be regarded as a commodity, something to be bought 
and sold and turned into entertainment. “We are glutted with informa-
tion, drowning in information, have no control over it, don’t know what 
to do with it.”17 There is so much information that it tends to fragment 
our attention. Rumors are rife on the web, facts are sometimes slippery, 
and hate speech has found a forum.

	 On the plus side, however, we have access to information as never before 
about nearly everything in the world: current events, opinions, weather, 
history, our friends’ and followers’ messages, and reviews of restaurants, 
movies, theater, television shows, videos, games, music, and more. We 
can tell people where we are with a website, find directions with another, 
look for a date or a mate, find a place for dinner tonight, or book travel 
for next winter. Overall, we are better informed and better connected 
despite the deluge of information we live in.

•	 The Revolution Has Gone Mobile

	 The most radical cultural shift right now is that people are accessing so 
much of that information on a mobile device, not on a computer. Mobile 
devices are their computers. With the Internet in their pockets, accessing 
the web, Twitter, blogs, e-mail, and all those apps on a BlackBerry or 
smartphone on the go is a slam dunk. Steve Jobs of Apple has predicted 
that the personal computer is going to go the way of the farm truck, but 
CEO Steven Ballmer of Microsoft says no way: “The PC as we know it 
will continue to morph.”18

	 A report from the International Telecommunications Union shows that 
67 percent of the world’s population (6.8 billion) now has cell phone ac-
cess, and the United Nations predicts there will be five billion cell phone 
subscriptions worldwide in 2010.19 The New York Times noted that “the 
fastest adoption of cell phone use is occurring in some of the world’s 
poorest places,” like Africa.20
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	 Still, while everyone’s using cell phones, not as many are talking, as an-
other New York Times article announced, reporting a survey by the Cel-
lular Telecommunications Industry Association (CTIA), which showed 
that although some 90 percent of U.S. households have a cell phone, less  
than half the traffic on them is phone calls. Instead, people are using 
cell phones to send text messages and e-mail, surf the Internet, listen to  
music, play games, and watch television.21 Two-thirds of Hispanics and 
African Americans in the United States access the Internet via a mo-
bile device, according to the Pew Internet and American Life Project in 
2010.22

	 Broadband access is improving, as the Federal Communications Com-
mission moves to add service to rural areas of the United States and 
speed it up everywhere. In 2010, more than 1.9 billion people worldwide 
had broadband access.23

•	 The Culture of the Overshare

	 The interactivity and the amount of sharing and disclosure going on via 
the web are stunning. Facebook has 500 million users and counting, there 
were an estimated 159 million blogs posted to the web by the spring of 
2011 (with more than 68,000 new blogs posted every 24 hours),24 and 
Twitter has more than 200 million users. What’s astonishing is how fast 
the public has taken to these new media forms and in what numbers.

	 Even more astonishing is the amount of personal information people 
are revealing on these sites. Millions are spilling their guts online, tell-
ing the world what they had for breakfast or what the dog did or about 
a breakup with a boyfriend. The online anonymity built into the web 
makes it seem like another world, one where you can be whoever you 
want and say whatever you want. It’s free, and there’s no supervision. 
This is a major power shift, from established arbiters to ordinary people. 
The “hive mind” has taken over. In this new world, you can keep up 
with friends, find old ones, create a new identity, cultivate your image, 
and promote your book or your business, all without interference from a 
higher up.

•	 Public versus Private

	 The online anonymity built into the web does make it seem like another 
world. On Twitter, blogs, and social media and online in general, social 
norms tend to go by the wayside, and anonymity seems to cover over pri-
vacy concerns. But everything is public, and it stays there. The Library 
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of Congress is already archiving tweets, and Google has added them to 
its search function.

	 Still, whether using their right names or an alias, people feel comfort-
able disclosing all kinds of personal information, unaware perhaps—or 
not caring—that it can be tracked, viewed, and archived. Social media 
are becoming increasingly commercialized, as the business world real-
izes the potential for branding and reaching consumers. With the “Like” 
button on Facebook, Twitter, and many blogs, the private lives, opinions, 
and preferences of people online are going public and becoming acces-
sible to retailers, advertisers, and corporations. The privacy issues are, 
and continue to be, huge. Facebook is still sorting this out.

•	 New Media

	 In one sense, this digital revolution is all about media, the “interven-
ing substance through which something is transmitted,” as the American 
Heritage dictionary says, “the agency by which something is conveyed,” 
the “means of mass communication.” The media are front and center in 
this revolution as the Internet becomes “the agency by which something 
is conveyed.” In fact, the media industry is growing faster than the U.S. 
economy itself, with its projected 6.1 percent average annual growth 
beating the 5.8 percent average rate for the U.S. gross domestic product, 
according to one media industry investment firm. “Spending on media 
and communications will outpace economic growth as consumers invest 
in mobile and Web access and companies pay to reach them there,” pri-
vate equity firm Veronis Suhler Stevenson (VSS) reported.25 Old media 
like newspapers, magazines, and books are under siege in the digital rev-
olution. It’s a total game change for established media, and their survival 
is a matter of reinventing themselves for the online audience. Amazon 
made history in 2010 as it began to sell more e-books than hardcovers. 
Journalists, editors, publishers, authors, and even bookstores are threat-
ened and are trying to retool, with paywalls, e-readers, and more. Barnes & 
Noble put itself up for sale, and Borders filed for bankruptcy.

	 Moreover, the rise of the citizen journalist on the scene, armed with 
a cell phone, makes hash out of a traditional newspaper’s slower take 
on breaking news. Eyewitness accounts of crises and breaking news 
are faster and more compelling, if not always as complete or accurate. 
“Fast,” however, is one of the problems. In a 24/7 news cycle moving at 
Mach 2, the need for speed and the sheer one-upmanship of the competi-
tion forces some information into the headlines without proper vetting, 
as, for example, in the media circus over a Department of Agriculture 
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employee’s otherwise-unremarkable speech in the summer of 2010, 
which ended up embarrassing the White House.

•	 Politics and the Internet

	 As the 2008 presidential election showed, using social media is a very 
effective way for a politician to get the message out and mobilize the 
electorate. Barack Obama ran rings around Hillary Clinton online, using 
Facebook and his own websites to recruit voters and funding. Such on-
line communicating will be even more influential in future elections.

	 Yet politicians may have to be more guarded in what they say because of 
the intense online scrutiny and reporting they are subject to. Too many 
have been caught saying something they shouldn’t have, taken out of 
context by the press, as they later claim.

	 In addition, the American public is becoming more polarized because 
of the Internet, where everyone can find a website, blog, or hashtag on 
Twitter that echoes their own views. Blogs and news outlets tend to play 
this up, realizing that their echo of public views can increase ratings and 
make them seem more accurate and trustworthy.

	 Moreover, in blogs and online news outlets and on television, media are 
becoming increasingly self-referential, reporting on and talking to each 
other. News often becomes what another media outlet did or said. And, 
startlingly, the media are increasingly partisan, taking sides in a way that 
the Fourth Estate of journalism traditionally abjured. But we’re talking 
the Fifth Estate online these days.

•	 The Long Tail

	 In his much-cited book The Long Tail, Wired editor Chris Anderson pro-
posed a theory about how business in a digital culture could profit from 
offering what he called a “long tail” of infinite choice, one that went way 
beyond the “head” of the beast of popular and trendy items to offer things 
only a few might want. Because the Internet is spawning a fragmented 
market of super-niched customers and cheap and easy distribution, busi-
nesses can keep large inventories and profit from them by selling “less 
of more.”26 For example, Amazon, iTunes, and Netflix all offer long tails 
of products that continue to generate revenue even though only a few 
are buying at the far end of the tail. You can still find an obscure tome 
about Henry James’s style, or a garage band’s one album, or a restored 
Antonioni film from 1955 on these sites.

	 Anderson’s book is a report on the progress of capitalism, but it under-
scores in economics what is happening in culture, journalism, politics, 
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and everyday life. “When mass culture breaks apart,” Anderson writes, 
“it doesn’t re-form into a different mass. Instead, it turns into millions 
of microcultures, which coexist and interact in a baffling array of ways.” 
In effect, we are living in a “massively parallel culture,” one where we 
belong to many overlapping tribes at once.27

We will be investigating these issues and effects in more detail. Let us 
turn now to two of the principal promulgators of information, blogs and 
Twitter.

The Culture of the Blog and the Tweet

Once a product of the counterculture, blogging and Twittering have, in 
sheer size and influence, gone decidedly mainstream. Reading, writing, and 
discussing on Twitter and blogs are already a whole way of life for at least 
77 percent of active Internet users and readers.28 Countering the dominant 
culture of the institutional and the sanctioned rhetoric, blogs have created 
an entirely new one, opening up the public discourse to anyone from pro-
fessional journalists to moms to the ordinary Joe to sound off on whatever, 
with topics ranging from political issues to diapering a baby. They offer the 
backstory, the inside story, the things everyone was actually thinking but 
had nowhere before to say. It’s like “word of mouth on steroids,” as Simon 
Clift, former marketing chief of Unilever, characterized it.29 In this kind 
of radical power shift, blogs and Twitter also offer new channels of distri-
bution for news, opinion, commerce, and, especially, entertainment. Just 
as most music now is available online (where buyers can simply buy or 
purloin a song, leaving the once-strong music industry to cope as it may), 
movies, DVDs, games, sports events, television shows, and much more in 
our multiple-choice pop culture will increasingly move to the web where, 
complete with reviews and commentary by bloggers, these entertainments 
will be widely accessible (and coming to a TV near you).

To speak of culture in the blogosphere or the Twittersphere, words them-
selves needing definition as they are too new to make the last edition of 
Webster’s, we need to talk about how these phenomena of blogging and 
tweeting are affecting how people live and conduct their daily lives. Blo-
gosphere is a coinage (claimed by Biz Stone to have been thought up in 
2002 by blogger William Quick)30 that refers to the community of blogs, 
bloggers, and their readers, a world centered on the Internet (some have 
suggested the alternative term Blogistan). In the latest terminology ac-
cording to Technorati, it’s called an “ecosystem,” one of “interconnected 
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communities of bloggers and readers at the convergence of journalism and 
conversation.”31 In the United States alone, that ecosystem includes some-
thing like 31 percent of Internet users reading blogs, and 12 percent writ-
ing them, according to a Pew Internet report.32 It’s a little hard to define 
since it is estimated that more than 55,000 new blogs are created every 
day. Globally, the numbers are also difficult to come by as nobody’s track-
ing them in a systematic way. For now, though, America is the capital of 
the blogosphere, with 29 percent of all blogs emanating from the United 
States.33 Twitter, a much newer online phenomenon based on Â�140-character 
postings, has enjoyed phenomenal growth since it was launched in March 
2006 by a trio of Internet geeks in California: Jack Dorsey, Biz Stone, and 
Evan Williams. Twitter initially was the province of techies. But it came 
of age in late November 2008 when hundreds of Twitter reports started 
coming in from the siege of two hotels in Mumbai, India, beating out tra-
ditional news organizations with frequent updates on the situation. Since 
then, although it is difficult to maintain an accurate count, an estimated 
three million messages are posted on Twitter every day on average, with 
an estimated one million plus users. Like haiku, which relies on a certain 
number of syllables, a posting on Twitter must remain within the 140-
character count, a limit imposed to fit the text protocols of the short mes-
saging system (SMS) on mobile devices. Followers can read and respond 
or join a hashtag #@ group of the like-minded. Part of the effort on Twitter 
is to build followers. By April 2011, Lady Gaga had 9.1 million follow-
ers on Twitter, beating out everybody including Britney Spears, President 
Obama, and Ashton Kutcher.34

It’s hard to imagine what world culture will look like in a few years. As 
Aaron Barlow comments in his book Blogging America: The New Public 
Sphere, we are still “within the early days of the changes wrought by the 
Internet,” and blogs are “a new cultural paradigm which we don’t know 
yet what to call.” Yet blogs as “a new and original cultural phenomenon” 
probably reflect more “the changes and needs in society” than the “simple 
realization of technological possibility.”35 In other words, we asked for it. 
Why have people taken to blogs and Twitter in such numbers and at such 
speed? What needs do they fulfill in our culture? The voice of the people 
is being heard more directly than ever, and the ordinary person’s allotted 
15 minutes of fame can be instantly bestowed by the blog, Twitter, and 
social networks like Facebook. The rise of reality shows on television and 
of call-in talk radio is not unrelated to this phenomena. And, certainly, the 
Internet has already laid down its own cultural foundations, in a global 
fashion. The connections between people and between countries have 
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been increased by megawatts on the Internet, though it may, some warn, be 
decreasing the actual number of face-to-face encounters.

Essentially, a blog is like written conversation, creating an informal at-
mosphere that gives information the kind of immediacy and interaction 
that is more like a face-to-face encounter than a straight news story. Blog-
ging is “writing out loud,” as blogger Andrew Sullivan of the Daily Beast/
Newsweek characterized it, “more free-form, more accident-prone, less 
formal, more alive” than ordinary writing.36 And, a crucial difference, it’s 
public. The minute you put it out there on the web, it can hang around out 
there for a very long time, as some bloggers, tweeters, and Facebook-using 
job seekers have discovered to their dismay. 

“The News Has Become Social”

Arianna Huffington, co-founder and editor-in-chief of the Huffing-
ton Post, is running the fastest-growing news site on the web, with 
more than 24 million unique monthly visitors and a 94 percent year-
over-year increase in unique visitor growth as it celebrates its fifth 
anniversary. Beginning as a blog aggregator, the HuffPost is morphing 
into a major Internet newspaper, adding established journalists to its 
195 full-time staffers, celebrity columnists, and 6,000 volunteer blog-
gers. Social media sites include HuffPost Social News on Facebook 
and the HuffPost Twitter Live Edition. And now that it has been pur-
chased by AOL, the Huffington Post will have an even greater reach.

Named one of the Most Powerful Women in the World by Forbes 
magazine in 2010, Huffington says that as new technology transforms 
our culture, it has enabled “millions of consumers to shift their focus 
from passive observation to active participation—from couch potato 
to self-expression.” “Instead of watching TV for 8 hours straight,” she 
notes, “people are weighing in on the issues—great and small—that  
interest them. Social media are helping people share, create, and 
connect .â•›.â•›. rising above the narrow confines of our own individual 
Â�concerns to the broader concerns of all humanity.”

What’s ahead for journalism in the new digital age? “Despite all the 
upheaval,” Huffington says, “I believe the future of journalism is very 
bright. Indeed, we are living in a Golden Age for news consumers who 
can surf the net, use search engines, access the best stories from around 
the world, and be able to comment, interact, and form Â�communities. 
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The blog has, in effect, returned public conversation to the people and 
reestablished the public square, opening up the world of information to 
everyone. And, crucially, the blog has given writers an audience, one that 
talks back. The audience for blogs, as estimated in 2008 in an annual re-
port by Technorati, is over 346 million readers worldwide.37 We’re talking 
blogosphere, a whole new world of communication and connection.

The Twittersphere

If the blogosphere is the new public square, the Twittersphere is the new 
water cooler, generating instant connectivity, feedback, and a sense of the 
social. People have taken to it in droves, posting everything from diary 
entries, to nasty comments on other people, to recipes for elaborate foods, 
to comments and promotions for brands, movies, and Broadway shows. 
Twitter, which is really a microblog, has spawned dozens of add-ons and 
apps, a sign of its burgeoning popularity. Constant predictions of its im-
minent demise have proven greatly exaggerated.

Here in the age of the overshare, Twitter seems to play best to the narcis-
sistic and attention junkies among us, fostering egocentric exchanges of 
trivia and inanity, but it also conveys vital information, updated news, and 
emergency bulletins. Twitterers can find a group of the like-minded simply 
by sending a tweet that attracts its own group of followers.

According to a Harvard Business Review study, only about 45 percent of 
Twitter users actually tweet, with half of the registered Twitterati tweeting 
less than once a day and 25 percent who don’t tweet at all. About 10 percent 
of active users are responsible for over 90 percent of the tweets. Twitterati are 
mostly female—55 percent—and more than half tend to follow men. Sixty-
five percent of the men on Twitter follow men, not women, according to the 

The Web has given us control over the news we consume. We are part 
of the evolution of a story now.”

“In short,” Huffington says, “the news has become social,” She pre-
dicts it will become “even more community-powered .â•›.â•›. collabora-
tively produced by editors and the community” with “conversations, 
opinion, and reader reactions seamlessly integrated into the news ex-
perience.”

Author’s Q. and A. with Arianna Huffington, October 12, 2010. Arianna on Twitter: 
@ariannahuff
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survey.38 A survey by the website Mediabistro.com found that 10 percent of 
the women online are using Twitter, but only 7 percent of men online are.39

Inventing the Digital Self

These new ways of experiencing information and the new rules of en-
gaging with it are changing people’s behavior and their everyday lives.  
Just as the advent of television or the cell phone (or even the printing press)  
changed the way people lived, behaved, and connected with each other, 
these new digital technologies are making inroads on the collective psyche. 
Blogs and Twitter create instant audiences and feedback. Blogs have be-
come daily must-reads for vast numbers of the online public, to say noth-
ing of the journalists, politicians, pundits, and corporate marketers who 
cannot afford to miss what is being said outside of the established media.

With no editorial supervision, the blog and Twitter, while prone to the 
trivial and inane, nonetheless are major vehicles for new voices, new ideas, 
and new creativity. One thing is certain: The rate of change has reached an 
unprecedented speed, and it’s affecting the way people think and behave.

By themselves, the Internet and the computer have already created a new 
culture. “The computer is a new mirror, the first psychological machine,” 
Sherry Turkle of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology says in Life 
on the Screen: Identity in the Age of the Internet, offering us a compro-
mise between our fears of being alone and disconnected and our fears of 
intimacy. On the computer, “You can be a loner, but never alone. You can 
interact, but need never feel vulnerable to another person.” “Emblematic 
of the encounter between the machine and our emotional lives,” computers 
“provoke us to think about who we are.”40

One of the most compelling determinants of people’s behavior on the 
Internet is the lure of anonymity, which seems to liberate people from the 
usual social norms and to offer new forms of identity. People can lead totally 
separate secret lives on the Internet, and they do, in “high tech solitude.”41

The Tribes of the Internet

As Marshall McLuhan predicted would happen with the rise of elec-
tronic technology, people are gravitating online to the tribes of opinion, 
ideology, and lifestyle choices they identify with. The technology of the In-
ternet and the computer is changing the way we choose our social groups, 
says Farhad Manjoo in True Enough: Learning to Live in a Post-Fact So-
ciety. We used to connect with others mostly by pure propinquity, he says. 
Now, our exposure through the Internet helps us choose the groups and the 
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information that suit us. “We select our reality according to our biases.”42 
The Obama administration, in trying to demonize Fox News as danger-
ously right-wing, faces a highly polarized, politicized electorate. But news 
organizations and websites have a vested interest in echoing their readers’ 
and viewers’ biases, since that tends to foster a sense in the audience that 
the source is accurate.43As the audience is fragmented according to such 
choices, Manjoo points out that public discussion becomes increasingly 
polarized, “facilitating a closeted view of the world, keeping us coiled 
tightly with those who share our ideas.”44 In other words, the way we sort 
ourselves out into social groups is being changed by technology. “People 
are re-forming into thousands of cultural tribes of interest,” Wired editor 
Chris Anderson, author of The Long Tail, says. They are “connected less by 
geographic proximity and workplace chatter than by shared interests.”45 Or, 
as Bill Wasik notes in his book about the Internet, And Then There’s This, 
these tribes are subcultures where they “converse incessantly among them-
selves in an intense, always on, inwardly directed banter,” a crowd “talking 
and thinking about itself as if it were the center of the entire universe.”46

The Internet is already becoming a primary source of news for many 
Americans, encouraging a closeted point of view because it lets people 
more easily filter out what they don’t want to see or hear. Moreover, it’s 
interactive; they can respond, comment, and share online news. According 
to a Pew Internet Research poll, 61 percent of Americans, or 6 out of 10, 
say they get at least some of their news from the Internet these days, as 
opposed to the 1990s when the majority watched nightly television news 
programs. Three-quarters of Americans say they hear of news via e-mail 
or updates on social media sites.47

Political patterns are clearly changing. No one has tabulated the number 
of left-wing and right-wing news sites on the web, but there are many to 
choose from. On the left, sites like the Daily Kos, MoveOn.org, Media Mat-
ters, The Nation, Firedoglake, NPR, the Huffington Post, Time, and News-
week espouse a more liberal point of view. On the right, Fox News, the 
Drudge Report, the Wall Street Journal, the Weekly Standard, and the New 
York Post lean right, to say nothing of Rush Limbaugh, Ann Coulter, and 
Glenn Beck media sites. Though Americans traditionally have taken a cen-
tered, moderate approach, now on every political issue, Americans can find 
their niche and their tribe.

Born Digital

Let us turn now to the natives in this culture, in this case the digital 
natives. They are the kids born at the end of the 20th century who are 
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Â�growing up digital. None of them has yet grown into adulthood or lived to 
a ripe old age. No cradle-to-grave natives here to study in an ethnography. 
But they think the world has always been this way, wireless and at their 
fingertips on computers, netbooks, cell phones, and Kindles. They have 
known no other.

They can play video games like experts, and they text their friends at a 
rate of up to 100 messages a day. Your teenager isn’t hogging your land-
line, she’s upstairs texting you about when dinner will be ready or asking 
for help with her homework. She doesn’t bother with e-mail (so over) or 
Twitter. She doesn’t spend a whole lot of time reading books at the library, 
but she can search Google and Wikipedia in a flash to do a term paper. If 
you need help with your computer, you ask her, but at least you did man-
age early on to learn parental controls to block websites on hers and rein 
in her Facebook page.

The Internet isn’t a very safe place for her right now. Kids her age haven’t 
been worrying about privacy as their parents do, and the web is full of 
predatory types. While commercial entities on the web have a vested inter-
est in keeping it safe for their own customers, there are plenty of ways they 
can’t. Social media sites earn money by letting retailers and corporations 
have access to the personal information people divulge; bullies are all over 
the place, targeting their victims; and sweet-talking sickos, masquerading 
as teens, have lured more than one child to an unhappy ending.

By the time your digital daughter gets to college, her textbooks may all 
be e-books (hey, they’ll be cheaper), customized for the class by her pro-
fessor, embedded with the course syllabus and commentary, videos, and 
maybe even some new chapters. She can also sit in her dorm room in her 
pajamas and take some of her courses online, doing research in Wikipedia, 
the collaboratively written online encyclopedia in 270 languages with 16 
million entries. She could get overwhelmed with the sheer amounts of 
information coming her way, her brain could wind up being differently 
wired, and she could become addicted to a digital life, perhaps missing out 
on real personal relationships.

As John Palfrey and Urs Gasser note in their study of this generation 
in Born Digital, digital natives are used to operating online without an 
authority stepping in. Nobody’s in charge, the gatekeepers are absent, and 
they can do and say whatever they want. This kind of power shift, says 
Palfrey, tends to favor “the individual and the nimble, small ad hoc group 
as against the large, slow-moving institution,” relating to “the long move-
ment in history against certain forms of hierarchies.”48 The fact that “a 
greater number of people are able to tell the stories of their times” in the 
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participatory environment of the Internet may mean that a “broader group 
of people participate in the ‘recoding’ and ‘reworking’ of cultural mean-
ing.” They will, Palfrey and Gasser predict, have “a profound and lasting 
impact on democracies.” At the same time, this participatory digital cul-
ture can spawn angry partisanship, diminish the quality of discourse, and 
become increasingly colonized by commercial interests.49 Even President 
Obama warned a graduating class in 2010 about the distractions of the 
“24/7 media environment” they were going to live and work in and the 
information they’ll encounter that won’t “rank all that high on the truth 
meter.”50

By the time these digital natives are 20, Gasser notes, “They will have 
accumulated at least 10,000 hours as active users of the Internet,” time 
“roughly equivalent to what a musician is expected to practice in order to 
become, say, a professional piano player or cellist.”51 Then there are the 
digital immigrants, the rest of us who are rapidly learning, of necessity or 
by desire, to live in the digital culture we suddenly find ourselves in. As-
tonishingly, the biggest surge in new Facebook users now is among 50- to 
64-year-olds, who are crowding the site, connecting with long-lost friends 
and family members, and looking for new ones. We know that bloggers 
are mainly men in their thirties, and that those on Twitter are also younger 
men (but there are more women than men on Twitter).

Although Americans are now spending as much time using the Internet 
as watching television, they still spend 41 percent of their time watch-
ing television, itself transformed by digital culture. They still wear analog 
wristwatches and use analog landlines (though college students report-
edly don’t wear a wristwatch anymore because they tell time on their cell 
phones). The Luddites, once the term for a group of 19th-century British 
workers who destroyed new textile machinery for fear it would cost them 
their jobs, are still among us, people who shun the whole online world and 
refuse to use it. They are used to spending more contemplative time with 
a newspaper or a book. They still send handwritten thank-you notes, and 
they are not out buying Kindles. And there is still a big digital divide in 
America, where some 24 percent have no access to broadband or comput-
ers. This digital divide is also generational.

But there’s a certain amount of inevitability to the encroachment of digi-
tal culture. As an old joke goes, one caterpillar says to another, watching a 
butterfly flit overhead, “You’ll never get me up in one of those things.”
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THREE

Got Blog?

Blogistan

Blogs, those individual, idiosyncratic commentaries, usually written by 
one person or group (or, these days, corporations) and posted on a regular 
basis on the Internet, are a major phenomenon of digital culture. Start-
ing out as voices of the counterculture, blogs have now gone mainstream. 
Indeed, blogs are “more mainstream than the so-called mainstream media 
ever was,” Lee Siegel says in his assessment of culture and the Internet, 
Against the Machine.1 On the Internet, the blogosphere has a wider reach 
and a larger audience than any media have ever had.

“Bloggers,” as public relations guru Mark Penn comments, “are becom-
ing the Fifth Estate” in America, giving the Fourth, the press, a run for its 
money.2 Moreover, bloggers in the United States do 29.2 percent of all 
blogging worldwide, four times as much as in Britain, which ranks second 
with 6.75 percent.3 BlogPulse, a Nielsen company that tracks blogs, found 
that worldwide, there were 158,273,691 “identified” blogs in existence on 
March 22, 2011, with 72,870 new blogs that day and more than 1.1 million 
blog posts in 24 hours.4 The numbers go up faster than anybody can keep 
track. The 1999 weblog of blog originator Jorn Barger has come a long 
way in little more than a decade.

What’s the attraction? Bloggers say that personal expression is far and 
away the reason they’ve started a blog, the chance to describe their per-
sonal experiences and have an audience for it. And blog readers themselves 
say the connection with that same personal experience and the chance to 
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comment and hold a conversation about it are what keeps them coming 
back. Blogs, essentially, are “word of mouth on steroids,” as one CEO put 
it,5 a wisdom-of-the-crowd way to find out what’s going on because they 
bypass officialdom and establishment gatekeepers and have more cred-
ibility as unfiltered news and opinion. Powerful influencers, bloggers are 
often the first to know the latest information. And they know how to jack 
up readership, embedding links and using controversy to hike up the hits.

For example, one of the most popular categories of blogs is the “mommy 
blog,” dishing out advice and empathy on raising children. Mommy blogs 
are so popular they are becoming “a cultural force to be reckoned with,” 
according to the New York Times.6 Written by an ever-increasing number 
of the 82 million women in America with children under 18, these mommy 
blogs (and there are daddy blogs, too) describe in sometimes gory detail 
the ups and downs of parenting. Blogs like Absolutely Bananas, Mom 101, 
and June Cleaver Nirvana give the real-life story of raising kids, gener-
ating plenty of feedback (and, not incidentally, corporate interest). One 
mommy blogger in Philadelphia, a 33-year -old mother of two children, 
attracted 60,000 unique visitors a month to her website, Classymommy.
com, in the summer of 2010.7

According to BlogPulse, some of the most popular blog topics in 2010 
were movies and television, followed by sports, politics, and what are 
called “memes,” those jokes, novelties (“LOL Cats”), and surveys (“Are 
You Spiderman?”) gone viral that build links and rank in a blog.8 Tech-
norati, the blogosphere search site, shows politics as the top blog topic, 
followed by technology (second), celebrity/gossip (third), and business 
(fourth).9 Pew Internet Research found that politics and foreign events are 
the top topics in the blogosphere. Science is third, followed by technology 
(#4), health and medicine (#5), and celebrity (#6).10 A major item on blogs 
in 2010 was what was known as “climate-gate,” the discovery of e-mails 
among scientists about possible manipulation of global climate research in 
Britain, a story that was then picked up by traditional media.

Bloggers skew young. Even kids are blogging. A 2010 Sysomos sur-
vey found that 53.3 percent of U.S. bloggers are 21- to 35-year-olds.  
Under-21 bloggers contribute 20.2 percent of blogs, and bloggers from 36 to 
50 years old add 19.4 percent. But only 7.1 percent of those over 51 do 
any blogging. According to the same survey, bloggers in the United States 
are about evenly divided between men (49.0 percent) and women (50.9 
percent).11 However, a Pew Internet and American Life study found that 
blogging is declining among those under 30 as wireless connectivity rises 
in this age group. Social media like Facebook have taken over. “Blogging 
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appears to have lost its luster for many young users,” the author of the 
study, Amanda Lenhart, says.12

Today, an estimated 20 million bloggers of every description and ideo-
logical stripe put out news bulletins and op-eds on a relentless daily basis 
in America. California has the highest percentage of bloggers, 14.1 per-
cent of the total, with New York state second at 7.1 percent, followed by 
Florida, Texas, and Washington State at 5 percent, and Massachusetts and 
Virginia at 4 percent.13

Blogging worldwide, as the June 2010 Sysomos survey showed, hasn’t 
yet caught up to the United States and Britain, with Japan coming in third 
with 4.9 percent of all bloggers, followed by Brazil at 4.2 percent and 
Canada at 3.9 percent. In Europe, Germany leads with 3.3 percent blog-
ging, followed by Italy (3.2%), Spain (3.1%), and France (2.9%). There 
were bloggers at a rate of 2.3 percent in Russia. Oddly, Indonesia and Aus-
tralia have no bloggers, though their numbers of Internet users are high.14 
They like Twitter better. With the rise of mobile phones, especially in Asia, 
Twitter is the site of choice rather than blogs.15

What Do Bloggers Do?

As Mark Penn notes, no tests or degrees are required to become a blog-
ger, and so far, there’s no regulation either.16 If you want to start your own 
blog, all you have to do is go to a website like blogspot.com, blogger.
com, or tumblr.com and open an account. It’s free. Basically you will be 
setting up a simple website, featuring your own blog postings, arranged in 
reverse chronological order from most recent to earliest. Blogs are public 
(though you can restrict access somewhat), inviting others to become your 
audience and post their comments. To keep a blog going and keep it inter-
esting, you have to update it often. And to give your blog Google prestige, 
it helps to display lots of links on it. Some bloggers go overtime cultivat-
ing those links (“Google bombing”) and thereby upgrading their blogs’ 
Google status, which is determined by popularity, not quality.

