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It seems as if no company, executive, or institution truly understands how to survive and prosper in the internet age.

Except Google.

So, faced with most any challenge today, it makes sense to ask: WWGD? What would Google do?

In management, commerce, news, media, manufacturing, marketing, service industries, investing, politics, government, and even education and religion, answering that question is a key to navigating a world that has changed radically and forever.

That world is upside-down, inside-out, counterintuitive, and confusing. Who could have imagined that a free classified service could have had a profound and permanent effect on the entire newspaper industry, that kids with cameras and internet connections could gather larger audiences than cable networks could, that loners with keyboards could bring down politicians and companies, and that dropouts could build companies worth billions? They didn’t do it by breaking rules. They operate by new rules of a new age, among them:

 
	Customers are now in charge. They can be heard around the globe and have an impact on huge institutions in an instant.
 

	People can find each other anywhere and coalesce around you—or against you.
 

	The mass market is dead, replaced by the mass of niches.
 

	“Markets are conversations,” decreed The Cluetrain Manifesto, the seminal work of the internet age, in 2000. That means the key skill in any organization today is no longer marketing but conversing.
 

	We have shifted from an economy based on scarcity to one based on abundance. The control of products or distribution will no longer guarantee a premium and a profit.
 

	Enabling customers to collaborate with you—in creating, distributing, marketing, and supporting products—is what creates a premium in today’s market.
 

	The most successful enterprises today are networks—which extract as little value as possible so they can grow as big as possible—and the platforms on which those networks are built.
 

	Owning pipelines, people, products, or even intellectual property is no longer the key to success. Openness is.
 


 


Google’s founders and executives understand the change brought by the internet. That is why they are so successful and powerful, running what The Times of London dubbed “the fastest growing company in the history of the world.” The same is true of a few disruptive capitalists and quasi-capitalists such as Mark Zuckerberg, founder of Facebook; Craig Newmark, who calls himself founder and customer service representative—no joke—at craigslist; Jimmy Wales, cofounder of Wikipedia; Jeff Bezos, founder of Amazon; and Kevin Rose, creator of Digg. They see a different world than the rest of us and make different decisions as a result, decisions that make no sense under old rules of old industries that are now blown apart thanks to these new ways and new thinkers.

That is why the smart response to all this change is to ask what these disrupters—what Mark, Craig, Jimmy, Jeff, Kevin, and, of course, Google—would do. Google generously shares its own philosophy on its web site, setting out the “10 things Google has found to be true.” They are smart but obvious PowerPoint lines helpful in employee indoctrination (especially necessary when your headcount explodes by 50 percent in a year—to 16,000 at the end of 2007 and to 20,000 before the end of the following year): “Focus on the user and all else will follow,” Google decrees. “It’s best to do one thing really, really well…. Fast is better than slow…. You can make money without doing evil…. There’s always more information out there…. The need for information crosses all borders….” These are useful, but they don’t tell the entire story. There’s more to learn from watching Google.

The question I ask in the title is about thinking in new ways, facing new challenges, solving problems with new solutions, seeing new opportunities, and understanding a different way to look at the structure of the economy and society. I try to see the world as Google sees it, analyzing and deconstructing its success from a distance so we can apply what we learn to our own companies, institutions, and careers. Together, we will reverse-engineer Google. You can bring this same discipline to other competitors, companies, and leaders whose success you find puzzling but admirable. In fact, you must.

Google is our model for thinking in new ways because it is so singularly successful. Hitwise, which measures internet traffic, reported that Google had 71 percent share of searches in the United States and 87 percent in the United Kingdom in 2008. With its acquisition of ad-serving company DoubleClick in 2008, Google controlled 69 percent of online ad serving, according to Attributor, and 24 percent of online ad revenue, according to IDC. In the U.K., Google’s ad revenue grew past the largest single commercial TV entity, ITV, in 2008, and it is next expected to surpass the revenue of all British national newspapers combined. It is still exploding: Google’s traffic in 2007 was up 22.4 percent in a year. Google no longer says how many servers its runs—estimates run into the millions—and it has stopped saying how many pages it monitors, but when it started in 1998, it indexed 26 million pages; by 2000, it tracked one billion; and in mid-2008 it said it followed one trillion web addresses. In 2007 and again in 2008, says the Millward Brown BrandZ Top 100, Google was the number one brand in the world.

By contrast, Yahoo and AOL, each a former king of the online hill, are already has-beens. They operate under the old rules. They control content and distribution and think they can own customers, relationships, and attention. They create destinations and have the hubris to think customers should come to them. They spend a huge proportion of their revenue on marketing to get those people there and work hard to keep them there. Yahoo! is the last old-media company.

Google is the first post-media company. Unlike Yahoo, Google is not a portal. It is a network and a platform. Google thinks in distributed ways. It goes to the people. There are bits of Google spread all over the web. About a third of Google’s revenue—expected to total $20 billion in 2008—is earned not at Google.com but at sites all over the internet. Here’s how they do it: The Google AdSense box on the home page of my blog, Buzzmachine.com, makes me part of Google’s empire. Google sends me money for those ads. Google sends me readers via search. Google benefits by showing those readers more of its ads, which it can make more relevant, effective, and profitable because it knows what my site is about. I invited Google in because Google helps me do what I want to do.

I, in turn, help spread Google by putting its ads on my page and by embedding its YouTube videos, Google Maps, and Google search box on my blog. When I link to a page on the internet, I help Google understand what that page is about and how popular it is. I make Google smarter. With our clicks and links, we all do. Google is clever enough to organize that knowledge and take advantage of it. It exploits the wisdom of the crowd, and thereby respects us in the crowd. Google trusts us (well, most of us, except those damned spammers—but then Google has ways to ferret out the evil few among us). Google realizes that we are individuals who live in an almost infinite universe of small communities of interest, information, and geography. Google does not treat us as a mass. Google understands that the economy is made up of a mass of niches—that small is the new big. Google does not see itself as a product. It is a service, a platform, a means of enabling others that so far knows no limits.

As hard as it is to imagine today, Google could fail. It could grow too gangly to operate efficiently (I’ve heard rumblings from insiders that it’s getting harder to accomplish things quickly because the company is just so huge). It could grow so dominant that government regulators try to break it up. In 2008, the U.S. Justice Department hired a top litigator to investigate Google’s deal to serve ads on Yahoo and its dominance of the advertising market (though it should be noted that Google gained that position with the eager acquiescence of Yahoo, newspapers, and ad agencies). Google could also grow so big that it becomes hard to grow bigger; that’s already becoming the case. Google could lose our trust the moment it misuses the data it has about us or decides to use our growing dependence on it as a chokehold to charge us (as cable companies, phone companies, and airlines do). It could lose its way or just screw up. When Gmail had a rare moment of dysfunction, Google CEO Eric Schmidt reminded the world, “We’re not perfect.”

So don’t get hung up on trying to be Google, on mimicking what Google does. This book is about more than Google and its own rules and about more than technology and business. It’s about seeing the world as Google sees it, finding your own new worldview, and seeing differently. In that sense, this isn’t a book about Google. It’s a book about you. It is about your world, how it is changing for you, and what you can gain from that. It is hard to name an industry or institution—advertisers, airlines, retailers, auto makers, auto dealers, consumer-products brands, computer companies, fashion designers, telephone companies, cable operators, political candidates, government leaders, university educators—that should not be asking: What would Google do?

I will help you answer that question for your own world in the next section of this book, interpreting the wisdom of Google’s ways as a set of rules to live and do business by in any sector of society. Then, in the following section, I’ll illustrate how these laws can be applied across many companies, industries, and institutions, analyzing each as an exercise in thinking and acting differently. Finally, I examine how Googlethink is affecting our lives and the future of Generation Google. We begin by examining the new power structure in our economy and society, where we, the people, are suddenly in charge—empowered by Google.









Google Rules
 










New Relationship
 


Give the people control and we will use it
 Dell hell
 Your worst customer is your best friend
 Your best customer is your partner


 



Give the people control and we will use it
 

Before getting to Google’s laws, allow me to start with my own first law, learned on the internet:

Give the people control and we will use it. Don’t, and you will lose us.

That is the essential rule of the new age. Previously, the powerful—companies, institutions, and governments—believed they were in control, and they were. But no more. Now the internet allows us to speak to the world, to organize ourselves, to find and spread information, to challenge old ways, to retake control.

Of course, we want to be in control. When don’t you want to be the master of your work, business, home, time, and money? It’s your life. Why would you cede control to someone else if you didn’t have to? And once lost, wouldn’t you take it back if given a chance? This empowerment is the reason we get so much angrier today when we are forced to wait on hold for computer service or at home for the cable guy or on the tarmac to get to our destination. It is why we lash out at companies—now that we can—on the web. But it is also why, when we are treated with respect and given control, we customers can be surprisingly generous and helpful.

Many good books have hailed the rise of the new, empowered customer. In this book, we ask: What should you do about it? How should this power-shift change the ways companies, institutions, and managers work? How do you survive? How do you benefit? The answer—the first and most important lesson in this book—is this: Companies must learn that they are better off when they cede control to their customers. Give us control, we will use it, and you will win.

Dell hell
 

Here is a case study in Jarvis’ First Law involving Dell and me. But it isn’t about me, the angry customer. It is about how Dell transformed itself from worst to first in the era of customer control. Dell had been the poster child for what you should not do. Then it became a model for what you should do.

After I quit my job as a media executive and left my expense account behind, I had to buy a new laptop. I bought a Dell, because it was inexpensive and because Dell had a reputation for good customer service. To be safe, I paid extra for at-home service.

From the moment I first turned on the computer, it had problems. I’ll spare you the excruciating details of my shaggy laptop story. Suffice it to say that the computer had a number of bugs and I tried to fix them a number of times, spending countless hours on hold with people in faraway lands. Though I had paid for in-home service, I had to send the machine in to get it fixed, only to find something new wrong every time I got it back. Each time I dared to contact Dell, I had to start from square one: Sisyphus on hold. I never made progress. It drove me mad.

Finally, in hopeless frustration, I went to my blog in June 2005 and wrote a post under the headline, “Dell sucks.” Now that’s not quite as juvenile as it sounds, for if you search Google for any brand followed by the word “sucks,” you will find the Consumer Reports of the people. I wanted to add to the wisdom of the crowd—which Google now made possible. I wanted to warn off the next potential customer who was smart enough to search for “Dell sucks” before hitting the buy button (which I should have done in the first place; the knowledge was there, at Google—all I had to do was ask). There were already a few million results for “Dell sucks.” Mine was just one more. I didn’t think I could fix my problem this way. I didn’t think anything would come of it. But I got to vent steam. And that made me feel better. If I had known that my post would spark a popular movement and PR avalanche, I might have been more temperate in my language. But, hey, I was angry. This is what I blogged:


I just got a new Dell laptop and paid a fortune for the four-year, in-home service.

The machine is a lemon and the service is a lie.

I’m having all kinds of trouble with the hardware: overheats, network doesn’t work, maxes out on CPU usage. It’s a lemon.

But what really irks me is that they say if they sent someone to my home—which I paid for—he wouldn’t have the parts, so I might as well just send the machine in and lose it for 7–10 days—plus the time going through this crap. So I have this new machine and paid for them to FUCKING FIX IT IN MY HOUSE and they don’t and I lose it for two weeks.

DELL SUCKS. DELL LIES. Put that in your Google and smoke it, Dell.


 


Then something amazing happened. At first a few, then a score, then dozens and hundreds and eventually thousands of people rallied around and shouted, “What he says!” They left comments on my blog. They wrote blog posts elsewhere and linked to mine, spreading my story to thousands, perhaps millions more, and expanding Dell’s anti–fan club. They emailed me, telling me their sad sagas in excruciating detail—and some continue to email me to this day.

The tale took on a life of its own as links led to more links and to a broader discussion about blogs, customers, and companies. We bloggers decided this was a test: Was Dell reading blogs? Was it listening? Houston Chronicle tech columnist Dwight Silverman did what reporters do: He called Dell to ask for its policy on blogs. “Look, don’t touch,” was the official reply. If customers want to talk to Dell, the spokeswoman said, they should talk to the company on its site, on its terms. But Dell’s customers were already talking about Dell away from its site and control, on their own terms.

Soon, my blog posts were appearing progressively higher in Google search results for Dell, reaching the precious first page, only a few slots behind the link to Dell’s home page. The conversation about my blog post was beginning to damage Dell’s brand.

About this time, Dell’s vital signs began falling. Customer-satisfaction ratings fell. Revenue results disappointed analysts. The share price dove, eventually losing half its value from about the time this saga began. That wasn’t entirely my fault. I swear it wasn’t. Though some have given me credit or blame for cutting Dell down to size, it’s not true. I hardly did a thing. All I did was write a blog post that became a gathering point for many of my fellow frustrated Dell customers. They now stood beside me brandishing pitchforks and torches, brought together by the coalescing power of the internet, blogs, and Google. They were the people—not me—who should have been heeded by the company and by the analysts and reporters covering it. They told the real story of what was happening to Dell.

Two months after my Dell hell began, in August 2005, BusinessWeek told the tale in print. Under the headline, “Dell: In the bloghouse,” the magazine wrote:


PC industry circles have been buzzing in recent months that Dell’s customer support is slipping—a claim bolstered on Aug. 16 by a University of Michigan study that showed a hefty decline in customer satisfaction from a year ago. So the last thing Dell needed was for someone to turn the customer-service issue into a cause célèbre.

Enter Jeff Jarvis.


 


About this time, I managed to get a refund for my laptop, though not as the result of blogging. I had sent an email to the company’s head of marketing and, for snarky good measure, its chief ethics officer. The nice and patient lady whose job it is to talk to the irritants who get through to vice presidents called to offer help. She reached me on my mobile phone, I swear, just as I was in a computer store shopping for my Mac. She offered to exchange my computer for a new Dell laptop. I told her that I had lost trust in the company’s products and services and just wanted my money back. She gave it to me.

And so, that August, I shipped the machine back and believed my Dell odyssey had ended. In what I thought was the final act in my silicon opera, I blogged an open letter to Michael Dell offering sincere and, I believed, helpful advice about bloggers and customers, who are more often now one and the same.


Your customer satisfaction is plummeting, your market share is shrinking, and your stock price is deflating.

Let me give you some indication of why, from one consumer’s perspective…The bottom line is that a low-price coupon may have gotten me to buy a Dell, but your product was a lemon and your customer service was appalling….

I’m typing this on an Apple PowerBook. I also have bought two more Apples for our home.

But you didn’t just lose three PC sales and me as a customer.

Today, when you lose a customer, you don’t lose just that customer, you risk losing that customer’s friends. And thanks to the internet and blogs and consumer rate-and-review services, your customers have lots and lots of friends all around the world.


 


I told him about my fellow customers who’d chimed in with their complaints. I suggested he should have interns—better yet, vice presidents—reading what the world was saying about the company in the blogosphere. I also mentioned the big-time press, including BusinessWeek, that had picked up the story. Mocking Dell’s own commercials, Fast Company magazine turned customer complaint online into a verb: “You got Dell’d.”

But the tale I really loved, which I recounted in my open letter, came from Rick Segal, a blogging venture capitalist in Toronto who sat next to a couple of bank tellers in his office building’s food court and heard them discussing the saga. That is how easily things spread online. Segal blogged the scene:


Lady one: “I was going to buy a new Dell but did you hear about Jeff Jarvis and the absolute hell he is going through with them?” Lady two: “Yeah, I know, the IT guy told me that….”


 


Segal had his own advice for Dell. “The pay-attention part: Lots of people (Dell?) are making the assumption that ‘average people’ or ‘the masses’ don’t really see/read blogs so we take a little heat and move on. Big mistake.” My advice for Dell continued with four simple tips:

 
	Read blogs. Go to Technorati, Icerocket, Google, Bloglines, Pubsub, [search engines for blogs] and search for Dell and read what they’re saying about you. Get it out of your head that these are “bloggers,” just strange beasts blathering. These are consumers, your marketplace, your customers—if you’re lucky. They are just people. You surely spend a fortune on consumer research, on surveys and focus groups and think tanks to find out what people are thinking. On blogs, they will tell you for free. All you have to do is read them. All you have to do is listen.
 

	Talk with your consumers. One of your executives said you have a look-don’t-touch policy regarding blogs. How insulting that is: You ignore your consumers? You act as if we’re not here? How would you like it if you gave someone thousands of dollars and they ignored you? You’re not used to being treated that way. Neither are we. It’s just rude. These bloggers care enough to talk about your products and service and brands. The least you can do is engage them and join the conversation. You will learn more than any think tank can ever tell you about what the market thinks of your products. But go to the next step: Ask your consumers what they think you should do. You’ll end up with better products and you’ll do a better job selling them to more satisfied customers who can even help each other, if you’ll let them. It’s good business, gentlemen.
 

	Blog. If Microsoft and Sun and even GM, fercapitalismsake, can have their smartest [executives] blogging, so why shouldn’t you? Or the better question: Why should you? Because it’s a fad? No. Because it will make you cool with your kids? No. Blog because it shows that you are open and unafraid—no, eager—to engage your consumers, eye-to-eye.
 

	Listen to all your bad press and bad blog PR and consumer dissatisfaction and falling stock price and to the failure of your low-price strategy and use that blog to admit that you have a problem. Then show us how you are going to improve quality and let us help. Make better computers and hire customer service people who serve customers.
 


 


“If you join the conversation your customers are having without you,” I concluded, “it may not be too late.” At last count, there were more than 600 responses to that blog post alone from fellow customers. One said: “I didn’t know Dell had dropped the ball as far as quality was concerned. A few years ago, I would still be in the dark. The new grapevine is a great thing for consumers.”

That was that, or so I thought. But eight months later, in April 2006, Dell began doing what I suggested and what others said would have been expensive and impractical: The company dispatched technical support staff to reach out to bloggers who had complaints, offering to solve problems, one at a time. Guess what happened: When technicians fixed bloggers’ issues, Dell was rewarded with pleasantly surprised blog buzz. Bad PR turned good. Dell discovered that, contrary to what skeptics thought, this direct conversation with customers was an efficient way to learn about problems and solve them.

That July, Dell started its own blog, Direct2Dell. It got off to a rocky start, doling out promotion of the company and its products and not addressing the many elephants in its room. But after a few weeks, chief company blogger Lionel Menchaca entered the discussion with disarming directness and openness, linking and responding to Dell’s critics and promising: “Real people are here and we’re listening.” He publicly discussed the case of an “infamous flaming notebook”—a computer whose battery exploded and caught fire rather spectacularly, pictures of which had sped around the internet (leading to a recall that also hit other computer manufacturers). He brought in other executives to be answerable to customers for ecommerce, product design, and, yes, customer service. The company dispatched staff to read blogs and comment on them. Later it enabled customers to rate and review products—positively and negatively—on Dell’s site. Dell was listening and it was speaking in a new and credible human voice.

In February 2007, Michael Dell ordered the launch of IdeaStorm, a site where customers could tell Dell what to do, discussing and voting on the community’s favorite ideas. There the company not only listened but acted. Customers wanted Dell to make computers for consumers with the open Linux operating system instead of Microsoft Windows. Dell’s people fretted about problems that could arise if they installed one flavor of Linux versus another, but customers told them which way to go. Dell worried about supporting the new operating system, but customers said there was a community in place to handle that. Today, Dell sells Linux computers. In a later interview, Michael Dell acknowledged that selling Linux machines might not be a huge business, but it was an important symbolic act, the mark of a new partnership between company and customer.

I don’t mean to take credit for Dell’s transformation, only to note that Dell was now doing everything I had suggested in my open letter: reading and reaching out to bloggers, blogging itself, enabling customers to tell the company what to do, and doing it. So I had to give Dell credit: It was on the right road. Dell had joined the conversation.

The following April, I met Dell blogger Menchaca, who’d read on my blog that I was headed to Austin, in Dell’s backyard, for a conference. He invited me out for beer with colleagues. On the way to the bar, Menchaca called his mother and told her that he was going to meet that blogger, Jeff Jarvis. Her response: “Are you sure you’re going to be all right, dear?” My reputation had preceded me. But the Dell team came unarmed, as did I, and they convinced me that they had learned from the blogstorm around them and were using it to build a new relationship with their customers.

In the fall of 2007, I went to Dell headquarters in Round Rock, Texas, to interview Michael Dell for BusinessWeek and hear the company’s turnaround story. As we sat down to talk, Dell wasn’t exactly warm—that may just be the way he is (it’s a CEO thing) or the problem could have been me (after all, I was the guy who’d raised hell). He began: “We screwed up, right?” He followed that confession with CEO bromides: “You gotta go back to the root cause and how to solve these things so they don’t occur.”

But eventually, Dell started to sound like a blogger himself. He might as well have had my first law etched in brass on his desk. “There are lots of lessons here for companies,” he told me. “The simple way to think about it is, these conversations are going to occur whether you like it or not. OK? Well, do you want to be part of that, or not? My argument is, you absolutely do. You can learn from that…. And you can be a better company by listening and being involved in that conversation.”

Of course, the company did more than blog to get itself out of trouble. Dell spent $150 million in 2007 beefing up its justifiably maligned customer-support call centers. Dick Hunter, former head of manufacturing, left retirement to head customer service and brought a factory-floor zeal for management and measurement to the task. The company had been judging phone-center employees on their “handle time” per call, but Hunter realized this metric only motivated them to transfer callers, getting rid of complaining customers and making them someone else’s problem. Customers stood a 45 percent chance of being transferred; Hunter reduced that to 18 percent. More frightening, 7,000 of Dell’s 400,000 customers calling each week suffered transfers seven times or more.

Instead of tracking “handle time,” Hunter began to measure the minutes per resolution of a problem. Resolution in one call became the goal. He began a pilot program to reach out to 5,000 selected New Yorkers (if you can make it there…) before they had problems, hoping to replace brothers-in-law as their trusted advisers with a Dell expert. He insisted Dell could have direct relationships with at least half its 20 million customers.

At the same time, technicians were reaching out to bloggers to fix problems. More and more, I saw bloggers post amazed reactions when a published complaint led to contact from Dell and a solution. Adam Kalsey blogged about his problems reinstalling Microsoft’s operating system in an old Dell machine and got immediate comment online from Brad, a Dell customer advocate, who fixed everything. Kalsey then blogged: “I’d heard from Jeff Jarvis that Dell was working hard to reverse their image of poor customer service. It’s obvious that they’re really trying to go the extra mile…. A year ago I recommended that a consulting client not buy Dell hardware (they did anyway). Now I couldn’t imagine recommending anything else. Great work Dell and Brad.” Group hug.

I asked the Dell team whether this approach was efficient, fixing problems one blog kvetch at a time. They insisted yes. When bloggers explained their problems, technicians could get right to the issue. Both the customer and the company saved time and money on the phone.

Dell’s online PR turned around. After starting the program, by Dell’s calculations, negative blog buzz dropped from 49 percent to 22 percent. That is, half the blog posts mentioning Dell had been negative before the outreach began; afterwards, only about a fifth of them were.

There are many lessons to be gleaned from Dell’s saga: the danger of a mob forming around you in an instant if you treat your customers badly, the need to listen to and trust your customers, the benefits of collaborating with them, their generosity as a basis of a new relationship—all topics we will return to in subsequent chapters. But the primary lesson of Dell’s story is this: Though we in business have said for years that the customer knows best and that the customer is boss, now we have to mean it. The customer is in control. If the customer isn’t in control, there’ll be hell to pay.

Your worst customer is your best friend
 

Now let’s live out your worst nightmare—the day a blogstorm hits you—and see what you can learn from Dell to survive the crisis and emerge the better for it, having built a new relationship with your customers and the public.

Start at Google. Go there now, search for yourself—your company, your brands, even your own name—and find out what people are saying about you. If you haven’t done it already, perform the same search at blog search engines Technorati, Icerocket, and Blogpulse, plus YouTube, Twitter (a blogging platform for short messages) and Facebook (where you may find groups formed for or against your company).

Now respond to people. Don’t rely on an intern or a PR company to make the search and the contact. Do it yourself. Be yourself. Find someone who has a problem. Find out more about the problem by engaging in conversation. Solve it. Learn from it. Then tell people what you learned. You might have had such exchanges over the years via letters, phone calls, and underlings. But now the conversation will occur in public, as will your education. Don’t be frightened. That’s a good thing.

Let’s say you find a customer—call him Angry Jim—who had a problem with your product—call it your eWidget. Jim writes on his blog that he got a lemon and shoddy service. He couldn’t return it. The warranty was no help. He says in choice language that you don’t give a damn about your customers.

Imagine all that Angry Jim could do online. He could complain on his blog and then start a site devoted to your problems—call it fWidget.com. As soon as he posts, a countdown starts as he and his readers wonder how long it will take you to notice and act. Jim may share the record of his interaction with your company, chronicling every phone call—including a log of hold time and what it cost him—and every automated, form-letter email. He can post audio of the calls, complete with repeated recorded reminders that his business matters to you. To spread his word, he will leave comments on related blogs and message boards and in Amazon reviews. He might make a YouTube video mashing up an eWidget commercial with his own message and jingle. If it’s funny, it will spread. He can publish automated lists of other sites that are linking to him; this serves to gather his mob. Next, Jim could mobilize his fellow victims to take pictures of their busted widgets for Flickr. They could form a Facebook group devoted to complaining about eWidgets. When Jim finds an audience, his fWidget.com will rise on Google search results for eWidget. He’s now competing to define your brand. It can’t get worse but it does when a reporter calls asking about fWidget.com. Even if you don’t listen to the conversation about you, reporters and competitors will. If you didn’t think the problem was in the public before, you can be sure it will be now.

So what do you do? Run? Hide? Curse the lout? Sue him? Up your ad spending? Hire PR companies to just do something about this mess? Wait for it to go away? Look up your golden-parachute clause? You could try all that, but it won’t do any good, not anymore. Your customers know where you are; you can’t hide from them. Everything you and your employees do is being watched and made public in an instant. You have one chance to do the right thing, to rescue yourself. What will you do?

If I were you, I’d email Jim. Yes, he said nasty things about your widget. You may think he’s an unreasonable complainer. You may fear that everything you say can and will be used against you in the court of public opinion (and you’d be right). You hate the idea of not being in control of this conversation. But remember: When you hand over control, you start winning.

Tell Jim that you want to understand the problem and fix it and that you’re grateful for his help. He is helping you. He could just as easily have deserted you as a customer. Instead, he’s telling you what went wrong and how to fix it. Keep in mind that if your employees had listened, things wouldn’t have gotten this far. It escalated because Jim found himself talking to a brick wall with your brand on it. He wants to like your product; that’s the reason he bought it. I’d draw as much knowledge, experience, and perspective out of customer Jim as I could—both because you will learn and because he will note that you are listening. Finally, I would encourage him to blog about the conversation and make it public (you won’t have to invite him). Oh, and FedEx him a few new eWidgets for free.

Now comes the hard part. You have a company and a culture that are broken or this blogstorm would not have built up. Nobody gave a damn about your new buddy Jim, which really means that they didn’t protect your reputation, brand, and business. I would call in all your C-people and project Jim’s blog on the screen. Some execs will quibble with Jim: He voided his warranty; he called when it’s the middle of the night in India; he didn’t read the instructions; he’s a complainer. But if Jim were a lone whiner, no mob would have gathered around him. His message rang true to too many customers.

Some executives will rely on reflexes: hiring consultants, making media appearances, updating the web site. Ignore them. It’s time for new ways. Start by having your executives make the same searches you did, assigning their best people—nicest, most knowledgeable, most open—to solve every problem they find: repair, replace, or refund, whatever the customer wants. The cost is sure to be lower than the PR damage that could occur should the storm grow.

Next, I suggest you start a blog, where you openly and forthrightly share the problem and the solutions as they occur. I see no reason why a CEO should not open a direct conversation with the public. What’s to fear from your own customers? Having set that example, the CEO can expect other executives and employees down the ranks to enter into the same conversation and learn from it. That will do more to change the culture—to finally make it customer-focused and mean it—than a dozen consultants, a hundred off-sites, or a million ad impressions.

Oh, and in that first blog post, don’t forget to thank Jim.

Your best customer is your partner
 

Jim, no longer angry, will tell his blog friends about your turnaround. Having been heard, he will share more ideas about improving your products and company. Jim cares. He’s not the enemy. He’s a customer, even an advocate. Jim is your friend. Now the challenge—and opportunity—is to open the door to many Jims. The complementary challenge is to reorganize and reorient every division of the company—design, production, marketing, sales, customer support—around this new relationship with the people you used to call consumers but now should transform into partners.

Handing this new relationship over to one department—just customer service or PR or marketing—will not work. Outsourcing it to some crisis management PR company or ad agency will make matters even worse. You have to transform your relationship with your public in every quarter of the organization. This new relationship—this partnership—should take over business-to-business companies, political campaigns, government agencies, universities, charities, any institution or enterprise.

To start, follow Dell’s leads: blog, interact with bloggers, enable customers to critique your products, enable them to share ideas. Next, involve them in the genesis of your products, even your design process (an idea we will return to later in the chapter, “The Googlemobile”). In this hypothetical, why not take the next design of the eWidget—eWidget 2.0, of course—and make it public? Put it all out there: research, service reports, needs, design concepts, sketches, specifications, and new ideas. Go ahead, try it. The product is already in trouble. What could it hurt? I suppose your detractors and competitors might say that the eWidget is in such trouble, it means you’re desperate. But that won’t happen if your customers join the process with you, add value to the product, and take ownership of it. Then you’ll get the last laugh.

You may extend this new relationship in many ways, such as inviting your customers to provide support, even marketing, and perhaps enabling customers to use your company as a platform to build their own companies. Through the rest of this book, we will return to the theme of this chapter—relationships—often. That is because the single greatest transformative power of the internet and Google has little to do with technology or media or even business. It’s about people and making new connections among them. It all comes back to relationships.
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The link changes everything
 

On the morning of September 11, 2001, I was on the last train into the World Trade Center from New Jersey, arriving just as the first of the terrorists’ jets hit the north tower. Though I hadn’t worked as a reporter for years, I was still a journalist and worked for a news company, so I decided to stay at what was clearly a big story—I didn’t yet realize how big or how dangerous. I gathered notes on the scene and talked with survivors, calling my reports into my employer’s news sites and newspapers. An hour later, I stood about a block from the edge of the World Trade Center site as the south tower collapsed. The cloud of destruction outran me. Blinded by the debris and covered in it, I was blessed to find refuge in a bank building. I then made my way on foot to Times Square, where I wrote my news story and finally, thank God, found my way home.

The next day, I had more to say about what I had seen and felt and the news around it, so I decided to start a blog. I had read blogs. I had also arranged my employer’s investment in the company that started Blogger and popularized the form (it was bought by Google in 2003). I hadn’t blogged myself, because I thought I had nothing to say. After 9/11, I did. So I planned to write the blog for a few weeks, until I ran out of memories.

But after writing my first posts, I learned a lesson that would change forever my view of media and my career; it would eventually lead to this book. A few bloggers in Los Angeles read what I had written, wrote about it on their blogs, and linked to me. I responded and linked to them. At that moment, a gong clanged over my head. I realized we were having a conversation—a distributed conversation, happening in different places at different times, which was made possible by the link. Soon enough, through Google’s search, I could find other threads of the discussion around 9/11 and what I was writing. I saw a new structure of media: two-way and collaborative. I realized that this structure would redefine commerce, marketing, politics, government, education—the world. The link and search created the means to find anything and connect anyone. Now everyone could speak and all could hear. It enabled people to organize around any interest, task, need, market, or cause. The link and search started a revolution, and the revolution had only just begun.

Meg Hourihan, one of the creators of Blogger, wrote a groundbreaking essay in 2002, explaining the building blocks of this new system. (You can find it by searching Google for the title, “What We’re Doing When We Blog.”) Hourihan argued that the atomic unit of media online was no longer the publication or the page, with their old-media presumptions, but the blog post, which usually contains a discrete idea. Each post has a permalink, an address where it should be found forever so it can be linked to from anywhere. Hourihan realized that the permalink was both a means of organizing information and a way to build social networks on top of our distributed conversations. That is what happened when those bloggers in Los Angeles linked to my posts. We had a conversation, became friends, and even ended up doing business together. Our links connected us. “As with free speech itself,” Hourihan wrote, “what we say isn’t as important as the system that enables us to say it.”

This system requires that everything about you, your product, your business, and your message has a place online with a permanent address so people can search and find you, then point to you, respond to you, and even distribute what you have to say. More than a home page, it’s a home for every bit of what you do. Through what you put online, you will join with other people—friends, customers, constituents—in networks made possible by links, networks built on platforms such as Blogger and Google. You can now connect with people directly, without middlemen. The link and search are simple to use, but their impact is profound.

Do what you do best and link to the rest
 

The link changes every business and institution.

It’s easiest to illustrate its impact on news. If the news business were invented today, post-link, everything about it—how news is gathered and shared and even how a story is structured—would be different. For example, in print, reporters are taught to include a background paragraph that sums up all that came before this article, just in case a reader missed something. But online, reporters can link to history rather than repeat it, because one reader might need to know more than a paragraph could impart whereas another reader, already informed, may not want to waste time on repetition. There are more uses of the link. When quoting from an interview, shouldn’t a story link to the transcript or to the subject’s site? If another news organization gets the only picture of a news event, shouldn’t readers expect a complete story to link to it?

The link changes the structure and economics of a news organization. Every paper doesn’t need its own golf writer when it’s easier and cheaper to link to better tournament coverage at sports sites—freeing up resources that could be better used locally. Every paper doesn’t need a local movie critic when movies are national and we are all critics. Papers should not devote resources to the commodified news we already know. They need to find new efficiencies, thanks to the link.

The link changes the structure of the industry. If a paper is going to stand out—if it wants people to find its content via search and links—then it needs to create stories with unique value. If they are to survive, newspapers must concentrate their resources where they matter, sending readers to others for the rest of the news. In short: Do what you do best and link to the rest.

Outside of media, retailers should link to manufacturers for product information. Manufacturers should link to customers who are talking about their products. Authors should link to experts (if only books enabled links). Headhunters, conferences, industry associations, and universities should use links to connect people who share needs, knowledge, and interests.

For almost every industry and institution, the link forces specialization. The notion of providing a one-size-fits-all product that does everything for everyone is a vestige of an era of isolation. Back then, Texans couldn’t get the news directly from The New York Times, the Guardian, or the BBC, but today they can. Chicagoans couldn’t buy great hot sauce in the local A&P, but now they can go online and buy it from HotSauce.com. These same pressures of specialization have killed generalist department stores—first with niche competitors in the mall and now with highly targeted retailers online. Serving masses, as we’ll explore, is no longer the be all and end all of business. Serving targeted masses of niches—as Google does—is the future.

The specialization brought on by the link fosters collaboration—I’ll do what I do and you’ll fill in my blanks. It creates new opportunities to curate—when there are hundreds of lighting stores online or a thousand sites about Paris, there’s a need for someone to organize them, linking to the best. And specialization creates a demand for quality—if you’re going to concentrate on one market or service, you’d better be the best so people link to you, you rise in Google search results, and people can find and click on you.

In retail, media, education, government, and health—everything—the link drives specialization, quality, and collaboration, and it changes old roles and creates new ones. The link changes the fundamental architecture of societies and industries the way steel girders and rails changed how cities and nations were built and how they operated. Google makes links work. Google is the U.S. Steel of our age.

Join a network
 

Industries and institutions, in their most messianic moments, tend to view the internet in their own image: Retailers think of the internet as a store—a catalog and a checkout. Marketers see it as their means to deliver a brand message. Media companies see it as a medium, assuming that online is about content and distribution. Politicians think it is conduit for their campaign messages and fundraising (and a new way to deliver junk mail). Cable and phone companies hope the internet is just their next pipe to own.

They all want to control the internet because that is how they view their worlds. Listen to the rhetoric of corporate value: Companies own customers, control distribution, make exclusive deals, lock out competitors, keep trade secrets. The internet explodes all those points of control. It abhors centralization. It loves sea level and tears down barriers to entry. It despises secrecy and rewards openness. It favors collaboration over ownership. The once-powerful approach the internet with dread when they realize they cannot control it.

The internet adds networks of links over society, connecting people with information, action, and each other. It is in those connections that value is created, efficiency is found, knowledge is grown, and relationships are formed. Every link and every click is a connection, and with every connection, a network is born or grows stronger. That’s how the internet spun its web, as the network of networks.

The more connections there are, the greater the value. You’ve certainly heard the old saw of network theory: One fax machine is worth nothing as it can talk to nothing, two are worth twice as much, and connecting millions of fax machines makes each one worth exponentially more (while the economies of scale—and the market for overpriced ink cartridges—also make each one cheaper to buy). The network is greater than the sum of its machines, but that’s just a one-dimensional network: one machine talks to one machine one-way and once. The internet is a three-dimensional space of reciprocal links whose value multiplies with use and time. Google is the chief agent of that value creation.

Google performs this alchemy via search, of course: Seek and ye shall find anything you want in fractions of a second. Each time that happens—4.4 billion times a month in 2008 in the United States alone, according to Nielsen—another connection is made between a person and information or another person. Google creates a virtuous circle: The more we click on search results, the smarter Google gets; the smarter it gets, the better its results are, and the more we use Google.

Google supports its economy of clicks and links with ads, which appear on sites as small as my blog and as mighty as NYTimes.com; almost anyone can join its ad network. If Google thought like an old-media company—like, say, Time Inc. or Yahoo—it would have controlled content, built a wall around it, and tried to keep us inside. Instead, it opened up and put its ads anywhere, building an advertising network so vast and powerful that it is overtaking both the media and advertising industries even as it collaborates with and powers them online. There’s Google’s next virtuous circle: The more Google sends traffic to sites with its ads, the more money it makes; the more money those sites make, the more content they can create for Google to organize. Google also helps those sites by giving them content and functionality: maps, widgets, search pages, YouTube videos. Google feeds the network to make the network grow.