Blogs are collected online within RSS (really simple syndication) news-
reader groupings like Blogger. Take a look at what the Blogistan or blo-
gosphere, the community of linked blogs, looks like on the newsreader 
Bloglines, where you can get a overview of the “200 most popular feeds.” 
These include some standard favorites like Slate magazine, Salon, the New 
York Times Book Review blogs, The Daily Kos, Boing Boing, TMZ, and, just 
for fun, I Can Has Cheezburger? about cats, I Will Teach You to Be Rich, 
the Dilbert Daily Strip, and Perez Hilton’s celebrity gossip site. The most 
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popular blog in 2010, according to Technorati, the blog search engine, was 
the Huffington Post, the news and blog aggregator founded by Arianna 
Huffington. Some blogs, like Gawker, the gossip site of blogs that defined 
the blogosphere for so long, are now turning themselves into full-fledged 
news sites, undergoing a redesign to use feature stories and bigger images 
in order to suit iPad viewing.17 The Huffington Post, built on blogs and 
doubling its traffic in two years, has announced it wants to become “Amer-
ica’s online newspaper.”18 Blogs cover everything from current events and 
politics to gossip, parenting, fly fishing, preteen fashion, and much, much 
more. The most prevalent kind of blogs are the personal ones, like diaries, 
“describing their personal experiences to a relatively small audience of 
readers,” according to a Pew Internet and American Life Project research 
study.19 Another study also found that 20 percent of American Internet 
users were using “digital tools”—blogs, e-mail, and social media—to talk 
to their neighbors and be part of a community.20 

A “Quintessential Blog”

Ronni Bennett, a computer consultant and a former producer for 
the Barbara Walters Show in New York City, now lives in Oregon and 
writes a highly successful, attention-getting blog, Time Goes By, all 
about the issues of getting older in America.

In six years of writing the blog, she has amassed a huge following 
that keeps her blog site at the top of the list for baby boomers and older 
(and younger) readers. Ronni coined the term elderbloggers, which is 
now, like mommybloggers, the label the mainstream media have ad-
opted. The Washington Post called Time Goes By the “quintessential” 
elderblog, and the American Association of Retired Persons named 
Ronni the “dean” of elderbloggers for setting the standard.

Ronni says blogging is a seven-day-a-week job to constantly pub-
lish fresh material and keep up with the deluge of e-mail and commen-
tary she receives on Time Goes By. Twelve-hour days are common. 
She is regularly consulted by government agencies about elder issues 
and invited to write articles and speak at conferences and on television 
and radio.

“Elders are the fastest-growing cohort going online,” Ronni says, 
and “blogging has the potential to improve elderhood in many ways 
and many times over.” It is “an almost perfect pastime,” keeping minds 
active, widening interests, making friends. “In our later years,” she 
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says, “we want to put some serious thought to our lives, to the issues 
of the day. That can’t be done in 140 characters.”

At a time when the population of older Americans is expected to 
increase by 40 percent in the next five years, Time Goes By is well 
positioned to help them age gracefully.

Author’s personal interview with Ronni Bennett, September 24, 2009. Blog address: 
http://www.timegoesby.net

But beyond the daily diaries and personal narratives, there are music 
blogs and wine blogs, Jimmy Choo shoe blogs, gambling blogs and pet 
blogs, blogs for seniors and blogs for those with newborns, Iraqi blogs, 
and stock market blogs. The archbishop of New York has his own blog, 
God Is Everywhere, Even on the Blog. Even the pope is online (with a 
page on Facebook). Colleges like Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 
Amherst, Yale, and Wellesley have started posting their students’ blogs on 
the school website as a marketing move to give prospective applicants a 
taste of student life on campus. Goodwill, a charity organization to help the 
down-and-out, has bloggers in many parts of the country tout the bargains 
at their local thrift stores. The jury is still out on whether the army will 
allow its personnel to use social-networking sites and blogs, but there are 
underground bloggers even there. The Pentagon itself blogs, at Small Wars 
Journal, and Timothy Geithner, secretary of the Treasury, has invited blog-
gers in the financial industry to write and post blogs (a Treasury spokesman 
said blogs are particularly influential because reporters at traditional media 
tend to read them).21 Hardhat bloggers, protesting the building of a mosque 
near Ground Zero in New York City in the summer of 2010, posted a “911 
Hard Hat Pledge” on their Blue Collar Corner site of blogs, listing all the 
construction workers who said they would refuse to work on the building.22 
“I would die first before laying a brick on that job,” said one.

Bloggers all over the world are making themselves known—and un-
wanted, as in China where they are frequently excised from the web. On 
a visit to China in 2009, President Obama invited a group of the most 
prominent Chinese bloggers to hear his speech at the Great Hall of the 
People in Beijing, but the Chinese government preempted him, disinviting 
the bloggers. Foreign governments, used to heavily monitoring informa-
tion, are alarmed at losing control over what goes out unregulated on the 
web. The United Arab Emirates announced a ban on BlackBerries in 2010 
because of “security concerns” (read: they can’t monitor its encrypted data 
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to screen for politically or morally objectionable material).23 A week later, 
India too said it would shut down BlackBerry service if it was not granted 
access to encrypted data.24

In the Middle East, blogging is less regulated but dangerous. Report-
edly, Iranian authorities have considered the death penalty for dissenting 
bloggers. Blogs (and Twitter), however, were faster than news agencies 
in getting the news out about the Iranian election protests in 2009. The 
Iranian government tried to stop them, shutting down the Internet, lower-
ing bandwidth, and removing stories from the front pages of newspapers, 
which were published with large areas of white space where stories had 
been censored.

The Amish, a sect of Christian Mennonites who spurn electricity and 
zippers, are perhaps one of the few large social groups in America to live 
outside this world of technology. Most Amish don’t know what a website 
looks like. When the weekly Amish newspaper, the Budget, published in 
Sugarcreek, Ohio, announced it wanted to start moving material online, 
there was a rebellion among its “scribes,” 843 reporters who handwrite and 
send in letters about news in their locales each week. Publisher Keith Rath-
bun says the concern was “privacy—uncertainty about the Internet.”25

Arianna Huffington, editor of the Huffington Post, once encouraged 
her guests at a HuffPost party to “live blog their experiences during the 
party.” One of the most extensive networks of blogs is political, followed 
by lesbian-gay-bisexual blogs. But the mommy blogs and the pet blogs are 
not far behind. Check out Pets Who Want to Kill Themselves (http://www.
petswhowantokillthemselves.com), whose creator got signed to a book 
deal two months after he started this blog. Publishers admit they pay close 
attention to bloggers, which is how the book I Can Has Cheezburger? was 
discovered and went on to sell 100,000 copies.

Then there are the photoblogs that display snapshots of street fashions 
or street denizens the blogs full of videos, blogs about music, the arts, 
and sports, “blawgs” about the law, and blogs about the environment, the 
weather, and even the traffic. You can get advice about selling your house 
and read nasty comments about other people’s real estate on blogs like 
socketsit.com, or laugh at Wall Street at Leveraged Sell-Out. Foodie blog-
gers can comment on the restaurants they’ve eaten in (go to Yelp to post 
your review), film bloggers on the movies they’ve just seen, fashionista 
bloggers on the stores they’ve just shopped in. Bloggers like these can do 
considerable damage if they were unhappy about anything at these venues, 
and employees who’ve been laid off in the Great Recession tend to blog 
about it, to their former employers’ chagrin.
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Nancy Sinatra maintains a blog about her father at Sinatra Family, that 
lets readers download their favorite Frank Sinatra songs. The Huffington 
Post and the Daily Kos are basically blogs, and so are popular social media 
sites like Facebook and YouTube as well as Twitter, technically a microb-
log with its 140-character limit on messaging. Even media hotshot Tina 
Brown, former editor of the New Yorker and Vanity Fair, has given up on 
print and started her own blogging website, the Daily Beast (http://www.
thedailybeast.com), to cover the news and blog about life in the 21st cen-
tury (a late 2010 merger with Newsweek has also made her editor of that 
news magazine). Newspapers, reading the writing on the computer screen, 
are increasingly posting to the web and starting their own blogs, assigned 
to their regular reporters.

These days, even novels and mystery and detective fiction may routinely 
include blogging as part of the narrative, sometimes centering the whole 
story on a blogging episode or describing the blogosphere as if setting a 
scene. Bloggers stepped up to support Susan Boyle on Britain’s Got Tal-
ent, and even though she didn’t win, loyal bloggers continue to root for 
her career. Her success is evidence that the new world of the blogosphere 
can unearth many creative and talented unknowns. There are bloggers in 
the bleachers at major sports events, sometimes a source of controversy in 
their reporting, videos, and not-always-flattering opinion pieces about the 
games (but “you can’t do play-by-play in a blog,” one editor says. “You 
can’t type that fast, for crying out loud”). And there are bloggers in the 
front row at fashion shows doing live blogs sitting next to Vogue editor 
Anna Wintour and scooping her magazine, which won’t be printing and 
publishing the runway news until months later. When 13-year-old blog-
ger Tavi Gevinson, getting famous for her Style Rookie blog, crashed the 
Spring 2010 collections show in Bryant Park, Vogue rival Harper’s Bazaar 
published her review of the show.

The blog search engine, Technorati, ranked the Huffington Post number 
one among the “100 Top Blogs” in 2010, followed by (2) TechCrunch, (3) 
TMZ, (4) Mashable, (5) Engaget, (6) Think Progress, (7) Boing Boing (8) 
the Daily Beast, (9) Buzz Feed, and (10) Hot Air.26 Time magazine doesn’t 
rank its list of the “25 Best Blogs of 2010” but does include TechCrunch, 
Gawker, and Boing Boing as “Essential Blogs” (Mashable and the Daily 
Kos were given an “Overrated” ranking).27

Arianna Huffington told Technorati in a 2009 interview that “it was the 
excitement of seeing the conversation moving online” (and reading Matt 
Drudge’s Drudge Report) that got her into blogging. “The key thing was 
the interactivity,” she says, talking about her first blog, Arianna Online, 
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started in the late 1990s. She says she launched the Huffington Post in 
2005 by just e-mailing “all the interesting people I knew,” ending up with 
500 people with passwords who could post “when they wanted.” By mid-
2010, the Huffington Post was racking up 24.3 million unique visitors a 
month and had a staff of 88 editorial staffers, plus 6,000 unpaid bloggers. 
“Self-expression is the new entertainment,” Huffington says. “People don’t 
want to just consume information, they want to participate. Recognizing 
that impulse is the future of journalism.”28

The new kid on the blog block is Tumblr, a blogging service that de-
scribes itself as “a space in between Twitter and Facebook,” according to 
Mark Coatley, newly hired from Newsweek and the site’s self-described 
“media evangelist.” Essentially a microblogging site, Tumblr invites users 
to write more conversationally than they can on Twitter and to post photos, 
videos, audio, and text, which can be grouped thematically. There’s no 
tracking of followers, but users can send their posts to Twitter and Face-
book from Tumblr, which says its purpose is to provide a “web publishing 
service.” It had reached a milestone of one billion posts in August 2010 
and collected 7.2 million users, including media like the Atlantic, the New 
York Times, and Forbes.29

Who Reads This Stuff Anyway?

The Pew Research Center’s Internet and American Life Project found 
that 33 percent of Americans on the Internet say they read blogs, about 
24 percent of all U.S. adults, with 11 percent of Internet users reading 
blogs on a typical day. Only 12 percent of Internet users write blogs, just 
5 percent of all adults. Fourteen percent of teens ages 12 to 17 say they 
write blogs. But blogging is declining among those under 30, another Pew 
study found, with three-quarters of online teens on social media networks 
instead.30

Those already committed to a blog network show different numbers, 
however. A 2010 BlogHer network study, “Social Media Matters,” survey-
ing its mostly female membership, found that 96 percent of them said they 
visited blogs weekly. “Blogs are still where substantive conversations are 
happening,” BlogHer chief operating officer Elisa Camahort says. “It’s not 
on Facebook.” The survey found that 30 percent of the 18- to 29-year-old 
women on BlogHer were reading blogs, with 40 percent writing them. 
Twenty-nine percent of the women ages 26 to 42 were reading blogs, 
with 28 percent writing them. The numbers drop to 23 percent for boomer  
blog readers ages 43 to 61, with 18.7 percent of them writing blogs. Only 
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17 percent of BlogHer users over age 62 were reading blogs, with just 
12.6 percent writing a blog. Eighty-one percent of BlogHer bloggers said 
they write their blogs for self-expression, with 63 percent saying they 
would go to a blog over social media for advice and purchase recommen-
dations. One-third of BlogHer network users are ages 26 to 42, affluent, 
and well educated.31

Journalists at traditional news outlets can’t afford not to read blogs these 
days. Indeed, the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) issued a memo 
to its reporters requiring that they use social media and blogs for their 
research.32 Politicians and government officials read blogs; CEOs of Dow 
Industrial companies read blogs; and so do movie directors, celebrities, 
and White House staffers.

One of the biggest lures for readers are gossip blogs like Gawker, 
which dishes with a snarky but all-knowing attitude about the parties 
and celebrities of the moment, along with who made a fool of himself 
last night, which celebrity filed for a protection order, and who’s run-
ning around with whom. It’s the kind of minutiae that sustains many 
blogs in this 24/7 always-on society. When White House chief of staff 
Rahm Emanuel was sighted at a Washington, D.C., ATM in the Safeway 
store, it was deemed worth posting. The New York Times calls the grow-
ing cohort of gossip bloggers “the Walter Winchells of Cyberspace,” 
noting that “the lines between ‘reporter’ and ‘blogger,’ ‘gossip’ and 
‘news’ have blurred almost beyond distinction.” Blogging is “now a ca-
reer path in its own right, offering visibility, influence and an actual 
paycheck.”33 Emerging gossip bloggers, most still in their twenties, are 
carving a huge niche for themselves out of the Page Six and Liz Smith 
print kingdoms.

The best way to get people to read your blog is to stir up some con-
troversy, drawing in people from all sides of an argument, as Bill Wasik 
documents in his book, And Then There’s This. He describes his own 
efforts one summer to win a Huffington Post contest, the “Contagious 
Festival,” in which the blog website that got the most hits, or visitors, 
would win $2,500. Wasik managed to win the contest by posting “The 
Right-Wing New York Times,” which contained joke news leads and head-
lines guaranteed to tick off conservatives and liberals alike. It became a 
meme, or oft-linked-to, pass-along cache of information, and was getting 
8,000 visits an hour at its peak. “Fascinated by how culture spreads,” and 
thrilled at being a “meme-maker,” Wasik points out that his experience 
shows how you can start trends and affect culture, even in the circus of 
the Internet.34
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Blogging for Bucks

Bloggers, most of them anyway, are not getting paid to do what they do. 
But the lure of blogging, beyond personal expression and the satisfactions 
of having an audience, is that it can sometimes lead to monetary rewards. 
Corporations have professionals blogging away about their products and 
are ever-alert to the amateur “influencer” who is doing the same and might 
be hired, either to blog regularly about a product or to endorse one and talk 
about it. People writing parenting blogs and beauty blogs have been partic-
ularly ripe fodder for the corporate mill. Such arrangements have attracted 
the eye of the Federal Trade Commission (FTC), which is interested in the 
product giveaways and payments for endorsements of products.

Many bloggers begin their blogs with the hope of attracting corporate 
interest, but only about 1 percent of American adults are making some 
income from a blog, about 1.7 million. But Technorati also reports that 
452,000 of those who used blogging as their primary source of income in 
2009 earned on average $61,437.20 as self-employed bloggers, more if 
they were blogging for a corporation. This doesn’t include an average in-
vestment in the blog of about $10,518 a year, which could include hosting 
fees, marketing and advertising, and, perhaps, staff. A blogger can make 
considerably more if he or she is blogging for a corporation, though still 
most likely will be regarded as a freelancer without benefits. Recruiting 
advertising for a blog, using an ad network or blog ad network, is a good 
way to sustain it but not particularly easy to do for the self-employed.35 
Blogging about your own business can raise its profile, certainly, espe-
cially if you also alert your followers on Twitter to read your blog.

Publishers keep abreast of blogs to discover new publishing directions 
and talent, and many bloggers begin with the hope of attracting such atten-
tion. The blogosphere has also made it easier than ever before to publish 
your book yourself. Bowker, publisher of Books in Print, reported that for 
the first time, more print-on-demand (POD) self-published books were 
published than conventional titles in 2008.36 One online approach to get-
ting published is to blog (or tweet) your crazy idea and let your audience 
contribute the content. For example, it took only two months for the author 
of the blog Pets Who Want to Kill Themselves, Duncan Birmingham, to 
get his readers to send him enough photographs and commentary to sell 
it all as a book to Three Rivers Press.37 Professional journalists, many of 
them newly unemployed or newly rehired by media websites, have taken 
to the blogosphere in great numbers, finding their own voices and produc-
ing some of the most readable and interesting posts. There are pitfalls, 
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however, as Washington Post blogger David Weigel discovered when off-
the-cuff remarks he made on Journolist about Matt Drudge (he “should 
set himself on fire”) leaked out, to the dismay of his employer (Weigel 
subsequently resigned and now is at Slate).38

At the White House, blogging is not an officially sanctioned activity, but 
plenty of websites, bloggers, and Twitterers outside the gates are chroni-
cling every tidbit of minutiae that can be gleaned about the Obamas, the 
White House staff, and even the family dog. Ana Marie Cox, founder of 
Wonkette, a website that started chronicling insider Washington politics 
five years ago, says she started it “as a joke to treat official Washington as 
a celebrity culture,” but now “the joke has turned real.39 These days, Ms. 
Cox herself Twitters and blogs about the White House for Air America.

Who Let the Blogs Out?

Biz Stone, one of the founders of Twitter, chose this clever title for his 
2004 book about blogs. In his words, blogs are “the true democratization 
of the web,” “a low barrier of entry to publishing that gives everyone a 
voice.” “I was a blog freak,” he says, chronicling his own progress into 
the field. In his book, Stone describes the early forerunners and inventors 
who made blogging possible, including Ted Nelson, who coined the term 
hypertext for an idea he had about handling text online, and Tim Berners-
Lee, who built on the idea to create a “global hypertext system” he called 
the World Wide Web.40

The word blog is a hybrid, evolving as a short form of web log, which 
was how this whole thing got started. Web log was the name that program-
mer Jorn Barger gave in 1997 to the online record he started posting as his 
daily diary. He named his postings Robot Wisdom WebLog, capitalizing 
Log because, he said, “the syllable ‘blog’ seemed so hideous.” Barger was 
not the first blogger, as other experimental sites along the same lines had 
been launched earlier, but the WebLog name stuck and, despite the capital-
ized L, morphed into the term for all else that followed.41 Blogging didn’t 
really begin until 1999, Stone says, with pioneers like Dave Winer. Then 
Evan Williams with Pyra Labs sparked the blogging revolution with the 
creation of the website Blogger, which offered free hosting and templates. 
It was, Stone says, “ground zero for the blogging revolution.”42 Eventually, 
in 2003, Blogger was acquired by Google.

Like gossip, blogs and blogging are word of mouth, saying things in 
public that normally would be kept private or undercover or behind some-
one’s back. Like the Internet, the blogosphere is not regulated, so things 
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can be said—and are said—that you won’t read anywhere else (libel laws, 
nonetheless, still apply). Many bloggers are amateur journalists with an 
admitted axe to grind. And there is plenty of bias, bad spelling, and balo-
ney in much of the blogosphere. Yet it must be said that blogs fulfill the 
promise of the Internet in opening up the world of information to all. Blog-
ging makes room for anyone who so chooses—the average Joe or Jane or 
tabloid celebrity—to take a stand, write about it, and publish it.

As a kind of word of mouth, of conversation, blogs also tend to provide 
a candid, behind-the-scenes look at national events and issues. An official 
line from the government about sending troops to Afghanistan or propos-
ing health care reform is usually hedged with the boilerplate justifying an 
official point of view. Blogs, on the other hand, read between the lines of 
such rhetoric, providing a candid look at what’s really going on or how 
people outside the circle of policy makers read the situation. As blogger 
Ken Layne famously warned a British foreign correspondent whose report 
he found faulty, “We can fact check your ass,” a war cry that resonated 
throughout the blogosphere.43 Like gossip, a blog can spread rumors, but 
it can also tell the truth to power because no one is stopping it or editing it. 
There are no gatekeepers in the blogosphere. Just bloggers keeping track.

But there are some basic components, according to Stone, who lists 
three:

•	 Chronology, which emphasizes the blog’s connection to timeliness, the 
present moment, the now. Blog posts are arranged in reverse chronol-
ogy, the newest on top, assuring “freshness,” as Stone says. “A blogger 
is only as good as his or her last post.”

•	 Frequency; that is, a blog needs to be updated constantly to keep its au-
dience.

•	 Focus on a specific topic or a personality (the author’s usually). The 
voice of a blog is its biggest attraction.44

Bloggerati: Who Are These People?

Reliable statistics about the Internet are hard to come by and quickly out 
of date. At last count, there were 500 million active Facebook users, com-
pared to approximately 159 million blogs. According to a Pew Internet 
study in 2010, 78 percent of Americans use the Internet, with 65 percent 
of them on broadband at home.45 What is most interesting about these 
numbers are the demographics. In its “State of the Blogosphere 2010”  
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report, Technorati found that those who are blogging in the United States 
are two-thirds male. Sixty-five percent of bloggers are between the ages 
of 18 and 44 (over half the adult Internet population is 18 to 44 years old). 
They tend to be well educated: Three out of four, or 79 percent, of those 
blogging are college graduates, and 43 percent of these have graduate de-
grees. The majority of bloggers tend to be more affluent than the general 
U.S. population. One in three has an average annual income of $75,000, 
while one in four as much as $100,000. Eleven percent say blogging is 
their primary income source.46 Blogging is, of course, global, on six con-
tinents and in 66 countries at last count, as Technorati found in its 2009 
“State of the Blogosphere” survey, with English and Spanish as the most 
universal blog languages (Japanese and Chinese are next).

“A global culture is in the making” because of bloggers and their read-
ers, as Born Digital authors John Palfrey and Urs Gasser assert. And, they 
say, blogging and the Internet allow in their remixes and mashups of cul-
tures the kind of interaction, like sampling music, that “affects how cul-
tures develop and are understood.”47

America, Online

At last count, at least 76 percent of Americans owned a computer, nearly 
half of them using the Internet each day, joining 1.9 billion other users 
around the globe. Sixty-five percent of adults in the United States have 
broadband at home, but about 19 percent of online Americans access the 
Internet more often on a cell phone or other mobile device than on a com-
puter, a percentage that is growing fast.48 Personal computer sales are de-
clining, and computer makers like Dell and HP are ramping up efforts to 
revamp their systems for cloud computing and mobile devices.

Part of the attraction of blogging and reading blogs is simple human 
curiosity, sticking your nose into someone else’s business. The urge for 
self-expression is another big attraction blogs have. And the opportunity 
to recreate yourself online is very seductive. In this regard, Cindy Sher-
man and other artists led the way in assuming masks and personae. The 
Internet is indeed “a culture of simulation,” as media critic Sherry Turkle 
has said.49

Blogs, as Aaron Barlow points out in Blogging America, “re-establish 
the public sphere” just as “coffeehouses, salons, broadsheets, and pam-
phlets first established it three hundred years ago.”50 Blogs are like speech, 
with the informality and immediacy of conversation, and they have an 
audience, real or imagined, listening. What’s going on in the culture as a 
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result of blogs is that ideas and influences are arising from this audience 
rather than being dictated from above, as was the case when culture was 
defined as high culture versus low culture. In the past, as democracy and 
free speech opened up the public sphere and as it became cheaper to pro-
duce books, plays, music, and, eventually, movies, the populace was awak-
ened to make its own demands and create its own culture. Blogs today 
offer new avenues of this cultural expression and make new connections 
among groups, without filters, fees, or gatekeepers. At this point, no one is 
predicting the demise of blogs or their future, though many blogs are mor-
phing into websites and social media, and Technorati reported that some 
95 percent of blogs that are begun are abandoned.51

Blogging is, after all, a highly subjective operation, and that may be the 
point for many bloggers and those who follow them. Information offered 
in abundance can be hard to distinguish from propaganda, and blogging 
indulges a blogger’s own biases, which seep in easily. One critic warns 
that our culture is suffering from the superficial, unedited, and opinionated 
flow of online information that blogging promulgates. Andrew Keen in his 
book, The Cult of the Amateur, says this is what happens “when ignorance 
meets egoism meets bad taste meets mob rule.” What’s being blurred, he 
says, is the line “between fact and opinion, informed expertise and ama-
teurish speculation.”52 Celebrating the amateur over the expert, online dis-
cussions are full of misinformation and rumor. Anonymity complicates the 
picture, and issues of ownership and copyright are rife.

Nonetheless, blogs satisfy a basic human desire for self-expression and, 
at the same time, the basic human desire to be heard, to have an audience. 
In this regard, blogs are not the new kids on the block, just a 21st-century 
version of the 18th-century coffeehouse conversations or, going back ear-
lier, the drawings of cavemen on the walls of ancient caves like Lascaux. 
In our time, blogs are a medium for the masses, giving voice to countless 
of the previously unheard and to microcultures of news, politics, business, 
and opinion.
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Twitter World

In the absence of telephone or cell phone access or even electricity, Â�Haitians 
in the ruins of their country after the biggest earthquake in 200 years were 
using Twitter, the 140-character messaging site, to reach the outside world. 
At the same time, in China, a torrent of tweets from Chinese citizens able 
to duck under government censorship responded to Google’s threat to pull 
out of China because of cyberattacks on its computer systems, begging it 
not to leave. More recently, less than an hour after the massive Japanese 
earthquake in March 2011, the number of tweets out of Tokyo was over a 
thousand a minute to tell the world what was happening while power out-
ages crippled other communication systems.1

No one could have predicted that Twitter, that oddball idea of a social 
network, would have become a global safety net, let alone a hugely popu-
lar daily communication tool for millions of Twitterati, the people, cor-
porations, and small businesses that have found it a simple way to get 
their message out. The 140-character messaging site, introduced only in 
2006, now has more than 200 million users a month posting 140 million 
tweets a day. That’s 1,600 tweets per second, with an average of 460,000 
new accounts per day every month worldwide and counting. According to 
Nielsen, Twitter has seen more than a 200 percent increase in one year in 
2010.2 Folks were tweeting 5,000 times a day in 2007. By 2008, that num-
ber was 300,000, and by 2009 it had grown to 2.5 million per day. Tweets 
grew 1,400 percent last year to 35 million per day.3 Even the Dalai Lama 
is on Twitter. So is Hugh Hefner.

According to a 2010 survey by the Pew Research Center’s Internet and 
American Life Project, 24 percent of adult Internet users were on Twitter 
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in 2010, up from 6 percent in the previous Pew survey in 2008. Pew found 
major Twitter users in three groups:

•	 Young adults: Internet users ages 18–29 are significantly more likely to 
use Twitter than older adults.

•	 African Americans and Latinos: Minority Internet users are more than 
twice as likely to use Twitter as are white Internet users.

•	 Urbanites: Urban residents are roughly twice as likely to use Twitter as 
rural dwellers.4

Reports of the death of Twitter have, obviously, been greatly exagger-
ated. People are embracing Twitter in a huge way, partly because it is a 
free and easy way to send a message and partly because Twitter creates an 
instant audience to read and listen to them. The feedback is instantaneous. 
It’s a giant chat room where you can connect with your friends and follow-
ers, letting them know “What’s happening?,” as Twitter asks, all day and 
all night long. It’s a public display of connections, where you can showcase 
yourself and your enterprises as much as possible and as you would like 
to be seen (“This morning I had a toasted bagel and took the dog out for a 
walk”). The 140-character limit is a challenge, like a puzzle. And there is 
the instant gratification of sending out hourly bulletins about what you are 
doing at any given moment and accruing followers, those who sign on to 
get your messages. “Just like high school,” as Vanity Fair writer Vanessa 
Grigoriadis comments, “Twitter is an enormous popularity contest.”5

That’s the major draw, collecting followers who will read your tweets. 
The more followers you have, the more status in the Twitter world or, as 
some call it, the statusphere. Number 1 on Twitter in 2011 is Lady Gaga 
with more than 9,130,986 of her “Little Monsters” as followers (she is also 
top on Facebook as the first ever to have 10 million friends). On Twitter, 
as of April 1, 2011, Lady Gaga beat out Justin Bieber (at number 2, with 
8,500,907 followers), Britney Spears (number 3, with 7,289,958 follow-
ers), and President Barack Obama (number 4, with 7,223,645 followers).6 

Tweet Time with Martha

Martha Stewart had 2,135,912 followers on Twitter by Spring 2011, 
way ahead of the count for the White House and the NFL. Martha loves 
to tweet: “It’s like a puzzle, 140 characters. I post recipes—‘1 c sug’—
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There were at last count 366 Twitter accounts with over a million follow-
ers. But 93.6 percent of Twitter users have fewer than 100 followers, and 
21 percent have never posted a tweet.7 Among the Twitterati interviewed 
by Grigoriadis for her Vanity Fair article, several (the article calls them 
“twilebrities”) have amassed more than 1.5 million followers each, put-
ting them among the high-count Twitterati. The women in the magazine 
article are freelance journalists, marketers, and publicists, busy making a 
name for themselves if not a career out of constant posts on their Twitter 
accounts. The age of overshare indeed.

While attention junkies get their fix on Twitter, so do public relations 
agencies, marketers, and retailers who have discovered the commercial 
value of posting and building an audience of followers. Celebrities and 
politicians flock to Twitter, though much of the actual posting may be 
done by their staff and their interns. Even characters out of the movies 
and animated figures have Twitter accounts, kept going by overzealous 
public relations departments. And machine bots do much of the work 
of posting. A study by Sysomos found that about a quarter of all tweets 
were being generated by machine, at a rate of about 150 tweets a day. “Of 
the most active Twitter users updating more than 150 times/day, nearly 

photos, news, household tips.” Twitter is “a very good Â�informational 
way” to connect, she says. “I’m a teacher, not a preacher.”

Tweeting is “a way to teach,” and so is Martha’s daily blog, where 
you might learn “how a horse is shod, how a dog is groomed, how 
cross-country skiing works,” along with getting advice on organizing 
your house, getting ready for a party, and shopping at a farmer’s mar-
ket. Her goal: to make “the act of homekeeping more interesting and 
more pleasurable, rather than a drag.”

Her company, Martha Stewart Living Omnimedia, has more than 
600 employees, with magazines, books, television and radio shows 
(Martha live-blogs on satellite radio), and websites, along with a 
product line sold at Macy’s and Home Depot—plenty for a “domestic 
diva” like Martha Stewart to tweet about. AdAge has named her one of 
“10 Marketers Who Transformed American Culture,” calling her “an 
iconic image of female entrepreneurship.”

Author’s personal interview with Martha Stewart at her home, Cantitoe, in Katonah, 
New York, January 18, 2010. On Twitter: http://www.twitter.com/Â�marthastewart Blog: 
http://www.themarthablog.com



54â†œæ¸€Ì€  Bloggerati, Twitterati

all of them are bots operated by sources such as hotels offering deals, 
regional and Â�national news services, regional weather services, the top 
news within Digg, games, animation services, tags within del.icio.us and 
financial aggregators. These very active bots account for one-quarter of 
all tweets.”8

American business has jumped wholeheartedly into Twitter, recogniz-
ing its value as a way to connect with consumers and, especially, a way 
to measure the market for its products. Realizing this, Twitter manage-
ment has, as it announces on its website blog, “redesigned its home page 
to focus on news, trends, and cross-cultural sharing, none of which were 
originally envisioned,” but “this is how people are using the service.”9

Ashton Kutcher, now sixth on Twitter with 6,509,811 followers, says 
that the big draw of Twitter is that it has removed the filters between ce-
lebrities and fans, big media companies and their customers, so ordinary 
people can connect with whomever they wish.10 As with blogs, on Twitter 
there are essentially no gatekeepers, no editors, no oversight. This frees 
the Twitterati to say just about anything they want, spawning creativity but 
also resulting in a lot of trivial and boring information.

According to Website-Monitoring.com in 2010, most Twitter users (45 
percent) were 18 to 34 years old. Twenty-four percent of Twitterati were 
35 to 49 years old, and 14 percent were 50 years and up, with 14 percent 
ages 13 to 17. Sixty-nine percent were Caucasian, with 16 percent African 
American, 11 percent Hispanic, and 3 percent Asian. The survey showed 
53 percent of Twitter users have no children. Fifty-one percent are college 
graduates and graduate degree holders.11

The majority of Twitterati are women (55 percent). And a study done 
at Harvard Business School showed that women on Twitter are 25 per-
cent more likely to follow a man than a woman; men have 15 percent 
more followers on Twitter, and they are more than twice as likely to fol-
low other men.12 Just 5 percent of active users generate more than 75 per-
cent of updates and activity.13 Most Twitterati are in cities, New York City 
specifically, followed by Los Angeles and Toronto, Canada, and then San 
Francisco and Boston (the city with the most new users in 2009 was De-
troit). A Pew Internet survey found that Twitterati tend to be well educated, 
but most are earning only between $30,000 and $60,000, perhaps because 
of the age demographic.14 The Sysomos survey found that the more follow-
ers you have on Twitter, the more you will tend to tweet. And those who 
are active on social-networking sites like Facebook are also more likely 
to use Twitter.15 In a sense, access to the Internet and Twitter is an elitist 
activity, leaving out anyone who doesn’t have a computer or mobile device 
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and those who have not embraced the digital world at all, including the 
older generation.

Home Tweet Home

Twittering is easy, and it’s free. As with other social media, you sim-
ply sign up, post a profile, and log in. On your home page, there’s just 
a box with a question: “What’s happening?” (when Twitter first started, 
the question was “What are you doing?”) You put in your 140-character 
answer (about 15 words, more or less, with some of the same kind of 
shorthand texters use), and there it is for your followers and all the world 
to see. What you tweet on your page is public and it stays there, at least 
up to 3,200 posts, when it will be archived (92 percent of Twitterati leave 
their posts public). Now your posts will be in the Library of Congress, too, 
which has archived the entire Twitter site of posts, searchable on Google. 
Only a direct message, between you and a follower, is private, and Twitter 
sends these to your email account.

In posting a tweet, you can “retweet” some interesting information, 
links, or comments by someone else that you’ve read on one of the pages 
you’re following. You just have to credit it. For example, “RT @Martha 
Stewart: cupcakes made easy http://marthastewart.com.” The trick is to 
get your message plus the retweet source information into 140 characters, 
possibly by shortening the character count for the actual message to 125 
or using one of the websites that shortens your URLs, for example, bit.
ly.com. Twitter has added a new “Tweet” button that virtually eliminates 
retweeting anything, automatically posting it.

Using a hashtag, which is a keyword with a “hash” or pound sign 
in front of it like this—#haiti—gets you into any ongoing discussion 
about that topic. You can also check the “Trending” list on the right-hand 
menu, and pick up on any of those topics the same way, with a hashtag 
(#Obama, #Sarah Palin, etc.). In the blizzards of 2010, the hashtag was 
#snowverkill (“PLEASE buy boots maybe then it won’t snow any-
more.”)

Twitter comes in six languages so far: English, French, German, Span-
ish, Italian, and Japanese, and it is available on cell phones in at least 26 
countries. Many countries have started their own Twitter copycat sites, 
like China, which has blocked out Twitter and launched several of its own 
Twitter-like sites (which the government can monitor and which are al-
ways, it seems, “down for maintenance”—read undergoing surveillance 
operations). 
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Twitter Apps

Twitter users themselves have adapted the site to make it more user-
friendly in ways, as the company itself says, “we couldn’t have imagined.” 
“Platforms evolve,” and the Twitterati came up with the retweet—“a great 
example of Twitter teaching us what it wants to be,” cofounder Biz Stone 
says16—and the hashtag to enhance the grouping of messages. Twitter itself 
added “trending topics” and a search bar, and it has introduced @earlybird 
to allow brands to broadcast special limited-time deals. Twitter is also add-
ing “Twitter Places” to let tweeters tag their posts with their location and 
tell followers where they are. Businesses quickly saw the opportunity to 
collect tweets from people in line at the movies, shops, or concerts. A web-
site, PleaseRobMe.com, started monitoring social media location sites to 
show that while people might leave the lights on when they go away, they 
are still letting the world know they are not home, via the Internet.

New from Twitter itself is a “Tweet” button that users can embed on 
their sites to allow sharing across platforms and make the “Retweet” 

© David Sipress/The New Yorker Collection/www.cartoonbank.com
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Â�button Â�obsolete. The company claims that the chance to gather more per-
sonal data, as Facebook’s “Like” button does, did not motivate the new 
feature.

Twitter will now allow “promoted tweets” that ad companies can buy 
to appear on “selected searches.” Multiple third-party applications have 
been launched, too many to count, and enough so that Twitter is limiting 
access times. Top apps like Twitpik allow users to post photos, TweetDeck 
lets them group their incoming messages, and Twitaholic lists rankings 
according to the number of followers.17

Tweeting for Dollars

A survey by the University of Southern California Center for the Digital 
Future (CDF) in July 2010 revealed that virtually no Twitter user would 
pay for Twitter if the site put up a paywall. “Twitter has no plans to charge 
its users, but this result illustrates, beyond any doubt, the tremendous prob-
lem of transforming free users into paying users,” CDF Director Jeffrey 
Cole said in a statement. “Online providers face major challenges to get 
customers to pay for services they now receive for free.”18

Twitter is word of mouth, a real-time collection of people’s ideas and 
comments that is a gold mine for business and corporations to gauge cus-
tomer reactions. It’s better than an exit poll to find out what people are 
thinking and to keep a brand in the public consciousness. You can promote 
your business, announce company news, and, most important, keep a close 
eye on consumer sentiment and preferences about your brand.

No one has figured out yet how to make a profit by being a heavy user, 
nor how to make Twitter itself profitable, though search deals with Google 
and Microsoft’s Bing have helped, and Twitter will begin selling ads on its 
own search and some apps. This doesn’t seem to bother Twitterati or the 
site founders. That would be Biz Stone, Evan Williams, and Jack Dorsey, 
who launched it in August 2006, using web forms like instant messaging 
and text messaging.

How Twitter Got Started

The idea was that if it’s free, people will come, the concept behind Fa-
cebook and other start-up social media sites. According to Twitter, the 
site began because Jack Dorsey wanted a easy, simple way to find out 
what his friends were doing.19 Twitter was funded initially by Obvious, a 
creative environment in San Francisco, California. The first prototype was 
built in two weeks in March 2006 and launched publicly in August 2006. 
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The service grew in popularity very quickly, and in May 2007, it became 
Â�Twitter, Inc.20

Where did the name Twitter come from? Dorsey, who kept a diary about 
starting Twitter, explains it:

We wanted to capture that feeling: the physical sensation that you’re 
buzzing your friend’s pocket. It’s like buzzing all over the world. So 
we did a bunch of name-storming, and we came up with the word 
“twitch,” because the phone kind of vibrates when it moves. But 
“twitch” is not a good product name because it doesn’t bring up the 
right imagery. So we looked in the dictionary for words around it, and 
we came across the word “twitter,” and it was just perfect. The defini-
tion was “a short burst of inconsequential information,” and “chirps 
from birds.” And that’s exactly what the product was.

The whole bird thing: bird chirps sound meaningless to us, but meaning 
is applied by other birds. The same is true of Twitter: a lot of messages can 
be seen as completely useless and meaningless, but it’s entirely dependent 
on the recipient. So we just fell in love with the word. It was like, “Oh, this 
is it.” We can use it as a verb, as a noun, it fits with so many other words. If 
you get too many messages you’re “twitterpated”—the name was just per-
fect.21 The initial inspiration for a messaging site like Twitter, Dorsey says, 
was the dispatch system used by emergency and transportation services, 
bike messengers, and truck couriers to track their whereabouts. Taxicabs 
were using GPS, CB radio, and cell phones.

Transposing that concept involved SMS (short messaging service) to 
make texting available by phone. As Dorsey explained, “SMS allowed this 
other constraint, where most basic phones are limited to 160 characters be-
fore they split the messages. So in order to minimize the hassle and think-
ing around receiving a message, we wanted to make sure that we were not 
splitting any messages. So we took 20 characters for the user name, and 
left 140 for the content. That’s where it all came from.”22 And that’s what 
made Twitter a ready-made messaging site for cell phones, BlackBerries, 
iPhones, and more. No one is tied to a computer to use it; it is as portable 
as any mobile device, a key component in its success.

At first, Twitter appealed mainly to techies. Nobody else really noticed 
it much until November 2008 when a terrorist takeover of fancy hotels 
in Mumbai flooded the site with tweets about what was happening, way 
ahead of any news bureau reports. Ten Pakistani terrorists were storming 
the city, taking hostages in two hotels, the Taj Mahal and Oberi Trident, 
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and fanning out to other locations using bombs, grenades, and guns. In 
all, 175 people, including nine of the attackers, were killed, and 308 were 
injured.23 The television feed to the hotels was shut down because the 
terrorists were using it. Victims trapped in the hotels commandeered by  
the terrorists tweeted for help on their cell phones and relayed minute-by-
Â�minute reports. “At the peak of the violence,” the New York Times reported, 
“more than one message per second with the word ‘Mumbai’ in it was 
being posted onto Twitter.”24 As Twitter became the communication mode 
of choice, the Indian government tried to block it. By the time news orga-
nizations got there, the crisis had passed, and the nonjournalists on Twitter 
had done their job of informing the world of what was happening.

This was just the beginning of Twitter’s role as an advance alert system. 
Since then, it has been the crucial communication tool for Japanese caught 
in an earthquake and tsunami in March 2011, protesters in Egypt and Libya 
in 2011, in the June 2009 Iranian election protests, the 2010 celebrations 
of the Islamic Republic in Iran, and more. Twitterati were also the first 
responders in the miracle on the Hudson plane landing and the Haitian 
earthquake. In the Iranian election crisis, the U.S. State Department asked 
Twitter to put off its scheduled shutdown for maintenance to keep it going 
for protesters, and Twitter complied.

Governments are threatened by Twitter, which proves its populist ap-
peal, and so try to shut it down. The Egyptian government under Mubarak 
successfully shut down Twitter and other social media in January 2011 
(but not soon enough to keep protesters from organizing). In the 2010 
protest activity during Iran’s anniversary celebrations, the Iranian govern-
ment blocked Gmail, shut down text-messaging service, and slowed down 
the Internet, saying it would start its own e-mail service instead. In China, 
where the Internet Police force is 30,000 strong, a Google shutdown suc-
ceeded after hackers, probably employed by the government, broke into 
the service.

Twitter itself was shut down for nearly a whole day in August 2009 when 
hackers deluged the website with junk tweets (they attacked Google and 
Facebook as well). None of Twitter’s regular users could access the site; 
instead, they got spam e-mails. The reaction from Twitterati was intense, 
showing how much they had come to rely on the service. In fact, early in 
its existence, Twitter did have unexpected downtimes, and a graphic pic-
turing red birds hoisting a whale from the ocean, labeled the “fail whale” 
by users, showed up on-screen to signal that the service was down. Twitter 
also shut down temporarily in the summer of 2009 when Michael Jackson 
died and the number of tweets doubled as users tried to get information. 
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The “fail whale” couldn’t keep up. Google Search was also briefly over-
whelmed, and the gossip site TMZ had numerous interruptions.

Nonjournalists on the scene sending out real-time dispatches beat news 
organizations every time, which is why the BBC recently issued an all-
points bulletin to its news staff telling them to check social media regu-
larly, a major shift for a hidebound company that has scorned nonjournalist 
sources. “Today content is passed on in social media by the audience and 
that has real credibility,” BBC World Service Director Peter Horrocks 
says. “Social media provides journalists with a wider range of opinion, 
and gives them access to a whole range of voices. .â•›.â•›. It is a faster medium. 
.â•›.â•›. It shouldn’t be too difficult to use social media in the same way as live 
reporting.”25 Certainly the Internet and social media like Twitter and Fa-
cebook are a huge challenge to print publications of all kinds, maybe the 
biggest. Yet only 8 percent of U.S. adults say they trust Twitter as a source, 
the same percentage as those who trust traditional media, according to a 
Zogby Interactive survey.26 Twitter changed its opening question, “What 
are you doing?” to “a different, more immediate question,” “What’s hap-
pening?” in November 2009, to accommodate its growing relevance to 
breaking news:

Sure, someone in San Francisco may be answering “What are you 
doing?” with “Enjoying an excellent cup of coffee,” at this very mo-
ment. However, a birds-eye view of Twitter reveals that it’s not exclu-
sively about these personal musings. Between those cups of coffee, 
people are witnessing accidents, organizing events, sharing links, 
breaking news, reporting stuff their dad says, and so much more.

The fundamentally open model of Twitter created a new kind of infor-
mation network and it has long outgrown the concept of personal status 
updates. Twitter helps you share and discover what’s happening now 
among all the things, people, and events you care about. “What are you 
doing?” isn’t the right question anymore—starting today, we’ve shortened 
it by two characters. Twitter now asks, “What’s happening?” We don’t 
expect this to change how anyone uses Twitter, but maybe it’ll make it 
easier to explain to your dad.27 Twitter also has a set of rules to rein in 
the unruly. Though the Twitter website posts no specific policy on foul 
language, it does rule out “obscene or pornographic images in either your 
profile picture or user background.” You can’t impersonate other people 
or businesses to deceive, publish other people’s confidential information 
like a social security number (without their permission), threaten violence, 
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Â�promote illegal Â�activities, or infringe on trademarks or copyrights. No 
“user squatting,” serial accounts, or spamming either.28

Twitter Envy

New forms of social media pop up daily, many of them out to capture 
some of that Twitter charisma. People tend to spend a huge amount of time 
on Twitter, spurring other social networks to compete. Google has started 
its own version of Twitter called Buzz, designed on the same model (and 
Twitter itself has added a Google-style Search button). Google’s Buzz is 
connected to its Gmail service (where you have to have an account to get 
into Buzz) and works like Twitter with considerably more complexity, off-
putting to some users.

Unlike Twitter, there is no prescribed text limit. And it doesn’t let you 
retweet a good post to your followers. You have to go back onto Gmail to 
do that. But you can post to your Buzz account from Gmail. Twitter and 
Buzz are connected, but it’s a one-way street: You can’t post your Buzzes 
to Twitter, only the other way around. Posts on Buzz are not strictly chron-
ological; if someone responds to a Buzz you posted a week ago, the whole 
post plus comments goes to the top of the list.

Buzz still has bugs to work out. During its first week, many new users 
were alarmed to find the names of everyone they customarily e-mailed 
through Gmail listed as their new followers on Buzz, meaning that not 
only were friends and family named but also their Botox doctor and secret 
hook-ups, there for all to see. The outcry meant Google had to fix that 
fast, and to its credit it did, over a weekend, issuing an apology. Now users 
can label messages “public” or “private” (but not so for replies to a post). 
Buzz does let you link to Picasa to post photos, to YouTube and Flickr for 
video, and to Facebook. And it’s easy to get into Buzz from Gmail with a 
single click.

In its quest to grab a bigger share of social networking and Internet 
control, Google also plans to introduce an ultrahigh-speed network, some-
thing that will allow surfing the web at a gigabit a second, about 100 times 
faster than most broadband connections. Right now, it’s a test run to show 
it can be done.

Facebook itself is incorporating some Twitter features into its platform, 
now that its bid to acquire Twitter fell through. With Facebook Lite, users 
can browse a streamlined, simpler version that shows status updates as 
Twitter does and can tag names of friends or companies with the @Twit-
ter signal to collect mentions of those names. Facebook and Twitter have 
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some reciprocity: Businesses and celebrities can send status updates to 
Twitter from Facebook without going on Twitter, and Twitter can send 
tweets to Facebook.

Twitter Culture

Let’s go back to Marshall McLuhan for a minute: “Any technology tends 
to create a new human environment. Script and papyrus created the social 
environment we think of in connection with the empires of the ancient 
world. The stirrup and the wheel created unique environments of enormous 
scope. .â•›.â•›. Printing from movable types created a quite unexpected new 
environment—it created the PUBLIC.”29 Print,” as McLuhan noted, “trans-
formed society from an auditory/oral culture to a visual culture,” altering 
the ratio among our senses. Now, “in our time, the sudden shift from the 
mechanical technology of the wheel [and print] to the technology of elec-
tric circuitry represents one of the major shifts of all historical time.”30

What would he say about the Internet and Twitter? Certainly these offer 
a totally “new human environment,” one that we ourselves aren’t even able 
to categorize yet. We can certainly mine McLuhan’s mantra, “The medium 
is the message,” for clues, maybe even reversing it, in the case of Twitter, 
to “The message is the medium,” where the high volume of social connec-
tivity and interactive messaging has created a brand-new cultural matrix 
for the exchange of ideas. As a constant stream of real-time information 
(and, maybe, information overload), Twitter has meant an enormous up-
swing in up-to-the-minute communication among global populations. The 
“alchemy of the Web,” as one social observer calls it, is giving a mass au-
dience access to culture and engineering social transformation on a larger 
scale than ever before.31 But critics of Twitter point to the predominance 
of the hive mind in such social media, the kind of groupthink that sub-
merges independent thinking in favor of conformity to the group, the col-
lective. New York Times columnist David Carr calls this “the throbbing 
networked intelligence.”32 Others call it dangerous and dumb. People may 
fear embarrassment or being thought stupid because on Twitter they are 
performing publicly and in a group. They tend to conform even when they 
are showing off. Twitter doesn’t squelch clever or obscene remarks, but it 
does exert social pressure and foster an “ambient awareness,” as technol-
ogy guru Clive Thompson calls it.33

In her article about Twitter, “I Tweet, Therefore I Am,” writer Peggy Oren-
stein raises a constant concern, asking, “Are Twitter posts an Â�expression of 
who we are—or are they changing who we are?” viewing her own tweets 
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as “a tacit referendum on who I am, or at least who I believe myself to be.” 
But, she admits, these were “not really about my own impressions: it was 
about how I imagined—and—wanted others to react to them.” The risk is 
that in a “performance culture,” the “packaged self” could erode “the very 
relationships it purports to create,” alienating us “from our own humanity.” 
We need “to sort out the line between person and persona, the public and 
the private self,” Orenstein concludes.34 A study of the decline of empathy 
among college students conducted in 2010 by researchers at the University 
of Michigan reinforces concerns about the pitfalls of spending too much 
time online with virtual friends.35

As a graphic example of what Twitter culture could mean to so-called 
high culture, a British author offered some tongue-in-cheek versions of 
classic literature in the 140-character count of Twitter:

Lady Chatterley’s Lover by D. H. Lawrence: “Upper-class woman gets it 
on with gamekeeper.”

Waiting for Godot by Samuel Becket: “Vladimir and Estragon stand next 
to a tree and wait.”

Ulysses by James Joyce: “Man walks around Dublin. We follow every 
minute detail of his day. He’s probably overtweeting.”

Great Expectations by Charles Dickens: “Orphan given money by secret fol-
lower. He thinks it’s @misshavisham but it turns out to be @magwitch.”

The Catcher in the Rye by J. D. Salinger: “Rich kid thinks everyone is 
fake except for his little sister. Has breakdown. @markchapman is now 
following @johnlennon.”36

Twitter has spawned a number of literary efforts, most notably, Sh*t 
My Dad Says by Justin Halpern, compiling his father’s earthy sayings in 
tweets. Sample tweets: “Tennessee is nice. The first time I vomited was in 
Tennessee I think.” “That woman was sexy .â•›.â•›. Out of your league? Son. 
Let women figure out why they won’t screw you, don’t do it for them.”37 
A CBS pilot show, @$#*! My Dad Says, starring William Shatner, began 
in fall 2010.

Ice Storm author Rick Moody wrote a short story in 153 tweets for the 
online zine Electric Literature; it came out over a three-day period in 
November 2009. Sample plot and character from the story, “Some Con-
temporary Characters”: “Saw him on OKCupid. Agreed to meet. In his 
bio he said he had a ‘different conception of time.’ And guess what? He 
didn’t show.”38
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Now the national mood can even be monitored by surveying Twitter 
tweets. A team of researchers from the College of Computer and Informa-
tion Science at Northeastern University and from Harvard Medical School 
surveyed Twitter service from September 2006 to August 2009 to find out 
how happy (or sad) Americans are at different times of the day.39

They found that during the week, predictably, people are happier before 
and after work, in the early morning and late evening, something that held 
true on both the east and west coasts despite the time differences. Week-
ends were prime-time happy time, peaking on Sunday mornings. The un-
happiest time was Thursday evenings. “We’re not claiming we’ve made 
a great scientific discovery,” Sune Lehmann, one of the researchers, said. 
But “there’s great promise in the data.”40

One Twitter problem, germane to all social media, is that it makes it easy to 
circulate fake stories and rumors. False news items that have been retweeted 
include things like “Steve Jobs was rushed to an E.R. following a severe 
heart attack,” “Jeff Goldblum was killed in an accident in New Zealand,” and 
“JetBlue and American Airlines flew doctors to post-earthquake Haiti free of 
charge.” All of these are patently untrue, as Professor Sreenath Sreenvasan of 
the Columbia University Graduate School of Journalism has noted.41

Why Do the Twitterati Tweet?

It’s cool and it’s hip to be on Twitter, drinking the Twitter Kool-Aid, 
whether you tweet much or not (75 percent of tweets are put out by only 
5 percent of users). The social cachet is seductive, even if you have few 
followers. Actually, you need to experience Twitter yourself to understand 
it. It’s fast, it’s free, and, it turns out, Twitter is fun. It’s full of people 
younger than you. But the most exciting part of Twitter for its devotees 
is the instant audience that assembles around your tweets. Even if you 
have no followers when you start out, they start showing up and a group 
forms. Suddenly you have your groupies, your loyal fans. Even the White 
House is into the act, with former Press Secretary Robert Gibbs posting 
the first tweet in February 2010. A Russian ambassador to NATO couldn’t 
resist either, taking to his Twitter account to respond in harsh terms to 
a U.S. plan to deploy missile interceptors in Russia.42 Even the deadly 
cobra that escaped from the Bronx Zoo in March 2011 had its own Twitter 
account, #BronxZoosCobra, a spoof, chronicling its every move around 
town, including visiting the Empire State Building and going to Broadway 
shows.

Why do people use Twitter? According to Social Media at Work,  
50 percent of Twitter users say they use it to update their status (meaning 
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what’s happening). About 39 percent say they use it to follow celebrities, 
and another 39 percent to “stay current.” Thirty percent use Twitter to stay 
in touch with “friends I know.”43

The amount of banal and trivial postings on Twitter has invited criticism. 
Pear Analytics, a Texas marketing analysis site, found in an August 2009 
survey that more than 40 percent of tweets at the time amounted to what 
it called “pointless babble,” with another 37-plus percent classified as just 
“conversation.” The peak times of day for such tweets were between 2:30 
and 3 p.m. on weekdays. Right after lunch, around 2 p.m., “news” (3.6 
percent of tweets) and “self-promotion” (5.85 percent) tweets were at their 
peak. “Pass-along” items or retweets amounted to 8.7 percent of tweets, 
most at 11:30 in the morning.44

As Heather Anderson, the blogger who runs the website Dooce.com, 
expressed it:

What I mostly find annoying about Twitter is the sensation of hearing 
tidbits of a hundred people’s thoughts zooming past. You know how in 
movies, they always show that a psychic person is psychic by having 
them walk through a crowded public place and being bombarded with 
voices from all the thoughts of all the people around them, and then 
they wince and hold their head? That’s how Twitter feels to me most 
of the time. It makes me dizzy.45

Yet the open forum for self-expression is too much to resist for many 
active Twitterers. In “Why Twitter Will Endure,” media columnist David 
Carr says, “I’ve come to understand that the real value of the service is lis-
tening to a wired collective voice,” a “throbbing networked intelligence.”46 
Carr’s take: “I’m convinced Twitter is here to stay.” But New Yorker critic 
George Packer scoffs, “Twitter is crack for media addicts.”47

For politicians, celebrities, and corporations, Twitter has made getting 
the message out much easier and more efficient. President Barack Obama 
had a Twitter account during the 2008 election, @barack obama, which 
made connections with the electorate no one else had tried yet in such 
intensity. Most of the tweets were written by Democratic National Com-
mittee staffers, but it did the job. The White House itself has now started 
tweeting, with former Press Secretary Robert Gibbs leading off on Febru-
ary 16, 2010. His tweet: “Learning about ‘the twitter’—easing into this 
with first tweet—any tips?” Gibbs had collected over 22,500 followers. 
You can reach the new Press Secretary Jay Carey at jaycareyfacts, but be 
forewarned: your tweets to him will end up in the federal archives in com-
pliance with the Presidential Records Act.
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FIVE

Are Blogs and Twitter  
Hijacking Journalism?

Newspapers and magazines are folding, print media layoffs are in the 
thousands, journalists are on suicide watch, and J-school professors say 
teaching journalism these days feels as if they are teaching history. The 
ascendancy of blogs and Twitter has struck fear into the hearts of the 
mainstream media as citizen journalists regularly scoop news outlets on 
breaking news. All it takes is a tweet on a cell phone to beat traditional 
journalists still on their way to the scene.

This is a headline issue, debated daily in the pages of newspapers, some 
on the verge of bankruptcy. As blogs and Twitter and other social networks 
take over the Internet, a new generation of readers has migrated online for its 
news. The question of what is going to happen to traditional journalism (even 
now known as old media) is keeping journalists awake nights and taking up 
plenty of space in op-ed columns lately. Even the U.S. Senate held hearings 
about the Internet’s impact on news and newspapers. As columnist Frank 
Rich commented in the New York Times, “You know it’s bad when the Senate 
is movedâ•›.â•›.â•›.â•›to weigh in with hearings on ‘The Future of Journalism.’”1

Like street subcultures, the bloggerati and Twitterati are usurping the 
codes of conventional news gathering with a new citizen journalism that 
threatens a huge upheaval in mainstream media. Traditional journalism 
is definitely on the ropes when even the Washington Post, that reliable 
chronicle of all things political, is “doing a long, slow fade,” with its circu-
lation now just two-thirds of what it was a decade ago, a 13 percent decline 
in sales, a decimated staff, and the last of its domestic bureaus—Chicago, 
Los Angeles, and New York—shut down.2
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Is the profession in meltdown? Has a counterculture of Twittering, blog-
ging citizen journalists staked out so much territory on the web that estab-
lished news sources can’t compete? As Michael Hirschorn, writing in the 
Atlantic, put it, these may be the “End Times” (a pun on the possible end of 
the New York Times) as “a digital future heaves into view.”3 Indeed, there is 
a huge structural shift underway, propelled by technology and the changing 
behaviors it has given rise to, as an online populace of ordinary people rev-
els in the interactivity and self-expression that the Internet makes possible, 
colonizing the territory of traditional journalism with news on demand.

The media of the counterculture have already beaten established jour-
nalists to the punch on some big stories. The first responses and news 
of the earthquake and tsunami in Japan in March 2011 were on Twitter 
(hashtag #hitsunami), not cable news networks. A monster earthquake in 
Chile knocked out every means of communication except cell phones, on 
which Twittering citizens sent cries for help and reports of the disaster. 
Similarly, in Haiti, cell phone tweets emerged first from the rubble of the 
earthquake there. The “miracle on the Hudson” landing of a bird-stalled jet 
airplane in the Hudson River in January 2009 was first reported on Twitter, 
then so new nobody had even heard of it six months earlier. Twitterati also 
sounded the first alarms about a low-flying 747 Air Force One plane tailed 
by fighter jets over Lower Manhattan in the spring of 2009 as panicked 
office workers fearing another 9/11 fled skyscrapers in New Jersey and 
New York City.

It’s happening even as we speak, as each new crisis in government or 
politics or weather or disaster makes it into the public marketplace at ul-
trahigh speed. News organizations can’t get their people out there fast 
enough to beat the news feeds already spreading worldwide from on-the-
scene citizen reporters. Globally, foreign governments have always tried 
to censor traditional news media, but now they are threatened with losing 
complete control of information as citizens flock to the instant and unfil-
tered Internet. In Iran, a 30th-anniversary celebration fostering disorderly 
protest exploded on Twitter until the government shut the site down. In 
China, too, government agencies sensing a loss of control have banned 
Google, Facebook, and other social media and tried to substitute a home-
grown version that Chinese citizens quickly learned to evade.

The explosion of opinion and new voices from the populace now ex-
pressed in blogs and on Twitter is changing not only journalism but cul-
ture itself, transforming it from the bottom up and opening the world of 
information to all. With no gatekeeper editors or corporate oversight, 
the Internet tends to level the playing field and makes an end run around  
sanctioned and official rhetoric to allow free expression of ideas from 
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often-overlooked segments of the population. Digital media also allow 
coverage of issues and events seldom covered by traditional news outlets. 
Now some newsrooms are even basing their coverage on what’s popular 
online, with daily surveys of blogs, Twitter, and social media network traf-
fic and topics.4

Critics say that without investigative reporters and journalists account-
able to their editors and readers, many political and cultural institutions 
could suffer and spin out of control (one reporter at the Senate hearings 
predicted there would be “halcyon days for corrupt politicians” coming up 
if mainstream journalists were no longer on the job).5 They say there would 
be no in-depth coverage of important issues that require thorough consid-
eration, no vetting of political candidates and incumbents beyond the su-
perficial, and no persistent long-term oversight of serious social problems. 
Television taught people to judge on image, but the Internet is teaching 
them to go for the jugular and cut to the chase. Forget background and 
context; short attention spans want it now. It’s word of mouth on steroids.

“Quality Local News”

One guy who believes in the future of print is James D. Dunning, Jr. 
He is chairman of the board of Freedom Communications, Inc., an Ir-
vine, California–based media company with 33 daily newspapers na-
tionwide including the influential Orange County Register, 77 weekly 
papers, magazines, eight broadcast stations, and 40 websites.

As former chairman of Ziff Davis Media and of Petersen Publishing 
and former president of Rolling Stone, Dunning has been a big force in 
print and digital media and television. At Freedom Communications, 
he says, “I want to focus on being the biggest, best, local provider of 
what I call the three ‘Cs’—content, community, and circulation”:

We’re going to capture the local share of the ad market and not 
just be victims of trends. We will be platform agnostic. Our lever-
age and advantage is that we have newspapers. I want us to be 
great and a winner in our space.

The future of journalism? “Local news,” Dunning says. “Print is 
quality local news.”

Author’s personal interview with James D. Dunning, Jr., September 5, 2010. Website: 
http://www.freedom.com
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Bill Keller, executive editor of the New York Times, reviewing a new 
biography of Time magazine founder Henry Luce, comments on the 
need for professional journalism as “a civic good, in that a democracy 
needs a shared base of trustworthy information upon which to make its 
judgments.”