I am surprised that old media companies have not tried to copy Google’s model—that is, creating open networks. But one new media company is building such a network. Glam is a web of women’s sites covering fashion, health, celebrity, and more. In only two years, Glam grew to be the biggest women’s brand online. As of this writing, it has more than 43 million users a month in the U.S. and more than 81 million worldwide according to comScore, surpassing the former queen of the hill, iVillage, with 18 million. iVillage, like Yahoo, operates under the old-media model: create or control content, market to bring in readers, and show them ads until they leave. Glam instead built a network of more than 600 independent sites, some created by lone bloggers, some by bigger media companies. Glam sells ads on those sites and shares revenue with them. Glam also replicates the best of the network’s content at Glam.com, selling ads there—at a higher rate—and sharing that revenue, too. Glam gives its member sites technology and content to make them better. It gives them traffic and they give each other traffic, pointing to sister sites in the network. The more traffic each site gets, the more traffic it has to send around—that is the network effect, another virtuous circle. Glam also gives its sites prestige, for unlike Google, it is selective. Glam’s editors find sites they like and highlight the best of the content, making Glam a curated content and ad network. That allows Glam to tell skittish advertisers that their messages will appear in a quality, safe environment, and advertisers will pay more for that.

There’s another big advantage to Glam’s network approach: cost. It need not hire expensive staff to create its wealth of content nor does it have to pay to license that content. At first, Glam guaranteed minimum payments to some sites—an investment that amounted to paying for content to get started—but it later eliminated those guarantees. Now it is a network of mutual benefit: The better content its sites create, the more traffic they get; the more traffic they can send around the network, the more Glam can sell ads at higher rates. Media companies should ask, WWGD? What would Glam do?

To be clear: Glam’s no Google, at least not yet. It’s not profitable and in 2008 was still taking venture capital—from, among others, the German publisher Burda—and investing in growth and technology. Its sites and their content can stand improvement. But I believe the model has legs and I’m no longer alone. The Guardian, Reuters, and Forbes each started blog ad networks to expand their content and advertising opportunities while their core businesses are challenged. These companies are taking a lesson from Google and its understanding of the networked architecture. I will argue later that restaurants and retail stores, certainly governments and universities, and even airlines and possibly insurance markets can operate like networks, creating more value when they create more connections in their worlds.

In 2005, I joined a roundtable held by the venture-capital firm Union Square Ventures in New York to talk about peer production and the creation of open networks and platforms. Counterintuitive lessons swirled around the room as entrepreneurs, investors, and academics analyzed the success of companies built this way. Across the table sat Tom Evslin, the unsung hero of the web who made the internet explode when, as head of AT&T Worldnet, he set pricing for unlimited internet access at a flat $19.95 per month, turning off the ticking clock on internet usage, lowering the cost for users, and addicting us all to the web.

Evslin gave a confounding lesson on networks. Explosive web companies—Skype, eBay, craigslist, Facebook, Amazon, YouTube, Twitter, Flickr, and Google itself—don’t charge users as much as the market will bear. They charge as little as they can bear. That is how they maximize growth and value for everyone in the network. Evslin used an ad network to illustrate the value of building scale in this manner. An ad network that extracts the minimum commission it can afford out of ad sales for member sites will grow larger because more sites will join this network than its greedier competitors. Ad networks need a critical mass of audience before they can sell to top-tier advertisers, which pay higher rates. So charging less commission to grow larger can yield more ad sales at better prices.

It gets even more head-scratching: Evslin argued that if the company that runs the network is too profitable, it will attract competitors that will undercut it and steal market share. “If you’re doing well but running at or close to breakeven,” he explained later on his blog at TomEvslin.com, “you’ve made it impossible for anybody to undercut you without running at a deficit.” To sum up Evslin’s law of networks: Extract the minimum value from the network so it will grow to maximum size and value—enabling its members to charge more—while keeping costs and margins low to block competitors.

That’s not how many old networks operate. Cable companies wrap their wires around us to squeeze maximum fees out. Ditto for phone companies, newspapers, and retailers. Charging what the market would bear made perfect sense for them. But now they face competition from next-generation networks. Skype—which at the end of 2007 had 276 million accounts in 28 languages—exploded as a free service before it added paid features that drastically undercut old phone companies. Its founders pulled value out of the business when eBay bought it. eBay itself had created a new retail marketplace by extracting little from each sale. Once eBay thought it was alone at the top, though, it started raising fees—but that allowed online retail competitors Amazon and Etsy to steal away merchants.

Evslin’s poster child for network growth is craigslist. It foregoes revenue for most listings in most markets—charging just for job listings and for real estate ads in a few cities—and that made it the marketplace for most listings. “If Craig now attempted to maximize revenue by charging for a substantially higher percentage of ads, a door would be cracked open for competition,” Evslin said. “There is no chance at current rates for a competitor to steal Craig’s listings (and readers) by charging less.” This is the economy in which Google operates. It had no revenue model for its first few years until it happened into advertising. “Bank users, not money,” was Google vice president Marissa Mayer’s advice on building new products and networks. She said in a 2006 talk at Stanford that Google doesn’t worry about business models as it rolls out products. “We worry a lot about whether or not we have users.” That is because on the web, “money follows consumers.”

At the New York roundtable, an entrepreneur quoted legendary Israeli investor Yossi Vardi, who said that when he launched the pioneering instant-messaging service ICQ (later bought by AOL), he cared only about growing. “Revenue was a distraction,” he decreed. This doctrine of growth over revenue was mangled in the web 1.0 bubble, when new companies spent too much of investors’ money on marketing so they’d look big, only to collapse when money ran out and users vanished. Today’s web 2.0 method for growth is to forgo paying for marketing and instead create something so great that users distribute it—it goes viral. Once it’s big, then it can find the revenue. That money may not come directly from users in the form of fees or subscriptions but may come from advertising, ticket sales, merchandise sales, or from the value that is created from what the network learns—data than can be sold. I discuss such side doors for revenue later in the book.

Network economics may be confounding, but networks themselves are simple. They are just connections. You already operate in many networks. Go find the biggest whiteboard you can and draw your networks from various perspectives: First draw your company with all its relationships: customers, suppliers, marketers, regulators, competitors. Now draw a network from your customers’ perspective and see where you fit in. Next draw your personal network inside and outside your company and industry. Draw your own company not as a boxy organizational chart but as a network with its many connections. In each, note where value is exchanged and captured (when you sell, you get revenue; when you talk with customers, you gain knowledge; when you meet counterparts, you make connections). Now examine how these networks can grow, how you can make more connections in each, how each connection can be more valuable for everyone. No longer see yourself as a box with one line up and a few lines down. Instead, put yourself in a cloud of connections that lights up each time a link is made, so the entire cloud keeps getting bigger, denser, and brighter—and more valuable. Then your world starts to look like Google’s.

Be a platform
 

Networks are built atop platforms. The internet is a platform, as is Google, as are services such as photo site Flickr, blogging service WordPress.com, payment service PayPal, self-publishing company Lulu.com, and business software company Salesforce.com. A platform enables. It helps others build value. Any company can be a platform. Home Depot is a platform for contractors and Continental Airlines is a platform for book tours. Platforms help users create products, businesses, communities, and networks of their own. If it is open and collaborative, those users may in turn add value to the platforms—as IBM does when it shares the improvements it makes in the open-source Linux operating system.

Google has many platforms: Blogger for publishing content, Google Docs and Google Calendar for office collaboration, YouTube for videos, Picasa for photos, Google Analytics to track sites’ traffic, Google Groups for communities, AdSense for revenue. Google Maps is so good that Google could have put it on the web at maps.google.com and told us to come there to use it, and we would have. But Google also opened its maps so sites can embed them. A hotel can post a Google Map with directions. Suburbanites can embed maps on their blogs to point shoppers to garage sales. Google uses maps to enhance its own search and to serve relevant local ads; it is fast becoming the new Yellow Pages. Google Maps is so useful on my iPhone that I’d pay for it.

In the old architecture and language of centralized, controlling businesses, Google Maps would be a product that consumers may use, generating an audience that Google could sell to advertisers. That’s if Google wanted to stay in control. Instead, Google handed over control to anyone. It opened up maps so others could build atop them. This openness has spawned no end of new applications known as “mashups.” In its June 2007 issue, Wired magazine credited Paul Rademacher, a DreamWorks animation programmer, with inventing the map mashup. In 2004, while looking for an apartment in the San Francisco area, he carried piles of printouts of craigslist ads and maps and thought—rather like the guy who first smeared peanut butter on chocolate—that they should be combined. He discovered he could dig into Google’s code to put listings and maps together. After eight weeks, he had a demo that attracted thousands of users in a day. “I had no idea how big it would be. I just wanted to write something that was useful,” he said. “Microsoft and Yahoo followed suit,” Wired reported, “and before long the web was awash in map mashups.” Google didn’t sue Rademacher for messing with its product in an unauthorized manner. Google hired him.

Opening Google Maps as a platform spawned not just neat applications but entire businesses. Mobile phone companies are building Google Maps into their devices, which gets maps into the hands of new customers. Platial.com built an elegant user interface atop Google Maps that lets users place pins at any locations, showing the world anyone’s favorite restaurants or a family’s stops on vacation. Neighbors can collaborate and create a map pinpointing all the potholes in town. That map could, in turn, be embedded on a blog or a newspaper page. News sites have used maps to have readers pinpoint their photos during big stories, such as floods in the U.K.

Adrian Holovaty, a journalist/technologist—a rare breed the industry needs to clone—used Google Maps to make a news product and then a company. He took crime data from the City of Chicago and mashed it up with Google Maps, enabling residents to see every crime, by type, in any neighborhood. Because Holovaty’s work was itself open, someone else mashed up his mashup, creating a site where commuters could trace their routes home and find all the crimes along the way. Holovaty folded his service, ChicagoCrime.org, into a new business, EveryBlock, which displays all sorts of data—from crime to building permits to graffiti cleanings—on neighborhood maps.

These new products and businesses were made possible because Google provided a platform. Businesses’ use of the platform helped Google set the standard in mapping and local information. That gives Google huge traffic to its maps—tens of millions of users a month. Google invests to make maps better and better, licensing satellite pictures and hiring airplanes and cars to capture images of the ground. At the Burda DLD (Digital, Life, Design) conference in Munich in 2008, Google’s Mayer, the vice president of search products and user experience, said, “We think of our geo technologies as building a mirror onto the world.” She said Google Maps has coverage for half the world’s population and a third of its land-mass. The public’s use of the maps adds yet more data, millions of bits of it. Users in Santiago, Chile, and Buenos Aires, Argentina, built the only comprehensive maps of their public-transit systems atop Google Maps. Users have also uploaded millions of geotagged photos associated with points on the maps, allowing us to get new views of places.

If you have a platform, you need developers and entrepreneurs to build on it, creating more functionality and value and bringing more users. Facebook did that. The social service got a big boost in attention and users when it enabled outsiders to create new applications inside the service. Within months, Facebook—which reached 500 employees in 2008—had 200,000 developers who created 20,000 new applications for users with virtually no staff cost to the company. When the service opened its Spanish and German versions, it didn’t translate itself but created a platform for translation and handed the task over to users, who did the work for free.

Facebook profited because it expanded and users had more reasons to spend more time on the service. To do this, Facebook had to open up its infrastructure and some of its secrets to let outsiders program on its platform. By contrast, the European Union fined Microsoft $1.4 billion in 2008 because it failed to charge developers reasonable prices for access to its platform so they could build products on top of it.

Facebook went a step farther and killed some of the applications its internal programmers had written, believing the community would do a better job making them. My son and webmaster, Jake, who was 15 at the time, programmed his version of one of the apps Facebook killed, Courses, in which students share their class schedules. Pardon a moment’s parental bragging, but his app rose to be No. 1 among its competitors—gathering information about 1.5 million classes—and he sold it to a competitor for enough to pay for a year of college.

Facebook did not charge Jake or other developers a penny for access to its code or its users, nor did Facebook take a cut of the advertising revenue developers earned. It was in Facebook’s interest to help developers succeed because they helped the company grow in value. Grow it did, to the point that Microsoft made an investment in 2008 that valued Facebook at $15 billion (versus competitor MySpace’s $580 million purchase by News Corp. in 2005).

I am a partner in a start-up called Daylife that created a platform to gather, analyze, organize, and distribute the world’s news. Just as it was beginning, I took the founder, Upendra Shardanand, to meet venture capitalist Fred Wilson. At the end of our meeting, Wilson asked: “Can I use your platform to build my own business? And before you answer, let me tell you, the right answer is ‘yes.’” Wilson sees building platforms as a strategic imperative. “In the economy we’re in now, if you’re not a platform, you’ll be commoditized,” he told me. Google will win against Microsoft and Yahoo, he argued, because too many companies have invested too much to build on Google’s platform. That will make them loyal.

Questions to ask yourself: How can you act as a platform? What can others build on top of it? How can you add value? How little value can you extract? How big can the network atop your platform grow? How can the platform get better learning from users? How can you create open standards so even competitors will use and contribute to the network and you get a share of their value? It’s time to make your own virtuous circle.

Think distributed
 

Most companies think centralized, and they have since the decline of the Sears catalog and the dawn of the mass market. Companies make us, the customers, come to them. They spend a fortune in marketing to attract us. We are expected to answer the siren call of advertising and trudge to their store, dealership, newsstand, or now, web site. They even think we want to come to them, that we are drawn to them, moths to the brand.

Not Google. Google thinks distributed. It comes to us whenever and however it can. Google’s search box can appear on our browser or any page anywhere on the internet. If we do go to the trouble of traveling to Google.com’s home page, we’re rewarded with nothing but its spare search box and perhaps the occasional seasonal gag adorning the logo—but no ads. CNBC’s Jim Cramer asked Google CEO Eric Schmidt in 2008 what the company could charge home-page sponsors. “Some number of billions of dollars,” Schmidt said. But Google won’t sell ads there because “people wouldn’t like it.” Yahoo and most other sites, on the other hand, try to make their home pages into destinations, crammed with content and advertising they believe will attract readers and serve marketers. Yet many users don’t see these home pages. As many as 80 percent of a day’s users at many news sites enter through search or links and never go to the home page.

Yahoo and many internet sites think of themselves as an end. Google sees itself as a means. Early in Yahoo’s life, its cofounder, Jerry Yang, told me it was his job to get users in and out of Yahoo as quickly as possible. That changed when Yahoo decided to become a media company. Its new goal was to keep people inside its fence as long as possible. Years later, I heard Yang and his lieutenants brag about the “fire hose” of traffic they could bring from their home page. Like so many sites, they think the job of the home page is to take you where they want you to go. Google sees its home page as the way to get you to where you want to go. And when you get there, there’s a good chance you’ll find a Google ad or application. That is where Google wants to be: wherever you are.

Google distributes itself. It puts its ads on millions of web pages it does not own, earning billions of dollars for those sites and for itself. It offers scores of widgets—boxes of free, constantly updated content or functionality anyone can add to a web site or desktop: everything from weather to cartoons, chat to calendars, sports scores to photos, recipes to games, quotes to coupons. These widgets are filled with other companies’ content; Google merely created the platform to distribute it. Yahoo, AOL, and other content sites should have created such distribution platforms years ago, cutting themselves up and offering their wealth of content and functionality to others to distribute and build upon. They didn’t think that way. They didn’t think distributed. They wanted to get us to come to them.

This understanding of the distributed web is what made Google buy YouTube for $1.65 billion in 2006 (though Google already had a lesser video service). YouTube grew to be the standard for video by making it easy not only to upload and play videos but also to embed—that is, to distribute—those videos on any site. My business partner, Peter Hauck, and I used this platform to build the blog Prezvid.com, which covered the 2008 U.S. presidential election through the eyes of YouTube. Google made it possible for us to create new content around its videos—promoting them—and we created a business by syndicating that content to WashingtonPost.com and CBSNews.com.

At a conference of media bigwigs in London in 2007, I got into an amicable debate about Google’s model of distribution with my friend and former colleague Martin Nisenholtz, senior vice president for digital operations at The New York Times Company. I was urging the 200-plus worldwide media executives there to think like Google—that was the first time I publicly suggested that we should be asking, WWGD? I advised them to follow Google’s example and distribute themselves as widely as possible, to go to where the readers are rather than make the readers come to them. Nisenholtz argued in response that some brands, such as The Times, are worth the trip to their site. He’s right. But The Times is also worth distributing.

At that same conference, two brilliant consultants—Jeffrey Rayport of Harvard Business School and Andrew Heyward, former president of CBS News—advised the executives to turn their media properties “inside-out,” inviting audiences in. They were half right. The problem with this formulation is that it still puts the media companies inside, at the center. That’s not how their customers think of their worlds. People draw their me-spheres with themselves at the center and everyone else—especially those who want their money—on the outside. That’s how companies and institutions should view themselves: on the outside, asking to come in.

“We can’t expect consumers to come to us,” is how the president of CBS Interactive, Quincy Smith, put it to The Wall Street Journal. “It’s arrogant for any media company to assume that.” Smith abandoned his network’s strategy of creating a destination site where viewers would come to see its shows. He joked that the address for that failed portal should have been “CBS.com/nobodycomeshere.” In its place, Smith developed a strategy built around the audience as the network, placing shows on as many sites and platforms as possible, making them embeddable, and hoping that people would distribute them farther. So far, it’s working.

Enabling embedding gives networks something better than distribution. It gives them recommendations. If I put a clip of Jon Stewart’s Daily Show on my blog, I’m recommending that you watch it. Even if I criticize the show, I’m saying there’s something here worth seeing and discussing. You can watch it right then and there, without having to seek out Comedy Central.com. Such audience network strategies make viewers both distributors and marketers and get content into the wider conversation. When it works, viral distribution by the public can be more effective and certainly a lot cheaper than marketing to attract an audience.

The audience can also sell. In BarnesAndNoble.com’s affiliate program, anyone can become a bookseller on a blog by adding a widget that recommends titles. If readers buy, the blogger earns a commission of 6 percent. It’s no way to get rich but it does provide one more motivation for customers to become distributors and marketers. Bookstores are not alone. Search Google for any of many categories followed by the words “affiliate program” and you’ll be surprised at the thousands that are happy to share revenue for selling gifts, flowers, shoes, insurance, Bibles, and, of course, porn. Retail, like search and content, can think distributed.

Newspaper classifieds were once the epitome of a centralized marketplace: You had to go to the paper to sell or buy a car or a home or find a job or an employee because that’s where everyone did business. There was no other way for buyer and seller to find each other. Then came the internet and craigslist, whose founder, Craig Newmark, is blamed for sucking billions of dollars out of the newspaper industry. That’s unfair. He simply created a tool that makes markets more efficient, leaving billions in the pockets of those doing the transactions. If Craig hadn’t done it, someone else would have (no doubt Google wishes it had). craigslist is itself centralized. It’s just a less expensive and more efficient marketplace. It’s possible that more distributed solutions could supplant its database (though not its community). Specialized search engines such as SimplyHired.com, Indeed.com, and Oodle.com can aggregate every job posting and résumé around the web. The craigslist advantage, again, is that it does not charge what the market will bear—instead, as little as it will bear—and it has a loyal community.

I’m not arguing that everything online should stay distributed. When little bits of information and commerce spread out everywhere, they become hard to find. There is a need to aggregate them again—and a business opportunity there. Google News and Daylife (where I work) collect and organize headlines from all over the web so we can find all the latest news from anywhere. Some newspapers object to being aggregated. I believe papers should beg to be aggregated so more readers will discover their content. Daylife has taken headlines and put them in pages and widgets that sites can, in turn, distribute again. This pattern of distribution and aggregation is the yin-yang, push-pull of the distributed web: You want to be distributed, then aggregated, and then distributed again. You want to be found.









New Publicness
 


If you’re not searchable, you won’t be found
 Everybody needs Googlejuice
 Life is public, so is business
 Your customers are your ad agency


 





If you’re not searchable, you won’t be found
 

Once upon a time, all roads led to Rome. Today, all roads lead from Google.

Google defines what your web presence should be. Of course, you need a web site. Who doesn’t? But don’t look at your site as a place where you get your message across. Don’t obsess on a fancy home page and a path of navigation you want users to take (and please don’t play music when I get there). Remember that many or most people won’t see that home page. Most will likely come to you through Google after they ask a question.

The question is: Will you have the answer? That’s how you should think of your site: answers for every question you can imagine, each on a page that is clearly and simply laid out so both Google and busy readers can find it and figure it out in an instant. If you’re a manufacturer, customers should be able to find product details and support in an instant. If you’re a politician, voters want to know your stands and record. If you’re a food company, buyers want nutritional information. If you’re a clothing company, shoppers want you to give the information a good sales clerk would—does this run large? Where can I buy your product? How do I contact you? Your users are already telling you what they want to know. Have your web folks show you the searches people made in Google when they clicked on a link to come to you. That is your starting list of questions to answer.

I learned about watching Google queries from About.com, the first media company made for the Google age. A vast majority of its traffic comes from Google. A large proportion of its ad revenue also comes from Google. About.com might as well be a division of Google, but it’s not. It’s merely built on Google’s platform. About.com is owned by The New York Times Company, which bought it in 2005 for $410 million (and hired me to consult there). I’ll confess I was dubious about the acquisition when it occurred, but I was wrong. Today, as papers struggle in the new economy, About.com is one of the rare bright spots in any newspaper company’s P&L.

About.com at first wanted to compete with Google or even to be Google. Started by Scott Kurnit as The Mining Company in 1997—a year before Google was incorporated—its goal was to provide a human-powered guide to the internet. But as Yahoo also learned, that was hard and expensive, especially as the internet grew so unfathomably large. The company was rechristened About.com and became a content service with 700 sites maintained by independent writers and more than a million helpful, focused, and usually timeless articles about niche topics from car repair to thyroid disease. All these articles are structured so Google will find them easily.

About.com works hard to make itself Google-ready. Writers are taught search-engine optimization (SEO)—how to craft headlines, leads, page titles, and text around keywords so Google will recognize what each article is about. Writers are also taught to monitor search queries. If users are asking questions for which About.com doesn’t have answers, they write articles with those answers. Keeping an eye on search terms is a preemptive readership survey, except instead of asking what people have read, About.com finds out what they want to read.

About.com’s search-engine-optimization wizardry infiltrated its corporate sibling, The New York Times, where editors began to rewrite newspaper headlines for the web so Google’s computers would understand them better and send more traffic to them. (For instance, the headline on a book review in the print Times may be clever but indecipherable unless you see the accompanying photo of the book cover and captions; online, the proper headline should include the title and author so anyone searching on either will find the review.) The Times also creates content aimed in part at pleasing Google: permanent topic pages on newsmakers and companies, which the paper hopes will become resources people will click on and link to over time, helping these pages rise in Google results, bringing in more traffic. Google was also a key reason why The Times changed its digital business model and stopped charging for content online (which I’ll address in the chapter, “Free is a business model”). The most important benefit The Times received by opening up: Googlejuice.

Everybody needs Googlejuice
 

Googlejuice? That’s the magic elixir you drink when Google values you more because the world values you more. It’s another virtuous circle: The more links, clicks, and mentions you get, the higher you rise in Google’s search results, offering you the potential for yet more clicks. The rich get richer, the Googley Googlier. I wonder whether, someday, companies will come to be valued not only on their revenue, marketshare, EBITDA, and profit but also on their Googlejuice.

The benefits of Googlejuice are lost on companies that do not make their information searchable—from local businesses that don’t have sites to stores that don’t post sales to manufacturers that don’t publish product details to magazines that put content online in overcomplicated designs and databases that Google can’t read. The benefits of search are also lost on a few media companies that resent Google and think they are punishing the big, bad beast by hiding from it. They’re cutting off their noses to spite their faces. Various European papers have argued that Google and Google News are making money off their content and so they have demanded that Google stop searching their sites (which is easy for a site to do; just add a snippet of code to any web page to tell robots and spiders—the programs that crawl the web for search engines—to stay away). Blocking Google only means that it will stop sending readers, which is nothing short of suicide. That’s like newspapers saying to a newsstand operator, “How dare you make a penny distributing my product? Give my papers back or I’ll sue!” Google is their new newsstand.

It’s insane to treat Google as the enemy. Even Yahoo doesn’t (it asked Google to sell its ads). The goal today is to be Google’s friend or at least, as adman Sir Martin Sorrell of WPP has dubbed Google, your “frenemy.” The way to befriend and to exploit Google is to be searchable.

The way to become Google’s enemy is to game and spam its search results. Evildoers will try to corrupt Google’s algorithms to award their sleazy clients fraudulent Googlejuice. Some use automated software to create spam blogs—“splogs”—that carry fake content with lots of links to their clients, trying to trick Google into indexing and valuing all those links. Other companies use humans to do this dirty work, hoping to fake Google out and make it harder to ferret out the frauds. Some spammers pay people in poor nations pennies to create splog sites. And some companies hire bloggers to write nice things about their clients when, in reality, what they write is nothing any person would want to read. These often-unsuspecting bloggers are just creating more splog links to help give the bad guys more Googlejuice. It’s insidious. Sadly, Google isn’t always as diligent as it should be in cutting off the sploggers. Those pages also carry Google ads, which earn Google money.

What’s good for big companies such as About.com is good for any small company or organization—or person. We all want to be found on Google. We all want Googlejuice. Customers now expect any information in the world to be available with one click. So every restaurant should have its menu, specials, hours, address, and more online. On a recent vacation, researching restaurants for the family, I went only to places that had web sites; I figured the others just didn’t care enough. Not having an up-to-date web presence that Google can crawl and search and then present to users is like not having a phone number or a sign over the door. Today, that’s particularly so because it’s so easy to be on the web. The age of the geeky web priesthood is over. That restaurant can post its specials every day with a free weblog tool such as Blogger—which comes from Google. It can attract customers by buying ads on sites shown to people in the area—with Google. It can list itself on Google Maps and buy ads there, too.

The same can be said of you as an individual. You need a search presence. Your résumé should be online, because you never know when a job might come by. When you sell your house or car or golf clubs, you’ll want them to be where they can be searched and found. As we’ll discuss at the end of the book, without a Google shadow, old friends (and girlfriends and boyfriends) will never find you. Today, if you can’t be found in Google, you might as well not exist.

How can you be sure to be found on Google? A new industry has emerged around just that need. Convention floors are filled with search-engine optimization companies promising to help you get to the promised land: the essential first page of search results for a topic relevant to what you do. Plenty of books and consultants can take you through all the technical details of searchability. I don’t pretend to be a wizard of SEO, but there are a number of simple and obvious rules for how to think of your internet presence.

 
	Make sure every possible bit of information that anyone could want to know about you is on the web, searchable by Google.
 

	Construct information on pages so it can be understood by machine and man. In a word, be clear. If you’re a dentist, say you’re a dentist, not a smile doctor. Use the word “dentist” in the title of the page, the headline, and the beginning of what you write—make it so obvious even a computer couldn’t be confused. This also means that when human beings come to the page, they’ll know what you do. Clarity is always beneficial.
 

	Don’t use fancy technology to make the content on your page dance and sing. Google won’t recognize much of it (and readers will be irritated). Keep it simple.
 

	Don’t bury your content inside fancy content management systems that stow it away in databases Google can’t get to.
 

	Give everything you publish a permanent address—a permalink—so it can attract and accumulate more traffic and links and so Google has a place to which it can reliably send the people looking for you.
 

	Create separate pages for separate topics. If you’re a restaurant, have a menu page and a directions page so, when I go searching for “Jeff’s Chop House menu,” Google can send me straight to your menu page.
 

	If there’s any possible reason why anyone elsewhere on the web would want to link to you, make it easy for them to do so. If there are sites and bloggers writing about restaurants in your town, make them aware of your site. Google will notice their links, giving you a few more precious drops of Googlejuice.
 

	Once people come to your page, make sure you make it clear where they are: Put your brand on every page. When people go looking for an answer and find it via a click from a Google search, they often don’t know where they have landed and who gave them their answer. Take credit.
 


 


Life is public, so is business
 

When the photo service Flickr started, its husband-and-wife founders, Caterina Fake and Stewart Butterfield, made a fateful if almost accidental decision. As Fake puts it, they “defaulted to public.” That is, while other online photo services made the assumption that users would want to keep personal pictures private—stands to reason, no?—Flickr decided instead to make photos public unless told otherwise.

Amazing things happened. People commented on each other’s photos. Communities formed around them. They tagged their photos so they could be found in searches because they wanted their pictures to be seen. They contributed more photos because they were seen. And as I will explain later, their usage of photos helped interesting ones to bubble up, which was possible only because they were all public.

Fake calls this condition “publicness,” which is becoming a key attribute of society and life in the Google age. I believe publicness is also becoming a key attribute of successful business. We now live and do business in glass houses (and offices), and that’s not necessarily bad.

Publicness is about more than having a web site. It’s about taking actions in public so people can see what you do and react to it, make suggestions, and tell their friends. Living in public today is a matter of enlightened self-interest. You have to be public to be found. Every time you decide not to make something public, you create the risk of a customer not finding you or not trusting you because you’re keeping secrets. Publicness is also an ethic. The more public you are, the easier you can be found, the more opportunities you have.

Your customers are your ad agency
 

For more than a century, the public face of companies has been their advertising, slogans, brands, and logos. How much better it would be if a company’s public face were that of its public, its satisfied customers who are willing to share their satisfaction, and its employees who have direct relationships with customers. Brands are people.

If that’s the ideal, then here’s the goal: Eliminate advertising. Or at least fire your ad agency. Oh, you won’t get rid of advertising entirely. You should be so lucky. But every time a customer recommends you and your product to a friend is a time when you don’t have to market to that friend. It is possible today to think that one good word can spread as far as an ad would. This scenario is not hypothetical. When I had my problems with Dell, I could see them losing sales as people came to my blog and left comments saying they’d just decided not to buy a Dell, often adding that they’d told their friends their vow as well. There’s no telling how much one pissed-off customer costs you today. The contrary is also true. A happy customer can sell your products. Now that bloggers are praising Dell online, new sales accrue as customers reconsider the company. When Dell started offering discounts to users of Twitter, who passed the word to more users, the company added $500,000 in sales in no time.

The more your customers take ownership of your brand, the less you will spend annoying people with your ads. I can hear your agency: You can’t hand messaging over to the people; they’ll be off-message. Well, tell your agency their message may be off. Your customers have always owned your brand.

Advertising is your last priority, your last resort, an unfortunate byproduct of not having enough friends…yet. Learn this lesson from Google, which spends next to nothing on advertising. It became the fastest growing company in the history of the world without marketing. It grew thanks to its friends, not through ads. In its “10 things Google has found to be true,” the company says its “growth has come not through TV ad campaigns but through word of mouth from one satisfied user to another.” The generation that has that damned “Yahoo-ooo” sound stuck in their heads thanks to untold millions spent on commercials is the same generation that used and spread Google instead, for free.

Of course, Google’s lucky. It created a spectacular product that solved a problem at just the right time, becoming essential to the internet and growing as it did with no limits on its scale. People need Google. They love Google. You may not be so lucky; you may be stuck selling a product that doesn’t change the world in a market that’s old and competitive. Sorry. But you may have great customer service and that’s what people talk about. “Customer service is the new marketing,” venture capitalist Brad Burnham blogged after having lunch with the best-known customer-service rep anywhere, Craig Newmark of craigslist. That law gained momentum as the title of a conference in 2008 held by GetSatisfaction.com, a company that created a platform for any customer to get help with any company. “Listening to our customers is actually the most perfect form of marketing you could have,” said Mark Jarvis (no relation), chief marketing officer of Dell. Even if you don’t have a product to love, you can still have a company worth admiring. Alloy Media surveyed college students in 2008 and found that 41 percent preferred socially responsible brands, a 24 percent increase in two years. Maybe that’s why your customers will talk about you.

Once more, it comes down to relationships—relationships that are lived in public. Every time someone says something good about you online because of your product, service, reputation, honesty, openness, or helpfulness, you should knock another dollar off your advertising budget. Will it ever get to zero? Only if you’re lucky.









New Society
 


Elegant organization


 




Elegant organization
 

I sat, dumbfounded, in an audience of executives at the annual meeting of the World Economic Forum International Media Council in Davos, Switzerland, as the head of a powerful news organization begged young Mark Zuckerberg, founder of Facebook, for his secret. Please, the publisher beseeched him, how can my publication start a community like yours? We should own a community, shouldn’t we? Tell us how.

Zuckerberg, 22 at the time, is a geek of few words. Some assume his laconicism is a sign of arrogance—that and his habit of wearing sandals at big business conferences. But it’s not. He’s shy. He’s direct. He’s a geek, and this is how geeks are. Better get used to it. When the geeks take over the world—and they will—a few blunt words and then a silent stare will become a societal norm. But Zuckerberg is brilliant and accomplished, and so his few words are worth waiting for.

After this publishing titan pleaded for advice about how to build his own community, Zuckerberg’s reply was, in full: “You can’t.”

Full stop. Hard stare.

He later offered more advice. He told the assembled media moguls that they were asking the wrong question. You don’t start communities, he said. Communities already exist. They’re already doing what they want to do. The question you should ask is how you can help them do that better.

His prescription: Bring them “elegant organization.”

Let that sip of rhetorical cabernet roll around on the palate for a minute. Elegant organization. When you think about it, that is precisely what Zuckerberg brought to Harvard—then other universities, then the rest of the world—with his social platform. Harvard’s community had been doing what it wanted to do for more than three centuries before Zuckerberg came along. He just helped them do it better. Facebook enabled people to organize their social networks—the social graph, he calls it: who they are, what they do, who they know, and, not unimportantly, what they look like. It was an instant hit because it met a need. It organized social life at Harvard.

At this Davos meeting (which was off the record, but Zuckerberg gave me permission to blog it), he told the story of his Harvard art course. Zuckerberg didn’t have time to attend a single class or to study. After all, he was busy founding a $15 billion company. The final exam was a week away and he was in a panic. It’s one thing to drop out of Harvard to start a gigantic, world-changing company; it’s another to flunk.

Zuckerberg did what comes naturally to a native of the web. He went to the internet and downloaded images of all the pieces of art he knew would be covered in the exam. He put them on a web page and added blank boxes under each. Then he emailed the address of this page to his classmates, telling them he’d just put up a study guide. Think Tom Sawyer’s fence. The class dutifully came along and filled in the blanks with the essential knowledge about each piece of art, editing each other as they went, collaborating to get it just right. This being Harvard, they did a good job of it.

You can predict the punch line: Zuckerberg aced the exam. But here’s the real kicker: The professor said the class as a whole got better grades than usual. They captured the wisdom of their crowd and helped each other. Zuckerberg had created the means for the class to collaborate. He brought them elegant organization.

Look at your constituents, customers, community, audience—even your competitors—and ask how you can bring them elegant organization, especially now, as the internet disrupts everything. Where some see a new world disorder, others see the opportunity to bring organization. This strategy is the foundation for so many internet companies: Google helps us organize around search, advertising, maps, documents, and more. Its mission, after all, is nothing less than to organize the world’s information. eBay lets us organize markets for merchandise. Amazon helps us organize communities of consumer opinion around every product offered there. Facebook and other services like it—LinkedIn (big in business), Bebo (big in Europe), Google’s Orkut (big in Brazil and India), and StudieVZ (big in Germany)—help us to organize our friends and colleagues. Skype, AOL, and Yahoo give us the tools to collaborate through chat, phone, and video, organizing our communication. Flickr lets us organize our photos and also communities of interest around them. del.icio.us does the same for our bookmarks and web recommendations. Daylife organizes the world’s news. BlogAds lets bloggers organize ad networks. Wikipedia’s platform enables us to organize our collective knowledge. Dell’s support forums organize customers’ knowledge. The internet brings us so many new paths to people, information, and functionality that we need help making sense of it. We’ve long needed help organizing ourselves. Government and media did that for us. Then internet portals and online media followed their centralized worldview. But the next generation of organizational enterprises—the Facebooks, Flickrs, and Wikipedias—don’t organize us. They are platforms that help us to organize ourselves.

In his book Here Comes Everybody, New York University professor Clay Shirky argues that self-organization is a key to understanding the internet’s impact on society. We can now organize without organizations. That is his law. Shirky studied the early years of Meetup, a New York company that uses internet tools to enable groups of people to get together in person. Its founder, Scott Heiferman, was inspired by Robert Putnam’s book Bowling Alone, which argues that our communities are unraveling as we become more disconnected. Heiferman wanted to fix that by enabling groups to come together. “Use the internet to get off the internet,” Meetup’s home page urges. Where others saw disorder, Heiferman saw opportunity. In Shirky’s examination of Meetup’s first year, he learned that the groups that organized were not what you’d expect. The most popular? Not soccer moms or football fans or knitting circles but witches. Yes, witches. With reflection, this makes sense. Witches have so few ways to organize covens or coffee klatches. Meetup helped them do that.

When I ran newspaper sites, I tried to provide organization for communities with forum discussions and web-page tools, but I made the mistake of acting like a portal or media gateway: I decided what those communities were—parents, residents of a county, cooks. I thought I knew. If instead I had provided an open platform, who knows how many witches would have gathered in New Jersey? The key to offering elegant organization to individuals or groups—the key to all platforms—is to enable others to use the tool as they wish. They know their needs. Such openness and flexibility also enables more groups to form. Each one may be small, but altogether, they add up to a larger network of groups—a mass of niches.