The cacophony of today’s media—in which rumor and invective often 
outpace truth-testing, in which shouting heads drown out sober reflec-
tion, in which it is possible for people to feel fully informed without 
ever encountering an opinion that contradicts their prejudices—plays 
some role in the polarizing of our politics, the dysfunction of our polit-
ical system and the increased cynicism of the American electorate.6

Arianna Huffington, proprietor of the Huffington Post.com, says people 
are now getting their news “not on a couch” but on “a galloping horse,” on 
the Internet.7 By the time the nightly news comes on at 6:30 p.m., anybody 
who still watches it already knows what happened that day. But colum-
nist Chris Hedges says it appears that “the masses prefer to be entertained 
rather than informed.” He comments, “The decline of print has severed a 
connection with a reality-based culture, one in which we attempt to make 
fact the foundation for opinion and debate, and replaced it with a culture in 
which facts, opinions, lies, and fantasy are interchangeable.”8

In addition, it seems, the proliferation of opinion that social media offer 
has tended to radically polarize the population, as people now can find 
and gravitate to news sites that reflect their own point of view. This is ex-
pressed on television, too, especially by cable news stations, which have 
discovered that ratings rise as they play to the politically like-minded. Ide-
ologies color the newscasts, and the accusations that the press is full of 
lefties are often acknowledged and encouraged. If the White House leaves 
Fox News out of its press conferences because of its right-wing reputa-
tion, nobody gets upset except right-wing bloggers (although recently Fox 
News has been given a front seat at White House press conferences). With 
an electorate so highly polarized, the fights get nasty, and the Tea Party 
movement has gained ground organizing outraged conservatives. Follow-
ers of blogs and Twitter can easily find their views reflected and discussed 
in any number of ways all day long.

To be fair, other factors threaten traditional news outlets. The economic 
meltdown of the Great Recession has cut advertising to the bone and sent 
newspapers and magazines out of business by the dozen, stalwarts like 
the Rocky Mountain News, the Christian Science Monitor, and the Seattle 
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Post-Intelligencer among them. The New York Times has kept the Boston 
Globe in print despite its near-death experience in 2009. Overall, newspa-
per revenues in 2009 were down 29 percent. Once the lifeblood of a print 
newspaper, print advertising fell by 29 percent in the first half of 2009, the 
greatest quarterly drop since the Great Depression.9 After all, it turns out to 
be cheaper to advertise on the Internet and Craigslist than in print.

In their new book The Death and Life of American Journalism, authors 
Robert W. McChesney and John Nichols argue that the problem isn’t just 
the Internet and the economic crisis of 2008. They point out that newspa-
per circulation has been “trending downward since 1987. Fewer Ameri-
cans read a daily newspaper today than in 1950, yet the population has 
more than doubled.” “Before the 1970s, people aged 18–30 read daily 
newspapers at close to the same levels as did older Americans,” but “the 
percentage of under-30 newspaper readers began to fall around that time 
and was a well-established fact long before the World Wide Web.” In the 
age of the Internet, a 2007 study found that only 16 percent of 18- to 30-
year-olds were reading a daily newspaper.10

According to a 2009 study by the Pew Research Center’s Internet and 
American Life Project, on a typical day 61 percent of Americans get their 
news online, with 26 percent accessing it on cell phones, 33 percent of all 
cell phone users. “News is pocket-size” now, according to the study, and 
Americans are becoming “news grazers.”11

Part of the reason for the decline of newspapers, McChesney and Nich-
ols claim, is that “large corporate chains accelerated the long-term trend,” 
gobbling up daily newspapers as family owners sold out; the new own-
ers “were dedicated to maximizing their [profits].” News organizations 
“ceased to be anything but a business,” and a traditional “rich mix” of 
news gave way to softer coverage including gossip, self-help, weather, and 
“exercise tips.” To media conglomerates, it made no business sense to put 
in the time and staff to produce complex stories and investigative journal-
ism. The dumbing down of the newspaper gave many readers, including 
younger ones, no compelling reasons to read one, and as the new century 
dawned, the Internet began to make inroads on that readership as well. 
Meanwhile, from 1992 to 2002, McChesney and Nichols say, newsrooms 
were being decimated as corporate owners pursued profits by cutting staff, 
in the time-honored corporate way.12

The writing was on the wall, in other words, long before the Internet be-
came a major competitor to print media. But the Internet is a powerful rea-
son readers have fled print. It’s free, and for content providers, the cost of 
posting news on a website (much of it “borrowed” from print) is minimal.
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But as the world moves to the web, print media are struggling to get 
there with it, setting up auxiliary websites to post the daily paper (and try-
ing to figure out how to make people pay for it). When the New York Times 
announced it was going to charge for its online edition, there was a huge 
public outcry. No fair, when most of the Internet is free.

Apple’s iPad arrived in the spring of 2010, selling over three million 
tablets in short order and opening the door for newspapers and magazines 
to create iPad apps and go online. Since then, Apple has sold 15 million 
iPads and launched a second version, iPad2. It’s easier to read a magazine 
on the iPad, which opens two pages at once horizontally. Vanity Fair, Time, 
Popular Science, and Gourmet (which has returned online after going out 
of the print business) already have iPad versions, but they’re charging by 
the issue. The Wall Street Journal, which has been online for some time, 
has an iPad app and lets viewers look at the front page and some articles 
for free but sells subscriptions. The New York Times online version could 
be read on the iPad for free until they set up the paywall in March 2011.

Going Viral

One of the first hints that things might be changing for print media has 
been the move of the younger generation away from reading a print news-
paper. Instead, they are getting all their news online or from more enter-
taining television personalities like Jon Stewart and Stephen Colbert. And, 
for the first time, more people of all ages now get news online rather than 
from newspapers (41% online vs. 31% newspapers),13 though television 
news still outranks both as a news source. A Pew Research Center Project 
for Excellence in Journalism study in 2010 found that online news readers 
are “grazers,” clicking around the web for news wherever they can find it. 
Two-thirds of them (68 percent) are under age 50, with 29 percent of those 
under age 30. This entire group of online news readers, which includes 
whites and some Hispanics, tends to be well educated with incomes tend-
ing to be higher than those of American adults in general, with 50 percent 
employed full-time. Twenty-four percent of this group are single. The study 
found that 50 percent of African Americans, 38 percent of non-Hispanic 
whites, and 32 percent of Hispanics tend to get news entirely offline.14

What kind of news are they reading? The weather tops everything, ac-
cording to this study, with 81 percent of online news readers checking 
weather news most often. Second in line is national news, followed by 
health news. Offline, television is still the favorite source of news accord-
ing to 37 percent of these online news readers, followed by portal news 
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aggregators like GoogleNews, AOL, and Topix. Twitter was the least-used 
news source. Still, online news readers spend only three minutes and four 
seconds on each news site, more evidence of grazing.

A 2010 survey done by the Center for the Digital Future at the University 
of Southern California Annenberg School for Communication and Jour-
nalism showed that only 56 percent of Americans on the Internet thought 
newspapers were now an important source of news. Seventy-eight percent 
of Americans on the Internet said the Internet was an important source, 
though only half said they thought online news was reliable. Sixty-eight 
percent said television was still an important source of news.15 Newspaper 
subscriptions and newsstand sales started to tank way before the economic 
meltdown hit, and now they are dropping readers at a rate of 2 percent an-
nually, with a 7.1 percent loss of weekly circulation.16 It became apparent 
that new generations were not in the habit of reading the newspaper way 
back in the 1990s. But it’s not all the fault of the Internet; television cer-
tainly has had something to do with this decline.

The people still relying on newspapers for news are older, perhaps quite 
a bit older. It’s a lifelong habit for older generations, retrieving the paper 
off the front steps or picking it up at the newsstand, reading it with morn-
ing coffee or on the commuter train (folded a special way so it doesn’t 
take up much room). They are a loyal readership, but they are not being 
replaced with a younger cohort of print newspaper readers. Yet readership 
among the older generation has declined as well; only 32 percent of those 
30 and above still reach for the daily paper.17

What’s clear is that trust in newspaper and television news has declined 
measurably. A 2010 Gallup poll found that only 25 percent of Americans 
had confidence in these news media, on a par with their lack of confidence 
in banks and just above their “dismal” trust in health care organizations 
and big business. It’s also clear that “the media as a whole are not gaining 
new fans as they struggle to serve and compete with growing demand for 
online news, social media, and mobile platforms,” Gallup said.18

Certainly there are many other areas of the culture undergoing equally 
rapid change. Mobile devices like BlackBerries and smartphones are more 
convenient for reading e-mail and browsing the web than computers, and 
apps may eventually take the place of the web. The iPad can browse the web 
and display not only online newspapers and magazines but also movies,  
e-books, apps of all kinds, social media, and e-mail. Television networks 
and cable are threatened by the advent of large-screen TVs that can connect 
directly to the Internet, where movies and shows, music, e-mail, and social 
networks can be downloaded and accessed. The DVD may be over.
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In the music world, easy downloads prevail, and even the CD may 
someday be a thing of the past. College textbooks are going digital for a 
fraction of the cost of hardcover copies and will allow professors to add 
syllabi and make their own changes in the text. Such digital textbooks will 
eventually train college generations to do their reading online. For that 
matter, the advent and public acceptance of e-book readers like the Kindle 
with its lower-priced books threaten hardcover book publishers, who are 
fighting to make Amazon and other e-book purveyors reprice their digital 
offerings. Traditional journalism may be on the ropes, but the writing is 
also on the wall for all these established businesses. Technology has a life 
of its own and mows down everything in its path.

Scoops Happen

One of the first signs of the Internet’s incursion on print media was the 
Drudge Report, a political gossip website started by Matt Drudge in the 
mid-1990s. He was the first to report Bill Clinton’s dalliance with Monica 
Lewinsky, scooping every daily newspaper in the country in 1998 with the 
revelation and launching a scramble in the national press to cover it. The 
story of John Edward’s $400 haircut during the 2008 election campaign was 
another Drudge scoop that caught the press unaware.19 His tabloid-style 
sensationalism, which he claimed was modeled on that of 1950s gossip 
columnist Walter Winchell, had brought in one billion plus unique viewers 
by 2002 and started earning him a million bucks a year by 2008.20

Arianna Huffington says the Drudge Report was an inspiration for her 
own launch of the Huffington Post, which she claims “could not have ex-
isted without Drudge.” “I didn’t kill newspapers, darling,” she said in a 
speech at the American Association of Advertising Agencies (AAAA) 
conference in San Francisco in March 2010. “Drudge habituated people to 
going online for their news.”21 Now she is in the process of hiring her own 
investigative team of journalists to take over the in-depth reporting and 
labels HuffPost “America’s Internet Newspaper.”22

Professional journalists dread nothing more than being upstaged on 
breaking news. Even more upsetting is having their stories leak even before 
they are published. When Time magazine contracted with Andre Agassi to 
publish excerpts from his forthcoming autobiography in People and Sports 
Illustrated, a reporter who had read the excerpts posted a tweet—just a day 
ahead of publication—about Agassi’s admission in the book to using crystal 
meth. The tweet got deleted just 25 minutes later, but it was too late. Public 
reaction was worldwide. That Sunday, Katie Couric’s pretaped interview 
with Agassi on 60 Minutes was edited to add this last-minute scoop.
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Every public figure who makes inadvertent or ill-advised comments is 
immediately subject to scrutiny by 24/7 media with a news hole or talk 
show to fill. Claiming “I was quoted out of context” doesn’t stop the end-
less recycling of such remarks. Dan Rather, who should know better, made 
a remark about a “watermelon farm” in connection with President Obama 
that became instant fodder for every media outlet, blogger, and Twitterer 
in March 2010. Even President Obama made some off-the-cuff remarks 
during his election campaign about voters in Pennsylvania that, picked up 
and taped by a freelance journalist, made every news outlet after it was 
posted on “Off the Bus” on HuffPost.23

It takes much more time and deliberation to investigate important stories 
and get the facts in a responsible, journalistic way than it does just to post 
a headline on the web. Editors at traditional media are there to screen out 
unverified information and check the facts. A trained, professional journal-
ist investigating a story can uncover far more information than a collection 
of tweets or a blog can ever offer and can put in the paid time to find it. 
The New York Times holds on to its reputation as the newspaper of record 
because of its extensive, fact-based coverage of world and local events. 
Few websites can hire or pay a staff of experienced journalists (and, in 
fact, most websites still pick up their news stories from newspapers, some 
word for word, which has led to lawsuits). Now Forbes magazine is paying 
its bloggers by the number of hits their blogs collect. The Huffington Post, 
according to Arianna Huffington, is actively building its own stable of 
trained investigative reporters, hiring them out of layoff hell as more and 
more traditional newspaper staff are let go. Freelance journalists freshly 
“freed” from traditional media abound. But to get rehired, they now often 
have to be able to handle a camera, shoot the video, do the audio, and write 
the story. As Tina Brown, editor of the online news site the Daily Beast, 
has said, “Nobody I know has a job anymore. They all have gigs.”24

For comparison of news style and blog style, here are two accounts of 
a recent brouhaha over a proposal to build a mosque near Ground Zero in 
New York City. The first, a New York Times report, reads:

After a raucous hearing, a Manhattan community board backed a pro-
posal on Tuesday evening to build a Muslim community center near the 
World Trade Center. The 29-to-1 vote, with 10 abstentions, followed a 
four-hour back-and-forth between those who said the community center 
would be a monument to tolerance and those who believed it would be 
an affront to victims of the 2001 terrorist attacks. The board’s vote was 
advisory—it did not have the power to scrap plans for a center—but it was 
seen as an important barometer of community sentiment. Middle school 
students and rabbis were among the more than 100 people who testified 
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at the hearing, which was held a short distance from ground zero. Some 
carried pictures of family members killed in the attacks; others brandished 
signs reading “Show respect for 9/11. No mosque!”.â•›.â•›.â•›The proposed cen-
ter, called the Cordoba House, would rise as many as 15 stories two blocks 
north of where the twin towers stood. It would include a prayer space, as 
well as a 500-seat performing arts center, a culinary school, a swimming 
pool, a restaurant and other amenities.25

A blog reaction, from Kay at White Noise Insanity:

If you’ve been listening to the big vile mouths of the right wing of this 
country, you would believe that the Islamic mosque in New York City 
will be built right on Ground Zero and nowhere else. Those of us with 
rational brains, however, understand that this mosque will be built  
2 blocks from Ground Zero on land that has had a building on it for 
the last 150 years. If I’m not mistaken, there once was a Burlington 
Coat Factory in the building, which to the right wing of this country, 
a coat factory is a much better way in honoring those Americans who 
died on the morning of 9/11/01! Right idiots? See? Our country was 
founded on RELIGIOUS FREEDOMS. How come you right wing-
ers still want to spit in the face of our Founding Fathers? Huh? SIT 
UP STRAIGHT, WIPE YOUR MOUTHS, AND THEN GROW UP 
PLEASE! Try to act like adults today, please.26

The J-School Revolution

At journalism schools around the country, the curriculum is undergoing 
rapid revision. Instruction is in multimedia, not just in writing leads and 
crafting stories. At the Poynter Institute’s NewsU, courses now include 
“Mobile Media 101: Producing News with Your Smartphone,” “Building 
a Twitter Strategy for Your News Organization,” and “Newswriting for 
the Web,” along with instruction in visual journalism, photojournalism, 
graphics, and design. Students learn how to host a podcast and file video 
stories, design a website, and report across all platforms including online, 
print, and broadcast. Far different from the usual instruction in “how to 
write a lead” and the “who, what, when, where, and why” of a news story 
(though these kinds of skills still have to be taught), this is a totally differ-
ent lineup of J-school coursework from barely five years ago. It’s the new 
new journalism, turning traditional journalists into one-man bands, maybe 
even into operating solo as news entrepreneurs, or “backpack journalists” 
as Dean Charles Bierbauer of the University of South Carolina’s College 
of Mass Communications calls them.27
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Journalism school professors acknowledge that they don’t really know 
what the future is for news when a web that favors self-expression and 
instant gratification is the predominant vehicle. Technology may have 
speeded up the need for news, but a stable political state of informed citi-
zens still requires the kind of in-the-trenches dogged pursuit of fact that 
has distinguished the best journalism of the past. In the face of speeded-up 
online eyewitness accounts, looser language, unreliable sourcing, and 
multiple news outlets, the old rules and standards get bent and forgotten, 
and unsubstantiated rumors are rife.

How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Web

Newspapers and television news stations that want to stay in business 
are in a mad dash to establish an Internet presence. The New York Times 
is putting up a paywall up around its online site, so far greeted by major 
outcry from its readers (regular subscribers would get it free). The Wall 
Street Journal has had a paywall in place for its online edition since the be-
ginning and seems not to have suffered a fall in readership. Every network 
and cable news outlet has a website, so far free for the taking. Getting news 
readers to pay for these sites, though, would be “like trying to force but-
terflies back into their cocoons,” according to a Pew project study.28

In the same study, 15 percent of those surveyed said even with a pay-
wall, they would still visit their favorite news sites (which include Yahoo, 
MSNBC, AOL, and the New York Times). But 82 percent said they would 
go elsewhere.

That’s just the point: Content on the Internet has been and is free for 
the consumer. Putting up paywalls will in itself cut readership, and adver-
tisers, who buy space on websites according to the numbers of what are 
called “unique visitors,” those who enter the site for the first time and then 
return, will take note—and take leave. Paywalls are an old-media solution 
to a new-media problem, and most critics think they won’t work. “We 
can’t use an analog map and expect to find our way in a digital world,” 
Arianna Huffington said in her March 2010 keynote speech. The HuffPost 
is free and had been just about breaking even with advertising revenues, 
she says (now with AOL in charge, stay tuned). Its mix of hard news and 
soft, with celebrity news, gossip, fashion, and a stable of jazzy, sometimes 
ideologically tilted bloggers, offers an entirely different image of a news-
paper, maybe the one we’re headed for.

“It’s a tough transition,” says Tina Brown, editor of the equally successful 
(and free) news website the Daily Beast, of the current print-into-website 
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situation. But “it will shake out.” Some “will flourish, others not.”29 Flourish-
ing, the Daily Beast merged with Newsweek magazine in November 2010.

If paywalls do take hold, things like embedded links to other sites, and 
blogs that provide enrichment to a news website, may be lost or locked out 
under a pay-for-content system. Moreover, the current fights over copy-
right will get worse, “necessitating a virtual police state to see that there 
are no unauthorized infringements on the content of the paywall-cartel 
members,” McChesney and Nichols point out, something the waning 
music industry knows too well and has failed at policing.30

The Journalism of the Blogosphere

As much as any new Internet media, blogs have been instrumental in re-
shaping the face of journalism and providing more than their fair share of 
breaking news and op-ed pages. The Huffington Post and the Daily Beast 
are essentially blogs or aggregators of blogs, but the online blogosphere 
itself is huge, comprising some 159,000,000 blogs worldwide.

Blogs, or weblogs as they were first called, started out as fringe ele-
ments, guerrilla journalism heavily colored left and right with ideology. 
Nobody paid much attention to them, and there were certainly reasons 
not to. Some were written by people with a big axe to grind, while others 
were nonsensical and trivial. Some still are, but blogs have earned respect 
as, for the most part, bona fide and intelligent commentary, particularly in 
the political realm. Major left-wing sites like Talking Points Memo and the 
Daily Kos have become must-reads on the left, as have Outside the Belt-
way and Little Green Footballs on the right. Respected professional jour-
nalists have taken to blogging, like Andrew Sullivan, formerly at Atlantic.
com, now with The Daily Beast, and Scott Rosenberg, cofounder of Salon. 
Everybody who is anybody is in the blogosphere.

There are still no gatekeepers or editors chiseling and correcting the 
prose, which is part of the appeal for both writers and readers. But major 
print and television news media have jumped on the blog wagon with whole 
fleets of staff producing daily blogs, some of them news, many opinion. 
Most bloggers were sounding off on their own ideas and ideologies, a vir-
tual op-ed of the Internet, and once blogging developed enough (in 2002) 
to allow readers to post comments, blogs became crucial aggregates of 
the like-minded, laying the groundwork for the polarized populace that 
plagues politicians today. There were accusations of bias on the left and 
bias on the right. Political junkies of every stripe took sides. Anger at then-
president Bush fueled plenty of blogs, and so did anger at the mainstream 
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media, keeping stories alive that had been left to die by professional jour-
nalists. The war cry out of the blogs to the media: “We can fact-check your 
ass” (blogger Ken Layne’s retort to British journalist whose story he found 
inaccurate).31

It was probably Josh Marshall on Talking Points Memo, one of the early 
blog sites, who earned major points for bloggers by exposing Trent Lott 
in 2002, reporting day after day on Lott’s praise for Strom Thurmond’s ra-
cially biased run for president during a tribute to Thurmond’s 100th birth-
day. Marshall kept at it. He dug up past similar, segregationist remarks by 
Lott. This was a story the mainstream media had let lag until it took notice 
of what Marshall was doing and began to cover it. Two weeks later, Lott 
announced he was leaving as Senate majority leader. “The Internet’s First 
Scalp” is how John Podhoretz, a conservative columnist for the New York 
Post, titled his column for December 13, 2002.32

Howard Dean caught on to the power of blogs early as he conducted his 
bid for the presidency in 2003, collecting “Deaniacs” and cash and wak-
ing the press up to his populist pull. He didn’t make it, after screaming in 
Iowa, but went on to become the Democratic Party chairman.33

Barack Obama, though he used the Internet heavily and cleverly during 
his presidential campaign, essentially ignored the blogosphere, according 
to Eric Boehlert in Bloggers on the Bus.34 But it didn’t matter. Bloggers 
loved him and wrote about him anyway. Meanwhile, the Obama campaign 
collected upward of 10 million e-mail addresses and sent a personal mes-
sage to each of them. People responded with money, volunteered to help 
get out the vote, and made him president.

The “nowness” of blogs is a challenge to traditional newspapers that 
have heretofore owned that concept. Organized in reverse chronological 
order, blogs, to be successful with readers, need up-to-the-minute, right-
now freshness. Their premium is what’s new, whether it’s the latest scoop 
or the latest commentary. Moreover, blogs create their own community of 
readers, large or small, enlarging it into interactive comment and related 
links, something a print newspaper, though it too creates communities of 
readers, can’t offer. The back-and-forth of blog commentary is one of its 
biggest attractions, as people make an end run around established author-
ity and sound off at will. No wonder the blog is the new public square.

Nontraditional news sources like blogs “can alter the news cycle in pro-
found ways,” as the blog WikiLeaks did in the summer of 2010 by releas-
ing the Afghan War Diary. This cache of classified documents on how 
Pakistan was aiding insurgents in Afghanistan set off a firestorm as politi-
cians, government officials, lawyers, and journalists jumped into action 
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and kept the blogosphere going for days. The relentless 24/7 need to fill 
the news hole, both in print and on television, means that important stories 
like this—or an emotionally charged issue like a plan to build a mosque 
and Islamic cultural center near Ground Zero—have a long life, providing 
plenty of talking points for opinion columns, cable TV shows, and blog-
gers. There are more pundits than news programs on television, and they 
need the fuel of debatable issues to keep an increasingly polarized audi-
ence watching. Those blog-around-the-clock bloggers keep issues alive, 
and, as columnist David Carr noted, “the current administration and main-
stream media have developed a hair-trigger response after getting run over 
by stories that seemed to come out of nowhere.” The web’s speed is “less 
a tool of efficacy than instigation.”35

Critics say blogs are fragmenting information and our sense of the 
world, turning everything into sound bites and quick takes and threatening 
a more considered understanding of issues and events. Perhaps, but blogs 
can’t take all the blame. They said the same thing about television, by the 
way, when it first took hold in the 1960s and 1970s. As Scott Rosenberg 
observes in Say Everything, the fear was that “TV would homogenize our 
communities, brainwash our kids, and rot our brains.”36 Ray Bradbury said 
that his 1953 book, Fahrenheit 451, was intended as a warning “that broad-
cast television would wreck America by transforming us from a nation 
of individual readers into an undifferentiated mass of passive viewers.”37 
Each new technology is threatening, and the pace of change is at Mach 
speed these days, engendering similar pronouncements.

Yet it’s clear that blogs, which offer free and unlimited self-expression 
to an interactive readership, are not going away. Major news media, in-
cluding news networks like CNN, the New York Times, the Wall Street 
Journal, and others, are scrambling to establish a presence in the blogo-
sphere, and there are plenty of laid-off professional journalists at the ready 
to help them. The newest “Brat Pack” of politics in Washington is a group 
of bloggers, formerly employed elsewhere, now blogging on their own or 
for Slate or other media about insider political news.38

The News Agenda

A survey of the news agenda of new media versus traditional media that 
was conducted in 2010 by the Pew Research Center’s Project for Excel-
lence in Journalism found that “social media and the mainstream press 
clearly embrace different agendas. Blogs shared the same lead story with 
traditional media in just 13 of the 49 weeks studied.”39 Stories gain traction  
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quickly in social media and blogs but leave just as quickly, and the agenda 
is different, with politics the focus. On Twitter, technology news is a top 
story, 21 percent, compared to just 1 percent in the mainstream press. 
Nonetheless, the survey found, blogs still rely on “legacy outlets” such as 
newspapers and television for 99 percent of their information.

Yahoo introduced a news blog, The Upshot, in 2010 that is based on 
search-generated content. Using software that tracks topics and common 
words and phrases popular on its network, Yahoo’s team analyzes patterns 
and passes them along to a news staff of bloggers who then write articles 
targeted to the audience, a boon no doubt to selling ads and a powerful 
niche approach to its readers. It’s “the algorithm as editor,” as the New York 
Times puts it, but the idea of writing only news that will sell is anathema 
to traditional journalism.40

The idea is also to give more of an inside angle on the news, something 
blogs tend to focus on anyway and have proven to be particularly good at. 
The audience getting news from blogs finds out more of this insider infor-
mation because blogs aren’t muzzled by establishment codes of silence 
(John Kennedy’s escapades in the White House pool would not have been 
politely overlooked in the age of blogging). Our “culture of exposure,” as 
David Brooks says, is about “inside baseball,” finding out “the inner soap 
opera” behind the news, as General McChrystal learned to the dismay of 
the president. The kvetching that goes on behind the scenes is now head-
line news.41

Perhaps because blogs and Twitter are highly individualized communi-
qués, intended for a narrower audience, their stories are customized and 
take different angles on the news compared to mainstream media. Indeed, 
they tend to be far less bland in style than traditional news stories, which 
have to reach a much broader readership. Moreover, without editors and 
gatekeepers to put a lid on self-expression, online media have much more 
room for opinion and political agendas. Blogs are often written in the first 
person, underscoring a subjective, personal take. And they are embedded 
with links, giving them a much wider reach than traditional news stories. 
Blogs and Twitter are also aiming for reader response, so they are often 
confrontational, bringing up the most controversial issues. Formerly voices 
of the counterculture, blogs and Twitter are the culture now, “picking off 
mainstream media’s customers one by one,” as Chris Anderson notes in his 
book, The Long Tail.42

One of the real and present dangers of Internet information is how readily 
it can become misinformation. There are plenty of blogs and websites out 
there happy to spread or start rumors that quickly go viral, to say nothing  
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of Nigerian scams, foreign lotteries, work-at-home offers, urban legends, 
and cybersmears. Scientists complain about the way the web spreads ru-
mors about scientific discoveries at the speed of light, possibly the result 
of preliminary experiments that eager researchers want to announce, for 
example, a rumor about a discovery of the subatomic particles of dark mat-
ter that proved to be inaccurate.43 News itself is prone to misinformation 
and lack of coverage, with Twitter reports streaming in with breaking news 
from disaster areas. The Internet is also a place where propaganda has more 
than a half-life, as North Korea has discovered, smearing South Korea on 
Twitter and YouTube and calling Secretary of State Hillary Rodham Clin-
ton “a minister in a skirt” and Secretary of Defense Robert Gates a “war 
maniac.”44 Farhad Manjoo, author of True Enough: Learning to Live in a 
Post-Fact Society, observes, “When we strung up the planet in fiber-optic 
cable, when we dissolved the mainstream media into prickly niches, and 
when each of us began to create and transmit our own pictures and sounds, 
we eased the path through which propaganda infects the culture.”45

Citizen Journalism

A report by a volunteer journalist, Mayhill Fowler, on remarks Barack 
Obama made at a fund-raiser she attended virtually changed the course of 
his campaign. She was there as a donor to his 2008 election campaign but 
routinely taped what Obama had to say. Eventually, her report was pub-
lished in “Off the Bus” on the Huffington Post website. She reported (and 
taped) that Obama had, to all intents and purposes, dissed the small-town 
voters of Pennsylvania by characterizing them as “bitter, clinging to guns 
or religion or antipathy to people who aren’t like them or anti-immigrant 
sentiment or anti-trade sentiment as a way to explain their frustrations.”46 
The comments became known as Bittergate and spawned “55 digital 
pages” of hate mail to Fowler and the HuffPost. Obama, who had taken 
full advantage of the Internet and social media networks to conduct his 
election campaign, got his first taste of the negatives in going viral.

Fowler was not a professional journalist, but she carried a tape recorder, 
and she’d already had another major scoop, reporting on something Bill 
Clinton casually said on a rope line in South Dakota during the campaign. 
She had asked him about the recent Vanity Fair article deriding Clinton’s 
activities since he left office. Not realizing that he was being taped or 
that Fowler was a citizen journalist, Clinton let rip with a three-minute 
diatribe about the “dishonest reporter” who wrote the magazine article. 
Fowler transcribed the taped remarks to her BlackBerry and sent them to 
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her editor at “Off the Bus” at the Huffington Post. Within hours, it was a 
HuffPost headline: “Bill Clinton: Purdum a ‘Sleazy’ ‘Slimy’ ‘Scumbag,’” 
and producers for Anderson Cooper and Keith Olbermann were asking for 
the audio.47

Such are the triumphs and perils of citizen journalism in the age of the 
Internet. Print journalists know they have to keep up with online news 
blogs and social media to be able to write their own stories and pick up 
news tips. The BBC even sent out a directive to its news staff in Febru-
ary 2010 requiring them to use social media as a primary source. “It’s not 
discretionary,” Peter Horrocks, director of BBC Global Media, told them, 
noting that “technology is changing journalism” and the BBC has to leave 
a program-based mindset behind and adapt.48

Are Blogs and Twitter Hijacking Journalism?

Yes, in some significant ways, Twitter and blogs are hijacking journal-
ism, with breaking news and fast-moving, up-to-the-minute content, with 
a more intimate, subjective (and opinionated) take on the news, and with 
the interactivity that draws in an active, interested audience.

No, because blogs and Twitter can’t match the kind of in-depth cover-
age the major mainstream press, with its teams of professional investiga-
tive reporters and international news bureaus, can offer. This is going to 
change, however, as online blog sites like Huffington Post and the Daily 
Beast beef up their reportorial staffs and become full-fledged online news-
papers in their new alliances, HuffPost with AOL and The Daily Beast with 
Newsweek.



This page intentionally left blank 



SIX

Language in a Twittering, 
Blogging World

On the web, the word is ascendant. People have to read and they have to 
write in order to participate in social media, e-mail, texting, instant mes-
saging, blogs, and Twitter. Not to say they haven’t found shortcut ways of 
communicating and given the language some new twists. What they are 
writing and reading is more like conversation, unedited, expressive, and, 
sometimes, blue. We’re back in an oral culture, as Marshall McLuhan pre-
dicted, sorting ourselves out into tribes on the Internet and talking to each 
other more than ever. Hey, it’s free. Sometimes it’s a free-for-all.

Even though visual information gets to the brain faster and is rapidly be-
coming the communication vehicle of choice (e.g., YouTube), print culture 
continues in a new, viral form online. It has been translated into emoticons 
like smiley faces, abbreviations, plenty of acronyms (LOL), and consider-
able slang and new coinage, but (OMG) you still have to read to be online. 
There are brand-new verbs: to “friend,” “google,” “text,” “tweet,” “down-
load,” to say nothing of a profusion of new nouns and proper nouns like 
blog, Wikipedia, YouTube, Facebook, and Twitter. Even the revered Oxford 
English Dictionary decided to add the initialisms LOL, OMG, and FYI to 
its venerable pages in 2011, to the consternation of language mavens.

Without editors or gatekeepers, language on the Internet is in constant 
flux, experimental at best, ungrammatical at worst. Online, language has 
more immediacy and the flavor of conversation. It is in casual, informal 
dress, like much of culture, and thus not always presentable. Yet experts 
who study these things say that language offline has not been measur-
ably affected, that students can still put together coherent papers in full 
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Â�sentences, and, even, that all the extra writing they are doing online is 
improving their mastery of written language. The Internet is not to blame 
for a decades-long trend toward a more informal, speech-based style, what 
linguistics professor Naomi S. Baron, author of Always On, calls “lin-
guistic whateverism,” a new laissez-faire attitude in which the rules of 
language matter less than getting the message across. She suggests that 
the English language may revert to the “quasi-anarchy of medieval and 
even Renaissance England,” where even “William Shakespeare spelled his 
own name at least six different ways.”1 Under the influence of the Internet, 
language will, as is its wont, continue to evolve.

Hamlet’s famous soliloquy would look like this in texting or on Twitter: 
2b/or/not2b.

Cyberstyle

Out in the culture, language is getting bolder as standards erode in pub-
lic speech and on television. Perhaps it’s inevitable to pick up the common 
parlance of the streets. Even though a “family newspaper” can’t print some 
of it, advertisers online, on TV, or in print are resorting to more earthy 
talk to push their wares, sometimes bleeping themselves (with plenty of 
innuendo to make sure consumers get it) or using strategic dashes. The 
idea of all the frank street talk is to show they mean business and, maybe, 
stir up some attention-getting controversy. But an editor of the Guardian’s 
Observer, Stephen Pritchard, noting that 272 recent Guardian articles in-
cluded the f-word, argues that though he finds it distasteful, “It is some-
times necessary to report verbatim what somebody says if you are to give 
a truly accurate picture of their character.”2

Vulgarity is increasingly tolerated, on the web, in print, even on broad-
cast television, though the brokerage firm Goldman Sachs had to issue 
a directive banning profanity in its e-mails. However, even President 
Obama, in an interview with Matt Lauer on the Today show, resorted to 
an unusual “kicking-ass” comment, perhaps to emphasize an emotional 
effect he is often accused of lacking. We do “accidentally let things slip,” 
especially online, as Aaron Barlow comments in Blogging America.3 And 
you can’t edit your text messages, tweets, or e-mails after you send them, 
which makes room for the same gaffes you might make in real conversa-
tion.

Blogs seem to bring out bold language, and male bloggers feel free to 
use it, spicing up their posts with intentionally provocative comments and 
humor. One typical kind of sentence: “Where does the rise of the app leave 
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the news business, the flatulent Rottweiler in the dog shelter of online 
Â�content?” asked Adrian Monck in his blog for the Guardian.4

Another sample comes from Gawker blogger Adrian Chen, writing 
about North Korea’s new Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube accounts:

So .â•›.â•›. North Korea—owner of the world’s fourth-largest army, popu-
lation 23 million—has just 65 friends, is gay, and interested in net-
working? And most of the activity on North Korea’s wall has been by 
a guy named “Jonathan Raptor Kraus.” Frankly, this looks more like 
the profile page of a middle-aged manager of a Secaucus, NJ Hollister 
than a nuclearized Communist state. And why would they open a per-
sonal page instead of a fan page? Some prankster is going to tag North 
Korea in a Facebook Places check at the White House and World War 
III will start!5

Gawker is a popular gossip blog, known for its snarky style. In fact, there 
are even rules about “How to Write Like Gawker,” including these com-
piled by Dylan Stableford in Folio:

•	 Put back “the Gawkeresque angry-creative-underclass glint” in your 
voice, “one glint of nastiness per post.”

•	 “If someone screwed up in business, find something nice to say about 
them: ‘The charmingly incompetent CEO.’ If someone succeeded, find a 
way to slap them: ‘The wildly successful blowhard.’”

•	 Be edgy and insulting: “Voting for Ron Paul sends a message. The mes-
sage is you’re crazy and hate the FDA.”

•	 “If you wouldn’t say it in conversation, don’t write it. Avoid journalist-
speak like ‘He takes umbrage with our statement.’ You never say um-
brage in real life.”

•	 Use satire and parody: “President Steve Jobs issues the most expensive 
U.S. budget ever, but it fits in a manila envelope.”6

In contrast, women bloggers, though they do try for humor and snarki-
ness, tend to be more empathetic and adhere to standard usage. Here is 
Heather Armstrong writing about her baby daughter on Dooce.com, a fa-
vorite mommy blog:

Marlo’s favorite thing to do now, after having been taught by her 
evil grandmother, is to climb stairs. Great. Because this new house 



88â†œæ¸€Ì€  Bloggerati, Twitterati

is Â�basically four stories, three above and one below ground. Lots of 
stairs to climb! No problem for an almost thirteen-month-old who 
routinely dives off of our bed head-first and loves the sound her skull 
makes as it hits the floor!

For the first few days we were living here we didn’t have the right 
size of gate to install in areas where a gate might help things out. So 
while unpacking we would take turns grabbing her from the bottom of 
the staircase, returning her to a safe spot, and then grabbing her again. 
Over and over and over, and I finally understood why some women say 
they stay thin because they chase after their children. Because before, 
there was no chasing. It was me in one corner folding clothes while 
Leta [older daughter] sat perfectly still on the couch reading Chaucer.7

Armstrong has her own brand of edge (her website name, “dooced,” she 
says, stands for being fired for blogging): “Who in their right mind would 
buy a house like this, right? Let’s just put it this way: have you seen my 
bathtub? Fifteen minutes in that thing is like four shots of bourbon, and 
suddenly everything is fine and next thing you know you’re drunk-dialing 
friends and slurring YOU ARE SO NICE, I LIKE YOU.”8

The editor of the Hollywood Reporter website, Janice Min, attracted 
attention in late August 2010 for putting this headline on a movie review, 
“’Switch’a Bitch for Jennifer Aniston,” possibly the first use of the b-word 
in a newspaper and setting a new tone for the publication. Journalists 
claimed to be shocked.9

The new Yahoo! Style Guide, issued in the spring of 2010 and calling it-
self “The Ultimate Sourcebook for Writing, Editing, and Creating Content 
for the Digital World,” tries to codify online writing style, with tips in the 
first chapter for streamlining your style for cyberspace:

1.	 Shape text for online reading: That is, keep sentences short to allow 
scanning.

2.	 Get to the point fast, keep it short, and use common, short words: “Your 
content has a few seconds—three or less!—to encourage people to read 
more.”

3.	 Use good headlines, subheads, and bulleted points to allow scanning.

4.	 Write to appeal to the widest possible audience: People reading your 
words may be younger or older, less knowledgeable or proficient, or 
less adept at English. They might be in Antarctica or Zambia.

5.	 Write clear links and provide some context for them.10



Language in a Twittering, Blogging Worldâ•…â•…â†œ  89

The Yahoo! guide also offers advice on identifying an audience and gaug-
ing the readability of writing, as well as basics of grammar, punctuation, 
capitalization, and other rules.

Many of these rules for writing are already well known to journalists 
who are used to front-loading their stories, writing short sentences for 
easier reading and narrow print newspaper columns, and using that bible 
of style, the Associated Press Stylebook. Yet online writing, particularly in 
blogs, has acquired a feeling of freshness and immediacy different from 
the standard (and vetted) style of print journalism. It has a conversational 
tone, and because most blogs are written in the first person—not allowed 
in the objective world of a news report—writing takes on an intimacy and 
directness that does feel like talking face to face. Cyberstyle is more user-
friendly, not the rhetoric of the establishment but of the everyday, ordinary 
world.

Mashup: Words

What computers and the Internet tend to do is magnify these trends, 
Naomi Baron says.11 We are doing more writing, of necessity online. 
Many adults, used to not writing anything at all, are now writing on the In-
ternet. Yet, as McLuhan predicted, we’re becoming an oral culture, and our 
use of language on the Internet reflects that. Looser, casual, not-always-
grammatical language, like conversation, is the coin of the realm in blogs 
and e-mail, on Twitter and social media, and, certainly, in texting. This 
language sounds much more like spoken than written language, even on-
screen. Though a writer may be well aware of correct spelling and usage, 
it’s faster and easier to say “U” or “b/c,” skip the capitalization, and write 
in short sound bites rather than complete sentences (when the telegraph 
first came on the scene in the 19th century, similar shortcuts emerged, as 
people were charged by the word).

New words are naturally coined daily in the language, but the Internet 
has them coming at Mach 2 speed. Mashups (a new word from the web, 
meaning a remix or blend of digital material to create something new) 
abound: blog of course, a blend of web and log; webinar for a seminar 
online; emoticon (emote plus icon); Facebook. Then there are words we’re 
getting used to like browser, a noun made out of a verb; avatar, now the 
title of a major motion picture; icon; phishing (hoax e-mail).

Slang is always the most volatile area of language, and it generates the 
freshest new words (or, as scholars say, neologisms). Primarily, the role 
of slang is to separate the “in” group from the “out,” fencing off the cool 
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kids from the clueless, like parents. The amount of slang being generated 
now by the web is huge, and it travels faster than ever on the web, acces-
sible from one continent to the next at the speed of light when it might 
have taken 20 years before the Internet. Slang words have a shorter shelf 
life than they used to, but there are still 2,500 slang words for “drunk,” 
and some websites, like Gawker, are trying to curb some ubiquitous slang 
phrases on blogs and Twitter like “I’m just saying,” often used to defang a 
confrontational comment.12

Old words are enjoying new status: For example, the word so is now 
used at the beginning of sentences, linguists note, rather than as a connec-
tive in the middle. So carries a hint of logic, like thus and therefore, so-ing 
things together in an increasingly fragmented world of online discourse. 
Microsoft employees claim that the so boom began with them, an “if this, 
then that” connective that appealed to engineers. It’s also a way of staying 
on message in a tweeting, posting, blogging world where the certitude of 
black-and-white statement has a way of crowding out the gray.13

Gender Bender

There’s evidence that women use language differently than men do on the 
web, but according to Baron, we still don’t know enough about these online 
differences because most gender studies have dealt with spoken, not written 
language. Deborah Tannen’s work on language has shown that, in general, 
women prefer face-to-face conversation and eye contact, both of which are 
missing on the Internet. Tannen’s book, You Just Don’t Understand: Men 
and Women in Conversation, is still an authoritative text on the subject.14

Baron says that women also tend to use more qualifiers, are more polite, 
stick to standard usage, and use conversation to enhance social interaction, 
while men converse to convey information.15 Susan Herring, editor of the 
collection Computer-Mediated Communication: Linguistic, Social, and 
Cross-Cultural Perspectives,16 found that women online still used many 
qualifiers, expressed support of others, and displayed many of the social 
and involved characteristics of female speech patterns, with “three times 
as many representations of smiles or laughter” as men used.17 Herring of-
fers these examples of gender differences:

Figure 1. A male posting to a discussion group (responding to a male 
message)

>yes, they did .â•›.â•›. This is why we must be allowed to remain armed 
.â•›.â•›. >who is going to help us if our government becomes a tyranny? 
>no one will.
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oh yes we *must* remain armed. anyone see day one last night abt 
charlestown where everyone/s so scared of informing on murderers 
the cops have given up ? where the reply to any offense is a public 
killing ? knowing you/re not gonna be caught cause everyone/s to 
afraid to be a witness ? yeah, right, twerp.

>——[Ron] “the Wise”——
what a joke.

Figure 2. A female posting to a discussion group (responding to a 
female message)

>Aileen, > >I just wanted to let you know that I have really enjoyed 
all your >posts about Women’s herstory. They have been extremely 
>informative and I’ve learned alot about the women’s movement. 
>Thank you! > >-Erika

DITTO!!!! They are wonderful!
Did anyone else catch the first part of a Century of Women? I really 

enjoyed it. Of course, I didn’t agree with everything they said. .â•›.â•›. but 
it was really informative.

Roberta~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~18

Though men tend to be more adversarial and dominate the conversation 
online, there is some sense of gender equality, perhaps because it’s difficult to 
read gender from the words of a tweet or blog. And it’s hard to detect deceit. 
Women can disguise themselves and impersonate a man unless they break out 
of stereotypes and are discovered. Female aggression or threatening behavior 
can arouse criticism, because an audience who discovers her gender may feel 
she shouldn’t be acting that way, Patricia Wallace, author of The Psychology 
of the Internet, says.19 Online, people do tend to rely on categories and stereo-
types because the nonverbal cues, the body language and facial expressions, 
are missing. Webcams and Skype change that scenario, however.

Wicked Fast

Speed and immediacy are part of the attraction of texting and tweeting, 
which are much faster than e-mail, but the lure is that writing these is also 
like a game. On a cell phone or on Twitter, it’s a challenge to fit the mes-
sage into the constraint of 140 characters. Hence the abbreviations and 
acronyms, which are not all new. Remember RSVP and BYOB, FYI, and 
now TMI (too much information)? Even the @ in e-mail addresses is short 
for “located at.” And even the YMCA is downsizing its acronym to just Y, 
the nickname already in use. Sound bites are big, sometimes substituting 
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for even bigger ideas and becoming memes on the Internet, as in the 2008 
presidential campaign: “You can put lipstick on a pig” was recycled 690 
times in the three months leading up to the election, according to a Cornell 
University study.20

One would think that texting, which is driving people off the road and 
keeping teenagers busy at a rate of 100 texts a day, would, with its cryptic 
characters, really be ruining the language. Not at all, according to profes-
sional linguist David Crystal, author of Txting: The Gr8 Db8. Despite the 
more than a trillion text messages sent every year worldwide, Crystal says 
they “appear as no more than a few ripples on the surface of the sea of 
language.” “People were playing with language in this way long before 
mobile phones were invented.”21 As Louis Menand points out in a New 
Yorker article about Crystal’s book, texting (and tweeting) may actually 
favor English, which has shorter words (on average, five letters) than other 
languages, and it’s cool to use English in other countries.22

Another attraction of texting, according to Menand, is that “people dread 
face-to-face exchanges” that require “a real, unscripted conversation”: 
“People don’t like to have to perform the amount of self-presentation that 
is required in a personal encounter. They don’t want to deal with the facial 
expressions, the body language, the obligation to be witty or interesting. 
They just want to say ‘flt is lte.’[flight is late].”23

Writers learn to “emote” in words, as Clay Shirky, professor of new 
media at New York University, observes. Online, there is “a huge premium 
on verbal acuity while conveying none of the emotional cues you pick up 
from other people when you are in the same physical space with them.”24

The Grammar Police

But the state of online language has generated an unofficial Twitter pa-
trol, a kind of subculture of grammar vigilantes who let other Twitterati 
know when they’ve committed spelling and grammar errors. Just keep-
ing up the Twetiquette, don’t you know. Needless to say, there’s a lot of 
backlash. Pet targets of these language watchdogs are those who write 
their tweets in all caps or use the wrong words or incorrect verb forms. 
They also alert tweeters to just plain stupidity. The watchdogs claim that 
the response they get—mostly angry rant—is worth it. Several Twitter 
accounts, like “Twenglish Police,” “You or Youre,” “Grammar Fail,” and 
“Grammar Hero.” patrol the site.25 On the air there are gaffes in written 
scripts. The CEO of the Tribune Co. in Chicago, Randy Michaels, got 
so incensed over clichés that anchors and reporters on WGN-AM used  
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that he issued a list of 119 forbidden words and phrases, including “at 
this point in time,” “close proximity,” “bare naked,” “no brainer,” and 
“went terribly wrong.” “The real goal here,” he said, “is to avoid using 
words that make you sound like you’re reading, instead of talking—that 
shatter the image you’re speaking knowledgeably to one person. By not 
using ‘newsspeak,’ you enhance your reputation as a communicator.”26

One blog, Language Log, keeps track of all these new quirks in the 
language in a witty way, especially when it comes to the grammar police, 
whom it finds off base in their fervor to save the world from linguistic 
decline. The blog features “Crash Blossoms,” ambiguous headlines in the 
news; “Eggcorns,” malapropisms people coin when they mishear and mis-
pronounce words (like “cut to the cheese” instead of “cut to the chase”); 
and “Nerdviews,” which can be found in the directions of any appliance 
instruction manual you own, including computers. The group blog, pro-
duced at the University of Pennsylvania, has resulted in a book culled from 
blog posts, Far from the Madding Gerund.27

Readwriteweb

Academic writing instructors also say the more casual language of the 
Internet has had less effect than one would think on formal writing. Profes-
sor Andrea Lunsford, director of Stanford University’s Writing and Rheto-
ric Program, says that students are writing more because of the Internet, 
more than any previous generation in history. And they are writing in an 
exciting new context, online, where the audience and the writer merge, 
an incalculably helpful situation for any writer. In her five-year “Stan-
ford Study of Writing, 2001–2005,” Lunsford invited a random sample of 
students in the Stanford freshman class to submit all their writing, both 
personal and from classwork, during their four years at the university and 
in the year after graduating. She says she found their writing was rich and 
complex, adept at adjusting to different audiences, and very aware of its 
power to effect change.28

Especially interesting, Lunsford says, is the kind of “epistemic” or ex-
ploratory writing the students did in blogs and on social media, where you 
write before you are sure of what you are going to say and where creative, 
interesting ideas often emerge. This is writing “about instantaneous com-
munication.” But “college writers need to be able to retain the best of print 
literacy, and know how to deploy it for their own purposes,” Lunsford 
says. And “they also need and deserve to be exposed to new forms of 
expression,” which their online lives are giving them, opening up their 
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perspective on other ways of writing around the world. For those who are 
wondering “whether Google is making us stupid and whether Facebook 
is frying our brains,” Lunsford says, this study refutes that conventional 
view and shows that student writing is very much alive and well in the new 
context of the Internet.29

Though the Stanford study shows the unique evolution of online writ-
ing, the quality of student writing had been deteriorating for years before 
the Internet came on the scene. Part of the problem is that students are not 
doing the amount of reading they need to become familiar with how writ-
ten language is supposed to look. Reading scores in American schools are 
nothing to brag about and have not been showing improvement. They are, 
in fact, “stagnant,” as the New York Times reported in the spring of 2010. 
“The [reading] scores continue a 17-year trend of sluggish achievement 
in reading,” the Times noted, citing educators’ opinions that “surfing the 
Internet, texting on cell phones, or watching television” has made inroads 
on students’ reading abilities, taking priority over reading for pleasure. 
Based on national tests, from the 1990s to 2009, average reading scores 
for fourth and eighth graders have risen only four points, “less than half 
a school year’s worth of reading.” Math scores, in contrast, have risen 20 
points for eighth graders and 27 points for fourth graders.30

Reading assignments and instruction in school tend to decline after the 
early grades, some say, and this is also blamed for the falloff in reading 
skills. But adults are no longer reading at the same rate they used to (a fa-
miliar comment is “But I read the review”), if figures for adult book sales 
(except for e-books) tell the tale. These were down 1.8 percent in 2009 
compared to the usual 1.1 percent average yearly increase. Young adult 
books dropped even lower, down 5 percent.31 If newspaper and magazine 
circulation is down, it’s partly because people don’t have time to read them, 
particularly those of the younger generation, who prefer to get information 
in shorter takes online or on television. Entertainment is more important 
than news to this group. One study showed that 8- to 18-year-olds are 
spending, on average, more than seven-and-a-half hours a day online with 
social media and games or on cell phones and watching television.32

Less grammar and writing instruction in grade school and high school—
does anyone still diagram sentences?—and a general dislike and even fear 
of writing persist, even among business executives, who often hire others 
to do their written work. It takes time to learn to write and to teach it (some 
say it cannot really be taught). And it takes thought, which may be where 
the Internet has intervened. Used to multitasking and sped-up responses, 
writers may shortcut more than their words. Certainly writing e-mail and 
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comments on social media or 140-word statements on Twitter does not 
lend itself to intricate argument or deep thought.

But writing itself is a way to think and organize one’s ideas. Writing 
is difficult precisely because it requires extended threads of thought and 
connection. It requires drafts and editing and proofreading to produce 
something worth a reader’s focused time. Self-expression is one thing; 
a sustained argument is something else again. There are writers who still 
produce their works in longhand, who find the act of connecting hand and 
pen to paper helps them think. Writing on computer is faster and facilitates 
revision, but because it’s easier, it may be sloppier.

Still, what we’re getting in blogs and on Twitter is much fresher and 
often more candid in tone than content from more established print media, 
where the attempt to reach a broad audience can tamp down expressive-
ness and seem bland compared to bloggers who are mouthing off. One 
of the reasons professional journalists make it a point to check blogs and 
Twitter is that the information is unfiltered and, sometimes, truer than the 
official and edited versions. However, there aren’t any editors to catch er-
rors or check facts on Twitter or blogs, and rumors and half-truths may go 
undetected.

Our Netbrains

In our personal lives, we still write, take notes, and jot down “to do” lists 
and keep journals, but now much of this is done online, on a cell phone, 
BlackBerry, or iPad. The act of writing (or typing) something down gives 
the brain something to look at and build on. But Nicholas Carr, whose re-
cent book, The Shallows, explores the way being online affects the brain, 
is worried about what’s happening. Carr also wrote a controversial article 
in the Atlantic in 2008, “Is Google Making Us Stupid? What the Internet 
Is Doing to Our Brains”; in it, he comments,

Over the past few years I’ve had an uncomfortable sense that someone, 
or something, has been tinkering with my brain, remapping the neural 
circuitry, reprogramming the memory. My mind isn’t going—so far 
as I can tell—but it’s changing. I’m not thinking the way I used to 
think. I can feel it most strongly when I’m reading. Immersing myself 
in a book or a lengthy article used to be easy. My mind would get 
caught up in the narrative or the turns of the argument, and I’d spend 
hours strolling through long stretches of prose. That’s rarely the case 
anymore. Now my concentration often starts to drift after two or three 
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pages. I get fidgety, lose the thread, begin looking for something else 
to do. I feel as if I’m always dragging my wayward brain back to 
the text. The deep reading that used to come naturally has become a 
struggle.33

Carr says that a five-year neurological and psychological study underway 
by scholars at University College London has so far shown a definite trend 
among Internet users toward “skimming” and “power browsing” material. 
“Experiments demonstrate that readers of ideograms, such as the Chinese, 
develop a mental circuitry for reading that is very different from the circuitry 
found in those of us whose written language employs an alphabet,” Carr 
says,34 citing the work of Maryanne Wolf, a developmental psychologist at 
Tufts University and author of Proust and the Squid: The Story and Science 
of the Reading Brain. The Internet may be training the circuits of our brains 
in new ways, as Wolf says, toward “decoding” rather than interpreting.35

Moreover, the ubiquity of the Internet, Carr says, “is subsuming most of 
our other intellectual technologies. It’s becoming our map and our clock, 
our printing press and our typewriter, our calculator and our telephone, 
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and our radio and TV.”36 However, in Everything Bad Is Good for You, 
Steven Johnson argues that the increasing complexity and range of media 
we engage with have, over the past century, made us smarter rather than 
dumber, by providing a form of cognitive calisthenics.37 And in an article 
replying to Carr’s a year later in the Atlantic, “Get Smarter,” Jamais Cascio 
argued that we are developing a different kind of cognition:

Scientists describe these skills as our “fluid intelligence”—the ability 
to find meaning in confusion and to solve new problems, independent 
of acquired knowledge. Fluid intelligence doesn’t look much like the 
capacity to memorize and recite facts, the skills that people have tra-
ditionally associated with brainpower. But building it up may improve 
the capacity to think deeply that Carr and others fear we’re losing for 
good. And we shouldn’t let the stresses associated with a transition to 
a new era blind us to that era’s astonishing potential. We swim in an 
ocean of data, accessible from nearly anywhere, generated by billions 
of devices. We’re only beginning to explore what we can do with this 
knowledge-at-a-touch.38

Is the Book Dying?

Texts are becoming unstable in the online environment. As e-books, 
they can be revised, annotated, animated with video, and more. These are 
now being called “enhanced” or “enriched” digital books by traditional 
publishers, who are freaking out as the e-reader and the e-book increas-
ingly threaten their reason for being—the physical, dead-tree, acid-paper-
printed book. Amazon, the giant online bookseller, made history in July 
2010 when it announced that sales of e-books for its e-reader, the Kindle, 
had surpassed sales of hardcover books, with a total of 143 e-books for 
every 100 hardcover books purchased. A measure of the speed at which 
this is happening: Amazon had been selling hardcover books for 15 years 
and e-books for just 33 months.39

The writing is on the wall (make that the screen) for the book-publishing 
industry: Digital books never wear out (or go out of print), and they don’t 
take up shelf space. Customers can download the books they want at bar-
gain prices and carry them around by the dozens. On an e-reader, they can 
adjust the type size. And, a bonus for romance fans and others, nobody can 
see the cover of the book you’re reading.

Moreover, Google Books (http://www.googlebooks.com) is at work 
scanning every book in every library on earth at a rate of 1,000 pages an 
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hour, including books in the public domain, books under copyright, and 
out-of-print books, saying it plans to complete the project in under 10 
years. The arrival of e-readers like the Kindle, Nook, and iPad and the 
lower prices of e-books are luring people to digital reading. E-textbooks 
with video, as well as custom chapters and syllabi, are training a whole 
generation of students to read and study online. Libraries themselves are 
moving into digital books that patrons can “borrow” and download at 
home (after the allotted borrowing time, the book will disappear from the 
digital device or computer).

In Japan, whole novels are being written right on cell phones, some of 
them going on to become best sellers. Mostly these are love stories writ-
ten by young women. One, a 22-year-old named Rin, wrote a novel while 
commuting to high school. Published on a website, it was picked up by a 
publisher, turned into a hardcover book, and sold 400,000 copies, ranking 
seventh on Japanese best-seller lists in 2007.40

Indeed, anyone can now publish his or her own book, online or in 
print. Blogs have proven to provide rich fodder for a book, whether self-
Â�published or “discovered” by a traditional publisher. The book spawned 
by the I Can Has Cheezburger? website is now in its fifth printing, and 
dozens of other books (and movies) have arisen from blogs, including, 
most notably, Julie and Julia, which the author blogged during a year 
of cooking every recipe in Julia Child’s cookbook and which became a 
movie. Your self-published print book can be sold on Amazon, where 
it might catch the eye of an established publisher, and Apple recently 
announced that you can sell your book in its iBookstore, in several 
Â�countries.41

Twitter offers its own challenges to writers, some of whom have already 
tried composing on it, including author Rick Moody, who put together a 
153-tweet short story. While it’s gotten much harder to get a book pub-
lished by a traditional publishing house these days, would-be authors can 
easily publish and pay for their own editions in print or online. There are 
reputable self- publishing companies that can assist with the details and 
production of your own book (though the marketing and book tour are up 
to you).

The book isn’t dying, but its metamorphosis into digital language is 
changing our relationship with the world of literature and our culture. We 
probably won’t ever be living in a totally postprint world, but the book 
as e-book is becoming more visual, with embedded video, maps, illus-
trations, and links—and now advertising—to expand the understanding 
of the text. For example, a new edition of one book published in 2008, 
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Nixonland, now has 27 videos, including interviews, news clips, and the 
Nixon–Â�Kennedy debates. Some are predicting that e-book publishers will 
be offering single chapters of books for 99 cents. Books will become 
more social, according to Clive Thompson: “You’ll be able to cut, paste,  
and exchange your favorite passages, using them in the same promiscu-
ous way we now use online text and video to argue, think, or express how 
we’re feeling.”42 Uninterrupted pages of text really can’t compare—or 
compete. Digital visionary Nicholas Negroponte says, “The paper book 
is dead.”43

Clay Shirky of New York University says he thinks “long-form ex-
pressive fiction will suffer (though this suffering has been more or less 
constant since the invention of radio) while all numeric and graphic 
forms of rendering knowledge, from the creation and use of databases 
to all forms of visual display of data will be in a golden age, with or-
dinary non-fiction writing getting a modest boost. So, English majors 
lose, engineering wins, and what looks like an Up or Down question 
says more about the demographic of the answerer than any prediction 
of the future.”44 

© Ward Sutton/The New Yorker Collection/www.cartoonbank.com
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Plagiarism

Anyone who has taught a high school or college course, online or in the 
classroom, can testify that one of the biggest writing problems now is pla-
giarism. Not only does the Internet make such “borrowing” tempting and 
easy, but sometimes students don’t even understand that they’ve plagia-
rized or what plagiarism is. With so much information at their fingertips, 
written and ready to go, they seem to feel it’s all there for the taking, and 
they see nothing wrong with taking it. Even prominent authors such as 
historian Stephen Ambrose, author of The Wild Blue about World War II 
bomber crews, and Doris Kearns Goodwin, author of The Fitzgeralds and 
the Kennedys, as well as several other well-known authors, have been ac-
cused of plagiarism. These authors tend to blame it on “my notes.”

Plagiarism, essentially, is presenting as your own the words of some-
one else, without attribution. Vice President Joe Biden once was caught 
using the unattributed words of British Labor Party leader Neil Kinnock 
in a stump speech for his own campaign for the presidency in 1988. 
Biden dropped out of the race in the uproar when the press uncovered 
more examples of words he had used from Robert Kennedy and Hubert 
Humphrey.

Two teenage authors who wrote best sellers recently were discovered 
to have lifted large portions of their novels from other novels. A novel 
about club life published in 2010 by Berlin author Helene Hegeman, 17, 
was at the number-five spot on best-seller lists and won a $20,000 prize 
at the Leipzig Book Fair before it was disclosed that her book, Axolotl 
Roadkill, was heavily laced with passages from another novel. “There’s 
no such thing as originality anyway, just authenticity,” the young author 
said, claiming it was just a “mixing.”45 Another teenager, Harvard fresh-
man Kaavya Viswanathan, had sold her first novel, How Opal Mehta Got 
Kissed, Got Wild, and Got a Life, to Little, Brown in a two-book deal for 
six figures in 2006. But after it became clear how much of the novel was 
plagiarized, it was removed from the market and taken out of print.46

The Internet may be “redefining how students—who came of age with 
music file-sharing, Wikipedia and Web-linking—understand the concept 
of authorship and the singularity of any text or image.”47 Information “just 
seems to be hanging out there in cyberspace and doesn’t have an author,” 
Teresa Fishman, director of the Center for Academic Integrity at Clemson 
University, says, so students think it’s just there “for anyone to take.”48

Anthropologist Susan D. Blum at the University of Notre Dame told the 
New York Times she thinks the way that social networking allows Â�students 
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to try on “many different personas” may blur their concept of unique 
Â�identity. In other words, the whole idea of a mashup of identity might 
make it no big deal to use other people’s words and ideas.49

Language in a Postprint World

There’s no question that the Internet is going to change the English lan-
guage and already has. We are in fact using our language in new ways, 
inventing new words, talking and writing to each other in different modes 
because of the online lives we now live. The bigger question, one that has 
been under investigation for years, is whether the language we speak and 
write affects the way we think.