There is an ongoing debate about who will win the social space, what company will own the social web. That’s a wrong-headed view of the opportunity. The internet already is a social network. So is life. The internet merely provides more means to make more connections. The winner is not the company that gets us to come in and be social inside a wall: the social AOL or MySpace or, for that matter, Facebook. The winner will be the one that figures out how to bring elegant organization to the disorganized social network that the internet already is. We are waiting for the Google of people. Zuckerberg’s stated ambition is to be that next Google. And Google is afraid that he might succeed, which is why it created a standard called Open Social and banded together with other social networks, hoping to beat Facebook at its own game. To win, Facebook needs to be more open, to look beyond its walls and figure out how to take its organization to the rest of our lives online. I’ll bet they will be smart enough to do it.

Politics is at last learning the skills of self-organization. In 2004, Howard Dean’s presidential campaign used blogs and discussion as well as in-person Meetups to organize volunteers and raise money. Barack Obama’s 2008 campaign made brilliant use of social tools, including Facebook and the iPhone, to organize rallies and rake in donations. More profound, it used the social web to organize a movement. It also took advantage of the fact that other communities—such as that inside the DailyKos blog—had gathered around Obama. It didn’t hurt that one of Facebook’s founders, Chris Hughes, was an adviser to Obama’s campaign.

We want to be connected. In the internet age, we have gained a reputation for being antisocial, for sitting on our couches, laptops on laps, earphones on ears, never talking to anyone. But in truth, we’re talking to more people from more places more often than ever before because we have more ways to do it. Thanks to Google and Facebook, I’ve reconnected with old colleagues and friends and made new business connections. The success of Facebook comes in great measure from returning us to real identities, real reputations, and real relationships. Anonymity had its place on the internet—it was fun for awhile, when, as the legendary New Yorker cartoon says, nobody knew you were a dog. But now we’re settling back to our norm: hanging out with people we know, like, and trust. We often want to do more than hang out together: We want to accomplish things together.

Organization is a business model. Look at the communities around you—not communities you start but communities you serve. There is one, even if you are an airline or a cable company or a doctor’s office. There is a community of people with like interests and needs. Have you enabled them to talk, to share what they know and need to know, to support each other, to do business together, even to socialize? You are probably working with a group of people who have shared concerns: Staples customers who run small businesses, Gourmet readers who like to go on food holidays, Cisco router buyers who know a lot about networks, students who need jobs, alumni who are hiring. They are gathered outside your house. All you have to do is open the windows all around to let them talk with each other.

But do be careful. Don’t assume these people care about you or think of themselves as members of your community. Don’t think that you can create a community. They’re not yours. They’re not going to start wearing Target T-shirts or singing the Toyota song—not unless you have an extraordinary product and brand (such as an entertainment brand or a hot designer label or Apple). That’s about the silliest thing I hear from any company: They talk about their community. I have sat in meetings with major consumer brands—candies, soaps, stores—as they say that they have communities that will come to their sites and do what they think they should do. Remember Zuckerberg’s advice: Communities are already doing what they want to do. If you’re lucky, they’ll let you help them.

Once a community does gather around you, be aware that you don’t own it; the community owns itself. American Girl, the doll brand, started an online club as a safe place where young girls could communicate with each other and play games to earn points and gifts. The business wasn’t big enough for owner Mattel, so one day it up and killed the club, crushing my daughter, Julia, and cutting her off from the friends she had made there. Mattel should have learned who runs its town. It’s a lesson Barack Obama learned when his followers, disappointed with his stand on an issue, used his own campaign platform to organize a protest against him. Once you hand over control, you can’t take it back.

We no longer need companies, institutions, or government to organize us. We now have the tools to organize ourselves. We can find each other and coalesce around political causes or bad companies or talent or business or ideas. We can share and sort our knowledge and behavior. We can communicate and come together in an instant. We also have new ethics and attitudes that spring from this new organization and change society in ways we cannot yet see, with openness, generosity, collaboration, efficiency. We are using the internet’s connective tissue to leap over borders—whether they surround countries or companies or demographics. We are reorganizing society. This is Google’s—and Facebook’s and craigslist’s—new world order.
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Small is the new big

Mind you, big is still big. Wal-Mart is the largest company on earth. Bigbox stores such as Home Depot continue to drive mom-and-pop hardware shops out of business. Media companies are conglomerating. Airlines are merging. Even small churches are being turned into condos thanks to the rise of megachurches. The Super Bowl can still draw 97 million viewers. Hell, Google itself isn’t just big; it’s ginormous. No, big won’t go away.

But small is rising. A tiny start-up can become a manufacturing company using somebody else’s factory and distribution while selling to a worldwide market that can find its products via Google. Any of us can start a highly specialized and targeted media company using blog software and paying for it with Google ads. One person can plant a seed to start a political movement.

There won’t be a single new retail behemoth to battle Wal-Mart like Japanese monsters in Tokyo Bay. Instead, Wal-Mart and other big chains are getting nipped at their heels by a million tiny competitors—a half a million of them on eBay alone. In 2007 eBay sold $59.4 billion in merchandise from 547,000 online stores. It may be dwarfed by Wal-Mart’s $345 billion, but in 2007 eBay beat the sales of America’s largest department-store chain, Federated (aka Macy’s), with revenues of $26.3 billion in 853 stores.

Some weblogs now have more traffic and links than major media sites. Gawker Media, a gaggle of gossipy blogs started by Nick Denton, boasted in July 2008 that its dozen sites had double the web traffic of the Los Angeles Times online—254 million vs. 127 million page views in a month. All weblogs, as a group, now have an audience of readers (57 million as early as 2006, according to the Pew Internet and American Life survey) that is larger than the number who buy daily newspapers (50 million in early 2008, according to the Newspaper Association of America). Even more striking, Pew said back in 2004 that 53 million Americans had used the internet to “publish their thoughts, respond to others, post pictures, share files and otherwise contribute to the explosion of content available online.” The writers are starting to outnumber the readers.

The Lilliputians have triumphed. The economies of scale must now compete with the economies of small. What changed is the definition of “big enough”—big enough to make money, big enough to survive and succeed. The tipping point of critical mass in business has fallen from the sky to eye level. Once upon a time in retail, you had to have a store, which needed location, location, location; capital to fill it with inventory; and cash flow to hire staff and buy ads to bring in customers. Then you had to have a chain of stores to gather muscle with suppliers and create marketing efficiencies. Now, you can find customers via eBay, Amazon (which is as much a platform for retailers as it is a retailer itself), Google (where you can buy inexpensive and targeted ads), and new online marketplaces of neat and unique stuff such as Etsy.com (which sells handmade clothes and crafts). Profits accrue sooner because you don’t own bricks or necessarily stock inventory or spend a fortune on marketing.

Once upon a time, you couldn’t write for a living unless you were paid by a big publisher, the guy who could afford to own printing presses because he was the guy who had the big audience (a virtuous circle of its time). Now many writers make money blogging. Enough money? Well, that’s up to you. It could be enough to pay for your internet hosting or maybe a lunch or two—or a decent living. Here’s an accounting of the value of my blog: In 2007, I made $13,855 in ad revenue ($4,450 of that from Google) on Buzzmachine. I shouldn’t have quit my day job, you say. But Buzzmachine is what got me appointed as a journalism professor at the City University of New York Graduate School of Journalism (worth not quite six figures a year) and consulting and speaking gigs (worth a few times that in good times) and the contract for this book (worth about double those gigs). So over a few years, my weblog is easily worth seven figures. My cost: $327 a year for deluxe internet hosting. There are bloggers who make—and whose blogs are worth—much more. But Buzzmachine is big enough.

Calculate in the falling cost of work if you want to go it alone online—no office, no commuting, no suits—and our definitions of profitability, critical mass, and success all shrink. The cost of independence has dropped. In an age when so many people are sick of their jobs—you know who you are—this self-reliance is empowering. Loyalty from employer to employees died in my lifetime. Now, given the chance to earn FU money and leave office politics behind, there is less loyalty from employees to employers as well. We’ll see more people trying to make it on their own because they want to and they can—or because they have no choice when shrinking companies lay them off.

What should their former employers’ relationships be to these newly independent agents? Companies should encourage and support some one-man spin-offs. After U.K. football writer Rick Waghorn was laid off from his paper in Norwich, he started his own football blog and community with a former business colleague. Their old paper viewed them as competition. Foolish. It was the paper that had built Waghorn’s brand and audience. When it fired him, it lost that investment along with his content. It didn’t have to. Instead, the paper should have sold Waghorn’s ads and promoted his site. It could have taken advantage of his expertise, work, reputation, and audience without having to pay his salary. Meanwhile, Waghorn would have been able to build a company. Everybody won. If I were to run the paper, I’d invest in Waghorn. I’d build a network of Waghorns.

But it’s not easy being a Waghorn. Without the paper acting as his promoter, he and others like him have a hard time building the critical mass of audience and advertisers they need. Even in the small-is-the-new-big era, it is possible to be too small. At a conference on collaborative journalism I ran at CUNY, online news entrepreneur Mark Potts said that perhaps the only way to succeed at being small is to be part of something big: a network. Big still has its place. It’s the relationship between small and big that is evolving.

If we end up with more independent agents able to do what they do best—making jewelry or providing computer advice or writing—I hope we will start to see a reversal of the malling of the world that big manufacturing and retail have brought: the sameness of scale. Before the Berlin Wall fell, I was amazed to find a Benetton store even in communist East Berlin. They were everywhere. Starbucks cafés and Pret A Manger sandwich shops (which are one-third owned by McDonald’s) have replaced pubs all around London. Hip Soho in New York is filled no longer with artists and boutiques making singular merchandise but with Banana Republics. Everything’s the same; nothing’s unique; and that takes the fun out of making, buying, and owning. The small-is-the-new-big world could bring variety back. The craftsman lives again on Etsy, eBay, Amazon, and hip T-shirt company Threadless (where the buyers and wearers make the designs).

In 2005, I read two posts by marketing visionary, author, and blogger Seth Godin about companies that just didn’t care. He inspired me to blog that we could now create new competitors. “Small is the new big,” I wrote. At the same moment, Godin, similarly inspired, wrote the same line on his blog (and he beat me to using it as the title of a book). “Get small,” Godin blogged. “Think big.”

The post-scarcity economy
 

We are entering a post-scarcity economy in which Google is teaching us to manage abundance, challenging the bedrock rule of economics, first written in 1767: the law of supply and demand.

Many industries built their value on scarcity. Airlines, Broadway theaters, and universities had only so many seats, which meant they could charge what they wanted for them. They were scarce and thus more valuable. Newspapers owned the only printing press in town and you didn’t, so they could charge you a fortune to reach their audience. Shelf space in grocery stores was limited, so manufacturers paid for the privilege of selling their boxes there. Television networks had a finite number of minutes in the day with only so many eyeballs watching, so advertisers competed to buy their commercial time. Scarcity was about control: Those who controlled a scarce resource could set the price for it.

Not anymore. Want to sell your product to a targeted market? You don’t need to fight for a spot on the shelf in 1,000 stores; you can now sell to anyone in the world online. Looking for a dress everyone else doesn’t have when everyone else shops in the same mall? Today you can find no end of choice only a click and a UPS delivery away. Don’t want to buy The New York Times on the newsstand or pay for access to WSJ.com for news on your industry? Now there are countless sources of the same information. Even if The Journal reports a scoop behind its pay wall, once that knowledge is out—quoted, linked, blogged, aggregated, remixed, and emailed all over—it’s no longer exclusive and rare. It’s no longer possible to maintain that scarcity of information.

Advertising agencies act as if ad inventory were still scarce, though online there is a virtually unlimited supply of advertising opportunities now. Agencies have always liked one-stop shopping. Every fall, they go to network upfront parties, where shows are previewed, wine is poured, and much of the entire season’s ad inventory is sold off. Prime slots such as Thursday nights—when studios advertise weekend movie premieres—sell out at ever-higher prices even though the audience watching broadcast TV is getting ever-smaller (and, goes the reasoning, scarcer). Just as nobody gets fired in technology for buying IBM, according to the old business rule, nobody gets fired in advertising for buying TV. Agencies’ willful ignorance of new ad economics is a product of their own economics: They are paid a percentage of the advertising money they spend. The scarcer the ad time, the more it costs; the more it costs, the more agencies spend; the more they spend, the more they earn. That is not a virtuous circle. It’s a deathtrap.

Advertising’s absurd mass-media economics have spilled over to online. I shrieked when Advertising Age reported that agencies were complaining of a shortage of ad inventory on the home pages of portals including Yahoo. The agencies were creating a false scarcity. There is no end of unsold ad inventory on billions of pages all over the internet. Many of those pages are far better targeted to their needs and would be cheaper and more efficient than Yahoo’s home page. Besides, it’s not as if a given advertiser’s message is going to be seen by everyone who comes to Yahoo, as not everyone goes to its home page. In print and broadcast, advertisers pay for the entire audience—everyone who reads a magazine is presumed to see every ad. Online, advertisers pay only for the pages on which their ads appear—or, with Google’s AdSense, they pay only when a reader clicks on an ad. The internet is a more economical and measurable advertising medium but its efficiency is not in agencies’ interest because, remember, the more they spend, the more they earn.

Is there any scarcity left in media? Some argue that our attention is shrinking, but I don’t buy that. My attention is constant—I have 24 hours in a day, 18 of them awake and 17 of those sober. I choose what to pay attention to in those hours. I believe my attention is more efficient and spent on greater quality than ever, now that I have more choice and more control over my time. Some argue that trust is scarce. Well, I suppose that’s always true, but I now have more sources for news than I have ever had—not just my local newspaper but The Washington Post, the Guardian, the BBC, bloggers I respect, and more. Is quality still scarce? Yes, of course, but the more content that is made, the more opportunities there are for more people to make good content. The challenge is sifting through it all to find that good stuff. Where we see challenges, Googlethink teaches us to look for opportunities. Businesses can be built on the need for sifting: commerce sites that find the best merchandise, news sites that read so we don’t have to, and entertainment services that gather the critical opinions of the crowd. The internet kills scarcity and creates opportunities in abundance.

Google has found a business model based on creating, exploiting, and managing abundance: The more content there is for it to organize and the more places there are for it to place its ads, the better. If your business is built on scarcity—and most are—you need to ask how you, too, can manage and exploit abundance.

Join the open-source, gift economy
 

Many a mogul has marveled at the wonder of the open-source economy. The story is often told: Distributed armies of programmers created the most important software underlying the internet, from the Linux operating system that powers most internet servers to the free Apache web server software that delivers most web pages to the 500 million open-source Firefox browsers that show those pages.

Why do these programmers do this work for free? Because they’re generous. They want to be part of something. They care. They may want to stick it to the man (namely, Mr. Gates). And they know that banding together in an open network lets them create a better product than they could if they were to work inside most corporations.

How is open-source not chaos? New York University journalism professor Jay Rosen studied the Firefox project when he wanted to bring similar collaboration to journalism at his NewAssignment.net project. He learned that contrary to common misperception, open-source projects are not anarchies. They have leadership and structure. They have people to wrangle the people who want to help. It is elegant organization at work.

Open-source Wikipedia is an incredible resource, a collection of human knowledge vaster and more responsive to change than any encyclopedia. No one who creates it is paid. They contribute out of generosity and ego and because they believe they own it. Note that to make the gift economy work, a project doesn’t need its entire community to contribute. Only about 1 percent of those who use Wikipedia create Wikipedia—that is Wikipedia’s 1 percent rule. Indeed, if that were doubled, it probably would create chaos. In Here Comes Everybody, NYU professor Clay Shirky, who studies social software, calculated the output of the authors of one article: “[O]f the 129 contributors on the subject of asphalt, a hundred of them contributed only one edit each, while the half-dozen most active editors contributed nearly fifty edits among them, almost a quarter of the total.” The most active contributor was 10 times more active than the least active.

Wikipedia is not-for-profit. It has spawned a for-profit search service called Wikia, where users are creating even the algorithms that power it. It has commercial competitors, such as Mahalo, a human-powered search and guide created by serial entrepreneur Jason Calacanis, who pays his writers. At the 2008 Burda DLD conference in Munich, Calacanis tweaked Jimmy Wales, founder of Wikipedia and Wikia, for not paying for content. Wales responded that nobody works for free. “What people do for free is have fun…. We don’t look at basketball games and people playing on the weekends and say these people are really suckers doing this for free.” People will contribute their intelligence and time if they know they can build something, have influence, gain control, help a fellow customer (more than a company), and claim ownership.

Customers are also generous with ideas. In 2008 Starbucks launched MyStarbucksIdea.com, where its customers were invited to tell the company what to do (following Dell’s lead with IdeaStorm; both use Salesforce.com’s Ideas platform). The response from customers was immediate and impressive: thousands of ideas, votes, and comments. One customer wanted Starbucks to make ice cubes out of coffee so, when they melt, they would not dilute cold drinks; 7,600 fellow customers immediately agreed. Another customer proposed putting a shelf in bathrooms—for where else can you put your drink when you’ve drunk too much? A few customers found the thought somehow distasteful, but Starbucks called the suggestion a “sleeper idea” that deserved attention.

Some threads emerged from the suggestions and discussion. Many customers wanted express lines for brewed-coffee orders so they could avoid waiting behind alleged coffee aficionados with their half-this, half-that, skinny, three-pump, no-foam, Frappuwhatevers. Some customers asked to be allowed to send in their orders via iPhone. And some customers suggested—and thousands more agreed—that the chain should enable them to program their regular order into their Starbucks card so they could swipe it as they enter, placing the order and paying for it at the same time, letting them skip the cash-register line. One more proposed a pour-it-yourself corner and another asked for a delivery service. The theme—that is, the problem for Starbucks—was clear: long, slow, inefficient, irritating lines. But not one of these customers started with that complaint. Instead, they offered solutions to fix the problem. All Starbucks had to do was ask.

Chris Bruzzo, the Starbucks chief information officer (and a former Amazon executive who learned much about new ways to relate to customers there), built MyStarbucksIdea. The forum was an extension of what Starbucks employees had experienced for years: When they say where they work, “people open up this to-do list in their heads. They have very specific, detailed ideas,” Bruzzo told me. Now Starbucks has given them a public platform to share ideas. Because it is open and customers can react to all suggestions, some ideas gain traction and some die on the vine. Customers help the company by eliminating many of the turkeys (such as offering diet powder in drinks or mixing in whole cookies or renaming the accursed Starbucks sizes in honor of the Olympics, from venti to gold). Other ideas take off (such as giving free birthday brews, which Starbucks then considered).

Bruzzo said it is vital for the company to “close that loop in an authentic way and show the commitment on the part of Starbucks to respond to what we’ve heard, which is about putting those ideas in action or building those ideas together with customers.” In short: “We’re truly going to adopt it into our business process, into product development, experience development, and store design.” To do that, he assigned 48 “idea partners” from all over the company to enter the discussion with customers, using the forum as a laboratory. They were to become champions for ideas back in their departments “so that literally customers would have a seat at the table when product decisions are made.” Starbucks, like Dell, has a parallel version of the platform running behind its wall for employees to share and discuss their own suggestions.

Marc Benioff, the outspoken CEO of Salesforce.com, used the Ideas platform first for his own customers and employees and then opened it up to other companies. “It’s like a live focus group that never closes,” he said in an email. “I believe that these days, the rapid communication that is enabled by wikis, blogs, Twitter, YouTube, and you name it ensures that no matter what kind of company you are, your customers are having a conversation about your products and practices. The question that every company has to ask is, ‘Do I want to be part of this conversation? Do I want to learn from it? Am I willing to innovate on the basis of it?’ If you harness the power of this community, you will benefit. If you turn your back on it, you get farther and farther out of touch while competitors flourish. The dead-end suggestion box and auto reply are symbols of corporate indifference and are no longer tolerated.” (If Benioff sounds like Michael Dell on the topic, there’s a reason: He was the one who suggested that Dell needed IdeaStorm.)

Any company or institution could use a platform like this. Governments should use it to gather citizens’ suggestions. Editors should use it to solicit and discuss story ideas from readers. Retailers should use it to help decide what goes on shelves. The question is how much companies and institutions are willing to open up to the gift economy and let their constituents take part in their decisions. The gift economy is about more than just listening to customers out of courtesy or respect (now that companies can no longer get away with hiding phone numbers and email addresses and sentencing customers to phone-mail jail). It is about understanding that customers and constituents want to have a voice and gain control. It is a better way to do business. Can customers help design products? Can citizens help write legislation? Can they assign journalists? We will ask those questions in the next section of the book.

Are you willing to have your customers sit at the next desk to work with you? They’re willing. Try them.

The mass market is dead—long live the mass of niches
 

“Masses are other people,” sociologist Raymond Williams said in his 1938 book Culture and Society. “There are in fact no masses; there are only ways of seeing people as masses.”

Advertisers, manufacturers, retailers, media companies, and politicians find it convenient to see us as masses. It’s the essence of their business, their efficiency, their reach, their economy of scale. We are their critical mass. So for them, our newfound power to stand out and act as individuals, to coalesce into networks of our own, and to rise above them in Google searches—whether we are competing with them or complaining about them—is a supreme irritant, even a threat.

Mass-based industries and institutions worry now about “fragmentation”—a term used by those who control the mass market. But out here in the market, we call it “choice.” Give us more choice and we’ll take it. We’ll gravitate to our own interests, tastes, and communities. The natural state of life, commerce, and media is choice.

The impending shift away from the mass-market economy was chronicled famously in Chris Anderson’s era-defining 2006 book, The Long Tail. Anderson said that as the internet creates the means to make, find, and pay attention to an unlimited variety of content about anything, culture and commerce will be less dependent on mass hits. Very few people might watch a single video about how to catch butterflies, but when we can create and watch an unlimited supply of such highly targeted content, the total audience for all these niches together will accumulate to take a sizable share of the audience’s attention. In 2008, Anita Elberse challenged Anderson in the Harvard Business Review, arguing that his theory wasn’t proving out in practice because a small number of titles still capture a large share of attention and sales. Anderson handily and graciously dealt with her objections on his blog, LongTail.com, reinterpreting some of Elberse’s data and definitions to show that the tail, as he measures it, is indeed a factor: Though consumers still buy many copies of a limited number of hit CDs from Wal-Mart, their attention devoted to music not sold in Wal-Mart is substantial and growing.

A seminal work in this debate is, believe it or not, a PowerPoint presentation: Umair Haque’s New Economics of Media (search Google for “Haque new economics of media” to find it; I also suggest you browse his blog, Bubblegeneration.com, which has influenced Anderson and me). Don’t be deterred by his 107 slides and their dizzying economics charts. Haque’s lesson is clear: The age of the blockbuster is past. Making money through controlling production, distribution, and marketing is a diminishing game. Haque says media 2.0’s three sources of value creation are revelation (finding the good stuff ), aggregation (distribution 2.0), and plasticity (enabling content to be extended through, for example, mashups). This economy, he says, requires openness, decentralization, and connectedness through niches—not blockbusters. The new opportunities lie in the long tail.

I know the arguments to the contrary: the Oscars, the Olympics, Harry Potter, The DaVinci Code, American Idol, Wal-Mart. Yes, stipulated, there will still be blockbusters. But let’s also agree to these factors: The tools that enable anyone to create and distribute goods and media will yield almost unlimited choice. The public will increasingly seize upon that choice. The attention given to and thus the value of this new wave of choice will grow. There are new opportunities in enabling, organizing, and monetizing this abundance. The blockbuster strategy always was a gamble; as it continues, it is a bigger gamble than ever. The mass market’s hold over the economy diminishes.

The mass market was a short-lived phenomenon. It began with the large-scale adoption of television in the mid-1950s—and the consequent death of second and third newspapers in most American cities, yielding one-size-fits-all mass products in both broadcast and print. It was in the mid-1980s, in the age of the remote control, that I became the TV critic at People magazine, the last great mass magazine launched in America. In its first decade, the magazine was pretty much a piece of cake to run: Put a star in a big show on the cover and watch it sell. But I remember the day that ended, when my editor and mentor at People, Pat Ryan, yelled at me from the other end of the hall: “TV’s dead, Jarvis! It’s dead!”

She had just received the latest in a string of bad sales reports on covers featuring stars in top shows. They didn’t produce guaranteed hits anymore because Americans were not all watching the same shows. No longer did we wake up as one nation asking, “Who shot J.R.?” Instead, while I was watching MTV, you were watching the History Channel, she was watching the Golf Channel, and the kids were using that new-fangled VCR with its flashing “12:00” or playing video games (never mind that the internet and the iPod had yet to come). Some lament the death of the allegedly grand shared experience of mass media, portraying it as the electronic fireside around which we sat in a common cultural encounter. I don’t. I value choice.

The fragmentation of media threw business strategies into a dither. Advertisers still wanted to buy us en masse, so media had to work harder to find a mass to satisfy them. It was then that People shifted from covering the event in the star’s career to the event in the star’s life, and other publications followed the lead. Bodily fluids journalism, I called it: stories about celebs’ deaths, diseases, affairs, scandals, weddings, babies, divorces. The balance of power at mainstream publications—at least on their covers—shifted from news to celebrity, journalism to gossip, editor to PR person, hack to flack. Stars realized the dollar value that their names and faces brought to magazines, and that’s when their publicity people took over. Editors used to act as gatekeepers to the most valuable commodity—the audience. But then PR people became gatekeepers to a more valuable asset—celebrity. They would negotiate access, guarantees of covers, photo approval, selection of reporters, and even the ability to pick and change their quotes. PR people held such power because they now held the key to magazines’ ability to attract large audiences. Magazines all wrote about the same celebrities and scandals—they went more mass—but that was because there were fewer topics that would attract lots of buyers. Too many of us were busy watching Discovery instead of Dynasty. And that, in turn, changed the economics of TV content. Networks seeing their shrinking masses could less afford to gamble on expensive dramatic shows, let alone miniseries (remember them?). They were replaced by so-called reality TV, which was not only cheaper but also more sensational.

What replaces the mass? The aggregation of the long tail—the mass of niches—does. We each gravitate to our own interests and, thanks to the new and inexpensive tools of content creation online, there’s sure to be something for everyone—and if there isn’t, we can make it ourselves. The 500-channel world never materialized. Instead, the billion-choice universe emerged. Internet tracking service comScore said in 2008 that we watched 10 billion videos a month online. Of course, none of them individually had the ratings of the Super Bowl. But together, those 10 billion videos captured a huge amount of our attention. eMarketer says 94 million Americans read 22.6 million blogs in 2007—more than there are newspapers and magazines: blogs about knitting, blogs about heart disease, niche blogs about writing niche blogs. As I write this book, Wikipedia has 2.3 million articles and even it has new competitors, including the Star Wars version, Wookiepedia. Everyone, and every interest, has a place online.

Advertisers, addicted to one-stop shopping, still spend huge budgets on TV that are way out of proportion to the time the audience spends there versus the time we now spend on the internet. That can’t last forever. Soon, agencies will have to work for a living. Instead of reflexively buying slots on primetime TV, they will need to put together networks of smaller media with smaller audiences that add up to a critical mass. This approach is harder but more targeted and more efficient. Why advertise diapers on a show I watch—next to my teenage kids—when instead Pampers can now advertise on mommy blogs?

As advertisers and agencies catch up with the death of the mass market, money will flow online that will, in turn, support the creation of new content, which will draw a greater audience, which will earn more money. On and on this virtuous circle will go until broadcast TV is a shell of its former self. There will still be hit shows—the Deal or No Deals that pass for our grand shared experience today—but there will be fewer of them.

Google figured out how to navigate the universe of niches and profit from it. It created a new way for advertisers to reach highly targeted audiences just as they search for and read relevant content. Even more disrupting to old media ways, Google didn’t charge for eyeballs—that is, the size of the audience—but for clicks—that is, action. Advertisers could measure the return on their investment instead of talking to faceless masses that may or may not have been listening. More disruption: Google didn’t set ad rates as old media did; it let the marketplace set the price of keywords in auctions. Because Google benefits as more ads are clicked on, it is in Google’s interest to continue to improve its targeting and effectiveness. That improves both advertisers’ efficiency and Google’s bottom line. This virtuous circle of virtuous circles is how Google built its empire around the fall of the mass and the rise of the niche.

You, too, must learn how to make the transition from mass to niche and how to exploit it. If you’re still selling products to the masses, you’re going to find it harder. If you’re making one-size-fits-all products, realize they don’t fit everyone. Customers will tell you what they want instead. In the next section of the book, we will examine scenarios for adapting and capitalizing on the move from mass: how automakers should let us help them make cars, how retailers can help us find unique goods, how universities should help us craft our educations. The shift from mass is really a shift of power from top to bottom, center to edge, them to us.

The mass market is dead. It committed suicide. Google just handed it the gun.

Google commodifies everything
 

In the earliest days of the web, I watched focus groups where users thought there was this amazing new company that had acquired all the content you could imagine about every subject possible, as if from the merger of a library, a newspaper, a magazine, and a weather service. That company was Netscape. It merely made the first commercial browser that took readers to those other companies’ sites. But Netscape got the credit.

Today, that amazing brand is Google. People go online looking for something, find the answer, and often don’t know where they found it. Google found it. They’re savvier today and know that Google doesn’t own all the content it links to. But that doesn’t matter, so long as they find what they want—and Google is damned good at that. That’s great for users but bad for brands. Here you work your buns off creating a brand online; you build technology and staff to maintain your site; you spend a fortune on marketing and search-engine optimization to get people to find it; you tell advertisers how many users come to your page and like your brand. But in the end, huge numbers of users don’t recall coming to your site and don’t credit your brand. When I worked on newspaper sites, we knew we had more users than the research said. The problem was, when users were asked where they had seen a piece of information that could have come only from us, they often couldn’t remember. Google found it for them. Google diluted our brands.

Google has turned commodification into a business strategy. Content is commodified: Google makes it just about as easy for you to find what I’ve written on a topic as what Newsweek has written. Once was, brands organized information but now Google does. Media are commodified: Google places marketers’ ads on sites without telling them where the ads will appear. It places those ads not as an ad agency would—on the basis of the audience size, demographics, trust, or value of a media brand—but on the coincidence of words on a page. The value of the ad depends only on how many people click on it. Thus the media brand behind the content where the ad appears becomes less critical and less valuable. Even the audience is commodified: There’s little that distinguishes one of us from another—not age, income, gender, education, interest, all the things advertisers historically paid for. Everybody’s like everybody else. We’re just users. We might as well be pork bellies. And advertisers are commodified: Their text ads look alike, without their expensive logos and brand messages. You’d think they’d object, but they don’t mind because they pay only for clicks. Google has cleverly reduced the risk in advertising, so advertisers let Google drive.

It isn’t all bad. The leveling of the playing field the internet and Google engineered also made it possible for a tiny store selling a niche product to find its ideal customer or for a mere blogger to swim alongside big, old media. But in that process, it’s ironic that our unique identities, personalities, brands, qualifications, interests, relationships, and reputations as publishers—the values the internet enables—can be lost even as we can be found via Google.

What do we do about the threat of commodification? One smart response is to play by Google’s rules and take Google’s money as About.com has done. Or you can join networks with other specialized niches to reach critical mass, as Glam.com has done. Or get people to link to you and talk about you because you’re just so damned good, as Apple does. Or place your ads on highly targeted sites where you know your customers are, sponsoring that mommy blog with free baby food for loyal readers. Develop a deep relationship with your constituents so they come back to you directly, not just through Google search but by using social services such as Facebook. Serve the niche well rather than the mass badly.

Welcome to the Google economy
 

In April 2008, just as America was diving into recession, Google announced another amazing and profitable quarter. The New York Times story was headlined, “Google defies economy.” It should have read, “Google defines economy.”

Old definitions of our economy measured the performance of big companies and their impact on each other (see: the Dow Jones Industrial Average). Media and advertising served only large companies because only they could afford to advertise in large outlets. Manufacturers could get retail space only if they operated under the economies of scale. That was the mass economy. Then Google’s marketplace for advertisers of all sizes introduced the small-is-the-new-big ecosystem, the mass-of-niches economy.

That Google’s advertising is run in an auction marketplace means that its economy is more fluid; it fills in voids. When an economic downturn affects, say, travel, a magazine such as Condé Nast Traveler will suffer—airlines and resorts will advertise less and there aren’t more big advertisers to fill the gap at Traveler’s price. But on Google, if American Airlines and the Ritz aren’t buying the keyword “Paris” this month, other advertisers may buy it. The price of that keyword may decline with demand, but in Google’s very broad economy, the prices of other keywords (e.g., “foreclosure” and “credit”) may rise.

This practically unlimited supply of advertisers in a fluid marketplace appears to be a new economic model that may insulate Google from some of the dynamics of an economy built on mass and scarcity. Google has its own economy.

Google also reflects our new and emerging economic reality. In the financial meltdown that reached full flame in the fall of 2008, we saw not just the failure of mortgages, derivatives, banks, and regulation. We saw the dawn of a new economy that could best be viewed and understood through the lens of Google, the one company that—by design or by luck—was built for the emerging world order. As banks, companies, and even nations faltered, Google still announced profits rising 26 percent.

In Google’s economy, companies will no longer grow to critical mass by borrowing massive capital to make massive acquisitions—at least not for the foreseeable future. Instead, they need to learn from Google and grow by building platforms to help others prosper. Indeed, growth will come less from owning assets inside one company and amassing risk there than from enabling others in a network to build their own value, reducing their cost, and spreading their risk. That is Google’s way.
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Atoms are a drag
 

Stuff is just so last-century. Nobody wants to handle stuff anymore. It’s inconvenient and expensive. If you have stuff, to paraphrase the late, great George Carlin, you have to find a place for it. You must buy the raw stuff you’ll use to make your stuff. Then you have to store your stuff, pack it inside more stuff, and ship it along with other stuff. Not to mention that you have to pay to hold an inventory of stuff and you risk your stuff going out of style, in which case you’ll be stuck with a lot of useless, old stuff. Anybody can reverse-engineer your stuff and make the same stuff. Now you may argue that their stuff isn’t as good as your stuff—as Carlin said, “Have you noticed that their stuff is shit and your shit is stuff?”—but once there’s competitive stuff, you’ll probably have to charge less for your stuff to sell more of it. Stuff is a pain. Digits aren’t.

Since the dawn of industry, controlling things and the means to make, market, and distribute them has defined businesses. Carmakers sold cars, newspapers papers, book publishers books. They identified—and limited themselves—by their products. We are what we make.

Magazine companies sell what? Magazines? Not so fast. In 2008, Colin Crawford, an executive at the tech publisher IDG Communications, bragged that his was no longer a print company. IDG had crossed the Rubicon from print to digital two years earlier when its growth in online revenue exceeded the decline in its print revenue. As a result, Crawford blogged, his team could focus on “the changing needs of their customers” and on new online and mobile products and event businesses. The staff was, he said, “unburdened by print.”

Print had become a burden to a print company. It’s expensive to produce content for print, expensive to manufacture, and expensive to deliver. Print limits your space and your ability to give readers all they want. It restricts your timing and ability to keep readers up-to-the-minute. Print is already stale when it’s fresh. It is one-size-fits-all and can’t be adapted to the needs of each customer. It comes with no ability to click for more. It can’t be searched or forwarded. It has no archive. It kills trees. It uses energy. And you really should recycle it, though that’s a pain. Print sucks. Stuff sucks.

So who wants stuff? Not Amazon. Yes, Jeff Bezos built a great company around selling things: books, gadgets, hardware, almost anything that can be delivered to our door. Just as Craig Newmark of craigslist is blamed (unfairly) for driving a stake through the heart of papers, Bezos is blamed for crippling bookstores, with independent outlets dying and even chains suffering. But who can blame shoppers for going to Amazon with its discounts, convenience, and selection?

Bezos is as clever about stuff as he can be. He holds as little inventory as possible, getting more merchandise as needed when we order it. He owns no stores, pays no retail rent, hires no sales clerks. He doesn’t own the shipping infrastructure he uses but gets the best possible deal he can with outside services because he wields such huge volume. Because of that volume, he negotiates the best prices from suppliers. He passes a portion of those savings—the internet dividend—to his customers, which only builds his volume even higher. It’s a business of efficiencies, volume, turnover, and tight margins.

I bought Amazon stock and I’m holding onto it, not because Bezos built the better bookstore but because he is creating digital equity. He sells his retail services to other merchants, sending them customers online and taking a cut, in some cases warehousing and shipping their inventory and charging for the services. He also took the computer infrastructure he had to build and offered it to any company as a low-cost, pay-as-you-go service: computing power, storage, databases, and a mechanism for paying programmers. Countless companies now use Amazon Web Services as their backend, foregoing or at least forestalling investments in computers and software. Amazon has also created the infrastructure for an on-demand workforce called Mechanical Turk (named after a phony chess-playing automaton from 1769 that had a human chess master hidden inside). Companies post a repetitive task to be done and anyone can earn money—as little as one cent per task—by verifying the address in a picture, for example, or categorizing content. It’s a flexible marketplace for labor. With all these services, Amazon is supporting a wave of entrepreneurial effort. Why would a bookstore do that? Amazon turned its cost center into a profit center—and beat Google to the opportunity (Google later followed suit).

Bezos is not building a stuff company. I believe he is building a knowledge company. No one knows more about what identifiable individuals buy than Amazon—not even Wal-Mart (to them, we are mostly a mass) or the credit card company (they can’t necessarily see what products we buy at the grocery store). Amazon knows what we bought, when we bought it, and what else we bought with it. It can try out sales pitches to see which work best. It knows enough to predict what we might want so it can entice us to buy it. It has captured millions of reviews and ratings of every imaginable product from people who have bought and used them: a more valuable repository of consumer reports, I’d say, than Consumer Reports itself. No one knows more about the stuff we buy than Bezos. Handling stuff becomes a small price to pay to become so smart.

Amazon is positioned perfectly for the transition to digital content delivery. It is selling and delivering books to PCs and its Kindle e-book reader. It is selling movies direct to our TV sets. It is selling music downloads. Amazon has built a strong position in content thanks to innovations ranging from reviews to searching inside books to automated recommendations. By reflex, many of us go to Amazon to check out products before we buy them. That is Amazon’s brand and value, as much as the stuff it sells.