It is a perennial question, one to which there are still no definitive an-
swers but about which there is much speculation. Certainly the environ-
ment, both physical and intellectual, affects the way a culture’s vocabulary 
encodes differences. For example, there is a popular belief that Eskimo 
society needs something like 26 words for snow (the English language has 
maybe 12). The idea has been discredited as just a legend: The Eskimo 
language, which works on compounds and adds suffixes, has in reality just 
a few basic root words that can be finely honed to distinguish one set of 
snow circumstances from another. Yet that flexible vocabulary is certainly 
useful when you are surrounded by the white stuff.

Concepts of color and direction have been studied to greater effect. The 
Russian language allows for far more visual discrimination of shades of 
blue, for example. In Spanish and Japanese, causality is dropped, so a 
speaker would be likely to say, “The vase broke itself,” rather than “John 
broke the vase.” The missing link, however, is why these languages allow 
these perceptions, yet linguists agree that the structure of the language 
we speak does shape the way we think. “The next steps are to understand 
the mechanisms through which languages help us construct the incred-
ibly complex knowledge systems we have,” Lera Boroditsky, professor 
of psychology at Stanford University, says. “Understanding how knowl-
edge is built will allow us to create ideas that go beyond the currently 
thinkable.”50

The language of computer programming is put together by humans for 
machines—computers—to use. Highly abstract and artificial, such “lan-
guage” deliberately takes out ambiguities and is streamlined for efficiency 
and precision (some say rigidity), the things human language, with its con-
stantly evolving meaning, does not control. Both are used for communica-
tion, but the semantics and syntax of a computer programming language 
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are defined and codified. Yet computer programming language, which 
Â�relies on detecting patterns, does not readily understand a metaphor, that 
construction that compares one thing to another (“my love is a rose”).

The language human beings use, for all its ambiguity and volatility, is 
still the best instrument for understanding the world. How will it evolve 
under the pressure of the Internet age? A quasi-anarchy may prevail as it 
did in Shakespeare’s England, but now as then, when the culture is in flux, 
sprouting new words and ideas, great bursts of creativity may unfold. The 
English language can handle it.



SEVEN

Issues in the Age of Oversharing

The intense interactivity and self-disclosure that the web invites have 
opened the door to some major issues of privacy, copyright, surveillance, 
and government monitoring (or blocking) of data. French philosopher 
Michel Foucault predicted in the 1970s that the advance of technology 
would lead to accelerated surveillance of the populace. Today, there are 
more surveillance devices than he ever dreamed of, including the Internet 
and social media, cell phones, ATMs, credit cards, the census, and the in-
creasing number of surveillance cameras everywhere. Because data on the 
Internet never go away, it’s easy for outside parties to measure our online 
activities and proclivities. We may not realize we are being watched—and 
tracked—all the time. Our posts on social media and our purchases and 
clicks on online advertising create a rich record—how about that Amazon 
wish list you keeping adding to—of our consumer preferences for adver-
tisers and businesses who are hungry to retrieve and use it to find out more 
about us.

Indeed, as Columbia University law professor Eben Moglen told the 
New York Times, it’s “spying for free.”1 Advertisers, retailers, and many 
businesses are busy mining the data, collecting information about us when 
we’re online. Storing a string of text or “cookies” on your computer, 
companies can track them and get information about your online prefer-
ences and purchases, all without your knowing it. Meanwhile, a bill has 
been drafted in Congress that will require companies to alert consumers 
when they collect information that could identify them, both online and 
offline.2
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Privacy Is Dead: “Get Over It”

Privacy issues, obviously, are huge on the Internet, primarily because the 
surge of use has been happening so fast that there aren’t policies in place to 
handle it and no one anticipated many of the newly surfacing issues. Such 
policies take time to create, and they tend to develop slowly. “You have 
zero privacy,” the former CEO of Sun Microsystems, Scott McNealy, told 
a group of reporters in 1999. “Get over it.”3 Sitting there alone in front of a 
computer or on a cell phone, people have certainly not felt inhibited about 
sharing details of their lives online, maybe because they can do much of it 
anonymously. On Facebook, at least initially, it seemed they could control 
access. Perhaps a loss of privacy is the price for the interconnectivity of 
the Internet. Online, everyone gives up at least three pieces of information 
about themselves when they register at a website: zip code, birthday, and 
gender, all that a third party needs to identify you.4

But as high school students, job seekers, and employees have discov-
ered, what happens on the Internet stays on the Internet. College admis-
sions officers, prospective employers, and bosses check Facebook and 
Twitter postings. Anything posted on Twitter, where people tend to be 
less discreet, becomes public information, and now it’s archived at the Li-
brary of Congress and searchable on Google. Eric Schmidt, former CEO 
of Google, has recommended that teenagers change their names when 
they reach adulthood to hide their postings from their Google permanent 
record.5

While Twitter users can restrict their accounts, 90 percent still leave 
their postings open for anyone to access (indeed, Twitter’s trending-Â�topics 
feature wouldn’t work at all if everyone designated their accounts as  
private). Facebook is on the front lines in the battle over privacy on the 
Internet, revamping privacy settings for its 500 million-plus users (22 per-
cent of everyone online) in order to simplify the way people can block 
or allow access to their profiles and posts. But critics say this redo has 
simply made it easier for public search engines like Google and Bing to 
collect data. Indeed, now that Google Realtime Search will include Face-
book profiles and Twitter posts, the issue of what goes public suddenly 
becomes crucial for all those heretofore heedless oversharers out there. 
Dylan Casey, Google’s product manager for Realtime Search, said in a 
blog post, “Tweets and other short-form updates create a history of com-
mentary that can provide valuable insights into what’s happened and how 
people have reacted. We want to give you a way to search across this in-
formation and make it useful.”6
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Google users can just click “Updates” on a Search page to find Twitter 
posts for a topic or specific date (or hour). Further, the Library of Con-
gress has now acquired all public tweets in the Twitter archive dating back 
to March 2006 when Twitter began, a move that will make available to 
scholars and sociologists a rich source of information about daily life (and 
consumer preferences).7

Social networks like Facebook of course actually encourage users in 
their postings of personal information, the more the better, as this infor-
mation can then be sold to marketers and used as a lure for advertisers. 
In fact, Facebook found itself suddenly embroiled in controversy during 
the spring of 2010 when it introduced its “Like” button on 100,000 other 
websites, allowing Facebook users to pinpoint things they like on those 
websites, which then forward that information to their Facebook pages. 
Facebook can then keep track of those preferences and use them to pitch 
advertisers.

Another Facebook program, “Instant Personalization,” raised hackles 
about privacy violations not only among Facebook users but also in the 
U.S. Senate. This program automatically shares the Facebook information 
of its 500 million-plus users—profile, photos, friends, gender, whatever 
else you’ve posted on your account—with Facebook partners like Pandora 
and Digg.com unless you opt out, helping these partners to target you for 
personalized marketing and advertising. The program is controversial be-
cause it works by default, and it’s complicated to get out of it, according to 
the New York Times, involving clicks on more than 50 privacy buttons and 
choosing among 170 options.8 Needless to say, 23 percent of Facebook 
users either don’t know about the privacy settings or don’t use them.9 Most 
people can’t be bothered.

In the Senate, Senator Charles Schumer and others called for an “opt-in” 
rather than “opt-out” for the privacy feature, and MoveOn.org circulated 
a petition calling the new Facebook program a major invasion of privacy. 
Even if a user opts out, his or her friends might not, allowing access to 
any of the user’s private information on their pages. It’s already happened; 
at one point a security loophole on Yelp.com allowed users’ data to leak 
out. Though quickly fixed, the lapse underscored how vulnerable personal 
data can be online. In another instance, because of a security flaw in Face-
book Chat that allowed anyone to see what was being discussed, Facebook 
had to close down its chat feature temporarily. Meanwhile, an Internet 
watchdog group, the Electronic Privacy Information Center (EPIC), along 
with 15 other groups has filed a complaint about Facebook’s leaky privacy 
policy with the Federal Trade Commission.
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Facebook’s introduction of Facebook Places in August 2010, allowing 
users to share their location and find their friends, also generated concerns 
about privacy, with the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) in the 
forefront saying Facebook did not include important privacy features, like 
being able to opt out of the new location service.10 Twitter, which intro-
duced a location service earlier the same summer, Twitter Places, has a 
better opt-out feature, allowing users to choose whether to disclose their 
location each time they post.11 A website, Please Rob Me, has sprung up 
to warn people against giving away their locations, and there’s some evi-
dence that location services are not popular.

In yet another instance of threats to privacy, Amazon, the online book-
store that controls 90 percent of the book business, is fighting an attempt 
by the state of North Carolina to audit all its customer accounts in search 
of unpaid sales taxes. Amazon said such an audit would be a violation of 
the First Amendment and customers’ privacy rights, arguing that if cus-
tomers knew that their personal choices (say, Divorce for Dummies or Il-
legal Drugs: A Complete Guide), might be surveyed and catalogued by a 
third party, they would be much less likely to buy books, movies, and CDs 
from Amazon. In June 2010, Amazon said it would pull its services out of 
North Carolina entirely.12

Four New York University students, in protest of Facebook’s privacy pol-
icy, decided to build their own social media network, one that wouldn’t force 
users to surrender their data to business and marketers. After several months 
of successful fund-raising, the group went to work writing code for software 
they call Diaspora* that will allow users to control their own information and 
not give it up to “cyber warehouses.”13 Announcing the new network on Twit-
ter, the students quickly amassed several thousand followers, a sign of the 
dissatisfaction with Facebook out there. In fact, Facebook is the most hated 
site on the web, ahead even of airlines, cable companies, and the IRS.14

According to a survey at the University of California-Berkeley, how-
ever, 18- to 24-year-old students have become more concerned about their 
privacy and Internet behavior, putting a damper on their earlier tendencies 
to tell all online.15 A Pew Internet Project study in May 2010 found that 
students in their twenties were far more likely than younger users to limit 
and police information about themselves online.16

We Are Being Watched

Computers and the Internet have made it possible to measure, poll, and 
survey in thorough and accurate ways never before available or imagined. 
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While much of the measurement is socially useful and benign, it also exerts 
control over many dimensions of life not usually subject to such evaluation 
and gives authority to a reliance on numbers rather than more considered 
insight. For example, a teacher may be evaluated by the number of her stu-
dents who pass a test, or the popularity of a Google top-ranked search item 
by the number of clicks it receives, or a person by the number of followers 
he or she has on Twitter.

Surveillance cameras are ubiquitous, and after the would-be Times 
Square bomber was caught on camera in May 2010, New York City police 
announced they would install 300 more such cameras in that area. We 
are being photographed constantly and unknowingly every day, on mass 
transit, at ATMs, standing in line at the bank or grocery store. According 
to a report by EPIC, the federal government, in the interest of homeland 
security, provides money to cities to set up their camera networks. Chicago 
has 2,250 cameras up and running. London has 200,000, one for every 14 
people. The average Briton is photographed 300 times a day, according to 
this report. (New York City Mayor Bloomberg visited to see how the Brit-
ish protect against terrorism.)17

The Wall Street Journal, in a series of investigative reports in 2010 on “The 
Web’s New Gold Mine: Your Secrets,” found that “one of the fastest-growing 
businesses on the Internet .â•›.â•›. is the business of spying.” According to the re-
port, 50 of the top websites on the Internet had installed at least 64 pieces of 
tracking technology on the computers of visitors to the sites, including cook-
ies and more powerful trackers like “flash cookies” and “beacons,” which can 
track where the mouse is moving and what is being typed—with no warning. 
Some of these tools operate in real time, so they are following you right now, 
whenever you are on a web page, and are keeping track of you and your ex-
pressed preferences for shopping, travel, movies, and whatever else you say. 
Then they sell it, on “stock-market-like exchanges” where other sites can also 
buy the data for their own use and to target ads to specific customers.18

While the collected information is anonymous, that is, the customer 
is not identified by name, just numbers, these tracking tools still know 
everything else you are posting on the web—your zip code and gender, 
plus estimates of your age, income, marital status, children, home owner-
ship, and even probable vacation plans. Sometimes sensitive health and 
financial data are picked up this way. The introduction of location services 
like Twitter Places and Facebook Places only adds to collectable data. The 
Federal Trade Commission took action against Twitter, prior to its instal-
lation of the location service, for serious lapses in its data security, allow-
ing hackers into nonpublic tweets, and for deceiving customers about its 
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security safety. EPIC has asked Congress to update federal law to protect 
privacy on Facebook and other social media.19

Why are we not surprised at all this surveillance and invasion of pri-
vacy? The computer and the Internet make online surveillance a slam 
dunk. Everything is now quantifiable and can be tracked. This kind of 
customer information is indeed a gold mine for any retailer or business, 
and a bonanza for sites that sell it, like Lotame Solutions Inc. and IAC/
Interactive Corp.’s Dictionary.com, according to the Journal article. The 
U.S. Constitution, in its First, Fourth, and Fourteenth Amendments, cov-
ers and protects the right to privacy (the “right to be let alone”—the word 
privacy actually is never mentioned), but in the age of the Internet, the 
laws on the books are ineffective and not up to date. The problem is that 
when we give up these data about ourselves voluntarily, on social media 
networks, blogs, Twitter, and cell phones, we are considered to have given 
our consent, and present laws do not really protect us. Social media sites 
have some restrictions in place, and users need to activate privacy options 
or use one of the networks like Tor, which prevent others from knowing 
and following online activity. While the U.S. government routinely moni-
tors terrorist groups on the Internet, police and judicial agencies also check 
Facebook and Twitter accounts. Such surveillance has helped in fighting 
crime and in jury selection.

Offline, on the now-ubiquitous surveillance cameras, you are not as in-
visible as you think. You are probably being watched in a dressing room 
while you try on that new swimsuit, and body scanners at the airport sur-
vey your person. You are definitely being photographed as you use an 
ATM, enter a bank or a grocery store (where data are collected when you 
use your shopper card), and increasingly on the road, not only with your 
E-Z pass but when you run a red light or stop sign. Google’s Street View 
cameras have raised plenty of legal issues. Trolling the streets of almost 
two dozen countries, vans with cameras collect street views for Google 
Maps and Google Earth, blurring the faces of anyone caught on camera 
but inadvertently picking up other privacy-threatening information like 
residential WiFi data, men leaving strip clubs, protesters, and bikini-clad 
beachgoers. Foreign countries are putting up “No Trespassing” signs, and 
the European Union has demanded that Google eliminate its photos after 
six months; Google said it needs to keep photos longer and might have to 
cancel Street View within the European Union. France called Google a 
monopoly, South Korea raided Google offices, and Spain and other coun-
tries issued subpoenas to stop the roving cameras. In England, Street View 
was called a “service for burglars.”20
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Walmart is busy attaching new, more powerful radio frequency identi-
fication (RFID) chips to the clothing it sells—ostensibly to better monitor 
inventory and customer preference—but you wind up taking them home 
with the garment and, at short distance, they can still be tracked (you have 
to put the garments in the microwave to disable the chip). In three to six 
years, EPIC estimates, these chips are going to be embedded in everything 
from groceries to tires, paint cans, exercise equipment, and whatever you 
buy at CVS. The European Central Bank plans to embed such chips in its 
currency, allowing a record of each transaction as cash is used and putting 
an end to the anonymity of using cash instead of a check or credit card.

The question is, how far can this go, and where are we headed as sur-
veillance of all kinds becomes possible in our technology-rich world? It’s 
unlikely, but all this surveillance does have the dark potential to go all 
the way to an Orwellian 1984 of totalitarian control, and some foreign 
governments are delighted to have the capacity to monitor their citizenry 
this way.

Anonymous Was Here

Anonymity, of course, is the currency of the web, and it does protect 
people’s identity. Though many prefer to use their own name, plenty of 
people online take advantage of the anonymity to role-play and adopt new 
identities or hide behind self-created masks. The protocol of anonymity 
was set up in the beginning when the structure of the web was created and 
algorithms were embedded in web software. On Twitter and frequently on 
blogs, the actual identity of the person posting can be masked by an inven-
tive moniker or fake name. However, while this does protect the blogger or 
the Twitterer, it also seems to grant license to many users for questionable 
verbal behavior. Under the cloak of anonymity, feeling uninhibited, people 
feel free to post nasty, violent, and insulting remarks and make threats 
and sexual comments. Postings responding to news articles and columnists 
can be vicious, which is why many sites are now requiring full disclosure 
of identity before a comment can be posted, which also leads to a higher 
quality of commentary.

A social-networking site called Formspring.me and connected to 
Â�Facebook has attracted hordes of teenagers (14 million in the United States 
alone) as a place for them to gossip and critique others without disclosing 
their own identities.21 It goes without saying that the commentary is raw 
and sometimes witheringly nasty as users discuss other people’s looks, 
lifestyles, and sexual proclivities (“You’re not as hot as u think u are”).  
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Just what an insecure middle-school kid needs, cyberbullying. While the 
Internet has always seemed friendly to transgressive behavior, this is the 
hive mind gone wild. The number of hate sites on the web has grown  
20 percent, according to a report on digital terror and hate sites in 2010 
by the Simon Wiesenthal Center, a Jewish human rights group. Attracting 
terrorists and racists and anybody with an axe to grind, 11,500 hate sites 
are growing right along with social media.22

Cyberbullying

Cyberbullying is the schoolyard bully gone viral. It involves repeated, 
aggressive hostile attacks and harassment of another person online, and it 
seems to thrive in social media. A 2010 report on cyberbullying by the Pew 
Internet and American Life Center found that 32 percent of teens between 
the ages of 12 and 17 reported experiencing some form of cyberbullying. 
Girls report more online harassment, and those in their midteens, ages 14 
to 17, seem to be both the prime victims and aggressors. Though most bul-
lying still takes place at school, the report suggests that the speed of the 
Internet and the disinhibition of online anonymity add to online bullying.23 
“Sexting,” the posting of sexually suggestive photos, particularly on cell 
phones by older teens, can be a form of cyberbullying.

It is difficult to get definitive cyberbullying statistics, perhaps because 
teens may be reluctant to admit being the victim or the perpetrator. An-
other study in February 2010 by the Cyberbullying Research Center, run 
by Florida Atlantic University and University of Wisconsin professors 
Smaeen Hinduja and Justin W. Patchin, sampled 10–18-year-olds and 
found that 20 percent reported experiencing cyberbullying. The report said 
that girls were more likely to have bullied someone than boys, usually by 
planting rumors about the other person (boys tend to post offending photos 
or videos, the study said).24

Bullied teens report more depression and school avoidance, and some 
recent cyberbullying situations have led victims to suicide. A 17-year-old 
Long Island girl, Alexis Pilkington, killed herself in March 2010 after 
being repeatedly taunted viciously on social media sites. Even after her 
death, cyberbullies continued to post nasty messages about her. Phoebe 
Prince, 15, committed suicide at her home in South Hadley, Massachu-
setts, in January 2010 following a similar relentless cyberbullying attack. 
In Missouri in 2006, an adult woman posing as a 16-year-old boy on MyÂ�
Space cajoled 13-year-old Megan Meier into a relationship, then viciously 
turned on her with insults and harassment, all apparently over Megan’s  
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treatment of the woman’s daughter. When Megan committed suicide, the 
woman was indicted but later acquitted for lack of evidence. While there 
are bullying laws in Missouri and 43 other states, Missouri’s had no cy-
berbullying provisions, nor do those in all but five of the other states. 
Cyberbullying provisos are being added to Missouri law and proposed in 
the U.S. Congress.25

What motivates such vicious online bullying? There’s a pile-on factor, a 
mob mentality that is seen in other kinds of bullying. And within the mob, 
it can be a status thing to join in the scapegoating and victimization of an-
other. Seeking status and approval, a bully at school or online shows off by 
being the alpha dog of the playground. Psychologically, bullies are said to 
often be victims of abuse themselves, but some studies show bullies are ac-
tually popular kids, not outcasts, who want to raise their social standing by 
launching these attacks. Sometimes they just want to be noticed. Picking 
on a safe choice like another child who may already be disliked or scorned 
(such as Phoebe Prince, who as a newly arrived immigrant from Ireland 
was already an outsider), a bully can marshal a crowd to help attack the 
victim and thereby raise his or her own status. The anonymity of the Inter-
net removes inhibition, as in hate sites and the nasty remarks consistently 
posted on comment boards, and people pile on.26

Government Monitoring and Blocking

The explosion of online information and citizen commentary is making 
foreign governments nervous, especially those that need to keep a tight 
handle on dissent and stop the rest of the world from finding out about 
their activities. Blocking or shutting down Twitter, Facebook, and Google 
and arresting people who speak out, countries with state-controlled media 
try to stop the social change, criticism, and dissent bubbling out of the 
Internet and threatening their authority. The United Arab Emirates sus-
pended all BlackBerry service in the country in 2010 because the provider, 
Research in Motion (RIM), would not redo its systems to let the govern-
ment intercept the communications of subscribers. India also threatened 
to block BlackBerry service if RIM did not let law enforcement monitor 
messages.27

The “Enemies of the Internet” list drawn up in 2010 by Reporters With-
out Borders (Reporters Sans Frontiers) shows “the worst violators of free-
dom of expression on the Net” to be Saudi Arabia, Myanmar (Burma), 
China, North Korea, Cuba, Egypt, Iran, Uzbekistan, Syria, Tunisia, Turk-
menistan, and Vietnam, all of which have attempted to limit, filter, or shut 
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down Internet service. The biggest danger to such governments is the pos-
sibility that through the Internet, the citizenry can mobilize against them, 
which the uprisings in Egypt and other Middle East countries, partially or-
ganized online, have shown to be true. Meanwhile, stories of government 
abuse trickle out as citizens learn ways to evade filters and shutdowns.28

Google has introduced a Government Requests tool that shows the num-
ber of requests by foreign countries to remove data from Google search 
results. The data is broken down by whether Google complied with the 
requests. However, the tool provides little information about what con-
tent was taken down and why, an issue Google said it plans to address in 
the future. Of the data currently available, Brazil made the most requests 
for data to be removed, which could be linked to Google’s Orkut social-
networking site, popular in Brazil. Listings are based on requests in 2009, 
to be updated every six months.

Removal requests include information related to criminal investiga-
tions, alleged defamation, hate speech, and impersonation. The list does 
not include requests to remove child pornography because Google said it 
automatically does that. Portraying the data release as part of its contin-
ued championing of openness of information, Google said this fits into 
its mission “to organize the world’s information and make it universally 
accessible.”29

The new Government Requests tool has no figures for requests from 
China—which otherwise would be at the top of the list—because, Google 
says, the Chinese consider their censorship requests state secrets, so 
Google will not release them. Google has been embroiled in an ongo-
ing struggle with the Chinese government, whose censorship of search 
results—and suspected encouragement of hackers to break into Google’s 
most important systems—finally proved unbearable in January 2010 after 
four years of harassment. Google withdrew from mainland China to Hong 
Kong where it could cease censoring results, gaining praise and attention 
for its decision. Google redirected Chinese users to its uncensored Hong 
Kong–based site, but people inside China could not see it because of the 
firewall operated by the government.30

In the summer of 2010, Beijing offered a compromise after Google 
made the first move and said it would stop using an automatic redirect to 
its uncensored Hong Kong site, google.com.hk (users could take an extra 
step and use a link). Beijing then agreed to license Google to operate a 
website, Google.cn, in mainland China. While the license to operate can 
be revoked at any time, Google regarded the renewal of its license as a vic-
tory, though its traffic is far behind the local Chinese search engine, Baidu. 
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China is the biggest Internet market in the world, with 420 million people 
online and counting.31

China has already blocked Twitter and Facebook from operating but is 
trying to find some local alternatives, “even as it bolsters mechanisms to 
police Internet traffic and curb unregulated expression online,” according 
to the New York Times. Chinese sites like QC and Sina offer Twitter-style 
services but are frequently “down for maintenance” or being purged.32

Copyright

The Internet makes it shamefully easy to copy other people’s words, 
music, choreography, scripts, books, articles, pictures, and videos. It all 
seems to be just sitting there, right on the screen, begging to be borrowed, 
reappropriated, pirated—and it is, big time. But copyright law has lagged 
behind the speeding traffic of the information highway. Technically, ac-
cording to the U.S. Copyright Act, “a copyright protects an original liter-
ary, musical, dramatic, choreographic, pictorial or graphic, audiovisual, or 
architectural work, or a sound recording, from being reproduced without 
the permission of the copyright owner.” What can’t be copyrighted: ideas 
and facts. Copyright belongs to the author of the work. The U.S. Consti-
tution gives Congress the right to enact copyright laws “to promote the 
progress of science and the useful arts” by giving authors exclusive rights 
to their works for a limited time.33

There is such a thing as “fair use” in the law, implemented to allow 
scholarship and research, depending on the purpose, and to allow quota-
tion or use of part of an author’s copyrighted material, depending on the 
amount. Meanwhile, whole lead paragraphs routinely get taken out of RSS 
news feeds all the time, showing up on other online news sites, but it is 
time-consuming for original sources to track them down and follow up.

The Digital Millennium Copyright Act (DMCA) was enacted by Con-
gress in 1998 to cover some of the new issues that technological advances, 
primarily the Internet, have raised. It amends the U.S. copyright laws to 
restrict the making, selling, or distributing of devices that circumvent on-
line copyright protection, like code-cracking devices that illegally copy 
software or circumvent the antipiracy measures built into it (anticircum-
vention provision). It also provides a “safe harbor” for online service pro-
viders if they promptly take down copyright-infringing elements on their 
systems.34

Infringement or violation of copyright is slightly different from pla-
giarism, which is taking someone else’s words without giving credit and  
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pretending they are your own. Infringement or violation of copyright is the 
unauthorized use of someone else’s words, which is against the law. There 
is some overlap here, but plagiarism is considered illegal only if it infringes 
on copyright. Nonetheless, both copyright infringement and plagiarism, as 
well as outright piracy, are big problems in cyberspace, particularly with 
the downloading of music. Some writers say they try to avoid using the 
Internet for research mainly because the plethora of information available 
can lead to these problems. But many student writers surfing the Internet 
are not sure what plagiarism is and have few qualms about appropriating 
material, cutting and pasting at will. Again, because of the Internet, it’s 
fairly easy to detect plagiarism. Sites like Turnitin can screen a piece of 
writing for its “originality index” and highlight anything that comes from a 
source uncredited in the work. As noted in chapter 6, there have been some 
famous cases of literary plagiarism by well-known authors like Stephen 
Ambrose and Doris Kearns Goodwin, who blamed it on their notes, as 
well as by new, younger writers, one of whom defended herself by calling 
plagiarism merely a matter of “mixing.”

Libel laws apply online as well as in print and on the air. “Libel,” as the 
Associated Press Stylebook and Libel Manual says, “is injury to reputa-
tion,” and any “words, pictures, or cartoons that expose a person to public 
hatred, shame, disgrace or ridicule, or induce an ill opinion of a person are 
libelous.”35 So anything you post online that alleges “crime, fraud, dishon-
esty, immoral or dishonorable conduct, or stories that defame the subject 
professionally, causing financial loss either personally or to a business” is 
actionable in a civil libel suit. The primary defense to a charge of libel is 
that the facts are provably true. A second defense, absolute privilege, ap-
plies only to legislative, judicial, and public and official proceedings and 
records. The press has a qualified privilege to report matters of public in-
terest, but this is tricky and complicated; using the word allegedly doesn’t 
stand up in court when a news report on a crime mentions names, unless 
this is already a matter of official record.36

All of which is to say that there have already been lawsuits over poten-
tially libelous statements made in blogs, on Twitter, and on social media 
networks. Aside from the suit brought by an ex-model over being called 
a whore on YouTube, defamation lawsuits can arise even out of the com-
ments pages on blogs and news reports, though a federal judge recently 
ruled in one case that a Mississippi news station was immune from “cy-
berlibel” in allowing unfiltered reader comments, citing the Communica-
tions Decency Act.37 Hate sites, like that of blogger Hal Turner, who was 
convicted in August 2010 and faces a possible 10 years in prison for saying 
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in his blog that three Chicago judges he named “deserved to be killed,” are 
rife with libel. In 2009, the Baltimore Sun issued a cease-and-desist order 
for copyright infringement to blogger Jeff Quinton, who admitted that he 
overstepped fair-use borders by using five lines out of a Sun article in his 
blog.38

The jury seems still to be out on whether a 140-character tweet falls 
under copyright or libel law because there hasn’t really been a test case to 
establish precedent, though Mark Cuban, owner of the Dallas Mavericks, 
was fined $25,000 by the NBA over a tweet he posted complaining about 
the refereeing in a game his team lost.39 The singer Courtney Love was 
being sued for defamation by a clothing designer over tweet complaints 
she posted about how she was billed. The first person to be a defendant in 
a Twitter libel case, Love settled with the designer before they went to trial 
in February 2011, paying $430,000 in damages.40

Retweets could be treated as a link rather than the repetition of libel, 
but no court has yet ruled on a case involving retweets. There has been a 
move to allow tweets and live blogs into courtrooms as a way for reporters 
to keep up with the legal action, and some newspapers, like the Greeley, 
Colorado, Tribune and the Cedar Rapids Post in Iowa, are already being 
allowed to do that.41

Twitter itself, in its terms-of-service agreement, makes clear that any-
thing anyone tweets is the responsibility of that individual, not Twitter. 
Corporations and businesses may have the most legal exposure, but they 
try to cover their tweets with disclaimers posted on their profiles, though 
these are seldom accessed by readers.42

There are other legal issues arising in cyberspace. Fake reviews of res-
taurants, video games, music, and movies are all over the Internet, includ-
ing Facebook and Twitter. In 2010, the Federal Trade Commission stepped 
in to stop some deceptive advertising by a California public relations com-
pany when it was discovered that some employees were being paid to 
write positive reviews of iTunes games. New York State Attorney General 
Andrew Cuomo last year oversaw a settlement with a cosmetics surgery 
company over its faked reviews on the Internet. He called the settlement 
“a strike against the growing practice of ‘astroturfing,’ in which employees 
pose as independent consumers to post positive reviews and commentary 
to Web sites and Internet message boards about their own company.”43

To defend themselves against real but negative reviews by customers, 
some businesses resort to a SLAPP suit (strategic lawsuit against public 
participation), intended mainly to censor and silence critics and make them 
pay for their own legal defense. Such suits are usually dropped once the 
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customer gives up and withdraws the critique. But a 21-year-old Western 
Michigan University student, Justin Kurtz, set up an entire Facebook page, 
“Kalamazoo Residents against T & J Towing” (which attracted 14,000 
fans), to protest the $118 he was billed by T & J Towing after they towed 
his car out of a legal parking space. The towing company SLAPPed him 
with a $750,000 suit, claiming defamation.44 Kurtz and his lawyer coun-
tersued, and Kurtz testified at a state house judiciary hearing to support 
Michigan legislators drafting an anti-SLAPP law. The towing company 
eventually accepted an offer of zero dollars to settle the suit after a case 
evaluation by the court.

Fact versus Rumor

The website PolitiFact.com keeps a daily “Truth-O-Meter” running 
on political speech and commentary, tagging the untruths or half-truths 
it picks up from the media, along with a “Pants-on-Fire” list of blatant 
lies. While some of the false statements are par for the course in political 
discourse, some say the Internet is causing a new disregard for the facts 
in its overload of information. Farhad Manjoo, author of True Enough: 
Learning to Live in a Post-Fact Society, says we’ve entered a dissonant 
reality on the Internet where so much undifferentiated information comes 
at us we find it difficult to sort it out. This “has loosened our grip on what 
is or isn’t true,” he says.45 Because more authoritative mainstream media 
are in decline, Manjoo says we tend to gravitate to and trust online niches 
that match our own beliefs, whether they are trustworthy sources or not, 
just because we agree with them. This “facilitates a closeted view of the 
world.” “Digital manipulation is so effortless, spin, conspiracy theories, 
myths, and outright lies may get the better of many of us,” a kind of Â�“biased 
assimilation” that lets us “select our reality according to our biases.”46 In a 
culture of simulation, where “strings of binary code that can be understood 
by machines .â•›.â•›. have deepened the disconnect between what we perceive 
through our senses—what we see and what we hear—and what’s actu-
ally going on in the world,”47 it’s no wonder that paranoia, polarization, 
and propaganda have taken hold or that there is a growing mistrust of the 
media and established institutions.

Twitter-Jacking

You can be cloned on Twitter. Plenty of people have been, particularly 
celebrities, politicians, and sports stars. It’s way too easy for someone to 
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open a Twitter account pretending to be you and collect followers. Oprah, 
for example, has been a particular target, and a fake Twitter account for BP 
Global Oil opened up in the summer of 2010 to post outrageous remarks 
about the oil spill in the Gulf. Although Twitter doesn’t monitor individual 
tweets per se, its terms-of-service agreement now has to cover every twist 
of impersonation and “twitter-jacking” of identity that people can think 
up, from “name-squatting” to trademark and copyright infringement to 
setting up an account for a dead person. Twitter acknowledges that parody 
and role-playing might be the impetus for many fake accounts, but Twitter 
rules say tweeters must make it obvious with a statement such as “This is a 
parody” and must use a version of the parodied person’s real name.48

Identity theft of this kind—or the more sinister, hacked kind stealing your 
social security, bank, or credit card number—is made easy by the Internet, 
where shopping and online banking and pay sites carry these numbers. 
Your passwords could be up for grabs, too. Scams are ubiquitous—have 
you received your e-mail from Nigeria today, telling you you’ve just inher-
ited a fortune or won money? (Just send along a check to get the cash that’s 
due you.) Hackers have been selling log-in data for 1.5 million bogus or 
hacked Facebook accounts on the black market, according to VeriSign’s 
iDefense division, as reported in the New York Times: “Criminals steal 
log-in data for Facebook accounts, typically with “phishing” techniques 
that tricks users into disclosing their passwords or with malware that logs 
keystrokes. They then use the accounts to send spam, distribute malicious 
programs and run identity and other fraud.”49

The tip-off that your Facebook account may be under siege: too many 
friend requests at once.

Net Neutrality

Net neutrality or an open Internet is about treating all data on the Inter-
net equally, without service providers giving priority and speed—a fast 
lane—to one kind of content, like video conferencing (and charging for it), 
over other kinds, like e-mail. The problem is that those who can afford it 
would pay for the prioritized, faster service and leave the rest of us in the 
dust. A proposed deal between Google and Verizon brought this issue to 
the forefront in late summer 2010, leaving proponents of an open Internet 
worried about the companies’ intent, though both deny there would be 
any compromise of net neutrality.50 The Federal Communications Com-
mission (FCC), in favor of net neutrality, proposed regulations requiring 
Internet service providers to treat all web content the same, but it lacks the 
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legal authority to enforce them. Phone companies like AT&T and cable 
companies are in favor of having some kind of paid priority services on 
their more limited broadband wiring (to rein in some broadband hogs like 
Facebook), while wireless companies, now the dominant platform, want 
no restrictions.51



EIGHT

Inventing the Digital Self

The igeneration

A whole generation of “digital natives” has grown up and started to take 
the helm of the brave new world now evolving online. Born into it and 
experienced at negotiating it, they basically have known no other than the 
viral world and its environs. As a result, they have been socialized dif-
ferently than earlier generations. “They have spent their entire lives sur-
rounded by and using computers, videogames, digital music players, video 
cams, cell phones, and all the other toys and tools of the digital age,” notes 
Marc Prensky, originator of the phrase digital natives.1 Right now, the old-
est members of this generation, sometimes identified as the Millennials, 
are just hitting 30. They are the ones who are starting businesses, raising 
families, running for office, and facing the global crises in this new digital 
world.

“No one has yet been born digital and lived into adulthood or an 80-year 
lifespan,” note John Palfrey and Urs Gasser in their study of this genera-
tion in Born Digital.2 Clearly, everything is going to be different when 
digital natives are running things.

It already is.
There are dozens of research projects underway to analyze this gen-

eration and the way their interaction with the Internet is affecting them 
and the world around them. Born after 1980, this generation, kindergarten 
through college, is the first to grow up with ubiquitous information tech-
nology. They have spent maybe 5,000 hours reading books but 10,000 
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hours online, playing video games and posting on social media, and some 
20,000 hours watching television.3 As a result, Prensky says, they “think 
and process information fundamentally differently from their predeces-
sors.” Further, as Maryanne Wolf, professor of developmental psychology 
at Tufts University, writes in her study of the human brain, Proust and 
the Squid, their brains are probably being changed by these experiences. 
Just as the human brain managed to adapt from an oral culture to a visual, 
reading mode when the alphabet came on the scene (and, later, the print-
ing press), so now in the digital revolution the brain, ever flexible, has to 
reengineer itself to negotiate the new online terrain.

While the human brain is innately structured to rearrange itself and per-
form new functions, Wolf says, the acceleration of information and instant 
online access to it is going to produce a “differently wired” generation, 
one whose ability to understand, judge, and reflect on its experiences will 
inevitably be affected.4 The brain may be strengthened as it reorganizes 
to accommodate information technology and the skills it requires. Or it 
may be weakened. “In the twenty-first century,” Wolf comments, “we are 
poised to change significantly and rapidly in ways that most of us can 
barely predict or fully comprehend.”5

Nicholas Carr, whose new book, The Shallows: What the Internet Is 
Doing to Our Brains, says we’re losing ground as the Internet trains us 
to juggle too many things at once, suggests that it turns us into virtual lab 
rats with all the repetition and reward being online involves. His 2008 
Atlantic article, “Is Google Making Us Stupid?” became blog fodder for 
many months, putting forth the idea that we are losing the ability to deploy 
the capacity of our minds in a deep, thoughtful way because the Internet 
demands a much different set of skills.

For example, digital natives like to read—skim—fast, probably spending 
no more than eight to nine seconds on a website. They prefer the graphics 
first, then the text. They are used to instant gratification and want their in-
formation to be entertaining.6 From newspapers and blogs to books, digital 
natives expect media to be interactive, allowing comment, feedback, and 
revision. New technology is also training digital natives to be multitask-
ers, of necessity able to keep multiple strands of activity—texting, posting 
on Twitter and Facebook, surfing the web, watching TV, hooked up to an 
iPod—going at once (but, studies show, multitaskers are not as productive 
as they think). Their primary online purpose: entertainment. And they are 
not very concerned about privacy, making their private lives public and 
documenting their every move. In the U.S. adult Internet population, half 
of users are ages 18 to 44.
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Digital Immigrants

Contrast that to the “digital immigrant” (again, Prensky’s phrase), the 
older online population ages 45 to 73 plus who are the other half of the 
adult online population. They are exploring the online world from a life-
long analog experience, used to getting their information from the printed 
word—newspapers and books—and radio and television. They still do, 
but the younger baby boomers, ages 45 to 55, are, surprisingly, the major 
demographic on Twitter, perhaps because it offers easy access to commu-
nicating and 140 words are just about the right amount to update yourself 
(and maybe because boomers have always distinguished themselves as 
trendsetters). Facebook too is increasingly drawing an older crowd.

Still, it’s not easy making the transition to a digital world when you’ve 
spent half your life in a different, more linear mode, an analog mode, of 
acquiring information. Digital immigrants are also used to more reflective 
ways of comprehending the world. Inventing the digital self requires re-
engineering longtime habits of communication and information gathering. 
Yet, it appears, this generation has taken to the online world quickly, if 
differently from the digital natives. They write e-mails, and they actually 
make phone calls on their cell phones (though the average number of apps 
on smartphones is now about 75). Digital natives, on the other hand, par-
ticularly teenagers, rarely use their phones for anything but texting (e-mail 
is so over), at an average rate of 100 texts a day. But an older group, 18–34  
years old, is growing the fastest, writing blogs and the most active on 
Â�Twitter, whether for personal or business purposes. Digital immigrants 
have also taken to the Kindle and other e-books though it’s a safe bet 
they’re keeping those bookshelves of physical books up at home. The con-
venience and pricing of e-books are persuasive, however, and now even 
the public library will lend you an e-book right on your computer.

The second-largest Twitter demographic is the digital-native group 
of 25- to 34-year-olds, a group that is also growing fast.7 The picture of 
current bloggerati shows bloggers are predominantly males in their thir-
ties and forties who are college graduates and relatively well off (though 
some are currently unemployed). They are for the most part Caucasian, 
though Latino and African American users are gaining ground. But there 
are more women on Twitter than men, 55 percent to 45 percent, and they 
use it more, mostly for personal messages according to a 2010 BlogHer 
survey.8 In a 2010 demographic study of Twitter, the media measurement 
site Quantcast found that only 14 percent of Twitter users were 13 to 17 
years old.9
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It’s interesting to note that studies show young adulthood, usually defined 
as between the ages of 18 and 25, the age group so active in social media, 
also to be a prime time for self-involvement and narcissism. Researchers 
at the University of Illinois reported data suggesting that narcissism peaks 
in young adulthood, “not because of cultural changes but because of age-
related developmental trends.”10 San Diego State psychologist Dr. Jean 
Twenge says there is a “narcissism epidemic” and has recently written a 
book of the same title, contending that the current generation of young 
adults appears to have more narcissistic tendencies. She says that there is 
more emphasis on individualism and that focusing on oneself has become 
more acceptable in our culture.11 Although psychologists are not in agree-
ment on this, certainly the popularity of Twitter and social media sites 
among this age group would seem to support such conclusions.

Sociologists have recently identified “emerging adulthood” (those from 
age 18 to their late twenties) as a distinct life stage, apart from adolescence 
and actual adulthood. Professor Jeffrey Jenson Arnett at Clark University 
says there are several reasons to mark this period off separately: the need 
for more education to survive in an information-based economy; fewer 
entry-level jobs; less rush to marry because of the acceptance of premarital 
sex, cohabitation, and birth control; and young women feeling less rush to 
have babies because of career opportunities and access to assisted repro-
ductive technology for later pregnancies.12

During this emerging-adulthood period, Arnett says, young men and 
women are more self-focused and intensely involved in seeking identity. 
Significantly, their brains are still developing. At the National Institute of 
Mental Health, neuroscientists in a longitudinal study of brain develop-
ment found that the brain does not fully mature until at least age 25.13 
The regions involved in emotional control and high-level cognition, the 
prefrontal cortex and the cerebellum, are still developing into the mid-
twenties, a situation perhaps inadvertently acknowledged by car rental 
companies who won’t rent a car to anyone younger than 25 anyway.

Even if the idea of an emerging-adulthood stage has its critics and is 
still under study, it doesn’t seem a coincidence that this group is heavily 
into social media. An age group with this kind of self-involvement and 
identity issues is one ready-made for the kind of “daily me” activity on 
social media, with its opportunities for self-expression and interactivity. 
Mary Madden, senior research specialist for the Pew Internet and Ameri-
can Life Project, says that this group’s use of the Internet and social media 
“takes place at a time in life when there’s a lot of attention being paid to 
self-presentation.”14
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Another study reported in May 2010 by the Institute for Social Research 
at the University of Michigan showed that there has been a significant 
decline in feelings of empathy among college students. Analyzing data on 
empathy among almost 14,000 college students over the last 30 years, the 
study found the biggest drop in empathy after the year 2000, according 
to researcher Sara Konrath. “College kids today,” she said, “are about 40 
percent lower in empathy than their counterparts of 20 or 30 years ago, 
as measured by the standard tests of this personality trait.”15 Possibly the 
growing emphasis on the self among this cohort corresponds to a devalu-
ation of other people.

Beloit College in Beloit, Wisconsin, has started issuing a “Mindset List” 
cataloguing the cultural references of the entering freshman class. For the 
class of 2014, whose members were born in 1992, the 75-item list notes 
that this group of students doesn’t bother to wear a wristwatch because 
they can check the time on their cell phones, and few know how to write 
in cursive. In their minds, phones have never had cords, e-mail is way too 
slow, computers have always had a CD-ROM disk drive, all text is hyper, 
and Fergie is a pop singer, not a princess. Other items on the list:

•	 10. A quarter of the class has at least one immigrant parent, and the im-
migration debate is not a big priority unless it involves “real” aliens from 
another planet.

•	 26. Unless they found one in their grandparents’ closet, they have never 
seen a carousel of Kodachrome slides.

•	 32. Czechoslovakia has never existed.

•	 62. Having hundreds of cable channels but nothing to watch has always 
been routine.

•	 69. The Post Office has always been going broke.16

Performing an Identity

In this new “generation me,” people seem to love the opportunity that 
social media give them to display their connections and followers. More 
than offering everybody their Warholian 15 minutes of fame, these sites 
and blogs offer users the chance to ensconce themselves within a net-
work as a go-to personality or guru. It’s the high school popularity contest 
transmogrified to online algorithm. You can jack up your rank on Google 
(known as PageRank, named after Google cofounder Larry Page) just 
by embedding plenty of links in your blog, or lure followers and fans to 
your Twitter and Facebook accounts by controversial remarks. The whole  
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status game is about how many people are in your camp, listed as a friend 
or Â�follower. You can do what Ashton Kutcher did to get his first million 
followers on Twitter, announcing on YouTube that he was going to beat 
CNN to the draw. Starting with just a little over half a million followers, 
who went to work to help, Kutcher made it to a million in less than a week 
and proclaimed himself king of the media, showing that “a single force” 
can go up against a whole network, as he told Larry King (on CNN). A 
year later he had 5.7 million followers on Twitter, but Lady Gaga (now 
number one with 9,130,986 followers) and Justin Bieber (number two 
with 8,500,907 followers) were ahead of him by then.

It’s a culture of exposure, where social media seem to invite us to let it 
all hang out in an orgy of exhibitionism, self-involvement, and confession. 
People are not only expressing themselves in this new participatory culture 
but also turning private lives into public ones and creating new identities, 
constantly negotiating their virtual identities. Identity in the physical, vi-
sual body is one thing. Online, it becomes a matter of information, what 
we tell people about ourselves. While emotion is harder to convey in words 
online, and body language is absent, those writing online have found ways 
to set the tone, from cutesy emoticons to over-the-top repetition: “You are 
sooooooooooooooo amazing!” “High drama” and “stagey experiments in 
self-hood” on teenagers’ Facebook pages are typical behavior, as author 
Katie Roiphe notes, writing about “The Language of Fakebook” in the 
New York Times. Postings, she says, can seem “fake and stilted and artifi-
cial,” probably the result of trying to invent a presentable, if not real, self 
online: “Facebook is the chatter of a big party, the performance of public 
cleverness, the facades and fronts and personas carefully crafted, the one 
honed line .â•›.â•›. in short, the edited version.”17

Starting with a clever name, people online can assume a completely new 
persona, masking the real one and instead launching the one they’d like to 
be. The shy, the nerdy, the unattractive can become a social butterfly or a 
self-styled expert, and no one is the wiser. As a now-famous New Yorker 
cartoon says, “On the Internet, nobody knows you’re a dog.”

We learn to perform the self in our blogs and tweets and social networks, 
controlling how we appear to others and suppressing our real feelings to 
convey an impression we think others may find more acceptable. Erving 
Goffman, in his book, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, written 
way before the Internet came on the scene, discussed the way we try to 
create a public self. Even in person, he said, we tend to create our “front,” 
“that part of the individual’s performance which regularly functions in a 
general and fixed fashion to define the situation for those who observe 
the performance.”18 He quotes from sociologist Robert Ezra Park: “It is 
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Â�probably no mere historical accident that the word ‘person,’ in its first 
meaning, is a mask. It is rather a recognition of the fact that everyone is 
always and everywhere, more or less consciously, playing a role.”19

There’s a hunger for fame that social media like Twitter and Facebook 
seem to satisfy, at least in terms of amassing as big a group of followers 
and friends as possible and constantly posting to keep them all up to date 
on your activities. Fame, of a sort, is possible, and for attention junkies, 
there’s nothing better than being famous on the Internet. There are even 
websites with lists of ways to play the fame game, involving a video cam-
era and lots of free time, or, depending on your proclivities, simply by cre-
ating controversy or outrage, as Perez Hilton does. Frequent postings and 
constant responses will collect the all-important posse, your networked 
ticket to fame. As Rex Sorgatz, media strategist, advised in a New York 
magazine article, “The Microfame Game,” you need to “overshare” with 
frequent “nano-broadcasts” on Twitter, “stylize” (“be a little weird”), and 
“persist” in responding constantly to your followers so you too can be-
come, in his words, a “fameball.”20 Like a commodity, you can become a 
famous brand online, even for the wrong reasons. 

© Mick Stevens/The New Yorker Collection/www.cartoonbank.com
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This kind of narcissistic fame seeking was addressed some time ago by 
Christopher Lasch in his book The Culture of Narcissism. “Every society 
reproduces its culture—its norms, its underlying assumptions, its modes 
of organizing experience—in the individual, in the form of personality.” 
For Lasch, the narcissist is the personality of our time, someone for whom 
“the world is a mirror,” someone who copes in this way with insecurity 
and “the tensions and anxieties of modern life.” The narcissist “depends 
on others to validate his self-esteem,” “cannot live without an admiring 
audience,” and “must see his ‘grandiose self’ reflected in the attentions 
of others.”21 While Lasch’s theories remain controversial, they do seem to 
validate behavioral patterns that thrive on social media networks.

The major attraction of social media like Twitter and Facebook, for digi-
tal natives and non-natives alike, is having an audience for your tweets and 
comments. Further, it’s free, and expressing yourself for free to a ready au-
dience is darned near irresistible. Plus, nobody’s in charge, the gatekeepers 
are absent, and you can do and say whatever you want. The problem is, 
what you say will be there forever, archived as a tweet in the Library of 
Congress, searched by Google, and at the ready for college admissions of-
ficers and potential employers to pull up. But now you can hire a team or 
a website to clean up your act. Facebook itself makes it easy. Though not 
everyone trusts the method, you can simply click “Hide” on any item you 
don’t want people to see (retrievable if you choose), or keep your Twitter 
account private just for your followers. The website Yelp.com will remove 
negative reviews for restaurants, movies, and other performances. Last re-
sort: delete your account.

In some ways, people are more sophisticated because of the Internet 
than they otherwise would be, say in their own small hometowns. On-
line, they are being exposed to the wider world and to a wide diversity of 
people, opinions, and cultures. Social media, in fact, are helping people 
expand their social interaction with people they would never meet other-
wise. According to the Pew Internet report on “Social Isolation and New 
Technology,” those who use the Internet frequently “are much more likely 
to confide in someone who is of another race.” Users who share photos 
online are more likely to discuss political topics with someone of a differ-
ent party, the survey found.22

Internet Addiction

If it’s morning in America these days, among that age group or not, 
people are going online first thing out of bed (or maybe still in bed) in the 
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morning, on a cell phone, BlackBerry, netbook, computer, or iPad, check-
ing text messages, RSS feeds, and social networks, getting an update on 
the news and what the blogs are saying. Last thing at night, the same, and 
all day long whether on the job, commuting, driving, or at home, checking 
in online means they are always on. The surge in online use that used to 
come when people arrived at the workplace is happening by 7 a.m. now. 
Professionals, soccer moms, and high school students alike admit to this 
routine. There is the feeling they might be missing something otherwise. 
The Internet is part of their brain, or, maybe, it is their brain.

There’s a dopamine factor and some hormones involved in all this online 
activity that may be part of the attraction. Researchers say the stimulation 
and excitement of going online can release adrenaline and a squirt of dop-
amine that reinforces the habit.23 This is particularly true of those who like 
video games, but it can be an effect of the anticipation and satisfaction of 
going online, and it is reinforcing. Real life can have its boring moments, 
and people who swear off their online usage talk of being bored without 
the stimulation.

The Internet takes a toll on heavy users, according to Dr. Elias Abou-
jaoude, director of the Impulse Control Disorders Clinic at Stanford Uni-
versity. “We’re paying a price in terms of our cognitive life because of this 
virtual lifestyle,” he says.24 Internet addiction is not listed in the Diagnos-
tic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) yet, but there are 
already rehab facilities for treating it. The major symptom seems to be 
spending so much time on the Internet that it interferes with daily life.

Like other obsessions such as gambling or shopping, excessive Internet 
use provides a “rush” experience (that “dopamine squirt”) and an escape 
from stress or problems. The Internet also bestows a sense of control, real 
or imagined, unlike other areas of life that may not yield to the same over-
sight. Computer games in particular seem to offer feelings of personal 
success and satisfaction that life itself doesn’t. And the connections and 
status one can achieve online can also be very gratifying. The problem 
comes when grades or job performance suffers or a whole former way 
of life is left by the wayside. Addicts are not just the introverted, socially 
inept techies; Internet addiction cuts across all the demographics of age, 
gender, education, and income.

In South Korea, “one of the world’s most wired societies,” where more 
than 90 percent of homes have a high-speed Internet connection, a three-
month-old baby was discovered dead of malnutrition while her young 
parents spent every night at an Internet café playing computer games 
(the father is doing jail time for “negligent homicide,” while the mother, 
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Â�already seven months pregnant with a second child, was given a suspended 
sentence). The South Korean Ministry of Public Administration and Safety 
reported that the country has nearly a million Internet addicts in their twen-
ties and thirties who have grown up with online gaming and other Internet 
activities. The government is planning to start rehabilitation centers and 
counseling for students and the unemployed, who, it says, are the most 
vulnerable. For an addict in South Korea’s 24-hour-a-day Internet cafés, 
“the line blurs between reality and the virtual world,” one South Korean 
university psychiatrist said.25

What are the symptoms of Internet addiction? There is a checklist, like 
the ones used to self-identify for alcoholism, on the website NetAddiction.
com, asking things like “Do you feel preoccupied with the Internet (think 
about previous online activity or anticipate next online session)?” “Do you 
feel the need to use the Internet with increasing amounts of time in order 
to achieve satisfaction?” or “Do you feel restless, moody, depressed, or 
irritable when attempting to cut down or stop Internet use?” Questions 
like “Have you jeopardized or risked the loss of significant relationship, 
job, educational or career opportunity because of the Internet?” point to 
a major issue about Internet use: whether people are becoming more iso-
lated and antisocial because of it.

Won’t You Be My Neighbor?

According to the Pew Internet report, “Social Isolation and New Tech-
nology,” done in 2009, the Internet has not caused people to withdraw 
from society. In fact, the study found that “the extent of social isolation 
has hardly changed since 1985, contrary to concerns that the prevalence 
of severe isolation has tripled since then.” The Pew study found, however, 
that 6 percent of the entire U.S. adult population currently does not have 
anyone “with whom they can discuss important matters or who they con-
sider to be ‘especially significant’ in their life,” a trend the report found 
“starkly negative.”26

However, Americans’ “discussion networks”—a measure of people’s 
“most important social ties”—have shrunk “by about a third since 1985,” 
from three people to two. But the Pew Internet study found that mobile-
phone use and active web participation yielded “larger and more diverse 
core discussion networks.”

In a June 2010 report “Neighbors Online,” a Pew Internet Personal Net-
works and Community survey found that only 43 percent of Americans 
knew any of their neighbors by name. Twenty-eight percent knew none. 
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“Users of social networking services, the survey found, are 26 percent less 
likely to use their neighbors as a source of companionship.”27

Nonetheless, the earlier 2009 Pew study found that just because some-
one is a heavy web user, that doesn’t mean they remove themselves from 
traditional social activities like visiting a restaurant or hanging out at a bar 
on a Friday night. According to the study, web users are “45 percent more 
likely to visit a cafe, 52 percent more likely to visit a library, 34 percent 
more likely to visit a fast-food restaurant, 69 percent more likely to visit 
other restaurants, and 42 percent more likely to visit a public park.” Social-
networking users “are 40 percent more likely to visit a bar, but 36 percent 
less likely to visit a religious institution.”

You, Unplugged

When Twitter went down for several hours on August 8, 2009, it was as 
if life had come to a complete standstill. It was a denial-of-services attack, 
meaning attackers tried to max out the service by overloading it with mes-
sages or triggering errors in the system. This same attack also affected Fa-
cebook. Twitter’s fail whale, an image of a whale being hoisted out of the 
ocean surrounded with red-bird tweets, popped up with a message, “Too 
many tweets! Please wait a moment and try again.” Earlier that summer, 
the overwhelming response to news of Michael Jackson’s death on June 
25 instantly doubled the number of tweets on Twitter and had brought it 
to a temporary halt with fail whale pop-ups. Cofounder Biz Stone called 
that day “the biggest jump in tweets per second since the U.S. presiden-
tial election.” Google Search was also temporarily overwhelmed, sending 
error messages to all search requests about Michael Jackson for fear that a 
cyberattack was underway.28

Twitterati were confused and upset by these slowdowns and outages 
because they had gotten so involved in posting their 140-word updates,  
41 percent of which are found to be what a 2009 Pear Analytics survey 
calls “pointless babble.” Nonetheless, Twitterati are attached to this ve-
hicle of self-expression. Conversational tweets amounted to 37.5 percent 
of the total, with “pass-along value” content about news of interest only 
8.7 percent. Self-promotion made up only 5.85 percent of the tweets, sur-
prisingly (and spam only 3.75 percent).29

The Kids Are All Right

The web is the Wild West, and parents are upset because they can’t con-
trol what their kids are doing online. While parental blocks are Â�available, 
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there’s something new every minute online that needs screening and 
screening out. There is also a genuine concern that the virtual world is 
providing the kind of stimulation and involvement that young developing 
brains are not yet equipped to handle, creating problems with concentra-
tion and focus. Attention deficit disorder (ADD) was established before 
the Internet took hold, but too much online activity could well be adding 
to the problem of short attention spans.

President Barack Obama is worried too. Addressing the graduating class 
at Hampton University in Virginia in May 2010, he said to the students,

You’re coming of age in a 24/7 media environment that bombards us 
with all kinds of content and exposes us to all kinds of arguments, 
some of which don’t rank all that high on the truth meter. With iPods 
and iPads, Xboxes and PlayStations, information becomes a distrac-
tion, a diversion, a form of entertainment, rather than a tool of em-
powerment. All of this is not only putting new pressures on you; it is 
putting new pressures on our country and on our democracy.30

While it’s true that the Internet is a big diversionary escape hatch for 
many people, new technology has always raised alarms and fearful predic-
tions. When the railroad came on the scene in the 19th century, a British 
scientist, Dr. Dionysius Lardner, warned that “rail travel at high speed is not 
possible, because passengers, unable to breathe, would die of asphyxia.” 
The invention of the telephone provoked Rutherford B. Hayes, U.S. presi-
dent, to say in 1877, “It’s a great invention, but who would want to use it 
anyway?” Similarly, a Michigan bank president said on the arrival of Henry 
Ford’s Model T, “The horse is here to stay and the automobile is only a  
novelty—a fad.” When television became available in the 1950s, people 
were afraid that children would be harmed, and Hollywood producer Darryl 
Â�Zanick warned, “Television won’t last because people would soon get tired 
of staring at a plywood box every night.” Even Charlie Chaplin, beloved star 
of many silent films, pronounced the idea of movies “canned drama” and said 
that people would much prefer seeing flesh-and-blood actors on stage.31

So too with the new digital world. There is plenty of doomsaying and 
negative reaction to this new technology. In his book about the effects of the 
Internet on culture, The Cult of the Amateur, Andrew Keen warns against 
digital narcissism and “creating an endless digital forest of mediocrity,” in-
cluding “everything from uninformed political commentary, to unseemly 
home videos, to embarrassingly amateurish music, to unreadable poems, 
reviews, essays, and novels.” Keen says we need “to protect mainstream 
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media content against the cult of the amateur” where the “user-generated 
content” of the Internet and social media are creating “a tabloid style got-
cha culture” and where “one thoughtless throwaway remark” or “off-
Â�the-cuff joke” in the 24/7 news cycle can wreak havoc with a reputation. 
“Let’s not,” he argues, “be remembered for replacing movies, music, and 
books with YOU!”32 Too late. That has already begun to happen.

Lee Siegel, in his book Against the Machine, points out that although 
the Internet is “a marvel of convenience,” with the potential to make life 
“easier, smoother, and more pleasant,” it is also powered by “greed and 
blind self-interest,” where commercial interests are masked in “humanistic 
values” and “pathological patterns of behavior” like identity theft, obses-
sions, and sexual abuse are magnified.33 The Internet, he says, “plays to the 
lowest common denominator of youth” where “popularity .â•›.â•›. is [the] Holy 
Grail.” It “serves the needs of the isolated, elevated, asocial individual” 
and fosters “a myopic glibness and carelessness.”34 These problems, he 
hastens to add, are not all the fault of the Internet as much as a direction in 
our culture that it encourages. “The Internet took hold in the culture only 
when the culture was ready to give it a home.”35 Siegel says that Malcolm 
Gladwell’s book The Tipping Point helped to make the idea of the “pack-
aged self” acceptable as “a product we shape and sell through our perfor-
mance of what we want other people to think is going on inside us.”36

Jaron Lanier, author of You Are Not a Gadget, argues that the digital de-
sign of the Internet, created by the original programmers, has had unintended 
consequences. The basic principle of anonymity online, he says, encourages 
people to be less than fully present and elevates the collective “hive mind,” 
“suggesting that a random crowd of humans is an organism with a legitimate 
point of view.” “Every element in the system—every computer, every person, 
every bit—comes to depend on relentlessly detailed adherence to a common 
standard, a common point of exchange.” The design becomes a structure “by 
which you connect to the world and other people,” and “in turn can change 
how you conceive of yourself and the world,” not necessarily for the better.37

But there is good news along with all the bad reviews. People now have 
access to unprecedented amounts of information at their fingertips. Search 
engines and encyclopedias make it easy to find what you’re looking for. 
According to a 2009 study by the Global Information Industry Center at 
the University of California-San Diego, the average American consumes 
100,000 words of information and 34 gigabytes on an average day, an 
increase of 350 percent over the past 20 years, and people are learning 
to process and engage with this huge surge in information.38 Research is 
vastly enhanced and easier using Internet sources. We can move around 
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between searches and links and dig up research material we might never 
have had access to, all without leaving our desks or making a trip to the 
library. We can be in touch with long-lost friends and with our closest 
friends and stay connected, whether on social networks or e-mail. We can 
watch mindless YouTube videos, television shows, and the latest movies, 
whenever. We can read the news, listen to music, organize our photographs, 
and write a novel, all online. The few drawbacks seem a small price to 
pay for the expanded opportunities the Internet makes possible. Unlike the 
one-way medium of television, which encourages a passive, couch-potato 
attitude, the Internet requires interactivity, a back-and-forth of dialogue 
and involvement. In some ways a short attention span is a necessity just to 
juggle what’s coming at you on the Internet.

And according to a Pew Internet study in 2010, “Future of the Internet 
IV,” three out of four experts say that use of the Internet actually “enhances 
and augments human intelligence,”39 though it is also training us to frag-
ment our attention and favors the sharpening of our visual prowess over 
more considered judgment. The information glut has a tendency to frag-
ment knowledge as well. We’re satisfied to uncover bits and pieces but not 
the context or the major work.