Bezos built a digital knowledge and service empire. Just as fast-food joints make more money selling Coke than cheeseburgers and some retail chains have built more value in real estate than merchandise sales, Bezos doesn’t really make his money pushing atoms. Like Google, he creates value by getting smart and building bits.

Are you limited by your stuff? If a magazine publisher no longer thinks of itself as a magazine company and if a bookstore can build a knowledge company, then ask what you can be. Where is your true value? I’ll bet it’s not in the atoms you move around. It’s in what you know or how you serve or how you can anticipate needs, isn’t it?

Middlemen are doomed
 

Nobody likes a middleman. Well, except for my very nice literary agent. When she read in the proposal for this book that middlemen were doomed, she protested: “But that’s me, Jeff.” Sorry to say, yes. When she sold the book to the publisher, you could say that she sold her own professional obit.

Then again, she did make the sale. Without her—and her relationship with publishers—my proposal wouldn’t have gotten into three houses, which led to an auction that raised the price (boy, was that fun). Even though my agent charges a higher commission than a real-estate agent (much higher), she increased my advance by more than the amount of the commission she was paid. Her agency also provides editorial, legal, and marketing advice. My agent made the marketplace more efficient and added value for me. She also makes the business more efficient for publishers, sifting through an abundance of book ideas and writers.

When I went to work as an online executive at a media conglomerate in the 1990s, I was delighted that I would get to work with a book publisher as it went online. But my boss warned me that I shouldn’t get too excited. He explained that a publisher doesn’t have direct relationships with readers (bookstores do) or even with talent (agents do). Publishing, he said, is a distribution business. Publishers, too, are middlemen.

Today, technology and the internet have fostered new self-publishing companies—Lulu.com, Blurb.com—that enable authors to have their books designed, printed, sold, and distributed and to keep a much higher proportion of the sale price—up to 80 percent, versus the roughly 15 percent of the hardcover price authors receive from mainstream publishers (minus the agent’s 15 percent). Authors can sell their books directly to readers via Amazon as well. But, of course, mainstream publishers will argue that because they have relationships with bookstores for sales and with media outlets for promotion, they are able to sell many times more books for a higher profit than an author can when selling directly. They’d be right—for now. This is why even I, cyberguy, chose to have this book published the old-fashioned way: Because the book and my ideas will be distributed and promoted broadly and I will likely make more money. My publisher is adding value. In the next section of the book, we examine how book publishers need to update their business and their books for the Google age.

For all middlemen, the clock is ticking and the question of value is looming. Every time Google makes a direct connection, a middleman’s value is diminished. Are you a middleman? If the web is hurting rather than helping your business, the answer is probably yes. If you make the marketplace more efficient, if you solve problems of abundance and confusion and add value, good. But even if you do, anyone can use the internet to undercut you—to craigslist you. If you make your living telling people what they can’t do because you control resources or relationships, if you work in a closed marketplace where information and choice are controlled and value is obscured, then your days are numbered. I’m talking to you, car salesmen, advertising agencies, government bureaucrats, insurance-office benefit-deniers, head hunters, travel agents (oh, sorry, they’re already nearly extinct), and real-estate agents.

The internet abhors inefficiency, eliminating it whenever Google, Amazon, eBay, craigslist, et al connect buyer to seller, demand to fulfillment, question to answer, SWF to SWM. Economist Umair Haque, blogging for the Harvard Business Review, sees a shift from an economy built on inefficient marketplaces, where ownership and control are centralized, to an economy built on efficiency, where information is open and the power resides nearer the edges. “Competitive advantage is fundamentally about making markets work less efficiently,” he said. “One catastrophically effective way to do that is to hide and obscure information—to gain bargaining power relative to the guy on the other side of the table.” The new way to succeed is to do the opposite: “Release information bottlenecks and make things more liquid.” In other words, stop trying to make money by interfering in transactions.

Consider my least favorite inefficient marketplace: real estate. I hate paying agents 6 percent commission for doing so little. They, in turn, hate it when I talk about them on my blog. What we think of real-estate agents around the world is an open secret. A 2008 survey by the British Journalism Review found that real-estate agents are the least-trusted professionals, worse even than tabloid reporters. Only 10 percent of Britons trust them.

But real-estate agents have nothing to fear from me—or, they think, the internet—because they control one of the last dark pools of restricted information left in business: the multiple-listing service (MLS) database of properties for sale. If your house isn’t listed there, buyers won’t see it and other agents won’t show and sell it. But only real-estate agents can list homes in the MLS. I call that monopolistic restraint of trade. Real-estate agents call it service. The U.S. Justice Department called it antitrust, and in 2008 it reached a settlement with the National Association of Realtors to open up the multiple-listing service somewhat to discount brokers. It was a small victory against the middleman.

Agents say they bring you pricing expertise. But in the U.S., Zillow. com will give you an automated estimate of your home’s worth based on comparable sales in your area. Zillow tracks its own accuracy, comparing actual sale prices with its estimates. So much for that bit of expertise from Ms. Agent.

Agents say they market your home. Pshaw. They used to advertise a selection of homes in the Sunday paper, but those ads promoted their agencies as much as marketing specific properties. Real-estate ads are like grocery ads that entice you to come in because flank steak is on sale or because one house caught your eye. Now, thanks to the internet, there’s less need for agencies to advertise in papers. Real-estate agents can save money by putting listings on their own web sites or even on craigslist and Zillow. They rarely pass those savings on to homeowners.

Agents say they bring their expertise to buyers, not just sellers. When I bought homes, I went to agents so I could see the multiple-listing service and pick out my prospects. The only real service the agent provided was hauling me around and letting me into homes.

“A real-estate agent may see you not so much as an ally but as a mark,” Steven D. Levitt and Stephen J. Dubner wrote in their 2005 paean to seeing things differently, Freakonomics. They cited a study that found that real-estate agents keep their own homes on the market an average of 10 days longer than homes they represent—and agents sell their own homes at prices 3 percent higher. Levitt and Dubner explained that it’s more efficient for agents if they can get you to sell quickly, even if for a few dollars less. “Here,” they wrote, “is the agent’s main weapon: the conversion of information into fear.” In the long run, Zillow and similar services will become smarter than the smartest agent. On the internet, more information equals more power and value. (In the next section of the book, I’ll outline how I propose to replace real-estate agents.)

In the early 1990s, when I worked with newspapers, I predicted that real-estate agents would desert papers for online. I advised newspapers to get into the real-estate business themselves, becoming agents just so they could get access to the multiple-listing data. Newspapers are not in the publishing business but are in the information business, and the MLS is the key to the information that mattered. God no, the publishers said, we don’t want to rock the boat with agents and lose that ad revenue. But papers were bound to lose it anyway.

Newspapers didn’t know what business they were in and didn’t know who their true customers were. They thought they were in the business of selling real-estate ads, not serving homeowners (aka readers). Newspapers even tried to discourage homeowners from posting their own for-sale-by-owner ads because agents saw those homeowners as competition. Staying loyal to real-estate agents over readers did newspapers no good. The agents didn’t return the loyalty. Newspaper classified revenue in real estate, jobs, and cars fell from $19.6 billion in 2000 to $14.2 billion in 2007 (adjusted for inflation, that’s a drop of about 40 percent). If newspapers had seen just how dire their future was, they might have gone around the agents they had protected and freed up information for readers. But soon it was too late. Though real-estate ads increased as home prices rose, the home bubble eventually burst in 2008, and papers’ last gravy train derailed.

Real-estate agents and papers are not alone as middlemen, the proprietors of inefficient marketplaces. The monopolies, duopolies, oligopolies, cartels, and controlled marketplaces enjoyed by cable companies, phone companies, broadcasters, advertising agencies, health-care companies, and government are challenged by the internet’s open marketplace of information. Google isn’t their competitor. Google is the weapon their competitors wield.

Free is a business model
 

Free is impossible to compete against. The most efficient marketplace is a free marketplace. Money gets in the way. It costs money to market and to acquire customers so you can sell things to them. It costs money to take payments. Charging customers stops some unknown number of them from getting your product or using your service, which stops you from having a relationship with them. Money costs money.

Obviously, that’s absurd. The goal of any business is to collect money and make a profit. The most sensible way to do that is to charge the people who consume what you produce, right? Not always. Return to the chapter on networks, where new-age phone companies (Skype), retail marketplaces (Amazon, eBay), and classified-ad marketplaces (craigslist) grow larger by charging less, even nothing.

As much as I abuse media for operating under the rules of the old economy, let it be said that more than a century ago they created a new model built on not charging customers full freight. Rather than making readers or viewers cover costs, media charge the people who want to reach the people they reach—they charge advertisers. That is what makes broadcast free and newspapers and magazines inexpensive. A high-end magazine might cost $4–$5 per copy to produce and distribute; it might cost another $20–$30 to market to acquire that subscriber. Yet many successful monthly magazines charge their readers only $1 per copy to subscribe; it’s nearly free. A publisher in this scenario is in the hole $50 or more per subscriber in the first year (that improves every time readers renew). Clearly, though, magazines make money from ads—enough to dig themselves out of that hole and earn an impressive profit through the side door.

Google and the internet have created more models for making money through that side door. The appeal of this path is that often you need not own the assets that make you money. Google doesn’t want to own the content it searches; it wants knowledge to be free online so it can organize more of it. In the late 1990s, Google executives came to me when I worked for a magazine publisher, trying to convince us that we should take all our content archives—for which we charged readers—and put them on the internet for free. Google search, in turn, would send lots of traffic to the old articles. Google also offered to put its ads on these pages, making new money on old content—more money, they assured us, than we were making from archive fees. They were probably right, but I knew it would have been impossible to convince magazine publishers—who were too accustomed to owning and exploiting their valuable assets—to see value elsewhere. At the time, publishers didn’t understand that restricting access online was turning away people to whom they could show ads and sell magazines and build relationships. The pay wall was less a revenue opportunity than an opportunity cost.

The New York Times learned this lesson through experience. So accustomed were Times executives to selling papers and charging readers for access to content that they couldn’t bear the idea of giving it all away on the free web. They decided to charge readers online and had to find something to put behind a pay wall. It had to be something that would not hurt their advertising business (they wouldn’t have wanted to put ad-rich travel content behind a wall, losing audience and ad revenue, for example) but something that readers thought was still worth paying for. In 2005, NYTimes.com fenced off columnists and archives along with other goodies and charged $49.95 per year for access. TimesSelect got 227,000 paying customers (plus print subscribers and students, who received it for free). It brought in a reported $10 million annual revenue. I never saw an accounting of the cost of marketing to acquire those subscribers or of customer service; the profit margin was not reported. In a speech then, Guardian editor Alan Rusbridger showed a picture of The Times’ lavish new headquarters and said that revenue wouldn’t pay the gas bill in the building.

The Times killed the service in 2007 and freed its content again for a few simple reasons: First, it increased the audience to the paper’s site; within months after tearing down the wall, audience increased, by one account, 40 percent. Second, The Times could make more money on the advertising shown to its additional audience. Third, opening up improved the paper’s Googlejuice by bringing in more clicks and links, which in turn yielded more traffic. Finally, the dropping of the toll booth brought The Times’ columnists back into the conversation. Rusbridger had said The Times walling off its columnists was “brilliant” for the Guardian because it opened the door for it to reach The Times’ former readers (the Guardian gets a third of its audience in the U.S.). In the end, The Times rediscovered the value of free.

Google understands the value of free better than anyone. When it bought Blogger, it stopped charging for the service and added advertising. When it launched Gmail with tons of storage, it made the service free and served targeted advertising. More recently Google has set out to pull a craigslist on the $7 billion mobile directory-service business. Google made directory assistance free at 1-800-GOOG–411. My accursed mobile service provider still charges me $1.79 to find a number—and mind you, the only reason I’m looking for a number is so I can make a call using the company’s network, which I pay to do. This is like a store charging us for directions to come spend money there.

Google surely will make money on its mobile directory service with advertising. It will learn more about our behavior and needs. I can imagine it using us to create a vast repository of our reviews and recommendations about establishments (“leave your review after the tone” or “rate the restaurant using your keypad”). Google may find yet another side door to make money. Tech publisher Tim O’Reilly speculated on his blog that Google wants to gather billions of voice samples as we ask for listings. That will make its speech recognition smarter, helping it get ready for the day when phones and computers respond to voice commands. Chris Anderson, editor of Wired magazine, projected that by 2012, Google could make $144 million in fees from users if it charged for directory assistance, but by foregoing that revenue it could instead make $2.5 billion in the voice-powered mobile search market. As with newspaper classifieds, the entire industry may shrink but the winner will grab the biggest share of what is left. That winner is likely to be a new player, not one trying to protect old revenue streams and assets. By making its service free, Google will establish itself as the leader in providing local information and position the company for the coming mobile explosion. On Jim Cramer’s CNBC show, Google chief Eric Schmidt said the company anticipates making more money on mobile than desktops because mobile provides a better way to targets ads, and targeting is Google’s real strength.

Anderson, author of The Long Tail, argues in his next book that free is a business model. In a preview of FREE! in Wired, he provided a case study: Ryanair, a discount flier out of Dublin, has been selling tickets around Europe for as little as $20 and hopes to offer seats for free. The airline saves money—and who can complain at these prices?—by using less popular airports. Once it has you, it charges extra fees for priority boarding, luggage, food, and credit card handling (American airlines have started similar charges but at higher ticket prices and with spotty service). Ryanair also shows ads onboard—an ideal exploitation of a captive audience. It hopes to start onboard gambling, which could be a huge money-maker.

A favorite buzz phrase of consultants in the last few decades is “zero-based budgeting”—rethinking and rebuilding your business from scratch, without legacy structures and assumptions. Now you really can start at zero: What if your goods cost you nothing? What if you charged nothing? Where does your value exist? What is the essence of your business? What can you learn from it? How do you make money—is there a side door? Your business will likely operate at a different scale: It could be smaller but with lower costs and higher margins. Or it could be larger with lower margins, which helps it grow bigger faster with less investment and risk. But it will surely be different. Rich Barton, founder of online real-estate service Zillow, told The New York Times: “The internet is a great big race to free. Anyone who has built a business model with a price above free for something that can be free is in a tough strategic position.”

So how do you get to free first?

Decide what business you’re in
 

What business is Google really in? Of course, it’s in the search business; that’s why we go there. But it doesn’t profit from licensing its search. It is also in the service business, providing us with everything from email to document management to mapping to publishing tools to social networks to telephone directory assistance to video distribution. But it charges us for none of that. It is not in the stuff business, moving things or selling them (though it has not fully escaped the tyranny of matter; it buys a lot of atoms in the form of computers, and it has to spend a lot on charged atoms to power them). It is also not in the content business; apart from its collaborative, Wikipedia-like Knol, it doesn’t create or control original content but instead prefers to organize others’ (owning content would put Google in competition with the businesses whose content it exploits). Ultimately, Google is in the organization and knowledge businesses. Google knows more about what we know and want to know and what we do with that than any other institution. But its profit doesn’t come from that either. Google’s profit comes from advertising, which it dominates because it is so good at search and has so many of us using its services and knows so much that it can target ads efficiently. Google knows what it is.

AOL thought it was in the content business, which is why Time Warner, a content company, made the disastrous mistake of combining with AOL. In reality, AOL was in the community business (its chats and forums were pioneering and popular, long before Facebook or MySpace) and the service business (“you’ve got mail” on AOL way before you’ve gotten it from Gmail). AOL didn’t ask the right question: What business are we really in?

Poor Yahoo thought it, too, was in the content business; that is why it hired a Hollywood studio exec, Terry Semel, to be its CEO. He tried to turn it into a digital movie studio. But Yahoo could have owned search as the pioneer in web directories; it handed that to Google. It could have owned search advertising as a pioneer there, too, but it ceded leadership in automated advertising as well to Google. What business is Yahoo really in? I think it never decided.

What business are you really in?

Many companies worry that they can’t make the transition to bits: analog to digital, physical to virtual, 1.0 to 2.0. Some are nearer than they think. Kodak is a classic case of a company said to be making the transition from atoms to bits—physical film to digital images, sales to service. If it had realized soon enough that it was in the image and memories business—if it hadn’t defined itself by the atoms it pushed and processed—it should have beaten Yahoo to the punch and bought the photo and community service Flickr. When I think of pictures today, the first brand that comes to my mind is Flickr. Others think of Google’s Picassa. I also think of my Nokia camera phone. Who now thinks of Kodak (or Polaroid, which stopped making instant film cameras in 2008)? No one.

Airlines are the ultimate atomic enterprises, moving our own molecules from place to place and burning lots more molecules in the process. But even airlines could be relationship and knowledge companies. Are cable companies pipe managers, or should they be hosts for our digital creations? Are doctors’ offices sickness companies or health companies? Are insurance companies arbitrageurs of risk or guarantors of safety? Are grocery stores stuff companies or knowledge factories? Are restaurants kitchens or communities? We’ll examine such upside-down views of these industries and more in the next section of this book.

You should be asking: Am I a knowledge company? A data company? A community company? A platform? A network? Where is your value and where is your revenue? Remember that they might not be in the same place; the money may come in through a side door.

It’s time for your identity crisis.
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There is an inverse relationship between control and trust
 

Trust is more of a two-way exchange than most people—especially those in power—realize. Leaders in government, news media, corporations, and universities think they and their institutions can own trust when, of course, trust is given to them. Trust is earned with difficulty and lost with ease. When those institutions treat constituents like masses of fools, children, miscreants, or prisoners—when they simply don’t listen—it’s unlikely they will engender warm feelings of mutual respect. Trust is an act of opening up; it’s a mutual relationship of transparency and sharing. The more ways you find to reveal yourself and listen to others, the more you will build trust, which is your brand.

Give the people control and we will use it, my first law decrees. Don’t and you will lose us. In a meeting of web 2.0 gurus at National Public Radio sometime ago, I heard David Weinberger—coauthor of The Cluetrain Manifesto, author of Everything’s Miscellaneous, and a Harvard fellow—extend that law. He may have thought of this law as his own, but I prefer to co-opt it as Weinberger’s Corollary to Jarvis’ First Law: “There is an inverse relationship between control and trust.” There’s another one of those counterintuitive lessons of the Google age: The more you control, the less you will be trusted; the more you hand over control, the more trust you will earn. That’s the antithesis of how companies and institutions operated in pre-internet history. They believed their control engendered our trust.

In the early days of the internet, some journalists dismissed new sources of information—weblogs, Wikipedia, and online discussions—arguing that because they were not produced by fellow professionals, they could not be trusted. But the tragic truth is that the public does not trust journalists. A 2008 Harris survey found that 54 percent of Americans do not trust news media, and a Sacred Heart University poll said that only 19.6 percent believe all or most news media. In the U.K., a 2008 YouGov poll found what looks like a high number who trust BBC journalists a great deal or a fair amount—61 percent—but that was down 20 points since 2003.

Trust is—no surprise—an issue with political leaders. In 2007 the World Economic Forum released a Gallup Voice of the People survey reporting that globally, 43 percent of citizens said political leaders are dishonest; 37 percent said they have too much power; 27 percent said they are not competent. Fifty-two percent of U.S. citizens said their politicians are dishonest. Business came off only marginally better: 34 percent believed business leaders are dishonest; 34 percent said they have too much power.

To co-opt Sally Field: We don’t like you. We really don’t like you.

When asked how to restore trust, a plurality of world citizens polled by Gallup—32 percent—argued for transparency and 13 percent pushed for dialogue with consumers. There is Weinberger’s Corollary in action: Open up, hand over control, and you will begin to regain the trust you have lost.

Trust the people
 

Before the public can learn to trust the powerful, the powerful must learn to trust the public.

I learned my lesson about trusting the people when I was a TV critic at People magazine in the mid-1980s. That was the critical moment in the history of popular culture when the remote control passed 50 percent penetration on American couches. The remote, the cable box, and the VCR reached critical mass, and together they put us in control of our consumption of media. No longer were we imprisoned on Gilligan’s Island by the bad taste of network programmers in Burbank.

At the end of a season back then, I was about to go on a CBS morning show to talk about the season’s ratings when the segment producer, Bonnie Arnold, came to me on the set and summarized what she thought I would say: “You’re defending the taste of the American people, right?” I recoiled in horror. I’d never do that, I said. How could I say that the masses have taste? I’m a critic, a media snob. This is television we’re talking about. Vast wasteland, remember? Arnold argued with me: “You’re saying that good shows rose to the top of the ratings and bad shows fell. So you’re arguing that the audience has good taste.”

Ding. She was right. I was defending the taste of the American people. That moment evolved my worldview (as the internet would again 20 years later). I realized just then that once the people were given choice and control, they would tend to pick the good stuff. The more choice they had, the better the stuff they picked. The better stuff they picked, the more Hollywood was forced to make good shows for them. Here was a virtuous cultural circle and another law: Abundance breeds quality.

Of course, there have been exceptions—blooper shows, game shows, tabloid shows, trailer-trash talk shows. We have feared that each of these trends would take over television and society. But in each case, we as a nation overdosed on our guilty pleasures and they faded away. Quality wins. I’ve long argued that the golden age of television was not the 1950s, with our misplaced nostalgia for its cheesy video Vaudeville. Uncle Miltie, I say, was a hack. The Sopranos is higher art than Playhouse 90. Seinfeld, Cheers, and The Office are funnier than The Honeymooners. Sacrilege, perhaps, but true. The golden age of TV is now—or probably tomorrow, as TV is reinvented and opened up on the internet.

On that day in the 1980s, I learned to trust the people. Bonnie Arnold’s challenge turned me into a populist. I realized that if you didn’t trust the people, then you couldn’t believe in democracy (why let us pick our leaders…even if we sometimes do bollix it up?), free markets (shouldn’t somebody be in charge?), journalism and education (why inform the people if they’re a bunch of idiots?), even reform religion (surely the masses shouldn’t talk directly with God).

My new, populist worldview was only strengthened by my experience with the internet, which gives us control over not just our consumption of media but now its creation. The internet enables unlimited creation and, because abundance breeds quality, we now have more good stuff. I know, you’re going to rub my nose in a YouTube video—one featuring a flaming fart or a twirling cat—and you’ll argue that the internet opens the door to the creation of crap. That, it does. But it also offers new opportunities for talent and new stages for voices that could not emerge in the old systems of control. There have always been bad books on bookstore shelves next to the gems. See: Danielle Steel. There will always be flaming cat videos next to art online. But there is the opportunity to make more art now. The challenge is finding and supporting it. That is where Google comes in. Google can’t and shouldn’t do it all; we still need curators, editors, teachers—and ad salespeople—to find and nurture the best. But Google provides the infrastructure for a culture of choice.

Google’s algorithms and its business model work because Google trusts us. That was the ding moment that led Sergey Brin and Larry Page to found their company: the realization that by tracking what we click on and link to, we would lead them to the good stuff and they, in turn, could lead others to it. “Good,” of course, is too relative and loaded a term. “Relevant” is a better description for what Google’s PageRank delivers. As the company explains on its site:


PageRank relies on the uniquely democratic nature of the web by using its vast link structure as an indicator of an individual page’s value. In essence, Google interprets a link from page A to page B as a vote, by page A, for page B. But, Google looks at considerably more than the sheer volume of votes, or links a page receives; for example, it also analyzes the page that casts the vote. Votes cast by pages that are themselves “important” weigh more heavily and help to make other pages “important.” Using these and other factors, Google provides its views on pages’ relative importance.


 


Google doesn’t view all links from all people equally. The more links you get to your site, the more your links to other sites are worth. Thus Google pays heed to those to whom we pay heed. Google realizes that trust is something we share with each other. Or put another way, any friend of ours is a friend of Google’s.

Google found value in trust. Others are creating systems of trust as the core of their businesses. Facebook helps us build lists of those we know and trust. eBay turned internet commerce’s disadvantage—fear of being robbed by merchants we do not know—into a unique opportunity by becoming the platform for trusted transactions of physical goods among strangers. Studies have shown that consumers are likely to pay higher prices to merchants they trust. Amazon, too, has created a system of trust in its reviews (though they can be infiltrated by both authors and their enemies) and in the money-where-your-mouth-is value of telling us that people who bought this also bought that. Prosper.com (which I’ll discuss in the chapter, “The First Bank of Google”) created a system of trust for person-to-person loans. PayPal did the same for person-to-person payments. We are witnessing the growth of the trust industry.

Social news service Digg has built a content community around trust. Users find and submit stories to the site, and then the community votes on what should go to the front page. That’s editing by the mob and it works (especially if your interests gravitate toward the geeky). Instead of a staff, Digg has thousands of volunteer editors out there finding the interesting and noteworthy news on the web, and competing with each other to get it on Digg first. That makes the service lightning fast, a great source of alerts and updates. Diggers develop a reputation—anointed by fellow Diggers—by finding the most interesting stories fastest.

Journalists I know are suspicious of Digg and of the mob usurping their prerogatives and jobs. One day I sat at a lunch with a news executive and my son, Jake. The executive’s a nice guy but not terribly interesting to a teen. So Jake had his nose buried in his iPhone as the executive belittled Digg, which he decreed to be over already. “Why would anyone trust this thing?” he asked. I turned to Jake and asked him what he was doing. “Oh, Digg,” he said. As we quizzed him, Jake told the executive that he never goes directly to a brand like this man’s newspaper or even to blogs he likes. He rarely types in one of those addresses and wonders what they have to tell him today. Mind you, he reads a lot of news—far more than I did at his age. But he goes to that news only via the links from Digg, friends’ blogs, and Twitter. He travels all around an internet that is edited by his peers because he trusts them and knows they share his interests. The web of trust is built at eye-level, peer-to-peer.

Before I go on, let me acknowledge that, of course, things can go wrong. In 2005, the Los Angeles Times decided to be cyber-hip by inventing the “wikitorial,” an editorial from the paper that the public was invited to rewrite. In no time, the quality of discourse around the first wikitorial descended to the level of that on a prison yard during a riot because the Times had made a fundamental error: A wiki is a tool used for collaboration, but there was no collaborating to be done on the topic of the Times’ wikitorial—the Iraq war. I saw things going to hell and blogged that the Times would have been wiser to have created two wikis—one pro and one con—structured like an Oxford debate. The challenge to the opposing crowds would have been: Give us your best shots and let readers judge. It so happened that Jimmy Wales, founder of Wikipedia, saw my post and agreed. He headed to the Times to propose “forking” the wikitorial into two, but by then it was too late. The Times put a stake through the heart of the wikitorial. Since then, when newspaper people talk about interactivity, somebody will point to the danger of the wikitorial. Never mind that the form was misused; wikis now have cooties.

Interactivity has its limitations. Some people are simply wrong. Others are asses. Some need their meds. But don’t let them ruin the party. Too often, I hear traditionalists in every industry suggest we throw out the internet baby with the bathwater: When they see one nasty comment, one hoax, one rumor, one lie, they try to use that to discredit the entirety of a service or of the internet as a whole. That’s just as silly as wanting to ban phones, cars, or kitchen knives because something bad could be done with them. Of course, people misuse the internet. They misuse everything else, why should the internet be different? Where there is a challenge, though, find the opportunity. LiveWorld, for example, has made a business out of monitoring and maintaining communities.

Too many companies have been built not on trusting people but on making rules and prohibitions, telling customers what they cannot do, and penalizing them for doing wrong. Google has built its empire on trusting us. Trust Google on this.

Listen
 

At Google, we are God and our data is the Bible. It’s through the data generated by our activity that Google listens to what we want, prefer, and need. Google vice president Marissa Mayer has said that Google is constantly trying to anticipate and interpret our desires so it can predict what we are going to do—our intent. It does that by watching our every move. When her team wonders whether a page should be this color or that, they don’t make the decision themselves, nor do they hold a focus group. They put both colors on the web in an A/B test that measures which yields better usage. “We’ll be able to scientifically and mathematically prove which one users seem to be responding to better,” Mayer told students at Stanford, demonstrating an engineer’s faith in numbers.

If a Google employee is meeting with Larry and Sergey to talk about users’ needs, Mayer advised, she’d better come with more than her own conclusions. She’d better come with the data. “Their immediate question is, ‘How many people did you test?’” This reliance on data as the proxy for the will of the people is so ingrained in Google’s culture that it even supersedes organizational politics. “We rely so much on the data and we do so much measurement that you don’t have to worry that your idea will get picked because you’re the favorite,” Mayer said. “Data is apolitical.”

Google has faith in data because it has faith in us. When you take to heart the moral of James Surowiecki’s 2004 book, The Wisdom of Crowds, you must realize that your crowd—your users, customers, voters, students, audience, neighbors—is wise. The next questions should be: How do you capture and act on that wisdom? How do you listen? How do you enable them to share their wisdom with each other and with you? How do you help them make you smarter (and why should they bother)? Do you have the systems in place to hear? Do you have the culture in place to act on what you hear?

The first answer is to listen before you speak. Many times, companies have told me they’re going to blog to start conversations. Hold on, I tell them. Read before you write. Use search tools to find the conversations already going on about you and then join them. Look at every bit of data you have about how your constituents behave to learn more about their desires—and figure out what new data you can collect. Find ways to ask your public directly or through testing. If you’re lucky, like Google, you will have the means to test the actions of thousands or millions of users in a day. About.com has 700 sites with useful information on very nichey topics and millions of users searching for answers in millions of articles. When I worked with them, I sat in metrics meetings while executives stared at no end of usage statistics projected on the screen, tracking the behavior of any and every link on all pages. They rigorously tested different versions of pages whenever they wanted to make a change.

Not every business and institution has the blessing of Google’s and About.com’s data. Sometimes, of course, it’s better to listen to people one-on-one, as Starbucks and Dell are doing with their give-us-your-ideas platforms and as countless companies do when they read blogs and forums. These methods beat focus groups and surveys, which pick people at random who may have nothing to say. It’s better to listen to the people who have a reason to talk with you. Procter & Gamble chairman and CEO A.G. Lafley said in Strategy + Business magazine that he wanted customers to be “valued not just for their money, but as a rich source of information and direction.”

Sometimes, listening itself becomes your product. Flickr listens well. The photo service founded by Caterina Fake and Stewart Butterfield and now owned by Yahoo created an incredible infrastructure to take in more than a million photos a day and enable users to organize them around captions and tags—one-word descriptions—which also enable fellow users to find them (and each other). This is all made possible, as we discussed earlier, because of Flickr’s decision to make photos public by default.

Flickr brings out not just the wisdom of the crowd but also the aesthetic of the crowd and displays that for all of us to see. Go to flickr.com/explore/interesting/7days/and press the reload button a few times or click the link there that enables you to view these images as a slideshow. I predict you won’t be able to stop. It’s mesmerizing. These are the photos Flickr has determined are interesting. How did they do that? By ranking popularity? No, that would likely lead to lots of pictures of thin young people who look good wearing very little on beaches—or, worse, to pictures of cute cats. Does Flickr do this with an army of editors? That would be the reflex of old media. But that would not scale, as they say in Silicon Valley; it would take a nation of editors to sift through the 3,000 pictures that come into Flickr every minute.

How does Flickr find interesting photos? Well, of course, they don’t. We do. As Butterfield and Fake explained it to me, Flickr determines “interestingness” in a few ways. The first and most obvious component: Flickr measures the interactions—commenting, emailing, tagging, linking—that occur around a photo. Second, they map all these actions to see which users turn out to be hubs of activity. These people are presumed to be influencers and their actions are given extra weight because the Flickr community must trust them—a logic not unlike that used by Google’s PageRank. Third, Flickr performs a reverse social analysis: If Bob and Sally are emailing and commenting on each others’ photos all the time, the system presumes they are relatives or friends; they have a social relationship built on familiarity. But if out of nowhere, Bob interacts with Jim’s picture, the system then presumes that their relationship is based on the photo, not on life. The interestingness algorithm devalues Bob and Sally’s social relationship and gives greater value to Bob and Jim’s interaction around a photo. It’s counterintuitive but sensible when you think about it.

Flickr ends up with a never-ending stream of interesting photos. Granted, being interesting is not as hard a test to pass as, say, relevance on Amazon or accuracy on Google. Still, look at Flickr’s gallery. I’ll bet you’ll agree that almost all the choices are, indeed, interesting. Flickr is algorithmically aggregating the aesthetic of the crowd. Out of that comes a better service for every user, more opportunities to build traffic and revenue, a rich relationship of trust among those users and Flickr, and even new products. All from just listening.









New Ethic
 


Make mistakes well
 Life is a beta
 Be honest
 Be transparent
 Collaborate
 Don’t be evil


 



Make mistakes well

We are ashamed to make mistakes—as well we should be, yes? It’s our job to get things right, right? So when we make mistakes, our instinct is to shrink into a ball and wish them away. Correcting errors, though necessary, is embarrassing.

But the truth about truth is itself counterintuitive: Corrections do not diminish credibility. Corrections enhance credibility. Standing up and admitting your errors makes you more believable; it gives your audience faith that you will right your future wrongs. When companies apologize for bad performance—as JetBlue did after keeping passengers on tarmacs for hours—that tells us that they know their performance wasn’t up to their standard, and we have a better idea of the standard we should expect.

Being willing to be wrong is a key to innovation. Procter & Gamble’s A.G. Lafley said in Strategy + Business that he improved the company’s commercial success rate for new product launches from 15–20 percent to 50–60 percent, but he didn’t want to push the rate higher because “we’ll be tempted to err on the side of caution, playing it safe by focusing on innovations with little game-changing potential.” Mistakes can be valuable; perfection is costly. The worst mistake is to act as if you don’t make mistakes. That puts you on a pedestal, and when you fall off you better watch out: That first step’s a doozie.

Consider Dan Rather. Minutes after he reported questions about George W. Bush’s military service on CBS’ 60 Minutes in 2004, bloggers suspected that documents he had used as the basis of his story were faked. At the blog LittleGreenFootballs, Charles Johnson proved it. He took a memo supplied to Rather that reputedly had been typed using a 1970s-era IBM Selectric and then precisely re-created it using Microsoft Word on a next-century computer. He even made a neat animation that placed his document over the alleged original to show just how exact the match was. After his conclusions appeared on his blog, word flashed around the web. For 11 days, Rather ignored the ensuing storm, saying nothing. When he did respond, he dismissed his critics as political operatives. The smarter reply—the journalistically and intellectually honest approach—would have been to say, “Thanks guys. Let’s share what we know and get to the truth together.”

Rather came from an era of control when journalists were taught, ironically, to hide things from the public—sources, research, decision-making, and opinions. “Judge us by our product, not our process,” a former network news president told me in a discussion about journalistic transparency at the Aspen Institute. But today, on the internet, the process has become the product. By revealing their work as it progresses, journalists can be transparent about how they operate and can open up the story for input from the public. Bloggers purposely post incomplete knowledge so they can get help to make it complete. Gawker Media publisher Nick Denton explains that such “half-baked posts” tell readers: “This is what we know. This is what we don’t know. What do you know?” Corrections welcomed here.

I hear people fret that there are falsehoods and lies on the internet. There certainly are. And there are people who believe or want to believe those lies and errors. But there are also people such as Rather’s bête-noire bloggers who are willing and able to ferret out facts. “We can fact-check your ass,” blogger Ken Layne said in 2001. A lot of attention is given to the mistakes or sabotage we see on Wikipedia, but what’s more impressive is watching the process of correcting and improving entries there, undertaken by people who get nothing out of it but the satisfaction of making things right. Snopes.com exists just to debunk urban legends. Wikileaks.org exists to give whistleblowers a place to share documentation of evildoings—and when a federal judge tried to shut it down in 2007, its community responded by replicating the site all over the web. Truth will out.

Contrast the Rather affair with the case of Reuters after one of its photographers was accused of doctoring a photo of Beirut during Israeli bombardment of the city in 2006. Some of the same bloggers, including Johnson, demonstrated that the photographer had used Photoshop to extend and darken a cloud of black smoke by copying and replicating parts of the picture. The wire service immediately pulled the photos and investigated the photographer’s other work. Reuters fired him and changed its procedures to catch future tampering. Most important, Reuters thanked the bloggers, acknowledging that they, too, cared about the facts. That is how to make a mistake.

Life is a beta
 

Almost every new service Google issues is a beta—a test, an experiment, a work in progress, a half-baked product. It is a Silicon Valley punch line that Google products stay in beta forever—Google News was supposedly unfinished and in testing for more than three years—whereas Microsoft releases products and releases them again and releases them a third time before finally getting them (almost) right.

“Beta” is Google’s way of never having to say they’re sorry. It is also Google’s way of saying, “There are sure to be mistakes here and so please help us find and fix them and improve the product. Tell us what you want it to be. Thanks.” Most established companies would consider releasing unfinished products to market criminal: You can’t produce a product that’s not perfect—and not even done—or it will hurt the brand, right? Not if you make mistakes well. “Innovation, not instant perfect perfection,” was Google vice president Marissa Mayer’s advice to Stanford students. “The key is iteration. When you launch something, can you learn enough about the mistakes that you make and learn enough from your users that you ultimately iterate really quickly?” The internet makes iteration and development-on-the-fly possible.

Mayer put Google’s worldview into cultural context: “I call this my Macs and Madonna theory. When you look at Apple and Madonna, they were cool in 1983, they’re still cool today in 2006, 23 years later.” How do they manage that? “They don’t do it by being perfect every time. There’s lots of missteps along the way. Apple had the Newton, Madonna has the sex book.” When you make a mistake, Mayer advises, “you just iterate your way out of it or you reinvent yourself.”

Mayer recounted a debate among engineers before the launch of Google News. Days before the start of the beta, they had enough time to implement one more feature—sort by date or by location—but couldn’t decide. So they did neither. The day the service was released, they got 305 emails and 300 of them asked for sort by date. The users answered the engineers’ question for them. “Just get the product out there and then have the users tell us where it is more important to spend our time.” Google is not perfect. “We make mistakes every time, every day,” Mayer confessed. “But if you launch things and iterate really quickly, people forget about those mistakes and have a lot of respect for how quickly you build the product up and make it better.”

Google is unafraid of making mistakes that can cost money—courage one rarely sees in business. Advertising executive Sheryl Sandberg (who later was hired away from Google to be COO of Facebook) made an error she won’t describe in detail that cost the company millions of dollars. “Bad decision, moved too quickly, no controls in place, wasted some money,” she confessed to Fortune magazine. She apologized to boss Larry Page, who responded: “I’m so glad you made this mistake, because I want to run a company where we are moving too quickly and doing too much, not being too cautious and doing too little. If we don’t have any of these mistakes, we’re just not taking enough risk.” Google CEO Eric Schmidt told The Economist that he urges employees: “Please fail very quickly—so that you can try again.”

Facebook tends to blunder into new products, making mistakes as it goes. When Facebook introduced the news feed that compiles tidbits from friends’ pages and activities, some users were freaked by what they perceived as a loss of privacy (even though anything going into news feeds was already public). Protest groups were formed inside the service, using Facebook to organize a fight against Facebook. Founder Mark Zuckerberg apologized for not warning users and explaining the feature well enough—communication was his real problem—and Facebook added new privacy controls. There was no exodus. Today, I don’t think any user would disagree that the news feed is a brilliant insight; it is the heart of the service.

Though he makes mistakes, Zuckerberg makes them well by listening to customers and responding quickly. After a kerfuffle about a new Facebook advertising feature subsided, blogging venture capitalist Rick Segal begged us all to give Zuckerberg some slack. “He is going to make lots of mistakes, and he will continue to learn and grow…. We need to use care in beating up Zuckerberg and Facebook in general because we want these folks to push the limits of finding new ideas and trying to make sense out of all the data flowing everywhere. Try it and get some reactions, adjust, find the happy center, rinse and repeat…. If they do really bad things, people vote with the mouse clicks.” It’s not the mistake that matters but what you do about it.

Be honest
 

Fake news anchor Jon Stewart is one of the most trusted newsmen in America because he calls bullshit. Howard Stern is the king of all media in the U.S. because he’s honest. The tagline of Stern’s personal news service on satellite radio: “No more bullshit.” Shouldn’t that be every news organization’s tagline? Every company’s?

I’ve been a fan of Stern’s since I reviewed his show for TV Guide in 1996 and discovered, counterintuitively, that he is best taken not in small doses but in large doses. If all you heard of him were the odd belch, you’d be forgiven for dismissing him. But Stern is greater than the sum of his farts. Listen for a few days and you will hear the rare man—rare especially on broadcast—who is not afraid to say what he thinks and what we think but don’t dare say. In the plasticized, packaged world of roboreporters on TV and shtickmeisters on radio, it’s a relief to hear somebody who’s candid, honest, and blunt. He is open and transparent about his life. He is unafraid to ask the tough question; I only wish that the PR-laden morning shows were as direct as Stern or as skeptical as Stewart.

Stewart, anchor of Comedy Central’s The Daily Show, came in fourth among the most admired newsmen in America, tied in that slot with network anchormen Brian Williams, Tom Brokaw, Dan Rather, and Anderson Cooper in a 2007 survey conducted by the Pew Research Center for the People & the Press. Stewart’s spin-off, Stephen Colbert’s Colbert Report, mocks spin, shooting buckshot into the pomposity of news shows, talk shows, pundits, and PR.

Stern, Stewart, Colbert, and bloggers everywhere say what they think. In them, we hear the language of the internet age: honest, direct, blunt, to the point, no bullshit, few apologies. Their tone may shock old, controlled sensibilities. But complaining about it, tsk-tsking it, trying to clean it up, or trying to ignore it won’t work. The post-media generation raised on honesty and directness expects truth and bluntness from others. With Google, it is harder to hide behind spin, to control information, or to hope that people will forget what you said yesterday or the mistakes you make today. The truth is a click away.

Institutions are learning to acknowledge their mistakes and apologize. When he took office following predecessor Eliot Spitzer’s sex scandal, New York Governor David Paterson preemptively admitted having an affair, among other peccadilloes. Apple had a near-disaster in the launch of its Mobile.me service and Steve Jobs admitted it publicly. This is honest talk, which comes in a human voice. Even in the machine age—the Google age—that voice will emerge and succeed over a filtered, packaged, institutional tone. The Cluetrain Manifesto (which you can read for free at Cluetrain.org) teaches this lesson in its 95 theses, which begin:

 
	Markets are conversations.
 

	Markets consist of human beings, not demographic sectors.
 

	Conversations among human beings sound human. They are conducted in a human voice.
 

	Whether delivering information, opinions, perspectives, dissenting arguments, or humorous asides, the human voice is typically open, natural, uncontrived.
 

	People recognize each other as such from the sound of this voice.
 

	The internet is enabling conversations among human beings that were simply not possible in the era of mass media.
 


 


In every interaction you have with your constituents, speak with a human voice as if you were speaking face-to-face. Be boldly, bluntly honest when admitting your mistakes—and when disagreeing with the public. Lock your PR people away. And remember, everything you say is searchable. Think of Google as the angel on your shoulder keeping you honest.

Be transparent
 

My life is an open blog. On the “about” page on my site, I try to practice what I preach about transparency. I reveal my business relationships: the companies for which I work, write, speak, and consult. I reveal personal relationships: companies where I used to work, where I have friends, and even where I have been turned down for jobs. I list stocks I own. I sometimes write about religion, so I reveal mine. As I often write about politics, I reveal my views and—to the horror of traditional journalists—my votes. This page is my defense against an accusation that I might try to hide affiliations, opinions, or conflicts of interest. At the end of this book, I will also make relevant disclosures.

I’ll throw out this challenge to you in your organization: Why keep secrets? Or why keep more secrets than you have to? I’ve heard the argument: Your competitors will steal good ideas. But transparency will build a relationship of trust with your constituents and open up new opportunities. The ethic of transparency sums up much of what has come before in this book: the need to involve your constituents in your process, the need to hand over control through openness and information, the benefits of open-source networks, the benefits of the gift economy, the ability to listen.

But I must acknowledge the irony of advocating transparency in a book about Google, which in many ways is as opaque and secretive as Dick Cheney. You can’t get into a Google office without signing a nondisclosure agreement. Google won’t reveal details of its revenue split with sites that run its ads. It refuses to list its Google News sources. It won’t tell us how many servers it has. It chooses not to use open-source software for some functions, like managing its cloud of computers, so it can retain a proprietary advantage.

Still, as we’ve just discussed, Google does develop most of its products in public by releasing unfinished versions and getting help from users. In that sense, it is unusually transparent, willing to work in the open and involve its users in development. I suggest you follow Google’s example in its product development and ignore its silence and opaqueness elsewhere.

Collaborate
 

If you don’t open up, you can’t collaborate. Collaboration with customers is the highest and most rewarding form of interactivity, for that is when the public tells you what they want in a product before you’ve made it. If you’re lucky, they’ll take ownership in the product you create together. They won’t just buy it, they’ll also brag about it.

I have tried to make this book collaborative. I didn’t put chapters online as I turned them out to have readers correct and edit them, as other authors have done; that is too after-the-fact. Nor did I try to make the book a product of democracy (“vote on what I should say”); deciding what to say is, in the end, my job. Instead, I discussed ideas in the book on my blog as I researched them and thought them through and asked readers for guidance, which they generously gave. The chapter “Google Mutual Insurance” that follows is a product purely of that discussion.

Collaboration is good business. Michael Dell spoke to me about “co-creation of products and services,” a radical notion from a big company whose policy had once been to look at and not touch its blogging customers. Now it tries to make, change, and support products collaboratively. “I’m sure there’s a lot of things that I can’t even imagine but our customers can imagine,” Dell said. “A company this size is not going to be about a couple of people coming up with ideas. It’s going to be about millions of people and harnessing the power of those ideas.” Once you can hear them.

Start by letting your customers into the genesis of your products: your design process. Impossible, you protest: It’s a secret. Well, why is that? By closing off design, you’re also closing yourself off from the best ideas of the people who need, buy, and care about your product. Think how much more valuable your products and company would be if you were to give your customers exactly what they want. Take one project or product and try being radically transparent about it (as we will explore in the chapter, “Manufacturing”). Blog about your plans and decisions. Join in conversations—human conversations—with customers. Ask people what you should do. Admit mistakes. Open up.

Your competitive advantage is not that your designs are secret but that you have a strong relationship with your community of customers. I’m not suggesting that you hand over design to a committee of the whole. That would be like turning over the boardroom to a giant focus group. Design cannot come out of town-hall meetings. It’s still your job to come up with good ideas, to invent, inspire, surprise—and to execute well. Companies are not democracies. But neither should they be dictatorships. They should be—but too rarely are—meritocracies. Your challenge is to get good ideas to surface and survive from within and without and to enable customers and employees to improve your ideas and products.

Don’t be evil
 

We can’t leave a chapter about ethics and Google without addressing its famous self-admonition: “Don’t be evil.” Larry Page and Sergey Brin interpreted the pledge this way in a letter they wrote before their 2004 initial public offering: “We believe strongly that in the long term, we will be better served—as shareholders and in all other ways—by a company that does good things for the world even if we forego some short-term gains. This is an important aspect of our culture and is broadly shared within the company.”

They defined good behavior as delivering unbiased search results and not accepting payment for advantage in listings. They vowed to clearly label advertising, comparing their policy with newspapers’ rules. They set themselves apart from marketers, saying: “We believe it is important for everyone to have access to the best information and research, not only to the information people pay for you to see.”

One could see their covenant on evil either as the height of hubris—Google declaring itself the headquarters of corporate virtue—or as a case of saying what should be assumed. It necessarily raises questions about whether Google is living up to its credo. Google has censored search results in China, arguing that it is better to bring a hampered internet there than no internet at all. I don’t agree and believe that Google has more power than it knows to pressure countries around the world to respect openness and free speech. Google, like Yahoo, has handed over information to governments—Google in India, Yahoo in China—that led to users being arrested simply for what they said. As an American and a First Amendment absolutist, I’d call that evil. I think that Google’s lack of transparency about advertising splits is not evil but is also not virtuous business. Some would argue that Google is the bad guy for making money off news headlines while news organizations are struggling; I disagree and say that Google is doing news sites the favor of sharing audience. Some would say that Google can do evil with the private information it has about our searches, clicks, and even health history; I don’t think we’ve seen evidence of misuse yet.

Is Google a monopoly? In 2008, as the U.S. Justice Department began an antitrust inquiry into Google’s deal to sell ads for Yahoo, New York Times columnist Joe Nocera reported that Sourcetool.com had filed a complaint against Google for raising the company’s ad rates prohibitively high. Google’s algorithms and employees found that Sourcetool did not meet its standards; it resembled a spam site, whether or not it was one. The rate increase was Google’s way of shooing off the site. Sourcetool disagreed and said Google was ruining its legitimate business. The implication was that Google could wield the power of the monopoly. But in the Google age, nothing is as it seems. The issue is not that Google is a monopoly but that it has become the marketplace—the best place for us to find information and for advertisers to find us—as newspapers were in their time and as craigslist is today. Marketplaces have the power to unilaterally charge what the market will bear. craigslist sets most of its ad rates to zero. Google says it doesn’t set rates but enables the market to do the job in auctions. Except in the case of Sourcetool, Google did unilaterally set the rate. The question is whether we trust Google with the power to do that. Is Google a monopoly? Not yet.

The next question is whether Google can live by its golden rule as it grows huge and gangly—as middle managers start second-guessing their bosses, as bonuses and greed or simple self-interest overtake the gospel according to Google. Time will tell.

Is Google evil then? On balance, I don’t think so. But its day is still young. At least Google is trying to be good. That’s more than one can say for some companies I’m sure we both could name. Wouldn’t other companies do well to make the same pledge on evil? It should be chiseled over doors on Wall Street. If only, in the poisoned process that led to the financial crisis of 2008, enough people had asked whether seeking and issuing toxic mortgages and making and selling toxic assets were evil—instead of someone else’s problem—I wonder whether we’d have reached that nadir.

Imagine if in cable company meetings on pricing and bundling or restricting internet access someone were to ask: Is this the best we can do for our customers? Are we exploiting them? Is this evil? Imagine if someone were to ask at the meeting where airlines chose to fight a New York State law requiring that passengers be given clean air and water: Is this any way to treat our passengers? Aren’t we being evil? I wouldn’t much like to be that person—Mr. Goody-Goody, director of whistle-blowing, vice president of virtue. But I do believe that if companies were to ask themselves—and employees were empowered to ask—whether they were being good or evil to their customers and communities, they would often make different decisions. It’s not a bad rule.

Wal-Mart made news early in 2008 when it sued a former employee who had been hit by a truck and left severely brain-damaged. The store wanted to recoup what it had paid for her care after she won a $1 million judgment against the trucking company. After legal fees, the victim received $417,000; Wal-Mart sued to recover $470,000, which would have left the employee’s family with nothing to pay for nursing-home care. Wal-Mart was apparently within its legal and contractual rights to recover money; that’s what the fine print said. But if just one person had asked the right question in the memos or meetings about this case—Is this evil?—the company would have saved itself horrible publicity on network news, in papers, and in blogs from people who used the story as exhibit A, proof that Wal-Mart is evil. Eventually, the company backed down and did the right thing: It dropped its suit against the brain-damaged woman. But the PR damage cost more than the money at stake. “Don’t be evil” is good business.

That was the point made by Umair Haque as he excoriated Facebook later in 2008 for preventing Google from using Facebook members’ data (with their consent). On his Harvard Business Review blog, Haque called Facebook evil. That’s a bit strong, I’d say, but he was making a business point: “What’s really going on here? There’s a massive tectonic shift rocking the economic landscape. All these players are discovering that the boardroom’s first and most important task is simply to try always and everywhere [to] do less evil. In the dismal language of economics: as interaction explodes, the costs of evil are starting to outweigh the benefits.”

Let’s repeat that and dub it Haque’s Law: As interaction explodes, the costs of evil are starting to outweigh the benefits. That, I think, is what Google is talking about when it promises not to be evil. It is not a campaign pledge or a geeky Bible lesson about good and bad. It is a calculated business rule: When people can openly talk with, about, and around you, screwing them is no longer a valid business strategy.









New Speed
 


Answers are instantaneous
 Life is live
 Mobs form in a flash


 




Answers are instantaneous
 

Google has spoiled us rotten. Think back to the time before Google—it was only a decade ago—and remember the mines you had to dig to find any bit of information. Good God, we actually went to libraries. We waited for answers and went without them. Now I ask Google a question, any question, and it brags that it has given me the answer in fractions of a second. I wanted to tell you just how fast that is compared to, say, the blink of an eye. So what did I do? Of course, I asked Google how fast an eye blinks and in .3 seconds it told me that a blink takes .3 seconds.

One of Google’s own principles—the “10 things Google has found to be true”—is: “Fast is better than slow.” A pillar of its design principles—from Google’s list of what makes a design Googley—is: “Every millisecond counts…. Speed is a boon to users. It is also a competitive advantage that Google doesn’t sacrifice without good reason.” Speed is a tenet of the Google religion.

Google has made us an impatient people, more than we know. If we can get any of the world’s knowledge in a blink, why should we wait on hold or in line or until your office opens? Why should anyone give us incomplete information when completeness is a search away? We want what we want, and there’s no reason we shouldn’t have it—now.

Every industry is affected by this new speed. Fashion—as practiced in international chains such as Zara and H&M—reacts to new styles overnight. A trend comes off the runway and it’s imitated—flattered, that is—in a flash. Information on what is and isn’t selling is fed back constantly so stores can adjust their stock and even the companies’ manufacturing and design. Speed becomes not only a competitive advantage but also a strategic necessity. The more quickly businesses can adjust to customers’ actions and desires—the more quickly they can learn from them and try to stay ahead of them—the better business will be.

A lack of speed is a strategic disadvantage. Many industries are saddled with slowness because they are trapped by atoms and complexity. Automobiles are fashion products but because their machinery and supply chains are so complex, they cannot exploit new trends (and gas prices) until the trends are already out of date. (Is there an alternative? I’ll brainstorm about that in the chapter, “The Googlemobile.”)

The book publishing industry is shamefully slow. I negotiated the contract for this book about a year before you got it in your hands (and by the way, I’ve been meaning to thank you for picking it up). That’s damned speedy for a book. As other forms of knowledge, entertainment, and content creation speed up, so must books. (I’ll explore that, too, in the chapter, “GoogleCollins.”)

Education prides itself on not being speedy. As an academic, I appreciate the virtues of deliberation, of ideas being reviewed and challenged, of knowledge fermenting over time. But those of us who teach students in rapidly changing arenas (I teach digital journalism) must get better at keeping up with—no, at getting ahead of—our students, industry, and society.

Perhaps only religion can claim exemption from the imperative for speed. If any institution relies more on permanence than hastiness, God’s does.

Google, like God, values permanence. In its search results, Google gives more credence to sites that have been online long enough to build a reputation over time via clicks and links—this is the essence of PageRank. As a result, Google’s search has been better at delivering completeness and relevance than currency. Google is not great at surfacing the latest links on a topic. Google has fresh links in its database because it constantly and quickly scrapes the web to find the latest content, but until those new entrants gather more links and clicks, it’s hard for Google’s algorithms to know what to make of them. Could this be a chink in Google’s armor?

Life is live
 

Just as Google and the rest of us start to get our hands around currency—finding the latest—the web speeds up even more. The internet is going live.

I have broadcast live video to the world on the internet from my Nokia phone—no satellite truck, no microwave hookups, no broadcast tower or cable company, just me and my phone, live. The next time a big news event happens—a 9/11 in New York, a 7/7 in London, or an earthquake in China—witnesses will have the ability not only to capture but also to share with the world what they see as they see it.

Live video from witnesses will have a profound impact on news networks. They have begged witnesses to send in their tips, photos, and videos—after the fact. When a student at Virginia Tech University went on a shooting spree in 2007, a fellow student recorded the sound of the shots with his camera-phone. He sent the video to CNN, which took more than an hour to vet it and get it on-air and online. If that student had been broadcasting using a phone on live video services such as Qik.com and Flixwagon.com, he wouldn’t have sent anything to CNN but would have been sharing the video on his own. CNN’s choice would be whether to link to the student’s broadcast or embed it on its web page or in its broadcast. It could not delay the decision, for then the live video would not have been live anymore.

When China’s Sichuan Province suffered its horrendous earthquake in May 2008, people who felt it firsthand shared their experience via Twitter, a microblogging platform that enables users to send and receive 140-character-long updates to friends who follow them on the web or via short-message services on their mobile phones. Twitter was cofounded by Evan Williams, one of the creators of the company that built Blogger, which revolutionized publishing. Now he has taken publishing mobile and live. I was shocked that this service, just two years old, had spread to China—but then, I, too, sometimes forget the internet’s ability to spread in an instant, distance be damned. What isn’t shocking is that people in the quake zone would use Twitter to update friends. That’s what it is made for. If I were going through a quake, I’d want to tell family and friends that I was safe, wouldn’t you?

Twitter is becoming the canary in the news coal mine. Developers at the BBC and Reuters picked up on Twitter’s potential and created applications to monitor it for news catchwords such as “earthquake” and “evacuate.” Journalists search Twitter to find witnesses to interview and quote. During the Sichuan quakes, Twitter user casperodj wrote, “CREEPY! while i’m typing, there’s an aftershock hitting!” News organizations also search Flickr, YouTube, Facebook, and blogs to find photos and videos that witnesses record, long before professional photographers arrive.

Imagine the problem the live web presents to Google: How can it search for and find things as they are happening? Oddly, Wikipedia can be quicker at updating current information than otherwise-speedy Google. It carried the news of Tim Russert’s and Paul Newman’s deaths before major news sites. During momentous events such as the 2004 tsunami, Wikipedians maintained entries with up-to-the-minute news. In the John Henry duel of man and machine, it’s nice to see man winning one. Perhaps we need more human-powered means of recognizing what’s new and what’s hot—that is what the search service Mahalo contends and that is a core value of human-powered aggregator Digg. There is a business opportunity in finding currency—complementing Google’s completeness—for news organizations, industry trade groups, aggregators, and bloggers.

Live brings an important benefit to the web: It makes the internet interactive, person-to-person, nose-to-nose. When something is happening live online, we can have conversations around it, we can share the same experience and discuss it, we can influence events. But it also makes the web perilous for businesses being talked about—unless they have the facility to listen to and join the conversation as it happens.

Mobs form in a flash
 

In this live connection machine, people of similar interests and goals—call them communities or call them mobs—can find each other, coalesce, organize, and act in an instant. Howard Rheingold dubbed them Smart Mobs in the title of his 2002 book. Rheingold chronicled the fall of Philippine president Joseph Estrada at the hands of a smart mob of tens of thousands who were gathered together in only an hour by SMS messages on phones that told them to “Go 2 EDSA,” an address in Manila, and to “Wear blck.”

On a much less grand and profound scale, I watched Twitter form mobs at the South by Southwest conference in Austin in 2008 after attendees excitedly swarmed to the most anticipated party—Google’s, of course—only to find a line three geeks thick running three blocks long. One of those would-be partiers, Gary Vaynerchuk, a tech-savvy wine merchant and video blogger you’ll hear from later, in the chapter on retail, decided to chuck the Google party and make his own. He used his phone to send a message to Twitter asking who wanted to join him. Vaynerchuk already had a few thousand friends following him and scores of them were in Austin. It helped that Vaynerchuk had shipped a few cases of good wine to Texas. A party formed. On Twitter, I watched as one and then another and then another of his friends told their friends they were heading to the party. It came together in minutes.

Not long after this episode, I saw tech blogger Michael Arrington, who runs the powerful TechCrunch.com, complaining loudly on Twitter—as best he could in 140-character bursts—that his Comcast internet connection had been down for 36 hours. He gave us a serial narrative about his time on hold and how he was told this was a California-wide issue (though fellow Californians replied on Twitter that they had no problems). Arrington went to a friend’s house to get on the internet and Twittered that he would use his blog to make Comcast miserable. I linked to this on my blog and speculated that with Arrington’s reach, he’d gather a Twitter mob in an instant. Something surprising happened instead: Comcast called Arrington and sent technicians out to fix the problem. They had monitored Twitter and read about his difficulty. Other bloggers and Twitterers were dubious and said so, but a Comcast rep responded to them on Twitter, proving he was there and listening. Comcast knows that it has to be on top of the conversation as it happens. Every second counts.

The internet has caused you to lose control of so much—brand, message, price, competition, secrecy—but more than anything, you’ve lost control of timing. You can no longer decide when to put your story out or when to answer critics. You can’t subject your customers to waiting on hold—no matter how often you tell them that their call matters to you—without them complaining, revolting, and leaving quickly and publicly. The idea of holding back products and popping them out as surprises insults your customers (well, unless you’re Apple). The earlier they’re involved in your process, the better. The internet has changed the speed, the rhythm, and the process of business and next will do the same to government.

When customers come looking for you on Google, you’d better have answers to their questions on your web site before they are asked. When customers talk about you in public, you’d better have the means to hear and respond. It’s simple for a competitor with a better answer to steal your customers in a flash.









New Imperatives
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Beware the cash cow in the coal mine
 

Sometimes, success can blind you to the oncoming possibility of failure. And fear of failure can keep you from success.

When I was TV critic for TV Guide in the mid-1990s, it still sold more copies in a year than any magazine in America. But it was slowly fading, stuck in the first stage of death: denial. Its circulation had fallen from more than 17 million a week to 15 million, then 13 million while I was there (entirely the fault of my bad taste, of course). TV Guide couldn’t keep pace with the explosion of television: Dozens, then hundreds of channels wouldn’t fit on the magazine’s little pages. The editors tried more than once to produce a larger version with big, colorful grids, but the old readership of the magazine was stuck in its ways, addicted to listings. There was the other problem: The readers were old and getting older. As I remember, when one readership survey came back with less than the usual level of response, a follow-up study was performed to find out why people hadn’t completed their questionnaires. The answer: Most of the folks who hadn’t responded had died.

Meanwhile, competition only grew. Listings were appearing on TV and computer screens, forcing TV Guide to enter those businesses. Newspapers’ TV listings had long been perceived as free by readers. There was discussion of syndicating TV Guide’s listings to papers—which, using Googlethink, could have spread the brand—but the magazine feared that would cannibalize the core product. Beware any strategy built on protection from cannibalization, for it probably means the cannibals are at the door and ready to eat you for lunch.

Fast-forward a dozen years, long after I’d left. In 2005, TV Guide transformed into a regular-sized magazine with big, colorful grids. At the same time, it eliminated almost all of its 140 local editions. It raised its price. And it lowered the circulation it guaranteed advertisers to 3.2 million, a dizzying drop from its high of 17 million. About then, I had lunch with my old boss from TV Guide, who had also moved on. I said the company had finally done everything we should have done a dozen years before: putting out the right product, reducing costs, and getting realistic about its legitimate circulation. Why didn’t we do that? I asked rhetorically. She responded: “You know why. Because it was a cash cow.”

Cash flow can blind you to the strategic necessity of change, tough decisions, and innovation. Take the fate of TV Guide as a warning: Beware the cash cow in the coal mine.

How many companies and industries fail to heed the warnings they know are there but refuse to see? The music industry is, of course, the best example of digital dead meat. Detroit waited far too long to make smaller cars and pursue electricity as a fuel. Many retail chains opened stores online but stopped there, not seeing opportunities to forge new relationships with customers as Amazon had. Telecom companies were blindsided by the emergence of open networks that undercut their businesses—even though those networks operated on the telecom companies’ own wires. Ad agencies kept trying to forestall the reinvention of their industry, still buying mass media even as more targeted and efficient opportunities grew on the internet. News executives thought they could avoid change and even believed they should be immune from it because they were holders of a holy flame: Journalism with a capital J. They finally woke up when they watched the giant Knight Ridder chain get gobbled up by the McClatchy chain, which like every public company in the sector lost billions in market value. Now newsmen are willing to change, but it may be too late for them—as it was for the one-time giant TV Guide. They lost the next generations of customers. They lost their destinies because they wanted to save their pasts. Protection is not a strategy for the future.

Encourage, enable, and protect innovation
 

Google is well-known for giving its technical employees the chance to use 20 percent of their time to work on new ideas, new products, and new businesses. “A license to pursue your dreams,” is what Google’s Marissa Mayer called the policy in Fast Company magazine. A 2008 article in the Harvard Business Review by Bala Iyer and Thomas H. Davenport quoted a Google employee explaining on his blog: “This isn’t a matter of doing something in your spare time, but more of actively making time for it. Heck, I don’t have a good 20 percent project yet and I need one. If I don’t come up with something I’m sure it could negatively impact my review.” Google requires employees to innovate. It’s part of the job. It’s how workers are valued. It’s how Google grows. In 2006, Mayer said that half the new products and features launched by Google in the last six months of 2005 came from work done under the 20 percent rule.

I’m not saying that every company is like Google and could or should implement its 20 percent rule. Even Google doesn’t extend the offer and expectation to all its employees (Iyer and Davenport say that’s a mistake). I understand how this policy could be impractical. Maybe you’ve already cut so close to the bone that you fear this reallocation of time and productivity could throw you over the edge. Maybe your employees aren’t built to invent—after all, not every company is populated with Ph.D.s in rocket science like Google is.

But anyone anywhere in a company could have a brilliant idea. How do you hear it? How do your employees propose new products, methods, or systems—through the dead-end suggestion box? How will they be rewarded for innovating? Who will try to stop them? Do you have a culture of innovation or is this just something you say at management meetings?

You need to encourage employees to suggest new ideas—even suggestions that will cannibalize, destroy, and rethink your business. It’s better for you to disrupt and cannibalize yourself than for a competitor to do it to you. Just as Dell, Starbucks, and Salesforce.com maintain versions of their ideas platforms for employees and as Best Buy has BlueShirt Nation, its online community where employees solve problems, so does Google maintain a place for ideas. “It’s like a voting pool where you can say how good or bad you think an idea is,” Mayer told Fast Company. “Those comments lead to new ideas.” Add the lessons of openness and transparency to the need for innovation and you will end up building spaces where employees can share ideas and improve them. Procter & Gamble’s A.G. Lafley said in Strategy + Business that “a practice of open innovation” (his emphasis) with “a broad network of social interactions” is critical. “The idea for a new product may spring from the mind of an individual, but only a collective effort can carry that idea through prototyping and launch.”

There are different schools of thought about ownership of ideas. Lafley emphasized collective effort. Mayer said that in Google’s “incredibly open culture” the company tries to avoid territoriality and to “give ideas credit, not credit for ideas.” Nike understands the need to own and protect an idea. In 2008, I attended a brainstorming session at Nike aimed at finding better systems to encourage employees to contribute to their communities. We heard from four employees who were already doing this on their own. One of them, footwear designer D’Wayne Edwards, created a contest for young and aspiring designers. Edwards had many agendas: He wanted the company to nurture designers like him. He had grown up dreaming of creating sports footwear. Mentors gave him guidance and breaks, which led to his dream job at Nike. He wanted to give back. He also believed that Nike owed a debt to the urban young people who had elevated the company’s brands and made them hot. And he believed his contest would help the company find and develop talent with new ideas. Edwards said the contest’s winners, though just teenagers, had enough talent and innovative spirit to start working at Nike the next day.

The group discussed Edwards’ process in hopes of replicating—or at least not ruining—his innovation and enthusiasm. We heard his fears. Edwards didn’t want to be stopped, so he didn’t start by asking permission. At Nike, they said, employees are told it’s better to seek forgiveness than permission. Just do it, you know. Edwards also didn’t want someone taking over his project, taking credit for it or corrupting it; he demanded ownership. Edwards needed Nike because its brand would attract young people and inspire them. Nike was his platform. To use the brand, he had to get his project vetted by lawyers, but he picked ones he knew would help. It was a rogue operation—innovation is, by definition, rogue. So here was Nike convening a meeting of insiders and outsiders to figure out how to nurture more rogues.

Bureaucracies, task forces, org charts, and formal processes do not breed innovation. They kill it. When I came up with the idea for Entertainment Weekly magazine at Time Inc. in 1984, it was rejected out of hand because the company’s top editor did not think one magazine could possibly serve people who liked movies, TV, books, music, and video. People who watch TV, he said, do not read books. Six years later, my proposal arose again from the dead-idea file. After I made prototypes aplenty and we tested the idea exhaustively and made business plans galore, a task force was assembled for the express purpose of trying to kill it. You could say they were there to perform due diligence or you could say they were there to cover the bosses’ asses. In any case, the magazine finally started. After an astounding $200 million investment—not all of it my fault—Entertainment Weekly became a franchise that brings in a few hundred million dollars a year. Innovation happens in spite of the structure of organizations.

In 2008, I joined a seminar on innovation at the World Economic Forum at Davos. It was a highly formatted hour, with the entire room sitting in a circle (making the moderator dizzy). They had us write down the technology we loved most. Then we compared notes with a neighbor and came up with some neat invention out of this mashup. We heard a few cute ideas and then, thank goodness, a scientist in the room put a stop to it. This, he said, is not how innovation is made. Scientists start with a problem and then try to find a solution. I’ll show in a later chapter on the Google.org foundation, “Google Power & Light,” that Google’s founders approach invention in that order: first find the problem, and then create the solution. Beware the cool idea.

Of course, innovation and ideas do not come only from within. Remember Michael Dell saying that a company cannot be built on the ideas of a few people. “Ideas come from everywhere,” Mayer told Stanford’s students. When Google got into mapping, she said, it found engineers in Australia “who were just amazingly good at mapping interfaces” and then hired them. Google bought other products and ideas this way, leading to platforms for blogging, feeds, Google Docs, and advertising systems. Don Tapscott, author of Wikinomics, told the BBC’s Peter Day on his In Business program in 2007 that Procter & Gamble now relies on ideas and solutions not invented there but “proudly found elsewhere.”

Day went on to report on the solutions platform InnoCentive, where scores of companies post problems with offers of rewards for solutions from independent inventors, scientists, and tinkerers, whom InnoCentive calls “solvers.” The problems range from the profound (a $1 million reward to find “a biomarker for measuring disease progression in Amyotrophic Lateral Sclerosis [ALS or Lou Gehrig’s Disease]”) to the scientifically geeky (“near complete conversion of phenol compounds into non-volatile or insoluble products in an aqueous solution”) to the prosaic (a large company wanted “bakeable cheese technology” for snack products; another offered $5,000 for “novel approaches to gently and effectively clean a baby;” and the Rockefeller Foundation offered $20,000 for the design of solar-powered internet routers).

No matter where the ideas come from, innovation is, of course, all about people, their talent, and how you nurture it. Rishad Tobaccowala, an advertising executive you’ll hear from in the chapter, “Advertising,” says the genius of Google’s 20 percent rule is that if you enable people to follow their passions, they’ll as much as work for free. Google, he said, knows how to find smart people and give them what they want: “They want to work for a winner. They want to have the ability to feel special. They want to have the ability to follow their passions. They want the ability to make money. And they want to have the ability to increase their external market value—it helps me build a brand: myself.” Mayer said just working with smart people challenges other people in the company—and besides, they’re easier to manage.

Google’s lesson is clear: Make innovation your business.

Simplify, simplify
 

Once you decide what business you’re really in, once you settle on your strategy, once you figure out how to execute it in the new architecture and realities of the Google age, once you cast a new relationship with your world, once you absorb new ethics of this new era into your company’s culture, once you make innovation a keystone of that culture, then there’s one more important thing to do, another vital lesson to learn from Google: simplify.

In their 2005 history of Google, authors David A. Vise and Mark Malseed recounted the story of Google testing an early version of its spare and spartan home page with users:


The testers were told to use Google to find the answer to a trivia question: Which country won the most gold medals in the 1994 Olympics? They typed www.google.com, watched the homepage come up on the screen, and then they waited. Fifteen seconds went by…twenty seconds…forty-five. [Marissa] Mayer wondered what was going on, but didn’t want to interfere. Finally, she asked them, “What are you waiting for?” “The rest of the page to load,” they answered. The same thing kept happening all day, Mayer recalled. “The web was so full of things that moved and flashed and blinked and made you punch the monkey that they were waiting for the rest of it to show up.”


 


Mayer’s team changed the design to make the copyright notice at the bottom of the page stand out, just to let users know the page was done loading so they could get started.

I had to learn the lesson of simplicity myself when I debated about the title of this book with my editor and publisher. My original title was WWGD? (What Would Google Do?). It was a joke that I knew would work only in America, inspired by bumper stickers and bracelets that ask, WWJD? (What would Jesus do?) In this equation Google was God. But the publishing company thought this double title was too complicated. They wanted to simplify. I argued with them, holding dearly to my gag. To my editor’s discomfort, I decided to take the debate to my blog readers, as is my reflex now. A great discussion ensued with a few dozen comments, a majority disagreeing with my argument. Then a commenter named Ellen advised: “To me, it doesn’t matter what we all think. You should decide based on What Google Would Do, since that is the point of your book.” Right. What would Google do? It would simplify. I had to follow my own rules. I simplified the title.

Google is perhaps the most powerful single tool that can be used by anyone on earth. But it is also the simplest. Compare Google’s home page with a TV remote control, a clock radio, a tax form, an insurance policy, any legal document, many ecommerce sites, Microsoft Word’s toolbar, most companies’ org charts, and the last five memos you wrote. Google is simple.

Google shares its design aspirations on the web for all to see. “The Google User Experience team aims to create designs that are useful, fast, simple, engaging, innovative, universal, profitable, beautiful, trustworthy, and personable,” the team wrote on a Google blog. “Achieving a harmonious balance of these 10 principles is a constant challenge. A product that gets the balance right is ‘Googley’—and will satisfy and delight people all over the world.” Their key design principle: “Simplicity is powerful…. Google teams think twice before sacrificing simplicity in pursuit of a less important feature.” Or to quote another internal Google company principle: “It’s best to do one thing really, really well.”

Simplicity is empowering. I don’t have to use Google the way someone else says I should, following its path of navigation. I don’t have to feel stupid looking up instructions. Google never makes me feel foolish for making mistakes (“Did you mean…?” it graciously asks when I misspell or mistype). It doesn’t waste my time trying to find what I want. It just gives me a blank box and puts the world behind it.

Design is about more than aesthetics. Design is an ethic. Design is the path by which you interact with your public. Magazines, clothes, and cars aren’t the only things that are designed. Companies are designed. Services are designed. Rules are designed. The simpler and clearer the design, the better. To be simple is to be direct. To be direct is to be honest. To be honest is to be human. To be human is to be in a conversation. To be in a conversation is to collaborate. To collaborate is to hand over control. And we are back to where we started, to Jarvis’ First Law: Give the people control and we will use it. Don’t and you will lose us. Simple.

Get out of the way
 

One more law from one more leader.

Craig Newmark, founder of craigslist, is a wonderful character. You’ll never meet a more unassuming revolutionary and mogul. Proudly geeky, rarely fashionable (the one time I saw him in a tie, he said he put it on just to scare people), soft-spoken, impish, and ironic, he is not what you expect, whatever that is.

Newmark confounds business people, running a service mostly for free. He charges just for job ads and real-estate ads in some cities. By various accounts, he has destroyed a few billion dollars in value in the newspaper classified business. But as I said earlier, Newmark isn’t at fault—the internet is. craigslist reveals no figures publicly, but it has been estimated that it brings in $100 million a year with just 25 employees. Still, money does not motivate Newmark and his president, Jim Buckmaster. Newmark could exploit his service for many times more income and equity. He could sell out for a fortune. He has no intention of doing either. That’s what business people don’t understand about him. He is like an alien to them (indeed, he is a bit like ALF).