Still, two-thirds of the same group of experts said use of the Internet 
“has improved reading, writing, and rendering of knowledge,” according 
to Janna Anderson, the co-author of the study. Anderson says she sees signs 
that we are developing “fluid intelligence—the ability to find meaning in 
confusion and solve new problems, independent of acquired knowledge.”

In terms of what the Global Information Industry Center study calls “infor-
mation time,” Americans still watch television for 41 percent of it, but com-
puter activity including games, texting, mobile devices, social media, and 
watching videos consumes 24 percent, with the remaining information-gath-
ering time coming from radio (commuting time), print media, movies, and 
music. Though the study shows old media still predominate, the authors pre-
dict that by 2015 information consumption “will be considerably changed,” 
with rapid growth online and the advent of mobile television and video over 
the Internet. While the study showed that most people spend only eight or 
nine seconds on most Web pages, cycling quickly through, the amount of 
reading required for information consumption has actually increased.40

Going Rogue

The built-in anonymity and masking that the online world allows is also 
a temptation, seeming to allow all kinds of bad behavior. Discussion on 
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the Internet can turn into a “barroom brawl” as William Grueskin, dean of 
academic affairs at Columbia’s journalism school describes it.41 Indeed, 
the anonymity of the Internet is “disinhibiting,” as authors Palfrey and 
Gasser say, spawning aggression and some pathologies and addictions.42 
In digital disguise, it’s much easier to diss someone else online and say 
nasty things to them.

Comment streams often become polluted with vicious and vulgar post-
ings, so much so that many bloggers, celebrities, and commercial brands 
now require anyone who wants to comment on their post to reveal his or her 
real name. This, they say, has cut down on the “sock puppetry” of anonymous 
and nasty commentary and increased the quality of debate and discussion.

To prevent flame-infested posts, the Wall Street Journal site allows 
readers to select only those comments written by subscribers, whose posts 
might be thought to be more dedicated. Other sites simply don’t allow 
comments. Scott Rosenberg, cofounder of Slate, says what’s needed is 
more supervision: “If you opened a public cafe or a bar in the downtown of 
a city, failed to staff it, and left it untended for months on end, would you 
be surprised if it ended up as a rat-infested hellhole?”43 Even in China, the 
State Council is pushing a requirement that all 422 million Internet users 
must use their real names to post and purchase.

Some website proprietors, recognizing that outrageous remarks and 
comments can boost views, actually encourage them. One website, Form-
spring.me, allows users to sound off anonymously without restraint with 
opinions and critiques of people they know, to cruel and detrimental effect. 
It has become the new place for teens (and grown-ups) to hang out, gossip-
ing and commenting on each other’s foibles (“You look stupid when you 
laugh,” “How far did you go with Brad?”). Users can link the site to their 
Twitter or Facebook accounts and invite their friends to join in, all anony-
mously. Twenty-eight million people have visited this site, 14 million of 
them in the United States,44 though there’s no count of what percentage are 
teenagers on Twitter.

Like Honesty Box, a Facebook add-on, Formspring can also harbor cy-
berbullies, a new field of endeavor for your standard bully or mean girl, 
made possible by the Internet and its anonymity. Cyberbullying has led to 
severe consequences. The suicide of Massachusetts teen Phoebe Prince 
and of other victims is said to be a result of the relentless attacks that the 
Internet allows bullies to launch; unlike in a schoolyard, the attacks can go 
on online 24/7.

Negative and thumbs-down comments about a brand or a business are 
easy to make online, and customers are quick to post their opinions and 
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reviews, good and bad. Now businesses are trying to fight back. A towing 
company in Kalamazoo, Michigan, sued a customer who posted a nega-
tive review of the firm on Facebook, saying he had defamed them with his 
venting. “The only thing I posted was what happened to me,” said the col-
lege student, Justin Kurtz, whose legally parked truck was towed.45 First 
Amendment lawyers say many businesses file against people who speak 
out against them. The website Yelp.com, like Facebook and Twitter, of-
fers to let customers vent their complaints against brands and businesses 
(which has increased the number of lawsuits) but will also remove an es-
pecially negative review.

The Culture of the iGeneration

While it’s too soon to know where all this is leading to, it’s clear not 
only that the culture is changing but also that, living in it, we ourselves are 
being transformed by our interaction with the technology of the Internet. 
An entire generation is now growing up in front of a browser, as Chris An-
derson, editor of Wired, has noted.46 They have known no other and have 
not yet fully achieved the markers of adulthood—marriages, mortgages, 
children, and career success are still to come—or lived to a ripe old age. 
They haven’t written the novels that will be the e-books of the future or 
created the art or music or films that will reflect their sense of the world, 
though they’re working on it. They don’t have power in government but 
are already challenging those who do with their own forms of bottom-up 
power. Stick around.



NINE

Bloggerati, Twitterati,  
and the Transformation  
of Practically Everâ†œyâ†œthing

Culture Goes Viral

The 21st-century culture emerging from blogs, Twitter, and all the activ-
ity on the Internet is still taking its baby steps. It’s not clear what it will 
grow up to be or what the culture will look like when it does. One thing is 
clear: American and global culture are changing faster than anybody can 
really keep track of. The pace of change is exponential, riding a rocket, 
with technology and the Internet as the major change agents of unprec-
edented transformations still to come.

Now that even Tasmania, a little island off the coast of Australia, has laid 
fiber-optic cable to provide broadband for all of its 500,000 citizens—at 
speeds 20 times faster than the rest of us get1—we have to acknowledge 
that the revolution has indeed arrived and gone global. The game has 
changed.

Will we all turn into cyborgs, Donna Haraway’s metaphor of what hap-
pens to human beings in cyberspace, part human, part machine?2 Will ro-
bots take over the housework and cut the grass? Is artificial intelligence 
(AI) about to make humans obsolete? Will the Singularity really come to 
pass by 2030 and take over the world?

It’s not just science fiction. But let’s take it down a notch or two, down 
to where we’re living right now. Already we’ve made huge changes in the 
way we communicate and engage with each other, thanks to the Internet. 
We’re back in touch with high school buddies and long-lost relatives, and 
we can get information on just about anything and say just about anything 



136â†œæ¸€Ì€  Bloggerati, Twitterati

we want online. We’re always on, multitasking, stress level high, thanks to 
a handy smartphone that we hardly ever use for an actual phone call. Not 
spending a whole lot of face time with our near and dear either, but we 
keep up on Twitter. We may not do much reading, but we own a Kindle. 
And we may not read a newspaper anymore, now that the news comes 
through online for free.

Our lives have changed dramatically, not just because we are online but 
because the whole world is going online, to the tune of more than 1.9 bil-
lion people in 2010, or 28.7 percent of the world’s 6.8 billion population. 
The top 10 languages on the Internet are English (the global language), 
Chinese, Spanish, Japanese, Portuguese, German, Arabic, French, Rus-
sian, and Korean. Asian countries, particularly China and Indonesia, have 
taken to the Internet big time, with 825 million people online, 21.5 percent 
of the population. Europe has the second-highest count of Internet users, 
at 475 million, 58 percent of its population. North American users come 
in third, with 266 million on the Internet, but that represents a whopping 
77.4 percent of the population. Surprisingly, Australia and surrounding 
Oceania, population 35 million, already have 21 million of that population 
online.3 By comparison, 10 years ago in December 2000, there were just 
361 million people worldwide using the Internet.

Do the math. From 361 million people online in 2000 to 1.9 billion in 
2010 is a 444.8 percent increase. We’re all going viral at record pace, as-
sisted by the ubiquity of mobile devices in this country and abroad (espe-
cially in Africa, where cell phones fill in for the lack of computers). What’s 
emerging is a culture marked by a kind of hyperconnectivity and interac-
tion never before experienced. It’s consciousness altering. Where are we 
headed, and what is that culture going to be like?

Nobody knows yet.
But plenty of critics are thinking and writing about it. Harper’s editor 

Bill Wasik, in his recent book And Then There’s This, talks a lot about the 
herd mentality that is developing online and the “state of permanent distrac-
tion” we’re in as a result of hours spent clicking around the web. He brings 
up an important aspect: “What the Internet has done to change culture—to 
create a new, viral culture—is to archive trillions of our communications to 
make them linkable, trackable, searchable, quantifiable, so they can serve 
as grist for yet more conversation.”4 We’re creating our own cultural legacy 
in tweets, blogs, and social media, and we’re sending it out around the 
world. It’s all in the Library of Congress, searchable on Google.

Wired columnist Clive Thompson suggests that we’re developing 
an “ambient intimacy” with our friends and followers on Twitter and  
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Facebook, a relationship that is sometimes better online than in person but 
that is also more of a milieu of friendship, without the giveaway of body 
language that might send a different message. The term ambient intimacy 
is oxymoronic: being close in a distant sort of way. Thompson mentions a 
sociological term, ambient awareness, to describe our online modus ope-
randi, picking up clues “out of the corner of your eye.” Both terms suggest 
the way a fast, online environment is retraining us socially.5

That astute observer of all things cultural and literary, critic Michiko 
Kakutani of the New York Times, suggests that meeting up with the Inter-
net is the best thing that ever happened to postmodernism, that remixer 
of culture that has come into its own, feeding on the fragmentation of 
data and mashing up everything in sight at wicked speed. In the play-
ful, pseudoworld of the Internet, “our cultural landscape is brimming over 
with parodies, homages, variations, pastiches, collages, and other forms of 
‘appropriation art’—much of it facilitated by new technology that makes 
remixing, and cutting and pasting easy enough for a child,” and “running 
the gamut in quality.” The web, she says, amplifies subjectivity with its 
“self-dramatizing blogs” and the daily me of social media.6

Jaron Lanier, author of You Are Not a Gadget, says that the “most obvious 
aspect of digital culture” is that it is “comprised of wave after wave of juve-
nilia,” noting the online adolescent atmosphere and “playhouse” ambience 
of social networks. Even computer engineers can be found sending each 
other “little digital pictures of teddy bears and dragons.”7 It’s like recess for 
grown-ups. The “youthiness” of the web is hard to resist, apparently.

However, influential blogger Steve Rubel, a public relations executive, 
says, “It’s time to prepare for the end of the Web as we know it.” Internet 
consumption with short attention spans is shifting to gadgets and an app 
world, where “content snacking” and “infinite choice” prevail. “Mobile 
devices put all of this in our pockets,” and information needs to be repack-
aged “for an entirely different modality than platforms of yore.” The “gran-
diose design and complexity” of the web “will fall by the wayside.”8

Similarly, Chris Anderson, editor of Wired, and journalist Michael Wolff 
have announced “The Web Is Dead, Long Live the Internet.” “The notion 
of the Web as the ultimate marketplace for digital delivery is now in doubt” 
for commercial interests, they claim, driven instead by apps (applications) 
rather than web browsers. The noncommercial, creative user prefers app-
dedicated platforms that are right there on the screen of the smartphone 
or iPad. “They use the Net, but not the Web—it’s all about getting, not 
browsing.” The real revolution is the Internet, Anderson and Wolff say, “as 
important as electricity,” but “what we do with it is still evolving.”9
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Perhaps there is no better sign of the times than the emergence of out-
every-night social media consultants like a 38-year-old named Rex Sor-
gatz, a microcelebrity of the new-media world with spiked red hair, a five 
o’clock shadow, and blazer-thrown-over-T-shirt style. Good at gaming 
the system, Sorgatz wrote an article, “The Microfame Game,” for New 
York Magazine when he first arrived in New York City, setting out the 
rules of becoming “microfamous” and “closing the gap between devotee 
and celebrity.” Create controversy, he advises, and collect a posse around 
you. Sample commentary: “The dirty little secret of so many social-media 
and-networking sites, including Facebook, Flickr and FriendFeed, is that 
they disguise self-publicity and oversharing as chatting with friends and 
uploading storage.”10 Needless to say, Sorgatz himself is “microfame” 
worthy. Toting his iPad and iPhone 4, Sorgatz can be spotted in Twittered-
about New York City hot spots helping to launch a new website or restau-
rant in his role as marketing guru and digital-media strategist. (Sorgatz has 
a blog, Fimocuolus, http://www.fimoculous.com)

A Niche Culture

While we can talk of some homogeneity, digital culture is actually splin-
tering, fragmenting into a million different niches. There is so much choice 
that everyone can find a niche and an audience of the like-minded to hang 
out with online. We can find our tribe and settle in—which is exactly what 
Marshall McLuhan predicted would happen as technology took over. The 
tribes of the web are numerous, having coalesced around sites of ideology 
and politics, celebrities, gossip, fashion, gender, and more, wherever they 
feel at home. What they have in common is digital culture.

We’ve moved from the linear, sequential world of print to the postprint 
world of the binary bit, where information goes digital, translated into 
numbers, complex combos of bits that at their simplest are the either/or 
of “on” and “off,” or 0 and 1, and moving at the speed of light. As Mas-
sachusetts Institute of Technology professor Nicholas Negroponte puts 
it, bits are “the DNA of information,” where a binary code of 0 and 1 
can represent the numbers 1,2,3,4,5,6,7 and so on, just with numbers that 
have 0 and 1 in them: 1,10,11,100,101,110,111. These are the strings 
of numbers that get organized into a computer language like Java or 
Â�BASIC.11 Computer or programming language has syntax, as does regu-
lar language, but its words have precise definitions, unlike the changing 
meanings of words in ordinary language. It is an artificial language writ-
ten for a machine.
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Computer science is all about this kind of encoding, rendering the analog 
world of human experience as a digital, numerical one, an arbitrary lan-
guage where information is much easier to store, copy, and transmit. Think 
of it as the difference between an analog clock where time can be shown 
in its continuity as it unfolds in all its increments, and a digital clock that 
can pinpoint the exact time but not its continuous progression. The digital 
world is discontinuous, made up of discrete and finite numerical digits (the 
word digit, from the Latin digitus, means finger or a number).

But actual human experience, let us note, is not digital but analog, 
a continuous stream of consciousness and sensory input. Sight, voice, 
and hearing are analog, that is, registering variable physical qualities; 
so is music and every other art. CDs must convert their binary codes 
back to analog sound waves to be heard. The digital world is basically 
a binary one, having two parts, true and false, either/or, up or down. 
Even though it is an electronic transmission and storage system, as 
more and more of our experience translates into computer code, things 
valuably human may be left out or marginalized. The computer can’t 
identify metaphor, for example, or write poetry or music, or feel emo-
tion. Computers don’t do nuance. They are powerful and efficient, but 
their digital language, essentially abstract and reductionist and written 
for a machine, is irrevocable and unstoppable. As more and more of our 
daily life is spent online and alone in a digital world, “our perceptions 
and sensitivity to human meaning may be altered,” as Negroponte says 
in Being Digital.12

Cyberculture

In our ethnographic thick description of digital culture in this book, this 
much is clear:

•	 Blogs are thriving, though personal blogs are gradually moving to social 
media. But social media have not killed blogging, which has become 
“the center of gravity for in-depth, substantial dialogue and inquiry on-
line,” Scott Rosenberg, cofounder of Salon.com, says.13

•	 Twitter, the online water cooler, is growing and evolving. Its role as first 
responder to world events is well established, making it a news platform 
as well as a social media network.

•	 We are more connected and involved in more dialogue with more people 
in our lives than ever before, even as we are mostly alone as we do this 
and may neglect face-to-face personal relationships.
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•	 This circle of friends and acquaintances is more diverse and interna-
tional than ever before.

•	 We are able to express our opinions, thoughts, and feelings as fully as we 
like, without editors or gatekeepers.

•	 Information and ideas are coming from the bottom up, produced by or-
dinary people, not just the established tastemakers and experts.

•	 Yet we gravitate to the people, blogs, and websites that support our own 
views, and our view of the world is becoming more polarized ideologi-
cally.

•	 The world population on the Internet is beyond counting, but an elite 
group of young, white, affluent, well-educated people dominate certain 
areas such as blogging, Twitter, and social media.

•	 The digital divide is generational as well as geographical and financial. 
The split between younger digital natives and an older generation is 
wide but likely to close, as 55-year-olds and up discover the advantages 
of being online. Efforts to expand broadband access will be supported 
and succeed, but there will be skirmishes ahead over net neutrality.

•	 Blogging has effected major change in politics and journalism; blog sites 
like the Huffington Post and the Daily Beast will become full-fledged 
online newspapers.

•	 The Internet has been cost-free for its entire life of 41 years. Putting up 
paywalls around media websites is going to be difficult.

•	 Traditional print newspapers and magazines will go digital or go out of 
business.

•	 Citizen journalists will continue to report breaking news. Professional 
journalists will continue to go online or go freelance.

•	 Mobile devices like the iPhone and the iPad and innovative new devices 
will leave the computer behind to be used only in offices and schools.

•	 Google TV announced that the web will soon be coming to your living 
room TV.14

•	 Books will go digital big time. Bookstores will become publishers 
or boutique operations or go out of business. Publishers will produce  
e-books, not print books, or go out of business. Self-publishing will 
surge as everybody and his brother writes and self-publishes a book.

•	 Many longtime, established businesses will close: mapmakers, music 
and record stores, credit card companies (money is going digital too), 
advertising agencies, even the post office.
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•	 In becoming a digital self, people perform the self they want to be. The 
element of masking and impersonation that online social life allows is 
seductive.

•	 Kids are going to be more knowledgeable, at least about where to get 
information. Their knowledge quotient might be something else. Digital 
natives experience the world in a less linear, chronological way, click-
ing around the web and multitasking. Educating them in the old, linear 
classroom is going to be a challenge.

•	 Language is changing in the public space as a streetwise vernacular be-
comes acceptable. But online, people are doing much more reading and 
more writing than they used to.

•	 The privacy of a more individualized focus, one that the printing press 
and the book fostered, is being compromised and invaded. The younger 
generation seems not to worry much about privacy as they make public 
their inner lives.

•	 Businesses and advertisers have found the holy grail in social media 
where they can collect information about consumers and target ads di-
rectly to them. The “Like” button conveniently helps collect it, and it’s 
no wonder Facebook is trying hard to get people to disclose personal 
information—that’s how they make money.

•	 Politics will be a whole new ballgame in the next presidential election 
because of blogs, Twitter, and social media networks.

•	 The economy will change because of the Internet, which so far has 
tended to enhance productivity. Late capitalism is morphing into new 
capitalism as the Internet connects and unifies, improving efficiency and 
widening communication globally. There are new forms of production 
like “open-source” methods, where groups of people all over the world 
can develop products collectively,15 and companies can use “crowd-
sourcing,” inviting input from the online public on things like develop-
ing a new business or product.16

•	 The stock market will change. It is already faster with electronic communi-
cations networks, and it is subject to more global influence because of the 
Internet. Automated computer strategies can execute trades in milliseconds.

Some Predictions

What can be predicted about the shape of American and global culture 
for the immediate future? Eric Schmidt, former CEO of Google, made 
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these predictions in the fall of 2009 about what the Internet will look like 
five years from now:

•	 The Internet will be dominated by Chinese-language content.

•	 Today’s teenagers are the model of how the Web will work in five 
years—they jump from app to app to app seamlessly.

•	 Five years is a factor of ten in Moore’s Law, meaning that computers 
will be capable of far more by that time than they are today. (Author’s 
Note: Moore’s Law, as suggested in 1965 by the cofounder of Intel, Gor-
don Moore, is that the density of transistors on the integrated circuits or 
chips of computers will double approximately every two years, meaning 
an increase in speed and memory, and in the number of pixels on digital 
cameras.)

•	 Within five years there will be broadband well above 100 MB in perfor-
mance—and distribution distinctions between TV, radio, and the web 
will go away.

•	 Content will move towards more video.

•	 Real time, social information needs to be included in search results, but 
how do we rank it? (How to rank one tweet ahead of another?)

•	 It’s because of this fundamental shift towards user-generated infor-
mation that people will listen more to other people than to traditional 
sources, but “the great challenge of the age” is learning how to rank this 
content.17

Other predictions:

•	 Cloud computing, using distant servers for data storage and management 
with software coming from the servers, is the next wave. On demand, 
like electricity.

•	 Web 3.0 is next, “applications that are pieced together”—with the char-
acteristics that the apps are relatively small, the data are in the cloud, and 
the apps can run on any device (PC or mobile), are very fast and very 
customizable, and are distributed virally (social networks, email, etc).18

•	 The personal computer will get smaller, maybe even vaporize, hiding 
away instead in everyday objects like a pen or an earring, as Silicon Val-
ley develops a new generation of tiny switches called “memoristors” that 
can hold as much data as a whole disk drive.19
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•	 American popular culture is going worldwide and viral on the Internet. 
There will be more homogeneity but also more subcultures. Pop culture 
will be governed less by blockbuster hits than by niche hives.

•	 Blogs, Twitter, and social media will continue to be the venue of self-
expression and the vehicles of breaking news and influential opinion 
in an ever-more-democratized culture. Facebook wants to take over the 
web. New social media networks will arise and challenge it.

•	 Popular culture, archived in blogs and Twitter and other social media, is 
searchable and measurable.

•	 People will be more knowledgeable, though not necessarily wiser.

•	 But there will be a proliferation of bad information, rumor, and false-
hoods.

•	 There will be more cybercrime and hacking.

•	 The power structure will change, breaking the grip of established insti-
tutions on culture and giving more power to the ordinary person. This 
turns on its head Karl Marx’s famous pronouncement that the class that 
owns the means of material production also has control over the means 
of mental production. Increasingly on the Internet the means of mental 
production are in the hands of users. But they are still subject to power-
ful forces that control the structure of the Internet.

•	 It will be harder to take over the world because the Internet gives a 
voice to individuals and protest can be organized more quickly and ef-
ficiently.

•	 Privacy on the Internet is essentially over. But surveillance of our per-
sonal and private lives will increase because the Internet makes it so 
easy. One California school wants to tag its preschoolers with radio fre-
quency identification chips (RFID) so it can keep track of them.20 In 
China, anyone who wants to buy a SIM card (calling card) for a cell 
phone has to present identification, a regulation, analysts say, that just 
makes it easier for the government to censor unacceptable calls.21

•	 Everything that can go digital will: news, money, credit, postage, votes.

•	 People are dividing along the new fault line of personal choice the Inter-
net makes possible, rather than circumstances like race or wealth. They 
find support for their choices online (homeschooling, knitting groups, 
online dating, etc.).22

•	 More people will work at home.
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•	 Women will dominate social networks. They already make up 50 per-
cent of the population on Facebook, and they spend more time there than 
men do. Women purchase 85 percent of consumer goods, and 22 percent 
of women now shop online.23

•	 Smarter kids, harder to educate. Their attention span has adapted to a 
discontinuous mode of collecting information, and their respect for au-
thorship and sources has been eroded.

•	 A streamlined Main Street: fewer stores but an online presence.

•	 An increasingly isolated individual within the nuclear family.

•	 Identity will be decentered and multiple. “When your words or actions 
or art are available not only to your friends but to potentially thousands 
or even millions of strangers, it changes what you say, how you act, how 
you see yourself,” Harper’s senior editor Bill Wasik observes.24

There are more drastic predictions: “E-mail is dead,” according to Sheryl 
Sandberg, chief operating officer of Facebook. “The Web is dead”: Chris 
Anderson, editor of Wired. “Privacy is dead”: Scott McNealy of Sun Mi-
crosystems. “The computer is over”: Steve Jobs of Apple. “Paper is going 
away”: Nicholas Negroponte, Massachusetts Institute of Technology.25

How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Internet

Generally speaking, the more information and knowledge a society has, 
the more advanced it is, according to sociologist Gerhard Lenski, who 
posits technology and economics as the major determinants of cultural 
evolution.26 Yet a culture drowning in information as ours is now doesn’t 
yet really have the capacity to manage and use it to advantage. Critics 
contend that real knowledge is being weakened and fragmented by the as-
sault of information we’re subjected to online. Facts get slippery in such 
abundance, and rumors and propaganda take root. Even the Google Books 
project of scanning every book in every library into a database won’t give 
us knowledge.

We are living in a different world now, a virtual world to a large ex-
tent. If, as Clifford Geertz says, “Culture is a context,” ours is an unprec-
edented, unstable, and shifting context. As Sherry Turkle says in Life on 
the Screen, quoting anthropologist Victor Turner, we are in “a liminal mo-
ment,” on a boundary between the real and the virtual, a time of “tension, 
extreme reaction, and great opportunity.” Surrounded “with predictions of 
doom and predictions of imminent utopia,” we are learning to live with 
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contradictions that are not yet resolved and won’t be for some time.27 In 
his book The Crack-Up, novelist F. Scott Fitzgerald described this situa-
tion as a test, “the test of a first-rate intelligence,” which is “the ability to 
hold two opposed ideas in the mind at the same time and still retain the 
ability to function.”28

It’s the new normal.
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Welcome to the Revolution

Author Gary Shteyngart pictures our future in his novel, Super Sad 
True Love Story, where everybody in New York City wears an “apparat” 
around their necks, constantly in digital touch with what’s happening 
and streaming their own activities out to the Net.1 The novel’s 39-year-
old hero, Lenny, writes a blog diary throughout, worrying about his 
“Ohio-shaped bald spot,” getting older, and holding on to the new love 
he met in Rome, 24-year-old Korean American Eunice Park of Fort Lee, 
New Jersey. In contrast to Lenny’s old-style lengthy, ruminative blogs, 
Eunice texts him in cryptic cyberspeak. As the pair walk the streets 
of the city, their credit ratings, health status, and “hotness” scores are 
digitally flashed on street poles as they go by. In Central Park, a gov-
ernment army controls a riot by strafing in a helicopter, shooting at 
random. The Chinese have taken over America, and the dollar is now 
yuan-pegged.

Grim, but just one of many scenarios spawned by the digital revolution 
that’s sweeping the globe. Everything is changing, and we’re right in the 
middle of it. No one really knows where we’re headed and what the out-
come will eventually be. Artists, the “antennae of the race,” as poet Ezra 
Pound called them, have been trying to tell us for years what’s coming. The 
Whitney Museum Biennial has been filled with computer art in show after 
show. Artist Jenny Holzer’s digital messages—“technology will make or 
break us”—have flashed at us on the Times Square news crawl and on the 
facades of buildings, including St. Patrick’s Cathedral. William Gibson’s 
cyberpunk novels like Necromancer are starting to seem less like science 
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fiction and more like possibilities. Even Hollywood’s apocalyptic films 
seem more realistic than they used to.

The Singularity Institute for Artificial Intelligence in Silicon Valley is 
an organization devoted to the idea that the acceleration of technological 
progress will produce a singular event that will change everything. The in-
stitute, generously supported by Google, says we are entering “an era in 
which our intelligence will become increasingly nonbiological and trillions 
of times more powerful than it is today—the dawning of a new civiliza-
tion that will enable us to transcend our biological limitations and amplify 
our creativity.”2 By 2030, spokesman Raymond Kurzweil says, humans and 
machines will merge and “transcend all the limitations of our biology.”3 
Kurzweil, who invented a computer that composed music when he was 17 
and later came up with a print-scanning device that converts text to audio 
and allows the blind to read, predicts that technological progress in the 21st 
century will be 1,000 times greater than that in the 20th. By 2030, we’ll be 
able to back up our brains, regenerate organs, and live hundreds of years.4

With less dramatic pronouncements, the Pew Internet and American 
Life Project, reporting in 2010 on “The Future of the Internet IV,” polled 
technology and media gurus for their forecasts about what the Internet will 
look like by 2020. A sample:

“More-powerful mobile devices, ever-cheaper netbooks, virtualiza-
tion and cloud computing, reputation systems for social networking 
and group collaboration, sensors and other small systems reporting 
limited amounts of information, do-it-yourself embedded systems, 
robots, sophisticated algorithms for slurping up data and performing 
statistical analysis, visualization tools to report results of analysis, 
affective technologies, personalized and location-aware services, ex-
cellent facial and voice recognition, electronic paper, anomaly-based 
security monitoring, self-healing systems—that’s a reasonable list to 
get started with. Beyond five years, everything is wide open.” 

—Andy Oram, editor, O’Reilly Media

“The ability to connect to the web becomes ubiquitous. It will be-
come commonplace to be able to overlay reviews of a product simply 
by pointing a screen at it, or check the weather forecast by pointing 
your phone at the sky.” 

—Rich Osborne, web innovation officer, University of Exeter.

“By 2020 we will see next generation 3D HD Display technology, 
coupled with multi-modal sensor input application integration. This 
will include HDTV which can recognize and understand the viewers 
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using multi-modal (sight, sound, speech, touch) and services which 
help manage and personalize media.” 

—William Luciv, managing director,  
Viewpoint West Partners LLC

“It takes a generation, about 25 years, for the new ‘thing’ to really 
have its impact. At first society uses the new tool to better do what 
they have been doing. The generation raised with it finds totally new 
things and ways to do things. Thus we will be working in jobs that we 
cannot now see or define.” 

—Ed Lyell, former member Colorado State Board of Education 
and Telecommunications Advisory Commission.5

The Pew report found that the panel of technology experts (81 percent) 
thought that the Internet would enhance people’s intelligence by 2020, not 
make them dumber (referring to Nicholas Carr’s article, “Is Google Mak-
ing Us Stupid?” in the Atlantic). “As people have unprecedented access to 
more information, they will become smarter and make better choices.”6

Black Swans and Rough Beasts

The outlook for the future of the Internet seems exciting and hopeful. Yet 
one author, Nassim Nicholas Taleb, warns in his book, The Black Swan, of 
unforeseen crises (black swans) that can and do disrupt human history, for 
example, “the natural tendency of networks”—assemblages of elements 
called nodes that are somehow connected to one another by a link, as are 
airports, the World Wide Web, social connections, and electricity grids—
“to organize around an extremely concentrated architecture.” “Random 
insults to most parts of the network will not be consequential since they 
are likely to hit a poorly connected spot.” But it also makes networks more 
vulnerable to Black Swans, “especially if there is a problem with a major 
node,” as we have seen in electricity blackouts, in the financial meltdown 
of 2008, and on the Internet. Taleb says black swans have three main quali-
ties: They are unpredictable, they have a massive impact, and, afterward, 
we tend to view them as less random and more predictable than they were. 
Black swans are not all bad, but they can be devastating in other ways. For 
example, Google was a black swan, but so was 9/11. Black swans can open 
up opportunities as well as shut them down.7

Irish poet William Butler Yeats described an ominous future in his poem, 
“The Second Coming”: “What rough beast, its hour come round at last, 
slouches toward Bethlehem to be born?”8 A question the Internet doom-
sayers ask, though not so elegantly.
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The year 1984 came and went, and George Orwell’s predictions in his 
novel, 1984, did not come to pass. Nor did Y2K, the millennium turnover 
on computers that was supposed to shut the world down, amount to any-
thing. The future, as always, remains clouded. The pace of change is so 
swift that this microhistory of digital culture, midrevolution, can only re-
port on the right now, the Twitter-like “what’s happening,” and only guess 
at what form our culture will take. As Professor Ray Browne, the founder 
of the academic discipline of popular culture studies who is often credited 
with coining the term, has said, “Popular culture is one of the most change-
able aspects of our way of life. Literally here today and gone tomorrow. 
Popular culture is never static but always dynamic.” It is, he said, “the 
voice of the people—their practices, likes, and dislikes—the lifeblood”:

It is the everyday world around us: the mass media, entertainments 
and diversions. It is our heroes, icons, rituals, everyday actions, psy-
chology and religion—our total life picture. It is the way of living we 
inherit, practice, and modify as we please, and how we do it. It is the 
dreams we dream while asleep.9

He could have been talking about the Internet.
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