Newmark introduces himself as the founder and customer service rep for craigslist. That always gets a laugh, but he doesn’t mean it as a punch line. That’s what he does: customer service. And that is the essence of craigslist’s worth. If the community becomes overrun with spammers and scammers, it will lose value for its members. So Newmark listens to their complaints and fixes problems. Craig is the cop.

When Newmark spoke to my students at the City University of New York Graduate School of Journalism about some of the projects he was engaged in for the public good—such as investing in the future of quality journalism—one of them asked why he didn’t sell craigslist for billions of dollars, which he certainly could, and turn his assets to philanthropy. Newmark said he believes he is helping people more by keeping money in their pockets and away from middlemen. He attributes the success of craigslist to treating his community as stakeholders, and he is paying them their internet dividend.

Newmark operates by many of the rules in this book. He created a platform and network for his communities. He trusts the wisdom of his crowd. He brings communities elegant organization. He understands that free is a business model. He relies on the gift economy. He dooms middlemen. He runs a disarmingly simple system. But then he adds his own unifying principle of technology, communities, and the internet. Here it is, with classic Craig brevity:

“Get out of the way.”

That’s it, Craig’s Law: Get out of the way. If you make a great platform that people really want to use, he argues, then the worst thing you could do is to put yourself in the middle, getting in the way of what people want to do with it. As a customer, I often feel that airlines, cable companies, phone companies, insurance companies, doctor’s offices, car dealers, banks, schools, and government agencies exist to get in my way—it’s their business model. Not Newmark.

When he started craigslist as an email list, Newmark will tell you he had no idea what it would turn into. He didn’t know the impact it would have on classifieds and news. He didn’t know that people would find each other and go on dates and find restaurants for those dates and get married and have kids and buy baby furniture and get apartments and buy cars and improve their lives thanks to his simple lines of code. But they did. He didn’t know that when Hurricane Katrina struck, the New Orleans diaspora would use craigslist to find each other and jobs and homes. If he had tried to anticipate that, if he had over-researched and over-designed and set up all kinds of rules, restrictions, navigation, instructions, and fees for how to use craigslist, Katrina’s people wouldn’t have done what they did. And craigslist would be smaller than it is.

Instead Newmark created something useful that people used. He stood back and let them do it. He listened to them and added the features they wanted. He kept listening and solved problems with the technology and with the community’s use of it. And, by the way, his is about the ugliest but most useful design you can find this side of Google.

Google, too, tries to get out of the way. It creates platforms that people use—even enabling them to build businesses atop them—in ways that Google could not predict, could not design around, does not limit (well, not much), and generally does not charge for. Google realizes that its real value is not in limiting what people can do but in helping them do what only they can imagine. That is the essence of the Google worldview. That is what I will try to apply to a host of companies, industries, and institutions in the next section of this book. We end this section with the single best bit of advice you can glean from Google and from craigslist: Make something useful. Help people use it. And then…

Get out of the way.









If Google Ruled the World
 










 
 



“The search engine is going to control the planet,” declared author Paulo Coelho. But surely not everything, right? It’s not as if Google would want to run something dull like a utility (except that it is investing in the power industry) or a telephone company (well, it almost has) or enter the health industry (but it just did) or open a restaurant (then again, its cafeteria is world-famous and so is its chef, who wrote the book Food 2.0). Some people wish Google would take over a newspaper—The New York Times is often nominated—or entertainment companies or perhaps the software giant Microsoft. But no, Google knows what it is. Its ambition is not to take over the world, but to organize it.

So now that we have distilled Google’s success into a series of laws and lessons, we will attempt to apply them to a number of industries and institutions. I won’t pretend that I can fix a company in just a few pages. If only it were that easy…. Nor will I claim that I have found all the secrets to Google’s success. If only I could….

The point, instead, is to see things differently, to understand the fundamental changes of the Google age, to ask hard questions, to grasp new opportunities, to rethink, reimagine, and reinvent. That is the example to follow from Google. So the specifics of these cases are less important than the discipline, the attitude, the imagination, and the courage it takes to lead in this era of magnificent upheaval. Even if you don’t work in, say, the ad industry, I hope that in the discussion of how to remake advertising, you will find ideas and inspiration for your own situation. These industries and institutions provide a wide variety of examples of how to live by Google’s rules. Not all the rules will apply to your particular circumstances. But thinking and seeing in new ways is an imperative for everyone.

“Google has brought massive shifts in the way different generations and people think,” said ad industry visionary Rishad Tobaccowala. He predicted that as a result, “there’s going to be a huge new business which is built around the psychology of being analog in a digital world—everything that has to do with therapy. Which I think is why spas are so big now.” That may be why Google’s offices feature pods where employees can shut off the world and easy chairs where they can just stare at an aquarium. It’s stressful organizing and changing the world. But before you check yourself into the sanitarium, remember that the real moral to the Google story is this: If Google can do it, so can you. Google is seeing problems, solving them, and finding opportunities in them by thinking in new ways. This is all about finding your own new worldview.

There are two ways to attack the problems of these industries: to reform the incumbents or to destroy them. In some cases, we’ll take one path, in others both. But in any case, the wise course is to destroy your own models before some kid in a garage—or in a Harvard or Stanford dorm room—figures out a way to do it for you. Think like Google, succeed like Google—before Google does.
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The Google Times: Newspapers, post-paper
 

On what turned out to be an eventful week in London in 2008, Edward Roussel, digital editor for the Telegraph Media Group, told me over tea and toast that he had pondered the question I ask in this book’s title. He answered it with a striking vision for newspapers: What if papers handed over much of their work to Google? Roussel reasoned that Google already is their best distributor online. He couldn’t imagine a paper creating better technology or attracting better technical talent than Google. In advertising, Google is the clear winner. So why not outsource distribution, technology, and a good share of ad sales to Google as a platform so the paper could concentrate on its real job—journalism?

Roussel was following a key rule in this book: Decide what business you’re in. The next day, I issued the same challenge to his competition, the Guardian, where I work and where I wound up a series of seminars on the future of journalism. My assignment was to pose 10 questions papers should answer now. The first: Who are we? Papers must no longer think of themselves as manufacturers or distributors. Are they in the information business? That would seem obvious, but when information can be so quickly and easily commodified, it is a perilous position. Are they in the community business, like Facebook? Not quite; few papers enable communities to organize themselves. Are they in the knowledge business, like Google or Amazon? Not yet; they haven’t put themselves in the position to know what their readers know. In the end, I urged papers to become platforms for larger networks of news—but they’re not there yet.

The night before, the Guardian had invited Arianna Huffington, founder of The Huffington Post, to speak. She announced she was taking her service local and would invade Chicago, hiring one editor to build a site around the best bloggers there. A reporter at the beleaguered Chicago Tribune—which now had Huffington’s target on its back—asked me how the paper should respond. My reply: The old way would have been to treat Huffington as a competitor. The new way would be to find the means to work with her: Sell local ads for her and get a piece of her revenue. Quote her bloggers in the paper, taking advantage of her recruiting and relationships and earning friendship—and links—in return. Start new blogs that Huffington’s writers would want to talk about and link to. Give Huffington headlines from the Tribune, which also link to the paper. The Tribune no longer owns the market, I told him. Its ambition should be to join and help a network.

News organizations don’t yet think that way. That same week, while in London, I became embroiled online in a bloggers’ battle with the Associated Press, which had sent legal letters to a site demanding that it take down excerpts of its stories, some as short as 33 words. The AP thought the bloggers were stealing its words. Bloggers, however, believed they were doing the AP a favor every time they quoted and linked to its stories.

In this confrontation, we witness the millennial clash of old and new media models: the content economy vs. the link economy. The AP, like the papers it serves, thought its content was its value and its magnet. But online, content without links is the tree that falls in the forest that nobody hears (and turns into newsprint). So the real value in this transaction was not the content that was, in the AP’s view, stolen, but the links that were, in the bloggers’ view, given. The content economy made money by controlling and selling content. In the link economy, it no longer pays to sell copies of content when the original is just a link and a click away.

This link economy makes five demands: First, you must produce unique content with clear value; commodity content will get you no links or Googlejuice. Second, you must open up so Google and the world can find your content. (If you’re not searchable, you won’t be found.) Third, when you get links and audience, it is up to you to exploit them, usually through advertising. Fourth, you should use links to find new efficiencies. (Do what you do best and link to the rest.) Fifth, find opportunities to create value atop this link layer: curation of the best content; technology infrastructure to enable links to be found; and advertising networks to help creators monetize links and traffic. Exploiting this sort of tectonic shift—seeing how the world is disrupted and finding opportunity in it—is a key skill of Googlethink.

For news organizations, going digital is not as simple as filling web pages. This transformation requires them to reinvent themselves—how they think of themselves, how they operate, how they relate to the public, how they make money—and fast. Jeffrey Cole of the University of Southern California Annenberg School’s Center for the Digital Future found in a 2007 survey that young people 12 to 25 will “never read a newspaper.” Never. Philip Meyer wrote in his 2004 book The Vanishing Newspaper that if current trends continue, the last American paper will be published in 2040—and that downward slope has only steepened its decline since he said that. This is not a drill.

Google’s impact is more direct and immediate on media than on other industries—though their turns are coming. So as a demonstration of the discipline of adapting Google’s rules, I begin this chapter—unlike others to follow—by laying out relevant rules and explicitly interpreting them for newspapers.

Atoms are a drag. Newspapers assumed their competitive advantage was in owning the means of mass production and distribution. In the old, scarcity-based content economy, they were right. But now print’s infrastructure carries an unbearable cost burden. So I say papers should set a date in the not-too-distant future when they will turn off the presses.

Foolish, you say? Old mass media still has value, you argue. Online revenue is not meeting print revenue. As readers move to the internet, newsstand money disappears. In advertising, print dollars are replaced by mere online dimes. Don’t they still need paper? Yes, but the scale of newspapers’ businesses will never be the same now that they no longer hold local monopolies. In the shift from physical to digital and mass to niche, the best way to exploit the legacy value of a paper is to use its old-media megaphone to promote and build what comes next. First, a paper has to decide what is next. It has to design and build its post-paper products—retraining and restructuring staff and sloughing off unnecessary costs—before the presses go silent. It has to promote the new products even at the expense of the old: Cannibalize thyself. Convincing audience and advertisers to move to the future is better than following them there after they have discovered other sources of news.

Casting off atoms will allow newspapers to brag: no more dead trees and lost oxygen (an ecological site calculated that newsprint production used up the equivalent of 453 million trees in 2001); no more gas-sucking, pollution-spewing trucks to haul them around; no more presses draining energy; no more waste to recycle; no more oil pumped to make ink. To hell with going carbon-neutral. A former paper is an ecological hero!

In 2005, just after it had finished installing new, smaller-format presses at a cost of $150 million, the Guardian invited me to talk with its managers about what would come next—digital. Editor Alan Rusbridger stole my thunder when he conceded that those presses were likely the last they would ever buy. “The last presses.” I couldn’t imagine an American publisher saying those words except with his dying breath. Rusbridger saw it as his job to deliver the Guardian over the chasm it faced from print to online, atom to bit. His mission wasn’t to shelter the old medium but to take its values to the new world as quickly, safely, and sensibly as he could.

Paper may not disappear. But if newspapers do not at least plan for the eventuality—if not inevitability—of the transition, they will be left protecting nothing but their presses. Again, protection is no strategy for the future.

Think distributed. News organizations can no longer rely on the idea that the world will beat a path to their door. People are finding their own ways to news through no end of new routes: friends’ blogs, aggregators such as Google News and Daylife, collaborative news sites such as Digg, feeds on Facebook or Twitter, apps on mobile phones, and who knows what comes next. As a college student said in The New York Times in 2008: “If the news is that important, it will find me.” Thus news organizations should stop presenting themselves as destinations and start seeing themselves as services, pushing out feeds, offering content to networks of sites, getting their news to where the people are. This is the new home delivery, the internet as paperboy.

Be a platform. Join a network. You can’t do it all yourself anymore. By joining collaborative networks, you can get help. For newspapers, that may mean soliciting the public’s assistance in finishing stories. It may mean recruiting and mobilizing the public to report. It may mean setting them up in business. It certainly means welcoming their contributions and corrections (one way to follow the rule, make mistakes well).

Newspapers can provide collaborators with raw material to create products—news reports to comment on, video to remix, assignments to follow. The New York Times and NPR each announced programs to make content available for mashups and remixing via APIs (application programming interfaces). Newspapers can also provide functionality—blogging tools and the means to repackage, say, Google Maps into collaborative community resources. They can educate collaborators, sharing what they know about how to get access to public information, avoid libel suits, or shoot video (as the Travel Channel and some local TV stations do). They can give good sites promotion and traffic. They can generate revenue by setting up ad networks for these collaborators, following Glam’s example. The papers, in turn, get news and information they couldn’t afford to gather on their own at lower cost and with lower risk, and they become part of something bigger than themselves.

Or that’s the theory. A holy grail of online newspapers—as yet unattained—has been the idea of collaborative hyperlocal news networks: armies of blogging neighbors who gather and share news and photos from their school boards and street fairs. There have been many attempts to reach this goal and about as many failures, no shortage of them mine. I learned that it was a mistake to expect people to come to my newspaper site and contribute their work; often they want to own their own stuff in their own space. I also learned that bloggers need the means to support what they do—that is, money.

In 2004, I held a Meetup to persuade people to blog on NJ.com. Good idea, said journalist Debra Galant, but it’s too good an idea to do it for your site, Jeff. She started her own blog, Baristanet.com, which covers Montclair, New Jersey, and now serves 10,000 daily readers and 100 advertisers. What should its relationship be to the site and paper I worked with, The Star-Ledger? Rather than competing, they collaborated in 2008 to print a joint guide to Montclair, sharing content and credit, with both the paper and the blog selling ads. It’s a start. Next, I’d like to see a network of scores of Baristanets covering hundreds of towns and eventually thousands of interests.

Collaborate. Collaboration is co-creation. It requires giving up some control of assets so collaborators may remix, add to, and distribute content. The newspaper gets more content and gets talked about, which is how it will get new links, readers, attention, loyalty, and Googlejuice.

In 2007, Brian Lehrer’s public-radio show on WNYC wanted to use its ability to mobilize the public for a project in collaborative journalism. Lehrer asked his listeners to go to their local stores and report the price of milk, lettuce, and beer. Hundreds did, giving the station data no single reporter could have gathered alone. WNYC plotted the data on Google Maps, showing which neighborhoods were being gouged. It also learned that some stores were charging illegally high prices for milk.

The BBC opened up many of its resources in a public laboratory called Backstage, which enables anyone to build products on top of its content and data. Remixes have included a service that took BBC news feeds and searched for related material from citizens on YouTube and Flickr; a service that found out which BBC stories were the most talked-about on the web; and one that mashed up road-traffic data atop Google Maps. The BBC—like Facebook—attracted scores of developers making new products that made the BBC more useful and brought new ideas to the media giant without the cost or delays huge organizations bring. Welcome to the open-source, gift economy.

Listen well. Just as About.com and Google monitor search requests to see what the public wants to know, so newspapers should create the means for the public to say what it needs to know and to assign work to journalists. BusinessWeek is soliciting such requests. Digg.com had its users vote on questions it would ask politicians at the 2008 political conventions. In 2007, I worked with trainees at the German publisher Burda, brainstorming products. One of them asked a question so obvious I kicked myself for never having asked it myself: “Why doesn’t the public assign us?” Right. Readers know what they want to know. Journalists need a means, like MyStarbucksIdea, to gather assignments. This mechanism turns the relationship between the journalist and the public on its head. The public is now the boss. If journalists are uncomfortable with that, it means they don’t trust the public they serve. Remember: Your crowd is wise. Remember, too, Weinberger’s Corollary: There is an inverse relationship between control and trust.

The internet kills inefficiency. Newspapers are inefficient enterprises—because, as once-rich monopolies, they could be. When Rupert Murdoch acquired The Wall Street Journal, he complained that 8.25 editors touched each story. At The New York Times, there are three editors for every writer. When Sam Zell took over Tribune Company, he had efficiency experts count how many inches of text writers produced. These may be shallow metrics, but they reveal much room to change. And that change is coming as, according to the blog Papercuts, newspapers laid off 12,299 journalists in the first 10 months of 2008. Once a paper decides what it is, it’s clear that it must marshall all its forces behind one goal. For local papers, that should be local reporting.

The mass market is dead. Long live the mass of niches. Papers should no longer make just one mass product, a newspaper. Some are producing new services for more targeted interests, locales, and communities: hyperlocal sites and papers; a local sports talk show; a local golf magazine; a mobile weather service; local job fairs; parents’ guides. These products need not be created and owned by the company; they can be produced by others and distributed or sold by the paper. The more communities served, the better. Small is the new big.

Elegant organization. A paper should provide its community with what Facebook’s Mark Zuckerberg gave his. In a sense, papers always have. They organize a community’s knowledge so it can better organize itself. Now there are more tools to do that. Papers can create platforms where neighborhoods, towns, schools, clubs, or people with like interests can share what they know and editors can bubble up news out of that. Once the platform has been created, they should follow Craig Newmark’s advice: Get out of the way.

Beware the cash cow in the coal mine. Papers sat back on their cash flow and assumed something would rescue them. Nothing did. Now papers will die. But the demand for news will not go away; it’s growing. New products and competitors will emerge and there’ll be enough audience and money to support them—if they are not saddled with the costs of printing. Can the papers that survive invent these new products themselves with their cultures? Jim Louderback, CEO of the internet TV company Revision3 (more from him next) has this advice for legacy companies: “Look at how Steve Jobs made the Mac. He took a core group of people and put them in a closet somewhere and they built something completely different. So take a core group of people and put them in Kentucky or St. Louis and build something entirely new.” Rethink everything: What is a news story? Is a topic page a better vehicle for covering local news? How should news be gathered? How should it be shared? How should it be supported? Encourage, enable, and protect innovation.

What does a newspaper look like if it is no longer a newspaper? It will be more of a network with a smaller staff of reporters and editors still providing essential news and recouping value for that. Paper 2.0 will work with and support collections of bloggers, entrepreneurs, citizens, and communities that gather and share news. A newspaper is no longer a printing press that turns out money. But as a network it could be bigger than papers have been in years, reaching deeper into communities, having more of an impact, and adding more value. To get there, it has to act small but think big and see the world differently.

Googlewood: Entertainment, opened up
 

Entertainment is built on a blockbuster economy: Hits are huge and everything else is merely the price you pay to play the odds. This system has long been fed by scarcity: only so many movie screens, so many hours of TV seen by only so many viewers, and so many shelves in the record store (when there still were records and stores to sell them). The audience was herded together to consume a limited field of choice, and the winners were the products that appealed to the most people. There will always be blockbusters just because some things are that good (great movies) or because we enjoy talking about shared experiences (silly reality shows) or because the hype is too huge to ignore (the Oscars). Hollywood is eternal.

The economics of abundance—the mass of niches, the long tail—has opened up entertainment’s business models in ways we have not seen since the last waves of new media technologies: sound recording, film, broadcast. Today we can watch whatever we want. Hell, we can make whatever we want. It will become harder and harder to turn out blockbusters because there is so much more competition for our attention. But it also will be possible to produce more entertainment more people like—that is our new abundance.

Hollywood was built on a system of control. You could break in only if you made it through a gauntlet of agents, executives, and distributors who controlled the money and access to the audience. The internet is busting that system apart. But we didn’t need to wait for the web to break free. It was possible to be a rebel before. It’s just easier now.

I return to Howard Stern, who is not only the self-crowned king of all media but who was, I argue, Googley before there was a Google. He saw a radio industry built around the local broadcast tower and broke its rules, starting in 1986, when he built a syndicate of stations that made him famous (and infamous) across the country. He didn’t rely on an existing network. He built his own network. Then he used radio as a platform to create a presence on TV. He used radio to become a best-selling author, and he turned his book into a hit movie. He later became huge on the internet, and put satellite radio in orbit.

Stern’s relationship with his audience is what set him apart. He created a collaborative product—not just because he took phone calls from listeners but because those listeners made their own entertainment, which they generously gave to the show: phony phone calls, brilliant song parodies, theme songs for hapless producer Gary “Baba Booey” Dell’Abate, games, even movies. They gave him their creativity and loyalty. He gave them airtime and attention. This was their mutual gift economy.

Stern decided long ago that he would not push a self-serving charity as rival Don Imus had or sell tacky schwag like the Rush Limbaugh Excellence in Broadcasting mouse pad. I wouldn’t mind buying a Stern hat or jacket—I’d wear my taste proudly—but Stern won’t sell them to me. He refuses to cash in on our relationship. He knows that his value rests with his fans. Stern took a gamble on that relationship in 2006 when he moved from broadcast—chased off by the Federal Communications Commission’s harassment—to Sirius Satellite Radio. He received a reported $500 million for the move—motive enough, of course—but there was no way to be sure that the millions of fans needed to make him worth his price would follow. They did. At Sirius, Stern has handed over control to his audience; when they told him to change programming on his two 24-hour satellite channels, he obeyed.

I use Stern as a case study in Googlethink to demonstrate that you don’t need to be Google—or be on the internet or rely on technology or even be inspired by Google—to think in these new and open ways. Stern broke the control system and rules that the entertainment business holds dear and built his empire on his relationships. It’s still about relationships. The internet just makes it easier to break rules and break in. Anybody who’s any good can aspire to be a monarch of any or many media. They may not be as big as Stern, Jon Stewart, or Steven Spielberg. But in a post-blockbuster, small-is-the-new-big economy, they don’t have to be.

Now fast-forward to 2005, when geek-show host Kevin Rose left TechTV after his network merged with G4, a game channel. Instead of getting another job at another network, Rose started his own networks, because he could. First he created Digg, a collaborative news service where users suggest stories and then vote on them to create the community’s front page. It attracts more than 25 million users a month. The service was revolutionary, giving the public—rather than editors—the power to make news judgments. Of course, the public always had made its own judgments; Rose just recognized that and enabled them to do it together.

Then Rose started his video network, Revision3, and the first show on it, Diggnation, in which he and his former TechTV colleague Alex Albrecht sit on a grungy couch with a different beer in hand each week talking about some of Digg’s favorite stories for more than 30 minutes straight. If one of them has to do what one must do after drinking beer, they don’t stop the tape; Alex just gets up and goes to the bathroom. The show could not be more casual and less like TV, but that is precisely its authority. My son, Jake, is a fan—he introduced me to it—and I tried to repay the favor by sharing professional podcasts about technology from NPR and the BBC. As soon as I played them, I realized they didn’t hold the same authority as Digg because they were too packaged and plastic.

Diggnation draws an audience of 250,000 each week (a nighttime cable news show on some networks is satisfied with 150,000 viewers). Just because it’s on the internet doesn’t mean it’s small. But its costs are. Nonfiction TV—news shows, not scripted dramas—on broadcast networks costs about $300,000 an hour to produce. An hour of Revision3 programming costs a tenth of that. Internet TV can get even cheaper. In 2007, I visited 18 Doughty Street, a five-hour-a-night Tory talk-show network in London that broadcast on the internet from a townhouse living-room set with all the trappings of TV: couches, seven cameras, a control studio, and potted palms. I asked Iain Dale, the founder, to calculate his per-hour cost for talk. It came out to $140. Sure, the comparisons are unfair. News networks have journalists, bureaus, producers, executives, expensive anchors, writers, makeup people, hair people, camera people, sound people, directors, and free muffins. But do they need all that? In 2007, I wrote and recorded an opinion piece for a short-lived segment on the CBS Evening News (it never aired—my mention of dethroned anchor Dan Rather may have had something to do with that). Up to the taping, I saw 12 people involved, which didn’t include countless more editors and unseen executive producers and technicians. That day at home I used the same script to record the same opinions on my Mac. Cost: zip.

Movies are worse. Not long ago, I happened on a studio shoot in Manhattan. Even though I’d covered the industry for years, I was amazed anew at the cost of it, at the stuff they drag around. On one truck, a huge container was filled with nothing but blocks of wood with Paramount’s logo burned onto them. Of course, studios do need much of this stuff to make movies that will look great on a big screen. But do they need it all? Diggnation has just a camera pointed at its couch. It entertains, too.

In the text web, the delta—the difference—in cost between the old and new way is enormous; that is what has led no end of bloggers and newcomers to create content sites. In film and video, that delta is many times larger, which I believe will lead to even more investment in online shows, as the opportunities are even greater. Revision3 started on a shoestring but received a reported $9 million investment to create more shows, build a studio, and hire its CEO. It’s still run on a shoestring, CEO Jim Louderback told me. “The story of the internet,” he said, “is ruthlessly efficient business models and blowing away barriers to entry and access.”

Revision3 saved money on equipment, which Louderback credited to Moore’s Law. Intel’s Gordon Moore decreed in 1965 that the number of transistors and thus the computing power on a chip would double every two years (this law enabled Google and the internet to exist and led to every law in this book). The cost of digital cameras has thus plummeted. Revision3 goes Cadillac with an $8,500 model but I’ve seen newspapers and even TV stations recording high-definition segments with $1,000 handhelds. Instead of a fancy TelePrompTer (and expensive writing team to fill it with words), Revision3 uses a cheap LCD screen and mirror. Instead of editing suites that once cost tens, even hundreds of thousands of dollars, they edit on Macs. The only equipment that doesn’t benefit from Moore’s Law, Louderback said, is the handmade Italian pedestal for moving cameras while shooting. It has no electronics but relies on precision ball bearings. Damned atoms.

Staff costs are low, too. Instead of hiring pretty faces with good hair to read the words writers put on TelePrompTers, Revision3 hires hosts with knowledge and passion about their topics and the ability to attract a community. Distribution costs little because there are so many partners, including Google’s YouTube, that can spread video around. Marketing? No need for that when you have a loyal audience. I stood in that audience when Diggnation came to New York and 2,000 people showed up (I was the oldest geek there and sympathized with my son, who was standing next to the only head of gray hair in the place; it was like having your mom take you to a Stones concert). To market itself, Revision3 cuts up its shows and puts the best bits on YouTube so fans can pass them around—a demonstration that your product can be your ad and your customers are your ad agency.

What about revenue? Louderback said that by the middle of 2008, a show the size of Diggnation was selling three sponsorships per episode at a cost of $80–$100 per thousand viewers (the standard measurement for advertising). By contrast, banner ads on web sites can sell for as little as a few dollars or even cents per thousand. How can Diggnation command that premium? Once more: relationships. The hosts deliver the commercials and viewers remember them. Louderback said 100 percent of audience members could recall the name of one sponsor without help and 93 percent could name two. That is unheard of on television, where commercials are ignored or skipped. So do the math: With an audience of 250,000 per week, that could work out to as much as $4 million a year and growing. Not bad for two guys on a couch.

Revision3 moved past tech to shows on magic and comic books. Louderback finds talent not on TV but online inviting viewers to submit their own pilots. The internet is an amazing source of new voices if you know how to listen for them. Talent may not be everywhere, but it’s not as scarce as once thought.

The key, Louderback said, is to realize that the internet “is a new medium. It’s completely different. Think how Ted Turner created CNN. He didn’t just think about plopping a broadcast network on cable. He thought about creating an entirely new medium.” So did Kevin Rose. His shows are communities. He is the new Turner, Murdoch, Hearst—or Oprah. He is the next-generation media mogul because he thinks differently.

This new relationship we have with—in the words of New York University journalism professor Jay Rosen—“the people formerly known as the audience” is collaborative. I don’t mean we’ll each end up picking our own endings to a movie. I don’t want that. Writing the ending is the job of the author. Still, entertainment is becoming collaborative. When LonelyGirl15—the saga of a pretty teen girl talking about her odd life via a webcam in her bedroom—became an entertainment phenom on YouTube, what was most fascinating was not the LonelyGirl videos but the videos viewers made around them, responding to her, asking questions, affecting the course of the narrative. When it turned out that LonelyGirl was not real but an act of fiction, the audience’s videos—many exhibiting anger and disappointment—were captivating. The art was the collection of everyone’s work, creators and audience. The art was interactive. Something similar happens on discussion forums such as Television Without Pity, where producers take advice about plotlines and characters in series that threaten to jump the shark. These producers realize that the audience owns a show as much as its creators.

Entertainment can now break out of its old forms. Comedy doesn’t need to be 22 minutes long (plus eight minutes of ads). Movies can become serials. Shows can be collaborative. Talent can come from anywhere. Audiences are distributors. We can watch entertainment anywhere.

Hollywood—particularly TV—has not been blind to this change and learned from the music industry as it imploded trying to maintain control in an uncontrollable world. TV networks might just save themselves because they broke their own rules. ABC was willing to hurt its distributors—local stations—when it streamed shows on the internet and sold them on iTunes. NBC and Fox created an impressive player called Hulu; in the U.K., the BBC started its equivalent in the popular iPlayer. Like Google, they learned to think distributed.

What will Hollywood studios and TV networks look like in the Google age? At one level, they won’t change: They will still pray for blockbusters and the stars that make them. At the top, the celebrity economy is largely immutable because there can be only so many big stars at once. But from the bottom, we will see more, if smaller, celebrities in many variations on Warhol’s Law: Everyone is famous for 15 clicks, links, tweets, or YouTubes. Fame, like talent and audience, is no longer scarce.

Managing this abundance presents many opportunities. More than ever we need guides. Too bad TV Guide is choking in the coal mine. One-size-fits-all criticism won’t work anymore. But a system that helps us help each other find the best entertainment would be valuable. If I were to start Entertainment Weekly today, it would be that: a way to find just what I like, a collaborative Google of taste.

Entertainment will be more of a social experience. Though I still want authors to do their duty and polish stories, that doesn’t mean I wouldn’t like to see other people remix shows and movies. In the old, controlled way of thinking, remixing was a violation of copyright. In the new, open, distributed model, it is how you join the conversation. Comedy Central’s Stephen Colbert has—Stern-like—challenged his audience to remake videos of him and of John McCain. Some were great, some were nowhere near that, but in the process, they spread his challenge all over YouTube, MySpace, and blogs. It’s a gift economy and it’s an ego economy: Everybody who made a video wanted attention and could get it from Colbert and his community. The content was the advertisement, viewers were the creators and distributors, and Colbert was the catalyst. Maybe that’s what entertainment becomes: the spark that inspires more creativity and attracts not just audiences but communities of creation in a million Hollywoods.

GoogleCollins: Killing the book to save it
 

I confess: I’m a hypocrite. If I had followed my own rules—if I had eaten my own dog food—you wouldn’t be reading this book right now, at least not as a book. You’d be reading it online, for free, having discovered it via links and search. You’d be able to correct me, and I’d be able to update the book with the latest amazing stats about Google. We could join in conversations around the ideas here. This project would be even more collaborative than it already is, thanks to the help of readers on my blog. We might form a group of Googlethinkers on Facebook and you’d be able to offer more experience, better advice, and newer ways to look at the world than I alone can here. I wouldn’t have a publisher’s advance but I might make money from speaking and consulting.

But I did make money from a publisher’s advance. That is why you are reading this as a book. Sorry. Dog’s gotta eat.

I already do most everything I describe above, not in this book but on my blog, where ideas are searchable and collaborative and can be updated and corrected—and where I hope conversations sparked by this book will continue. I believe the two forms will come together—that’s part of what this chapter is about. In the meantime, I’m no fool; I couldn’t pass up a nice check from my publisher, Collins, and many services, including editing, design, publicity, sales, relationships with bookstores, a speaker’s bureau, and online help. There’s a reason publishing is still publishing: It still pays. How long can it stay that way? How long should it stay that way?

As I suggested that papers should turn off their presses, I have a suggestion for book publishing: We have to kill books to save them. The problem with books is that we love them too much. We put books on a pedestal, treating them as the highest form of culture: objects of worship, sacrosanct and untouchable. A book is like a British accent—anything said in it sounds smarter, even if it’s not. But, of course, there are bad books. Any episode of The Office, The Wire, and Weeds, to name just a recent few, is better than too many books on the shelf. Yet we dismiss TV as our lowest cultural denominator, and we allow government to censor TV shows whereas we would not permit it to ban books. Books are holy.

We need to get over books. Only then can we reinvent them. Books aren’t perfect. They are frozen in time without the means to be updated and corrected, except via new editions. They aren’t searchable in print. They create a one-way relationship: Books teach readers, yes, but once written they tend not to teach authors. They cannot link to related knowledge, debate, and sources as the internet can. David Weinberger taught me in Everything’s Miscellaneous that when knowledge is frozen on a page it can sit in only one place on a shelf under one address so there is only one way to get to it. In the internet age, with its many paths to knowledge, this, too, is a failing of books. Books are expensive to produce. They depend on scarce shelf space. They kill trees. They rely on the blockbuster economy, which is to say that only a few are winners and most are losers. They are subject to gatekeepers’ taste and whims.

Books aren’t read enough, I think we’d agree. Don Poynter at BookStatistics.com compiles sobering stats about the industry and reading. Citing BookPublishing.com, he reports that 80 percent of U.S. families do not buy or read a book in a year; 70 percent of U.S. adults had not been in a bookstore in five years; 58 percent of U.S. adults don’t read a book after high school (though this conflicts with National Endowment for the Arts stats saying that in 2004, 56.5 percent of U.S. adults said—said—they had read a book in a year). Books are thrown out when there’s no space for them and end up as trash or pulp. Forty percent of books that are printed are never sold. Books are where words go to die.

When books are digital, all kinds of benefits accrue. Books can become multimedia, like Harry Potter newspapers, with moving pictures, sound, and interaction. They can be searched, linked, and updated. They can live forever and find new audiences anywhere. Conversations can grow around ideas in books, exposing them to new readers. Writing in Library Journal, Ben Vershbow of the Institute for the Future of the Book envisioned a digital ecology in which “parts of books will reference parts of other books. Books will be woven together out of components in remote databases and servers.” Kevin Kelly wrote in The New York Times Magazine: “In the new world of books, every bit informs another; every page reads all the other pages.” When an idea is spread among people, it can grow and adapt and live on past the page. Before a convention of booksellers in 2006, author John Updike called Kelly’s vision of “relationships, links, connection and sharing” Marxist and “a pretty grisly scenario.”

There’s just one problem with these visions of digital publishing paradise (including mine): money. How will authors be paid for going to the trouble of reporting, imagining, and writing when so much of that is free on the internet? The internet is unsympathetic.

Robert Miller, former publisher of Disney’s Hyperion, came to HarperCollins—parent of my publisher—as I was writing this book. His mission was to update the business of book publishing and its two dogging problems: advances and returns. The difficulty, he explained to me, is in the middle. At the top, best sellers make money and at the bottom, we now have the means for no end of niches to create small books (six huge publishing conglomerates control the high-end of the market but Publishers Weekly reports that the total number of publishers grew from 357 in 1947 to 85,000 in 2004; that’s a lot of niches). In the middle, however, advances to authors (like me) have been rising, increasing risk and losses.

It’s a problem of the blockbuster economy: Publishers throw a lot at the wall, hoping something will stick but never knowing what will. Though ownership of publishing houses has consolidated, Miller said that hasn’t much affected competitive bidding among them. All it takes to pump up the price is for two houses to want the same book. That has been the case since 1952, when literary agent Scott Meredith started auctions among publishers rather than sending a book to one house at a time, as the gentlemen of the trade used to do. Today most books don’t earn enough to pay for the advance publishers give authors. Miller said a house is doing well if 20 percent of books earn back their advances. Imagine any other industry in which 80 percent of the products you produce lose money. It’s a growing insanity.

Miller’s proposed solution: He is offering smaller advances—maximum about $100,000—and in return, authors split a book’s profit, 50-50, with the publisher (for comparison, I receive a 10–15 percent commission of the retail price in hardcover and 7.5 percent in paperback and we split fees from international sales). The idea is that author and publisher share the risk and the reward.

Then there is the problem of returns. Publishing is a consignment business. Bookstores can send unsold books back to publishers—a practice for which Simon & Schuster gets the blame—so it’s the publishers who bear the risk, not to mention the huge cost of printing, shipping, storing, and pulping all those unwanted books. Books are atoms of perishable value. Miller wants to offer booksellers, too, a higher cut of profits if they will take the risk of owning the books they order. The resultant risk to publisher and author could be that bookstores won’t order enough to meet demand, but Miller said publishers are increasingly good at printing more copies quickly.

Miller’s goal is to make the existing print business more profitable. That’s fine as far as it goes. He acknowledges that there are other models that need to be tried. Perhaps you could buy a book chapter by chapter as a Dickensian subscription: Buy enough chapters and you’ve bought the book (if it’s bad, stop and you’ve spent less; BookPublishing.com says 57 percent of new books are not read to completion). Or buy the book in print and get access to it as an audio book and on an e-reader such as Amazon’s Kindle. Some hold high hopes for print-on-demand, which would enable a store to sell you any book quickly, beating Amazon’s delivery delays. But that’s still expensive and it produces only paperbacks. Still, we know that readers will pay a premium for immediate gratification; that’s why they still go to stores. Perhaps publishers could offer their own discounts if you’re willing to wait a week or two, enabling them to collect orders until there are enough to print. They could charge less, still, if the reader is willing to take a book in the clumsy PDF format, which enables publishers to sell books to readers with no manufacturing cost. Or perhaps readers could subscribe to an author or series, guaranteeing the publisher and writer cash flow and a reason to publish the next book. Maybe authors could even tell readers that they’ll write a book only if so many readers buy it in advance.

Peter Osnos, another publishing visionary on a mission to save the business, founded the Caravan Project to enable publishers to sell books in any form: in their traditional format, via print-on-demand, digitally in full or by chapter, and in audio. “When a reader asks for a book, the seller’s answer should always be, ‘how do you want it?’” he wrote at The Century Foundation. Osnos told me that the fundamental problems for publishing are availability and inventory management. If he can drive 20 percent of book selling to on-demand and digital, he believes he will save so much in printing unsold copies that he will be able to afford the marketing needed to make the business model work. He read a quote from The New York Times on the day that Google introduced its new Chrome browser arguing that Google needed to control its own destiny. That is the sense in which publishers should do what Google does, he said: control their own destiny.

Rick Smolan—best known for producing America 24/7, which chronicled one week in the life of the United States with 1,000 top photojournalists—has found another way to support his gorgeous and expensive photography books: sponsorship. “Why?” Smolan asked and then explained: “Because no publisher would publish our first book, A Day in the Life of Australia, we went to the business community in Australia and self-published the book—it went on to become the No. 1 book in Australia and sold 200,000 copies (in a market where 10,000 was a best seller).” More recently, he produced America at Home and a U.K. counterpart, each underwritten by an obvious sponsor—Ikea, which took little credit. (Smolan had another innovative idea: Readers can pay to get either book with their own photo on the cover.)

Why shouldn’t books have ads to support them as TV, newspapers, magazines, radio, and web sites do? Ads in books would be less irritating than commercials interrupting shows or banners blinking at you on a web page. Would it be any more corrupting to have ads in this book than next to a story I write in BusinessWeek? You’d have to tell me. If I had a sponsor or two for this book, what would you think of my work as a result? If Dell bought an ad—because, after all, I do say nice things about them now—would you wonder whether I’d sold out to them? I’d fear you’d think that. What about a Google ad? Obviously, that wouldn’t work. Yahoo? Ha! Who might want to talk to you and associate themselves with the thinking in this book while also helping to support it? Would it affect your thinking if the sponsorship lowered the price of the book? From the publisher’s perspective, that could lower risk and increase profits. From mine, it could mean the book costs less and so it sells more and its ideas get wider distribution. (Come to my blog and let’s debate ads in the paperback. Maybe we’ll auction off a few pages on eBay.)

All these models still ignore the internet’s greatest challenge: free. Free is going to kill publishing the way it killed music, right? Maybe not. Maybe free can save publishing.

The Googliest author I know, who also happens to be one of the most monumentally successful authors alive, Paulo Coelho, has nothing against selling books. He has sold an astounding 100 million copies of his novels and he estimates that another 20 million have been printed without authorization in countries that flout copyright. Even so, Coelho believes in giving away his books online for free. He’s a pirate.

Coelho learned the value of free in Russia, where a pirated translation of one of his books went online. His sales there jumped from 3,000 to 100,000 to 1 million in less than three years. “So I said this is probably because of the pirate edition,” he told me in a conversation in his Paris apartment. “This happened in English, Norwegian, Japanese, and Serbian. Now when the book is released in hard copy, the sales are spectacular. There’s confirmation that I was right.” He believes this piracy has helped make him the most translated author alive.

The pirated versions helped him so much that Coelho started linking to them from his own web site. After bragging about his openness at the Burda DLD conference in Munich in 2008—where I met him—he got a call from Jane Friedman, who was then head of his publisher, HarperCollins (parent of my publisher). “I was scared to death to talk to her because I knew what was coming: a tempest. She said, ‘I have a problem with you.’” Friedman had caught him in the act of self-piracy when she discovered that one of the supposedly unauthorized pirate versions to which he’d linked still had Coelho’s own notes and corrections in it. “She said, ‘Paulo, come on, don’t shit me.’” He sheepishly confessed to pirating himself. But he also said that neither of them could afford to lose face by taking the editions down; there’d already been publicity about them. They compromised: Each month, one of his books could be read for free, in full, in a special online reader that doesn’t allow a user to copy (or search for or link into) the text. It’s a start.

As this book goes to press, HarperCollins and I have discussed many digital options, including using that reader to put the book online in full for a few weeks before it is published, serializing pieces of the book online for a limited time, putting up free PowerPoint and video versions of the book, and more. I’ll report on what worked on my blog.

In Coelho’s view, the free web has given him more than book sales. He loves writing in a different voice in his blog. “I think your language for your blog is totally different from your language in the Guardian, right?” he said to me as I interviewed him for a column there. “We have to adapt ourselves. I have a lot of fun doing this.” When I first met him, he said his blog would not influence his books. But six months later, just as he finished his latest novel, The Winner Stands Alone, he said his readers had been helpful explaining fashion and the attraction of brands to him.

Coelho Twitters. He uses a small Flip Video camcorder to record video questions for his audience via Seesmic.com, a video conversation platform. Inspired by his wired and eager assistant, Paula Bracconot, Coelho asked his fans to take pictures of themselves reading his books for a virtual exhibition at the Frankfurt Book Fair in celebration of his 100 million mark. Hundreds posted their photos on Flickr. Coelho also began inviting readers to his parties. The first time, he said on his blog that he would ask the first few readers who expressed an interest to a party he was holding in a remote Spanish town. Responses came in from all over the world and he feared that they expected him to pay their airfare. But they paid their own way, flying from as far as Japan. He webcast a later event and 10,000 people showed up online for it.

Coelho asked his readers to make a movie of one of his novels, The Witch of Portobello. With The Experimental Witch, he invited fans to film the stories of each of the book’s characters. If there were enough good submissions, he promised to hire an editor to make the final cut. He also found sponsors—HP and MySpace—to pay for the project. As entries came in, he sent me links to them. Some showed remarkable effort and talent.

Note the common thread—from collaborative news gathering to news remixes for the BBC to Howard Stern’s listeners’ song parodies to Lonely-Girl15 videos to Coelho’s open-source movie: Creation itself is a community. BookPublishing.com says 81 percent of Americans believe they have a book in them. None of them will ever be Coelho and Coelho’s books will always be his. But creativity inspires creativity and the internet enables us to turn that into a conversation. The moral of Coelho’s story, like that of so many here: It’s about relationships. What has the internet given him? “It gives me a lot of joy,” he said. “Because you are alone when you are writing.” But no more. His goal online is to find relationships with more readers and sell more books. Coelho still believes in print. He lovingly patted a 3-D book—a thick biography of his rich life—and talked about the form’s perfection.

Publishers treat Google as an enemy for scanning books and making them searchable (though you can’t read them all cover-to-cover at Google.com). Instead, publishers should embrace Google and the internet, for now via search and links more readers can discover authors and what they say and develop relationships and perhaps buy their books. Authors can reach the huge audience that never goes into a bookstore. Publishers and authors can find new ways to bring books into the conversation. Books can live longer and spread their messages wider. I don’t have the answers to books’ challenges. But I know we must be willing to reinvent the form. The internet won’t destroy books. It will improve them. Take Coelho’s advice to publishers and authors: “Don’t be afraid.”

Just as I was dotting the final i on this manuscript, Google announced that it would create the means for publishers and authors of out-of-print books to receive payment from readers who want access to the full text online (Google will keep 37 percent of the fees as commission). Google also may sell ads on pages with book content and share that revenue with publishers and authors. Sergey Brin told a Wall Street Journal blog that the payment system could be extended to video, music, and other media.

This offer came in the settlement of a suit brought by publishers and authors fighting Google’s scanning of books—seven million to date—to make them searchable online. But it is far more than a sop to angry book people. In one fell swoop, Google altered the life cycle and economics of books and potentially answered some of their most pressing digital needs. Now books will be able to live past the remainder table and pulper. They’ll be searchable. They’ll find new audiences over greater time and distance. They’ll make more money. Google is not the enemy of books. It is becoming their platform for the future.
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Earlier, I argued that marketers’ ultimate goal should be to eliminate advertising by improving their products and relationships instead. Consumers should be so lucky. Media companies supported by advertising should pray this never happens.

Media’s prayers will be answered. We’ll always have advertising and ad agencies because companies will never reach the nirvana of creating perfect products that every customer loves and sells for them. Marketers will still want to introduce new products and to envelop what they sell in the smoke-and-mirrors of premium brands.

In a sense, Google has changed advertising more than any industry I cover here. Google is in the ad business. It revolutionized the ad economy, enabling marketers to pay for performance rather than space, time, and eyeballs. It invented new means of targeting ads, making them newly efficient. It opened up millions more places to put ads, ending media scarcity. It attracted countless new advertisers. It dominates not only search ads but now web banner ads, and it has started selling ads in print and broadcast.

Yet for all the upheaval Google has brought to the advertising economy, ad agencies remain largely unchanged. That’s because agencies still control the money, and nobody wants to mess with the guy who has the credit card. But their Google immunity will expire.

Rishad Tobaccowala, chief innovation officer of Publicis Groupe Media, started Denuo, a think-tank and laboratory inside his company, in an effort to create the next-generation agency. Asked what Google teaches him for this task, he counted five lessons.

First: Focus on talent. “Google feels like it was invented yesterday and it’s a 10-year-old company already,” he said. “AOL’s a grandfather.” Agencies are supposed to be fresh and young but Tobaccowala said they act old thanks to the “death grip” of years-long relationships among executives and clients. “Google would have talent running the place versus tenure.”

Second: Newness. “In the service business,” Tobaccowala said, “you take the form of the people you work for. If you really want to change, you need to get a new breed of clients.” Google did that by creating a marketplace to serve the long-tail advertiser before the behemoths, “people who didn’t think about advertising, who had no agency.” They brought no rules, so they played by Google’s rules.

Third: Data. Advertisers love data almost as much as Google does. They think it tells them where to spend their money and the return on investment they get. For decades, advertisers accepted dubious measurements of magazine readership (which assume that every allegedly well-worn copy is passed around to large groups) and broadcast audiences (surely they can’t believe the Nielsen ratings). Then along came the most measurable medium in history, the internet, where advertisers can learn more about customers than ever before.

Fourth: Make money through the side door. “Google—and Apple—make money by giving a key part of their business away for free and then making money on something else.” Too often, companies think that everything they do has value they must capture, charge for, monetize, preserve, restrict, and protect. Instead, the real value may come from the side.

Fifth: To quote Google’s own No. 1 rule, “Focus on the user and all else will follow.” Australian ad executive Peter Biggs spoke for much of his industry when he told ABC Radio National’s The Media Report: “It’s a consumer-driven business, but they are not our most important audience. Our most important audience is our clients, and their brands.” Tobaccowala says the opposite. “Our fixation should not be on our clients. It should be on the people our clients want to engage, sell, and interact with. We should be the champions of those people. That is where we are missing the boat.”

I wonder whether focusing on the consumer instead of the client ends up usurping much of the job of the agency as we know it. Fixating on customers should be the job of everyone—everyone—in a company. In business, we’ve long said we’re customer focused. But today you have to mean it or your customers will call your bluff. Focusing on customers can’t be outsourced to agencies.

Agencies will resist change until the economics of the industry change. Because agencies make a cut of what they spend, they are motivated to spend more on ads rather than to replace ad dollars with more valuable relationships between brands and customers. So clients may be the first to evolve. Just as I tell newspapers to imagine a day when they stop the presses and book publishers to think past the book, so I advise marketers to imagine as an exercise firing the agency, canceling the ad budget, throwing out the ads, and starting over. What is your relationship with your customers then? Where should you put your money? Where should you spend your first ad dollar and why?

Start, of course, by investing in your product or service. Tobaccowala said no amount of advertising will make up for a bad product. “Stop this yelling and screaming about what’s your Facebook strategy,” he tells clients. “Make absolutely certain that you have a great product or service. Make absolutely certain you have great customer service. Those are the first two rules of so-called advertising in this world. If you don’t have those, don’t pay any money to anyone to do anything.”

Then turn the relationship with the customer upside-down. First, invest in customer service, making it a goal to satisfy every single customer. Remember that your worst customer is your best friend. Second, invest effort in social tools that enable customers to tell you what you should be producing; hand over as much control to them as you can (I examine this idea from another perspective in the chapter on manufacturing). The goal must be to produce a product people love. All companies claim that customers love their brands. But I mean customers love your product so much they want to tell the world—that kind of love, Apple love. Third, hand over your brand to your customers—recognizing that they have always owned it. Don’t tell them what your brand means. Ask them what it means.

Every product is great; every relationship is satisfying—shoot for nothing less. So now you are spending quality dollars and relationship dollars over advertising dollars. You have handed over control of the product and the brand and gotten out of the way. If you haven’t gone out of business by now and convinced every boss, board member, analyst, reporter, and stockbroker that you’ve gone mad, then it probably worked.

Won’t you still advertise? Ask yourself why. To interrupt and irritate random people? No. To convince customers that a bad product is good? No. To inch ahead of your competitor with the brute force of media spending? No. To get people watching Sunday morning shows to buy your stock? Please, no. Do you advertise to tell customers something they didn’t know and need to know about your product, such as an improvement or a better deal? Well, OK. Tobaccowala defines advertising as “the economics of information” (the title of a 1961 essay by Nobel laureate and University of Chicago professor George J. Stigler). Advertising is supposed to tell us about a product or its price so we can save effort, time, and money in our search for it. The internet has made that much more efficient. If the customers’ goal is to reduce their transaction cost—the effort to find the right product at the right price—then doesn’t the internet itself replace advertising? Often, yes.

A 2007 economics honors thesis by Daniel A. Epstein compared the pricing of similar cars listed in expensive newspaper ads with cars listed for free in craigslist. His hypothesis was that sellers who pay to advertise would want to price cars lower to sell more quickly so they would spend less on advertising. His research proved his theory wrong. Newspaper advertisers marked up their cars over Kelly Blue Book by 0.423 percent whereas craigslisters marked up theirs by 0.042 percent—a fraction. You might see this differential alone as motive to buy ads: Advertise and you can charge more. But I chalk this case up to a temporarily imperfect market, assuming that sellers who advertised were cagey and knew to ask for more, whereas craigslisters may have been bad negotiators who didn’t know they could get more. As Google and craigslist push the market toward openness and transparency with more information and greater pricing competition, that alone will push prices down. Epstein’s hypothesis may one day come true: Advertisers won’t be able to afford to advertise and stay competitive.

Of course, there are still people who don’t know about your product, who won’t know to search for it because it is new or they are uninformed. In the classic case for advertising, they also may not know they have the problem you solve. In 1919, the ad agency for the deodorant Odo-Ro-No invented the term “B.O.” and the insecurity around it. “Advertising,” said the trade journal Printers Ink, “helps to keep the masses dissatisfied with their mode of life, discontented with ugly things around them.” For good or bad, there will still be a role for advertising.

But mass marketing will no longer be the most efficient means of spreading a message. Competitors who learn to target customers—by relevance, not by content or demographics—will increase effectiveness and efficiency and lower their cost. Who has the leading relevance engine? It’s not mass-market TV (with its skippable ads). It’s not one-size-fits-all, shrinking newspapers. It’s not billboards on the road or on web sites. It’s Google.

Another reason to still advertise may be to burnish a brand, to help make it cooler because the ad is cool or it appears in a cool place. There is an ongoing debate in media whether brand advertising works online. Advertisers say they do not get the rub-off of branding on the web. They argue that online is a direct-response medium where countable clicks are king and mood can’t be conveyed in a banner people ignore. Media people try to convince advertisers that brand advertising does work online—because they charge more for branding and because they don’t want to be paid just on clicks. They’re both looking at the wrong issue. As The Cluetrain Manifesto observed, the internet is filled with human voices of friends and peers, so the artificial, institutional, huckster voice of brand advertising and sloganeering will increasingly be revealed as thin and false. Google’s simple, informative, relevant text ads ring truer.

The marketing that is left must evolve. Advertisers are starting to mouth the right words—it’s about relationships, not messages, I hear them say. In his 2001 book, Gonzo Marketing, Christopher Locke—another coauthor of Cluetrain—argued that “the fundamental message of marketing must change from ‘we want your money’ to ‘we share your interests.’ In this respect, corporate underwriting is a way—perhaps the only viable way at present—for companies to put their own money where their mouth is.” He urged companies to buy ads on relevant blogs—not as a way to distribute messages in banners, but as a way to underwrite blogs, as they would a PBS show. Sponsors say by their support that they share the interests and affections of the blog’s readers. Does that co-opt the blogger? It need not so long as the line between content and ad is clear. Locke also pushed companies to allow employees to blog so they could develop direct, helpful, and human relationships with customers. Robert Scoble, now head of FastCompany.TV, was the poster child for Locke’s argument when he blogged from inside Microsoft, in his own voice rather than that of the corporate Borg. He almost single-handedly turned around the reputation of even this company online. Your products and your customers are your ads, and so are your employees.

The best way to burnish a brand is no longer to rub up against media properties like Vogue or the Super Bowl. The best way today is to rub up against people: Sally the blogger or Joe the Facebook friend. The medium is the message and the customer is the medium. Sally is the new Vogue.

Separate the functions of an ad agency today—media buying, research and data, and creative. What happens to each?

Media buying, under Locke’s theory, now becomes more important than messaging. When your customer is your ad, media doesn’t mean content, it means people. Networks of people will become a force in advertising. Already, media companies, including Forbes and Reuters, are running blog ad networks for marketers. A group of fans on Facebook discussing a product is worth a thousand ads.

Each company must take responsibility for its own research and data. It must know everything it can about its customers and how its products are bought, seen, and used. This knowledge is more than raw numbers derived from snooping on behaviors, commissioning surveys, or quizzing random customers behind focus-group mirrors. We’re not data. We’re people. So understanding will come from relationships. Ask your customers. Listen. Remember it’s a gift economy, and they will be generous if you deserve their generosity.

Creative? Messaging? The more you hand that over to your customers, the better. Apple produces great and entertaining commercials. But in 2004 a teacher named George Masters made a now-legendary commercial for the iPod Mini, filled with psychedelic hearts, that was in some ways more powerful than professional ads because it was made with personal passion.

What becomes of advertising? For the first time, the ad economy may contract. In the past as new media emerged, dollars shifted from old to new—newspapers to TV, TV to internet—but didn’t leave the market, according to Bob Garfield, cohost of public radio’s On the Media and critic for Advertising Age. Garfield observed that while old media shrink, new media are not ready for big advertisers, and big advertisers are not ready for new media. As a result, dollars will disappear into the chasm between. Garfield called this advertising’s “chaos scenario.”

In addition, as relationships replace advertising, spending will decrease. The new abundance of media online will drive prices down as supply increases and demand decreases. Google’s systems will target advertising more efficiently, reducing cost. Opening the market with Google auctions also lowers cost. These savings will not be plowed back into marketing but will need to go toward lowering prices because the internet gives customers unprecedented ability to comparison shop and price will matter more. Some of those savings must be devoted to both improving the product, which now acts as the ad, and improving relationships with customers, who are the new ad agency.

The agency and advertising need to get out of the way in the relationship between companies and customers. Agencies may help solve problems—teaching companies how to build networks with customers, assisting them with product launches—but once the consultation is done, the good consultant leaves town.

Tobaccowala suggested agencies remake themselves as networks. He quoted University of Chicago economist Ronald Coase in his seminal 1937 essay, “The Nature of the Firm”—which is also quoted in Wikinomics, Here Comes Everybody, and, it would seem, half the business books published lately. Coase reasoned that firms exist and grow when internal friction is less than external friction, when it is easier and cheaper to deal with insiders than with outsiders. “In a networked world, it’s easier for us to work with outside people than inside people,” Tobaccowala said. “Google, even in its grandiosity, still is a company that believes in forms of partnering.” Agencies and other companies, he said, will look more like Hollywood studios, where 80 percent of what goes into a movie comes from outsiders. Google even provides technology to make such collaboration possible. So Google doesn’t change just the essence of advertising. It changes the essence of the company. The network is becoming more efficient than the corporation.

Google is an avalanche and it has only just begun to tumble down the mountain. Media was closest to what Google does and so Google’s impact on media has been profound and permanent—and it’s not over yet. Next in Google’s path is advertising. Even though it, too, is close to Google—they are in the same industry—the rumble is only beginning to be heard. Agencies are about to be buried, and they still don’t see it coming. The industries we examine next may think they are safe, far away in the valley, under a bright sun. But the Googlanche will hit them, too.
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Google Eats: A business built on openness
 

What would a restaurant run according to Googlethink look like—other than being decorated in garish primary colors with a neon sign, big balls for seats, and Fruit Loops and M&Ms on every table?

Imagine instead a restaurant—any restaurant—run on openness and data. Say we pick up the menu and see exactly how many people had ordered each dish. Would that influence our choice? It would help us discover the restaurant’s true specialties (the reason people come here must be the crab cakes) and perhaps make new discoveries (the 400 people who ordered the Hawaiian pizza last month can’t all be wrong…can they?).

If a restaurateur were true to Googlethink, she would hunger for more data. Why not survey diners at the end of the meal? That sounds frightening—what if they hate the calamari?—but there’s little to fear. If the squid is bad and the chef can hear her customers say so, she’ll 86 it off the menu and make something better. Everybody wins. She’ll also impress customers with her eagerness to hear their opinions. This beats wandering around the tables, randomly asking how things are (as a diner, I find it awkward and ungracious to complain; it’s like carping about Grandmother’s cranberry sauce on Thanksgiving). Why not just ask the question and give everyone the means to answer? Your worst diner could be your best friend.

The more layers of data you have, the more you learn, the more useful your advice can be: People who like this also like that. Or here are the popular dishes among runners (a proxy for the health-minded) or people who order expensive wines (a proxy for good taste, perhaps).

If you know about your crowd’s taste in wine, why not crowdsource the job of sommelier? Have customers rate and describe every bottle. Show which wines were ordered with which dishes and what made diners happy. If this collection of data were valuable in one restaurant, it would be exponentially more valuable across many. Thinking openly, why not compile and link information from many establishments so diners can learn which wines go best with many kinds of spicy dishes? If you want to be courageous, why not reveal that people who like this restaurant also like that one? Sure, that sends the other guys business—it’s linking to them—but in an open pool of information, they will also send business back. Nobody eats at the same place every night (well, there was the time when I went to McDonald’s entirely too often). Even a restaurant can think as a member of a network in a linked information economy.

Networks force specialization. In a linked world, you don’t want to be all things to all people. You want to stand out for what you do best. That’s why chef Gordon Ramsey focuses the menus of the restaurants he fixes on his show, Kitchen Nightmares, so they know the business they’re in. Serve your niche instead of the mass. Do what you do best.

Now, as Emeril would say, let’s kick it up a notch: Open-source the restaurant. Put recipes online and invite the public to make suggestions and even to edit them on a wiki. Maybe they’ll suggest more salt. Maybe they’ll go to the trouble of cooking the dish at home, trying variations, and reporting back. In the early days of the web, I worked on the launch of Epicurious.com, the online site for Gourmet and Bon Appétit magazines, where I was amazed to see people share their own recipes—there’s the gift economy—and also share their comments and variations on the magazines’ recipes. For example, a Gourmet adaptation of a bakery’s recipe for Mexican chocolate cake brought suggestions to replace the water with espresso (many commenting cooks liked that idea, tried it, and shared their endorsements); double the cinnamon; add Kahlua or rum to the glaze; use cream-cheese frosting instead of the glaze; use neither topping but serve it with whipped cream and berries; toast the nuts; substitute milk and orange juice for buttermilk; coat the cake pan with cocoa powder (helps with the sticking, you see); and even add cayenne pepper (pepper?). With these adaptations, you could argue the dish is no longer the same; could be better, could be worse. I’m not suggesting that recipes or menus become ballots; see the preGoogle rule about too many chefs spoiling the broth. It’s the chef, not the public, who will be held to account if the cake is too peppery. So I’ll violate Jarvis’ First Law—I won’t hand over complete control. But why not gather and use the wisdom of the dining room? A good restaurant has people who appreciate and know good food. It should respect their taste and knowledge, the Google way.

People want to create, remix, share, and make their mark. Perhaps a restaurant could be their platform. Maybe it could stage bakeoffs: Try the chef’s version of the cake and Jane’s—the winner gets on the menu. The public could suggest dishes they would like the chef to cook: “I had a delicious tart at a café in Vienna and I’d kill to have it again here in Boise.” A cook worth her salt would take that as a compliment.

Of course, the best advertisement is a happy customer; this rule is truer with restaurants than with most other businesses. Local restaurants—or national networks of heart-healthy restaurants—can join in relevant conversations and groups online, not to spam them with advertising but to hear ideas and desires and make them come true. Plenty of food fans are already talking online. The FoodBlogBlog counts 2,000 blogs and that’s just a start; the U.K. has a Food Bloggers Association; Chowhound.com has outposts all across America. See Chowhound’s What’s My Craving? forum in New York, in which diners ask fellow diners where to find papusa (thick, stuffed tortillas), a proper Indian biriyani, or Korean jajangmyun (noodles with a black soybean paste). If you think of food as the basis of communities—and it is—then you’ll think like Facebook’s Mark Zuckerberg and help them organize. Perhaps diners would like to gather parties and you can provide the forum to help. Your restaurant could become the venue for blind dates made on craigslist: get dinner, get drunk, get lucky, get married.

A vibrant online community buzzing around a restaurant will help market it. A social restaurant will soar in search-engine results as diners/users discuss it and link to its recipes. A transparent restaurant that puts much of itself online—recipes, wine reviews, taste data—will also rise in Google search, especially now that Google is making search more local (tell Google where you live and the next time you search for “pizza” it will give you joints in the neighborhood). If people search for where to have a killer soufflé in the area, the name of a restaurant where diners are discussing said soufflé and its recipe should rise as high as the dish.

A Google-driven restaurant won’t become a computer-run bistro with the algorithmic menu: roborestaurant. That’s not what Googlethink is about. Instead, these tools enable any business to build a new relationship with customers. Not every customer will want a personal relationship; most will eat and run. Following Wikipedia’s 1 percent rule, it takes only a small proportion of customers to get involved and contribute great value.

Restaurants are even being crowdsourced. Trend-tracker Springwise reported that a restaurant called Instructables, where customers will make all decisions, is launching in Amsterdam. The Washington Post reported on the creation of an eatery called Elements, whose owners claim it is America’s first crowdsourced restaurant. Its volunteers collaborate on concept, design, and logo. The crowd will share 10 percent of the restaurant’s profits based on the depth of their involvement. As a fan of sizzling burgers and steaming burritos, I am less than enthralled with Elements’ concept: a “sustainable vegetarian/raw foods restaurant” (in the online discussion, there was talk of adding kosher and gluten-free to the mission with round-the-clock breakfast featuring salads and green smoothies). The owner, says The Post, is “creating raw food treats such as oat-hemp balls.” I might find a different crowd.

So far, I’ve suggested that restaurants use the internet to turn the spotlight on diners. Googley restaurateurs can also use the web to become stars. Judging by the popularity of kitchen-based reality shows, I think it’s time for chefs to come out from behind the stove. Restaurants have stories, dramas, comedies, and knowledge to share. If I were a chef, I’d blog about my restaurant; my taste, travels, and inspirations; and the trends I see. I’d be blunt and honest. Howard Stern has succeeded on radio and chef Ramsey has succeeded on TV with that formula. So, too, could neighborhood chefs become local stars. I’d make videos teaching people how to cook—remember that the gift economy works both ways. I’d start a cooking club with my most loyal fans—my best customers, my partners—and let them in on discussions if not decisions on the menu and recipes. I might even hand the place over to my community for a night, playing Ramsey in real life and making the restaurant a show. Restaurants don’t just sell food—cooked atoms. They are a platform for the enjoyment and discussion of taste. A community and its creativity can grow around that.

Google Shops: A company built on people
 

Let’s visit a retailer who has learned and acted on many of these lessons and is eager to try more. Gary Vaynerchuk, a wine merchant in Springfield, New Jersey, burst onto the internet in 2006 with a daily video blog. Put down this book for a minute—just a minute—go to WineLibrary.TV, and watch one of his shows. Be prepared to be blown back by a jet-engine blast of personality and enthusiasm. Vaynerchuk is hardly the image of a wine snoot. He could just as easily be touting a horse or shouting about his favorite football team (the New York Jets). He’s a guy’s guy, a man of the people, and that’s his point. He’s democratizing wine.

Before starting his video blog, Vaynerchuk had already run a successful store with his Russian-immigrant father and family. They rebuilt the place into an impressive, two-story retail space—a library of bottles—and grew revenue from $4 million to $60 million annually over a few years. The Wall Street Journal profiled him in 2006. I’d shopped in his store for years but met him first online.

His video blog made him a star. The show is seen by 80,000 people a day—no small feat for watching a guy holler about wine for 20 minutes and spit his sips into a Jets bucket. His passion is infectious and so his fans spread it around. One day, deep into a show, he mentioned that he was planning an event in his store for his online community. Three-hundred “Vayniacs,” as he calls his followers, showed up, flying from California and Florida.

Vaynerchuk got onto big TV thanks to the internet, appearing on Late Night with Conan O’Brien, The Ellen Degeneres Show, and CNBC’s Mad Money with its equally forceful host, Jim Cramer. He got speaking engagements. Earlier, I told of his using Twitter to gather a flash party at the South by Southwest conference in Austin. At the conference, he spoke on a panel alongside his Hollywood agent. Then he published a book, 101 Wines Guaranteed to Inspire, Delight, and Bring Thunder to Your World. The moment it became available to order, Vaynerchuk’s fans raised it to 36th place on Amazon’s best-seller list. Vaynerchuk started a project to create a collaborative wine—Vayniac Cabernet 2007—concocted with input from his community, who even helped to crush the grapes. (I ordered some. It will arrive after this book is out, so I’ll let you know how it is on my blog.) Vaynerchuk understood that he had to provide his community with a platform—a baseball field he called it—so they could play alongside him.

Vaynerchuk told me he wasn’t becoming an internet star just to sell wine. He was building something bigger. He was investing in “brand Gary Vaynerchuk.” That is why he chose to make his wine shows daily: “Content, baby, indexing in search.” Everybody needs vin de Googlejus. The more of him there is online, the more he will be found. He is his own ad. The most important factors in retail success used to be location, location, location. Now they are links, Google, Googlejuice. I searched Google for “wine” and Vaynerchuk’s store came up on the first page behind only one other retailer, Wine.com, which spent countless millions to build its brand and online positioning. I searched for “wine TV” and Vaynerchuk’s show came up first, dominating the listings (where is the Food Network?). In this giant industry, that is nothing short of incredible. He built his brand and market position not with marketing dollars (though his is the only video blog I’ve ever seen advertised on a highway billboard in New Jersey). He built it with personality, enthusiasm, and relationships in the internet connection machine.

Vaynerchuk is on a mission. “I want to change the way people think about wine and change the way people do business,” he told me. On Cramer’s Mad Money, Vaynerchuk mocked wine and liquor conglomerates for doing nothing socially, acting like monolithic Coke and not like viral brands such as Vitamin Water and Red Bull, which grew by turning customers into advertisers. Vaynerchuk’s message: “Social business is the future of our society.”

I told Vaynerchuk there were more things I wanted from his store to make it truly Googley. As I shop, I’d love to draw on the wisdom of his enthusiastic crowd and have them recommend wines to me. Wine, as Vaynerchuk says, is always about trying something new. On my latest visit, I came across a Gavi di Gavi. I couldn’t recall what Vaynerchuk had said about the variety on his show. I asked a clerk, who told me it was fruity but dry and recommended it. That was helpful. But I don’t know this guy and his palate. I’d prefer to have taken out my iPhone and punched in stock numbers to get Vaynerchuk’s and his Vayniaks’ reviews. Judging their taste by seeing the other wines they like, I would have been in a better position to decide whether to spend that $18. If I’m in a competitor’s store that doesn’t have a wine the Vayniaks like, I’m now motivated to buy it through Vaynerchuk’s growing mail-order business. His customers are his clerks. A store creates value in the knowledge of its customers; that is an unseen asset. It needs to find ways to capture, share, and exploit that value.

After I check out, I’d like a printout of the wines I bought with notes on each so I could choose an appropriate bottle for dinner and share the information with my guests. I’d like a record of my purchases to go online under my account at the wine community Vaynerchuk bought, Cork’d (at Corkd.com) so I could read others’ tasting notes and add my own. Vaynerchuk agreed but said that when he first tried giving people cards that tracked their purchases, they assumed they’d be used only to give deeper discounts, not to build content and community. It didn’t work then, but might now. Online, I’ve learned that sometimes an idea doesn’t work just because it’s tried too soon.

I would love it if the customers could tell Vaynerchuk what to buy. As with the chef in the kitchen, he’s still the boss in the cellar. But I’d like to see whether there’s a critical mass of Vayniacs who’d say, “Enough with the shiraz already” or “merlot is the new pinot.” Perhaps we’d ask him to hunt for a wine: a good Austrian dessert wine for less than $20. He could turn around and ask whether enough of us would be willing to buy that wine to make it worth his effort. Purchasing should become collaborative.

Most of what Vaynerchuk does—or what our dream restaurant would do—could be done in any establishment. Why not expose a store’s sales data so I could use that information when I shop? Why not expose my own sales data to me and make suggestions on that basis? Why not gather and share reviews of products so I can make the best selection for my needs and leave happy? Why haven’t local stores followed Amazon’s lead with these services? In his book The Numerati, Stephen Baker says that retailers are only just beginning to think of ways to exploit the data they have about us—like having our shopping carts make personal recommendations.

My wife and I sometimes ask our supermarket to stock a product, but that’s a rare encounter with spotty results. Shouldn’t the store have forums where customers could ask for products and managers could see when those requests reach critical mass? I know, this suggestion ignores one fundamental economic factor in grocery and other retail businesses—that brands pay fees for shelf space that contribute to stores’ bottom lines. But I have to believe that a store that sells me what I want to buy will be better off than a store that sells me what someone pays it to sell.

No local store or chain can compete with the just-in-time, inventory-light efficiency and limitless selection of an internet retailer. So I wonder how the role of the local store changes. Perhaps it becomes more of a showroom run by or for manufacturers. Rather than selling the merchandise right there, it might offer easy ordering and earn a commission. In the chapter on publishing, I looked at printing books on demand. In the chapter on manufacturing, I ask how cars should be sold post-Google. If I were a merchant—a department store, a chain, a local retailer—I’d hope to find a way to curate unique merchandise for my customers as eBay and Etsy.com do for theirs. Maybe a store, like a newspaper, needs to become less a one-for-all clearinghouse of commodity goods and more a pathway to what I really want.

Perhaps a store, like a restaurant, can become a community built around particular needs, tastes, or passions. Look at the data that is created and shared at Netflix and Amazon through sales rankings, automated recommendations, and customers’ reviews. Now imagine starting direct conversations among these people. What could be unleashed when Vaynerchuk’s customers and fans talk with each other, asking and answering questions, sharing opinions, finding new value in their association with and around him? It’s hard to imagine such a community forming around a tire store, of course. But it’s not hard to imagine many others where communities could grow: athletic stores (my local store promotes running clubs’ events and Nike is holding its own races around the world to encourage such communities to form); food stores (where an instant community of olive-oil fans can gather around choosing which brands to order); electronics stores (if I can read ratings of TVs at Amazon, why can’t I see them when I’m in Best Buy?); garden stores (anybody know how to keep the deer at bay?); hardware stores (let’s share open-source plans for playhouses); toy stores (any advice for a grandparent buying an eight-year-old boy a video game?); and clothing stores (H&M should have a dating service: “Size 4 petite seeks 34-inch waist, 34-inch inseam, 42-long—no khakis, please”).

Community members (aka customers) can become sales agents. Amazon’s and BarnesAndNoble.com’s affiliate programs enable bloggers to share recommendations. If readers buy, the blogger gets a commission. The online shoe store Zappos has automated recommendation widgets for products. I’d bet Vaynerchuk’s community would publish widgets selling their favorite wines. This could become irritating—I don’t want my communities to become Tupperware parties. It could be corrupting if bloggers recommend products only to sell them. But the bloggers’ brands and reputations are at stake. If I buy a wine you push and it’s bad, I won’t trust your judgment again. But if I find a new wine I like, I’ll give credit to you and to the store that made it possible.

The internet has caused me to go to stores less often. I can’t remember my last time in a department store. The mall, where I once browsed, now bores me. Wal-Mart’s size scares me. I still enjoy Apple stores but that’s often for the education and the free wi-fi and sometimes for the opportunity to ask a fellow cult member for advice. Stores have become dull. Their merchandise is the same and they have less selection than I find online. They are stocking fewer items and running out more often. They charge higher prices than I can find searching the internet. Sales clerks give me less information about products than I can get from Google and fellow customers. And I have to drive to stores, using ever-more-expensive gas and time.

The store’s salvation is its customers. Rather than treating the internet as a competitor, retailers should follow Vaynerchuk and use it as a platform. Enable your customers to help you stand out from the crowd. Why should I go to your sneaker store, car dealership, or wine store to buy the exact same merchandise I can find in a thousand stores and sites just like yours? Price will no longer get me there; I can find the best prices by Googling, not driving. Good service? That should be assumed. Information? I’ll trust it more if it comes from the community of shoppers. How can you connect with that community? How—to follow Zuckerberg’s law—can you help them organize? How—to follow Vaynerchuk’s law—can you build a ball field where they want to play? Turn the store inside out and build it around people more than products. Your customers are your brand. Your company is the company it keeps.
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Google Power & Light: What Google would do
 

Here is our one example of an industry being remade in Google’s image that is not hypothetical. Google.org, the company’s philanthropic wing—supported with 1 percent of Google’s equity and profits—is trying to reinvent the energy industry and with it, our energy economy. It is funding companies and research looking for ways to make power that will cost less than that generated with coal. Their geeky name for the initiative: RE<C (renewable energy cheaper than coal).

Unlike Google.org’s other projects—devoted to early warning of health crises, better management of public services, and entrepreneurial growth in the developing world—RE<C is not merely altruistic. It is an exercise in enlightened self-interest. Google and its megaplexes of servers are gigantic consumers of electricity with a growing impact on the economy and the earth. Google is not free of atoms’ drag. If Google can help create cleaner, cheaper electricity anywhere it operates, it will improve its own bottom line (the cost of power has been approaching that of the computers themselves in Google’s P&L). It will mitigate charges that Google is becoming a major contributor to carbon pollution. Google will have the flexibility to put servers most anywhere on earth, expanding its reach (Google has even patented the idea of wave-powered, water-cooled server farms on platforms in oceans). And the company will get due credit for helping to save the planet. “Our primary goal is not to fix the world,” Larry Page has said. But wouldn’t that be a nice fringe benefit?

At the World Economic Forum meeting at Davos in 2008, I attended a forum at which Google’s founders presented their energy vision and I came away with a sense of how they would manage other industries and even how they would run the government (more on that later). It gave me a window into the engineers’ worldview. Just before this Google.org forum, I had attended a session with Bono and former Vice President Al Gore. They presented their core causes: extreme poverty, debt forgiveness, and disease for Bono; the planet for Gore. The two men tried to insist to the powerful in the great hall that their causes were complementary—can’t solve one without addressing the other, they agreed—but in truth, they were competing for the political and economic attention of the governments and corporations there. Gore spoke with passion, even anger, as he insisted that the way to attack global warming is carbon taxes, regulations, prohibitions, sacrifices. He delivered the environmental agenda we’ve often heard, and did so with authority and determination.

Then I went up the mountain to hear the Google team—founders Page and Brin with Google.org executive director Larry Brilliant. The contrast was stark. To summarize if not oversimplify their vantage points: Where Gore demands taxes and regulation, the Google team proposes invention and investment. Gore and company want to raise the cost of carbon—the cost of polluting—whereas the Google team wants to lower the cost of energy. I’m a bit unfair to Gore, for he would argue that the proceeds of his taxes would fund technology development. But Google doesn’t need tax dollars. If it were a country, its $20 billion revenue would rank it about 80th in gross domestic product. It can invest in energy research on its own.

Still, we see different worldviews at work. “You can’t succeed just out of conservation because then you won’t have economic development,” Brilliant said. “Find a way to make electricity—not to cut back on it but to have more of it than you ever dreamed of.” More power than you ever dreamed of. Create and manage abundance rather than control scarcity—as ever, that is the Google worldview. Whereas Gore talks about what we shouldn’t do, Google talks about what we can do. There we see the contrast between the politician’s brain and the engineer’s. Google people start with a problem and look for a solution. They identify a need, find an opportunity, and then systemically, logically, and aggressively attack it with innovation.

Page explained that there is a market now for green energy at 10 cents per kilowatt-hour. Some people and companies want to buy it, though it is expensive, because they want to do good or need good PR. But the true market cost of energy is still far below that. Google.org wants to find a way to produce renewable power at three cents per kilowatt-hour, cheaper than coal, which not only gives them a good deal but also shuts down dirty coal plants.

If it succeeds, the foundation would change Google’s business and other entire industries, starting with autos. With energy that cheap, Google.org envisions cars plugged into the power grid, solving the problem of pollution from burning gasoline and changing the political balance of oil power (though they point out that the power grid is in woeful need of an upgrade). Google is also supporting an electric-car initiative called RechargeIT, which is trying to accelerate the adoption of plug-in hybrid cars. As a demonstration, Google is converting its own fleet of cars to modified, plug-in Toyota Prius hybrids. Google set up web pages for every car to display data about its energy efficiency—we know how Google loves data. Those cars are plugged into solar-powered charging stations on Google’s campus, where the company was producing 1.6 megawatts in solar power by 2008. “It’s been great,” Brin said. “It produced shade. It reduced cost.” Google created a platform for electric-car devotees to make YouTube videos and place them on a Google map, demonstrating popular support and demand for the cars. Google clearly believes it can help create a market for plug-in cars—and why not? It has created new markets for technology and advertising.

Brin said at Davos that Google has an advantage over incumbent oil companies because it does not have a legacy energy business to protect from cannibalization. Still, he was asked, aren’t his shareholders going to have a problem with this quixotic investment? The investment is moderate, Page replied, and the payoff is great.

Brin said the foundation’s research is concentrating on three energy sources—solar-thermal, deep geothermal, and high-altitude wind—in addition to photovoltaic power. Wind is already as cheap as coal, he explained, but it’s intermittent and unreliable on the ground. That’s why they’re experimenting with high-altitude kites, which operate in constant wind and are cheaper to make than windmills. Deep geothermal requires fundamental research to become viable, but Google.org is making that investment for the long-term.

Though Google has hired experts to work on energy in its own R&D labs, it isn’t doing the work alone. As of mid-2008, it had invested $36 million in outside R&D on power in addition to more than $4 million in RechargeIT. Google is not alone in seeing investment opportunities. At Davos, venture capitalist John Doerr of Kleiner Perkins—who invested in Google and sits on its board—held a reception for Bono and Gore (who advises both Google and Kleiner Perkins). Doerr talked about urgent needs and opportunities in energy; by 2008, his firm had raised $1 billion to invest in clean technology.

If Google did run a power company, what would it look like? It would give us all the power we could use at the best price possible, and then it would find ways to take advantage of that. Google could use the power grid itself to distribute the internet and that, too, would help Google, creating more advertising revenue, which could be used to subsidize the cost of our power and access. Google would give us data about our use of power—especially as more appliances become internet-connected. Imagine if every house were to have a web page detailing power usage by every device, as Google has done for its cars. That data would tell us how to conserve (if we even needed to anymore) and it would tell Google how we live (which, in aggregate, will make Google smarter). In his book Hot, Flat, and Crowded, Thomas Friedman proposed a similar future with connected devices that manage their own power. If we can generate our own homemade solar, wind, or geothermal power, I have no doubt Google Power & Light would create a marketplace for us to sell power to the grid or donate it to charities. Power could become not only a new market but a new currency.

It’s too bad there never will be a Google Power & Light. It’s just not what they do for a living. But Google, being Google, may well remake the industry anyway.

GT&T: What Google should do
 

If only Google ran our cable and phone companies, how much better our lives would be and how much less time we’d spend on hold and at home waiting for the cable guy.

Well, Google has almost had cable and phone companies. The company gives away free wireless internet access in Mountain View, California, its headquarters’ town. It has been rumored to be thinking of offering public wi-fi in other cities but denies such plans. It also had been rumored to be working on making its own Google phone. Instead, it created an open mobile operating system, which any phone manufacturer may use (T-Mobile released the first). In an effort to push the Federal Communications Commission and the mobile phone industry toward openness, Google bid in an auction of wireless spectrum in 2008, making a bargain with the government: Google would guarantee a minimum price of $4.6 billion if the FCC required openness—that is, that any device (such as those powered by Google’s operating system) could operate on much of the spectrum bought and run by the phone companies. Google didn’t win the auction—it won the point. For a few hours, though, it had the highest bid on the table and could have ended up with spectrum and a phone company.

In a forum in Washington, D.C., Larry Page looked a bit dreamy and wistful as he recalled that for a day, his company was in the phone business. Imagine what he could have done with that. At this moment in the show, we should see Page scratching his chin and looking upward as a cloud floats over his head and he ponders an alternative future, a vision based on openness and ubiquitous connectivity. That’s the real dream: Google everywhere. Google is constantly nudging to get more internet access for more people at better prices. This campaign is in its self-interest. “If we have 10 percent better connectivity in the U.S.,” Page told Reuters, “we get 10 percent more revenue in the U.S., and those are big numbers for us.”

Page was in the capital to lobby the government to take the so-called white spaces between TV channels—which become available as the U.S. switches to digital television—and make them freely accessible, like frequencies used for wi-fi. The move would enable the creation of “wi-fi on steroids,” which proponents say could give us speeds in the billions of bits a second versus the millions we get now. We could watch, make, and transmit video anywhere. It would goose America’s shameful broadband penetration, which in 2007 stood 15th in the world, according to the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development. U.S. users pay roughly twice what the Japanese do for access that is, on average, 10 times slower, OECD says.

Others don’t like Google’s idea for the white spaces. The National Association of Broadcasters fought it, saying the plan could interfere with their signals. I’d say they also don’t want to make it easy for yet more competitors to grab more of our attention. Cable companies don’t like Google’s idea; they’re making margins as high as 40 percent on internet access and don’t want more competition and disruption. Phone companies don’t like it as they’re just getting into the cable business. Mobile phone companies don’t like it, for once we get broadband on any device, we can use it to do anything, even make phone calls from the web without paying for minutes. With open devices—the ones Google insisted on with the FCC and the ones Google is enabling with its mobile operating system—on open networks we can kiss our two-year contracts and early-cancellation fees good-bye.

Telecommunications is a perfect arena for Google because it’s ripe for disruption in business models enabled by technology—Google’s specialty. Google doesn’t want to be in the wires-and-pipes business, but if our connectivity were freed from its constraints, Google would benefit. We’d spend more time online. We’d create and consume more. Google would have more to search and organize. Google would serve more ads. It would make more money. We would spend less money. It’s a magnificent conspiracy of Google and everyone who opposes telecommunications oligopolies.

Who wouldn’t like to stick it to the cable guy? The American Customer Satisfaction Index from the University of Michigan said in 2007 that cable and satellite TV suffered “the lowest level of customer satisfaction among all industries covered.” The survey attributes some of the problem to the monopolies these companies held and the pricing control that allowed: “Comcast is one of the lowest scoring companies in ACSI. As its customer satisfaction eroded by 7 percent over the past year, revenue increased by 12 percent. Net income went up by 175 percent and Comcast’s stock price climbed nearly 50 percent.” Let’s replay those numbers: Even as we hated the cable company more, its revenue, profit, and stock price all climbed. That might work today. But Wall Street must someday learn that angering customers is not a sustainable business model.

Advertising Age’s Bob Garfield got angry at Comcast over his simple effort to get service at home. Garfield—who has confessed to envy of my Dell hell—launched a crusade against Comcast in a screed in Ad Age, in a podcast, and on a blog called Comcast Must Die, where he urged customers to share their nightmares. “Congratulations,” he told them. “You are no longer just an angry, mistreated customer. Nor, I hope, are you just part of an e-mob. But you are a revolutionary, wresting control from the oligarchs, and claiming it for the consumer. Your power is enormous. Use it wisely.” Comcast responded by assigning a vice president to read blogs and Twitter and deal with complaints and problems there. That helps, but it doesn’t solve the essential problem: Cable companies exist to frustrate us. I responded to Garfield on my blog, suggesting that a more constructive approach might be to help Comcast reinvent itself.

What would an ideal cable and telecom company—Google Telephone & Telegraph—look like? First and foremost, it would be a platform that exists to help us do what we want to do. More than making calls and consuming content, it would turn the pipes around and help us create, share, and sell. It would be the home and host of our ambitions. Just as Google bought Blogger, allowing us to publish, and YouTube, allowing us to broadcast, its cable company would be our personal technology platform with tools to create content, products, and even companies. If we succeed, it succeeds.

Even if we did not have such creative ambitions, Google would still provide no end of services in our personal computing clouds. It does that already with Gmail—the best webmail and best spam-fighter out there; Google Docs—free and collaborative word-processing and spreadsheets; Google Calendar; Google Maps; Google Apps. If Google were my local cable and phone company, I’d expect it to provide the means for me and my neighbors to join groups and share information (which is what local newspapers should be doing as well). My neighborhood and town should be searchable. Google has started playing in the local arena with maps, news, and ads, but imagine when Google becomes truly local and I get a version of it and its services tailored to my area, my office, even my family and house.

GT&T would be open. Gone soon will be the days when a company can make its money by telling customers what they cannot do, as cable companies long have done (you can’t upload that much; you can’t watch the shows you’ve already bought without paying extra for our on-demand service; you can’t put as many TVs in your home as you want without paying more; you can’t watch a TV without adding our cable box; you can’t buy just the channels you want but instead have to buy overpriced bundles; you can’t get a time when our technician will actually show up…). Google knows that the more we use the internet, the better off it—and its hypothetical cable and phone company—would be.

I think GT&T would give us portability: Just as I can get my email anywhere on any device thanks to Gmail, I should be able to get the video programming I paid for in any room of the house or even in a hotel room across the country—without the need for cable boxes, TiVos, or Sling-boxes. My inability to do this today isn’t fully the fault of the cable company; it’s the result of archaic notions of copyright protection designed for outmoded technology. Studios and networks have argued that it would be a copyright violation if the cable company kept a copy of a movie I’d bought on its server so I could get it from anywhere. But there’s hope this practice will change after an appeals court decided in 2008 that remote storage is not a violation. The other barrier to portability is hardware. Cable companies are in the business of renting cable boxes to us, thus amortizing their cost and giving them control. Cable companies don’t see how renting boxes limits them, adding to their capital outlay, delaying technical improvements, and reducing our use of their service. GT&T would put forward open standards for everyone who makes TVs or video recorders, eliminating boxes and enabling anything to plug into the network, as on the internet. Google followed that model of openness—increasing use and utility—when it released its open-source browser, Chrome. There is hope on the hardware front as consumer-electronics and cable companies have at long last agreed to allow some integration of devices.

Google would understand that in a larger network of content and information, its opportunity would be to help us find what we want. It would provide a guide to cable as it provides a guide to the world’s information. GT&T would become the new TV Guide and the new TiVo mixed in with a search engine and a social network. Where would it get that guide information? Where Google gets it now: from us, from the crowd. We’d all be networks, recommending shows to each other, no longer caged by the taste and schedules of a few networks. We’d act as a mass of niches, not a mass. No doubt Google would analyze data about our actions and taste and feed that back to us as recommendations, as it does today in search. Why wouldn’t GT&T become the great personalized search engine of entertainment, the Google of culture? If somebody else doesn’t do it first, they probably will.

One doesn’t think of Google as a customer-service company. Its stuff just works. I rarely hear people complain about them as we do about phone and cable companies. After I told Doc Searls, another coauthor of The Cluetrain Manifesto, about my book, he blogged about his customer-service experience with Google. He needed to register a domain and if you’ve ever done that—at Network Solutions, GoDaddy, or other sites—you know that it can be a cluttered maze of attempts to get you to forget to click on boxes so you get charged for extra services. (It’s a variation on an old sales trick: When I worked at Ponderosa Steak House as a teen, we were taught to raise a ladle of canned mushroom gravy over a diner’s steak and ask, as if “no” were not an option, “Mushroom sauce?”) “Without exception, my experience with domain name registrars has been an upstream slog against a torrent of promotional distractions,” Searls wrote. “Nobody hates white space more than a domain-name registrar.” But when he discovered that Google offered this service for $10, he used it and in minutes, was done. “I used Google because I trust them not to treat me like cattle—or worse, as a potential sucker…. I bought this domain name from Google because I have a mutually respectful relationship with them. That relationship does not require human involvement, but it does require human values. Especially respect.”

GT&T would make a compact with customers to provide reliable service. When it fails, we could use Google’s own tools against it. We could put up a Google map that we all fill in when we have trouble with our cable. We could record our conversations with customer-service people and put that and our complaints on YouTube, searchable via Google. We could share how fast our bandwidth is at every address and publish it all in a Google Docs spreadsheet. Google would know that it couldn’t fight us or win trying. Google is a platform for watching Google.

Would we ever have to wait all day for the Google cable guy to show up? No. If “cable” were wireless and worked with any device that met open standards, there’d be nothing to string to our homes, nothing to install, nothing to come fix. We could choose to use our bandwidth just as we wanted, as we use our power and water at will. I want a cable company that follows Jarvis’ First Law. Wouldn’t that be novel: control in customers’ hands?

How would GT&T profit? How else? Advertising. It might still have to charge us for bandwidth and services. But Google would be smart enough to create new means to target local and national ads to us, using that revenue to subsidize the service so it would cost us less and we would use it more. Thus GT&T would make yet more money: a virtuous economic circle. Bandwidth could be free if what we do with it has enough value.

I wish Google would change its mind and get into the cable and phone business. But if it doesn’t, there’s no reason our cable torturers should not operate as I’ve outlined. You don’t need to be Google to act like Google.
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The Googlemobile: From secrecy to sharing
 

I sat with carmakers some time ago and suggested what I feared was blasphemy: I urged them to open up their design process and make it both transparent and collaborative. Car companies have no good way to listen to customers’ ideas. If they had, years before, I would have been among the legions who’d have gladly told them they should invest 39 cents in a plug for car radios so we could connect our iPods. Every time I try to listen to podcasts in the car via various kludges—FM transmitters that couldn’t transmit an inch away and cassette-tape gizmos (if you still have a cassette deck) that are loud and unreliable—I curse car companies and their suppliers. At least let us help design the radios you install, I urged.

My plea was sacrilegious because automakers have long been secretive about design. Design and surprise, they think, are their special sauce. That’s why they cloak new models like classified weapons, setting off games of cat-and-car with photographers who try to scoop the secrets. Apart from the most fanatical car fan, do the rest of us still care? The anticipation I remember about a new year’s cars—like a new season’s TV shows—is gone. Cars have lost their season. They stay the same year upon year. They all start to look alike. They rarely engender excitement. How could a car company reinject affection into its products and brands—how could it get a little love? By involving customers, I argue—by turning out cars customers want because they had a chance to say what they want.

Internet analyst Jeremiah Owyang compiled a list of auto industry social-media efforts on his blog: Some automakers let customers make their own ads for cars, make their own emblems, or color pictures of cars. GM’s vice chairman, Bob Lutz, blogs. Chrysler has solicited customers’ ideas—but in a closed form that prevents them from commenting on each others’ suggestions. Chrysler also created a customer advisory board of 5,000 selected drivers. The Mini has its active community of owners.

The problem with these efforts is that they do not allow customers to openly affect the product. Perhaps one of the ideas presented to Chrysler in emails or discussed in the Mini’s community might influence a decision that will come off the line in a few years. But we’d never know it. Indeed, the companies’ efforts at interactivity work hard to keep the customer from doing harm. This is interactivity as defined by a children’s museum: Here are the buttons you may push without breaking anything; knock yourself out, kids. But just as companies should hand over their brands to customers so should they hand over their products.

What if just one model from one brand were opened up to collaborative design? Once more, I don’t suggest that design should be a democracy. But shouldn’t design at least be a conversation? Designers can put their ideas on the web. Customers can make suggestions and discuss them. Designers can take the best ideas and adapt them, giving credit where it is due. I don’t imagine customers would collaborate on transmission or fuel-pump design—though a few might have great suggestions if given a chance. But they would have a lot to contribute on the passenger compartment, the look of the car, the features, and the options. They could even get involved in economic decisions: Would you be willing to give up power windows if it got you a less-expensive car or a nicer radio? This collaboration would invest customers in the product. It would build excitement. It would get the product talked about on the web and linked to and that would earn it Googlejuice. It could change the relationship of customers to the brand and that would change the brand itself. Imagine that: the collaborative community car—our car.

A car company could take any existing brand and model and work with the community that already exists around it. Go to Facebook and you’ll find communities of greater or lesser involvement and affection around many car brands. I lost count of the Facebook groups for BMW when I hit 500. They included, with more than 800 members, the “If the BMW M5 was a woman I would marry it” group in addition to the “I hate BMW drivers, they are all c—ts” group with 510 members and, with 446 joiners, the “I piss people off, cause I drive a BMW” group (don’t invite the latter two to the same party). At Meetup, there are six clubs where people gather with their Beemers. BMW has its own official car club offering 75,000 members rebates on cars and discounts on Brooks Brothers clothes (do they see the demographic humor in that?). These are the company’s best customers, its partners. BMW should solicit their help in designing cars, supporting fellow drivers (there’s a little of that in the club forums), and even selling cars.

On Facebook, BMW invited customers to color pictures of its car. It’s hard to imagine something more children’s museum-like than a company enticing adults to color cars. But more than 9,000 people submitted their designs in only a few days. What that tells me is not just that they love their BMWs but that they would love BMWs that looked unique—BMWs that expressed their muses as well as their libidos. What an opportunity the industry has to bring humanity and personality back to cars. If so many of us like to express ourselves in blogs; YouTube videos; Facebook, Bebo, and MySpace pages; and Flickr photos—if, as Google understands, many of us want to have a strong identity online through self-expression—why wouldn’t we want to express ourselves through our cars? Companies have turned their products into commodities by imposing such sameness on them. I know, it’s about efficiency—four lines of cars built under four brands on the same body with the same engine and parts makes them cost-effective. Factory efficiency and dealer economics also stop us from ordering custom-made cars anymore. We buy off the lot, not out of the factory, and we buy cars that are often loaded—like cable subscriptions—with things we don’t want. (Every time I start my car, I turn off the night-vision rearview mirror, a $100-plus option I didn’t want but had to buy.) Sure, there’s an aftermarket for options—piney scent strips, hubcaps that spin, mud flaps with mirrors in the shape of naked women—but, well, that’s just not me.

Toyota’s Scion took a small step toward personalization when it enabled drivers to design crests for their cars. Now go the next step and imagine I could take an unpainted car to any of those BMW designers on Facebook or my student the graffiti artist and have my car painted so that it looks like no other. It’ll cost me. But I’ll bond with that car and love it because it’s an expression of me.

That unpainted car would be the beginning of an auto company thinking open-source. What if the company also produced a car onto which I could graft someone else’s dashboard or seats or grill or engine? Earlier, I talked about Google replacing its fleet of company cars with Toyota Prius hybrids that were modified so their extra batteries could be recharged with solar power. That is the Googlemobile. Google treated the Prius as a platform. Toyota should be delighted. It should build in opportunities to modify its car in countless ways. I can hear the objections: It could complicate production, raise costs, and confuse brands. Maybe. But it could give me the car I want. The car company of the future should be a platform for more car companies that make the automobiles drivers want, not the ones they settle for.

There are projects aimed at building the open-source car, among them Oscar from Germany, the c,mm,n (or common) hydrogen car from universities in the Netherlands, and the Society for Sustainable Mobility car (being built with 150 part-time engineers, according to Fast Company). The Aptera from Bill Gross’ IdeaLab (more from him later, in the chapter, “Google Capital”) is a beautiful, three-wheeled hybrid or electric vehicle set to launch in California. Tesla Motors is building a six-figure-plus all-electric sports car with funding from one of PayPal’s founders. They are all cool and I wish them luck. But it’s damned difficult to get a car company operating at scale—ask John DeLorean.

That is why I think a car company that already operates at scale should think open-source and welcome these nascent efforts to build atop them. Imagine seeing a million Priuses, Saturns, Fords, or Apteras on the road and wondering what’s inside each, what makes it run, who painted it, where you can get that great grill. Imagine being given the power to customize your car from the ground up. Cars would be exciting again. Give me control of my car and I will own that brand, make that brand, love that brand, and sell that brand because it is mine, not yours. That will be the key to marketing Googlemobiles: passion, individuality, creation, choice, excitement, newness. Drivers will start Facebook groups, blogs, and Meetup clubs extolling the wonders of the cars they choose—no, make. Outside product designers and manufacturers will accessorize and improve the open-source car—as outside developers make Facebook apps and mash up Google Maps—which will support new businesses and help sell more cars. There is the advantage of being a platform.

Now we come to the big problem facing car companies: dealers. We don’t like car salesmen (in a 2007 Gallup survey, Americans rated them at the bottom—tied with lobbyists—with only 5 percent saying dealers had high honesty and ethics). They add little or no value to the transaction and none to the product. They make buying a car uncomfortable. Car companies in the U.S. are stuck with franchise laws that won’t allow them to sell directly. So what should they do? I suggest they start by creating a platform for customers to say just what they think of car salesmen so companies can rub dealers’ noses in it. Perhaps the voice of the people will reach and convince Congress to deregulate and open up car sales. We now do most of our car shopping online. We comparison shop, read reviews, review specs, and talk with friends. All we need the dealer for is a test drive. Once I know I want a car, why should I have to drive to the dealer; why doesn’t the dealer or a manufacturer’s representative deliver the car to me? Why can’t I buy a car at the auto show? Why should I have to negotiate with three dealers for the exact same product when open pricing online has already told me what the market will bear? The dealer structure builds in inefficiencies and costs that the industry—and we—cannot afford.

The repair system is little better. My warranty is really an insurance policy that I should be able to redeem at any repair shop. The car company could still provide training—I would prefer to go to someone certified—and would sell parts. If the repair market were more competitive, the car company and I would each benefit.

I discussed my rationale for the open-source car platform with Fred Wilson, a venture capitalist you’ll hear from shortly, and asked him what a Googley car company would look like. He said it already exists. It’s Zipcar, which provides 5,000 cars to 200,000 drivers in various cities and campuses. Drivers join Zipcar for $50 a month, then make reservations online and pick up a car in any of a number of garages, paying $9 an hour or $65 a day in New York, including insurance, gas, and 180 miles. I can get similar rates from traditional rental companies but with less flexibility and convenience. Zipcar says each of its cars replaces 15 privately owned cars and that 40 percent of its members decide to give up owning a car. Similarly, Paris’ mayor announced in 2008 that the city would follow its successful bike-sharing program by making 4,000 electric cars available to residents to pick up and drop off at 700 locations. The goal is to get Parisians to buy fewer cars.

I know what you’re thinking (and can hear the peals of laughter all the way from Detroit): The last thing a car company should want is fewer cars. Are you nuts, Jarvis? Are you a communist or some tree-hugging fanatic? No. I’m just turning the industry upside-down. When I put the question to adman Rishad Tobaccowala, whose agency works in the auto industry, he said Detroit is not really in the business of making cars. He channeled the Googley car company and said: “I’m in the business of moving people from place A to place B. How can I do it in different ways? And as they are moving from place A to place B, how do I make them feel secure and connected?” He said that except for sleep, we spend more time moving around than at home. “Screw Starbucks as the ‘third place.’ The third place today is the automobile.” What is the automobile really about? “Navigation and entertainment,” he said—not necessarily manufacturing. Indeed, Tobaccowala said the most interesting parts of the General Motors business had been OnStar and—credit crunch aside—financing. Manufacturing is expensive, vulnerable to commodity pricing, labor-intensive, weighed down by gigantic benefit costs, and competitive. There’s the tyranny of atoms.

What if a car company became the leader in getting people around and used others’ hardware: planes, trains, and automobiles? You tell the system where you need to go—or with access to your Google Calendar, it just knows—and it gives you choices at various price points: Today, you can take the train for less. Tomorrow, you drive because you’re running errands. The day after, you carpool to save money. This weekend, you get a nice Mercedes for the anniversary dinner. Next week, you take a chauffeur-driven car to impress clients. Along the way, you can pay for options: your entertainment synced in the car, wireless connectivity on the train, alerts to your iPhone, navigation concierges who direct you around jams. This is the new personal transportation and connections company built on the old car company as a platform. Hop aboard the Googlemobile.

Google Cola: We’re more than consumers
 

If big cars are hard to Googlify, packaged consumer products are harder. They are the building blocks of the mass market, predicated on manufacturing efficiency and marketing to a critical mass. Since the beginning of the internet as an advertising medium, it has been a truism that no one will click on a banner ad for—let alone join a club or write a blog post about—toilet paper. TP is everyone’s example of a product that could not possibly benefit from the web. There’s nothing Googley about toilet paper. Right? Besides perhaps getting TP printed with Wikipedia’s knowledge (there are TP publishers) or made from renewable, recycled resources, I must concede: I can’t conceive of Google Ultra Soft Toilet Tissue.

Are all consumer products doomed to life without Googlification? Let’s imagine Google Cola. The strength and weakness of cola, like other consumer products, is that it is intended to be one-size-fits-all. Yes, a number of cola brands and variations fight for scarce supermarket shelf space. But there are never enough varieties. I can’t find my perfect cola. Mine would be caffeine-free but made with sugar instead of artificial sweeteners (can’t stand the aftertaste) and it would come in a small can so it wouldn’t go flat, or better yet, a bottle that could be reused. It might have a flavor added (cherry today, coffee tomorrow). I’ll take Coke or Pepsi (I’m bicola), but I don’t like off-brands (I still shudder remembering Howard Johnson’s HoJo Cola). What if Coke retooled a bottler to make special-order batches to be delivered—but only if I committed to buying so many cases a year? I would pay a premium to subscribe to my perfect cola.

If I sold this Jeff Cola to others on my blog or in the neighborhood (convincing them that decaf coffee-flavored soda is not an oxymoron) perhaps my price could drop because I’d be bringing in more sales and volume. I’d create a cola club. It’s no different from Gary Vaynerchuk’s Vayniaks making and promoting their own wine. We’d become product managers and salespeople as well as consumers and customers. We could invent our own flavors of Coke, sold under our brand, using Coke as a platform for manufacturing and distribution. We’d be in the cola business. Will my cola go mass? Not a chance. But a bunch of smalls could add up to a big, and Coke ends up in a new and loyal relationship with a lot of customers. It learns more about the public’s taste and may develop new products to sell on a larger scale. It saves on marketing as collaborators sell products. It gets a piece of businesses that might otherwise take bits of market share. It finds a way to battle the tide of commodification in consumer products and joins in the small-is-the-new-big economy.

The cola strategy could be applied to most any consumable product that would benefit from specialization and personalization: cookies, candy, ecological home-cleaning products with personalized scents. It could be executed not just by big companies but also and more likely by small ones using sales platforms such as Amazon and eBay. About the only mass product I know that customizes today is M&Ms, which you can order printed with a photo ($39 for 21 ounces) or a custom color ($48 for 56 ounces). That’s a nice gimmick, but it doesn’t change the essence of the product. What if I could get coffee-flavored M&Ms or my decaf coffee-and-M&M-flavored soft drink in bottles for me and the hundred people I found like me? That would be Google Cola.

How about gadgets, then? Personal electronics might seem immune from Googlification because they are so complex in engineering and manufacturing. Yet technology is also what makes gadgets easier to change than cars, as a device can be updated via software instead of hardware. That’s what Google is doing by offering its mobile operating system to any phone maker.

I could see Google proposing open standards for no end of connected devices. We can already buy refrigerators with internet screens. Their fabled promise is that someday they will take inventory of what’s inside, telling us what we can make with what we have and automatically ordering what we need. That’s the kind of information Google would love to organize. Home-delivery services Fresh Direct and Peapod in the U.S. and Tesco in the U.K. could order and deliver what we need and give us coupons for related products. Epicurious.com could suggest recipes based on what’s in the fridge. Refrigerators become platforms for these companies to serve us.

We have connected home-security systems with sensors and cameras. We have connected home-entertainment systems that can pipe web radio stations, iTunes music and movies, and YouTube videos to any device in the home. We will have connected cars with links to traffic information and feeds of entertainment. We have cameras connected to GPS satellites and to our computers. We have mobile phones that are becoming computers. Any device that produces information, that can be personalized or adjusted, or that communicates with or entertains us will be connected to the internet and to Google. Google will listen to and speak through these gadgets—if we give it permission—and deliver related information. Google would love to use that information to give us highly targeted and relevant advertising. That might freak privacy warriors. But if we can control that flow and benefit from it (with relevant content and ads, bargains, and subsidies for the services we use), I’d hook up my fridge and phone. Google could become the operating system not just for the web and the world but for our homes and lives.

Another challenge: fashion. We know what Googley fashion is: T-shirts, shorts, and sandals. It’s hard to imagine spartan, garish, geeky Google having an impact on taste and trendsetting, which are decreed by designers, fashion editors, and Hollywood. Fashion is top-down—or it was. Just as the internet democratizes news and entertainment, it is opening up style. A darling of the open fashion movement is Threadless, a T-shirt company that invites users to submit designs, which are voted on, Digg-like, by the community. Winning designers receive $2,000 plus a $500 credit and $500 every time a design is reprinted. They become the Versaces of the crowdsourced runway.

Just as in entertainment, we are learning that the public wants to create and leave its mark. A smart response is to create a platform to make that possible. CafePress.com and Zazzle provide the means for anyone to make and sell designs on T-shirts, mugs, bumper stickers, even underwear, getting a cut of every on-demand order. Threadbanger, a weekly internet video show, teaches viewers how to make cool do-it-yourself fashion with young designers. See also BurdaStyle.com’s open-source sewing from the German publishing empire Burda, which decided to take copyrights off its dress patterns and invite the public to use them, adapt them, create their own, and share them. The site is filled with patterns, how-to’s, and discussion. Springwise reported that SANS, a small New York label, stopped selling its hit $85 square shirt in 2008 and then released the pattern. For $6, you get the pattern, which you print out at home, and a SANS label to sew inside. Opening the design is a nice idea but I can’t sew. So craftsmen could build a business out of making SANS or Burda designs on order, as some are doing, selling them on Etsy, a site filled with unique, handmade items, which has been the store for more than 100,000 sellers since 2005.

OK, consumable goods, gadgets, and fashion could be Googlified. But what about Google TP? Surely it is not possible to bring Googlethink to toilet paper. There won’t be communities around toilet paper. I shudder to imagine TP 2.0 after seeing a commercial for toilet paper whose USP (unique selling proposition) is that it doesn’t leave little paper bits on your butt. Boy, that must have been a tough sales conference. I can’t think of a better reason for advertising not to exist.

As with newspapers, perhaps it’s time for the TP industry to get out of the paper business and ask what business it is really in. Cleanliness, right? When I was in Davos, what amazed me almost as much as hanging out with heads of state and industry was seeing an automated, self-cleaning toilet seat in the conference center. After flushing, a motorized arm comes out and grabs the seat, cleaning it as it rotates. It’s mesmerizing. I took video of it to share on YouTube. (Google “Davos toilet” for my video. Or for a more entertaining if politically incorrect demonstration, search on YouTube for “Swedish toilet seat Gizmodo”). The company that makes that product is not in the paper business. It’s in the clean-seat business.

Toto, a Japanese plumbing manufacturer, has decided that the business is neither paper nor clean seats but clean bums and happiness. Toto invented the Washlet automated, computerized toilet seat, a marvel of technology that heats the seat to a cozy 110 degrees and spritzes you with warm, clean water after you’ve done your business. Then it dries you with gentle, warm air even as it magically eliminates odors. (On YouTube, search for “Toto Washlet FlushTV” to see a demonstration by W. Hodding Carter IV, son of the former Carter administration official and author of Flushed: How the Plumber Saved Civilization.) Before you laugh, know that Toto has sold 17 million Washlets (they advertised on my Buzzmachine with smiley faces superimposed on naked, happy, clean butts). The Toto is hot on YouTube with videos that have tens, even hundreds of thousands of views. Hollywood actor Will Smith has bragged on TV that he has the deluxe, $5,000 model and doesn’t spend a dollar on TP. Here we have the perfect convergence of problem and solution, hardware and software, technology and life with bottom-up marketing. This is the post-TP Googley toilet.

Even in atom-based enterprises, the connections the internet makes possible can bring business benefits. No end of consumer products would be helped from a more open conversation: tool makers listening to craftsmen, cooking-utensil companies opening up to cooks, athletic equipment companies watching out for what athletes and trainers want. One should find opportunities to make more targeted products and to partner with customers to design, support, and sell products. Google and the internet change everything, even factories.
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Google Air: A social marketplace of customers
 

In contemplating how to remake an airline with Googlethink, I had just about given up. What can one do with such a commodity service, particularly one that has deteriorated so badly? Air travel’s business model today is based on overselling seats, billing us for checking bags, charging for pillows and pretzels and just about everything they can think of but air, jamming planes to the point of torture, treating customers as prisoners who can be kept on runways for hours without the food and water an inmate is allowed, and withholding information—all the while raising prices. Google couldn’t fix that. No one could.

But then I applied Google rules about connections and the wisdom of crowds with Zuckerberg’s law of elegant organization and my own first law and asked how travelers on planes, trains, and ships or in hotels and resorts could be given more control (of anything but the cockpit, of course). And I wondered, what if passengers on a plane were networked? What if a flight became a social experience with its own economy?

Start here: Most of us are connected to the internet on the ground. Soon, we’ll be connected in the air as planes, like hotels, finally get wireless access (after earlier failed attempts). Wi-fi is good for airlines because they will have something new to charge us for and because it will keep passengers busy and perhaps less likely to grumble and revolt at delays (though we might just blog and Twitter every problem and indignity as it occurs). Once connected with the internet, passengers could connect with each other. It would be easy for the airlines—or passengers themselves—to set up chats and social networks around flights and destinations so we could hook up before and during a flight. We could organize to share cab rides once we land, saving each other money. We could ask fellow passengers for tips about restaurants, museums, and stores and ways to get around. If the wi-fi were reasonably priced and if there were electric plugs at our seats, we could also spend hours happily playing games with each other.

Back when the 747 was introduced, it was supposed to offer lounges where passengers could hang out together. That didn’t last long as every inch was soon crammed with revenue-producing seats. Lounges are supposedly set for a comeback in the new Boeing 787 Dreamliner and Airbus A380 superjumbo jets. So imagine if in our onboard, online social network, we could find people we want to meet—colleagues going to the same conference, travelers with shared interests, future husbands and wives—and we could rendezvous in the lounge. The flight becomes a social experience.

I know this vision sounds far-fetched given our current experience of air travel. But play along. Socialization could be a key to decommodifying the airline. What if passengers chose to fly on one airline vs. another because they knew and liked the people better? BMW drivers mingle with each other on Facebook; Lufthansa passengers could do likewise and they’d have more in common—shared affection for travel and for a destination. Remember: Your company is the company you keep. Your customers are your brand. Airlines might want to encourage more interesting people to fly with them because interesting passengers would attract interesting passengers. Airlines could offer discounts and benefits to people who are active and popular in the social network. Today, airlines offer only seats: commodities. What if, instead, they were to offer experiences and societies? I know, the last thing we want most of the time is to get stuck with a talkative twit in the next seat. Maybe that’s because, by the time we get on a plane, we’re in rotten moods. Suspend disbelief still. Imagine returning to the days when we met interesting people in chance encounters in the air. Maybe passengers could choose to sit next to each other. Next to the right talker, I might tolerate a middle seat. It would probably have to be David Letterman or Oprah sitting next to me. But it could happen.

These passenger networks raise the possibility of creating a new economy around the flight. Airlines could set up auction marketplaces for at least some seats, as JetBlue began doing experimentally on eBay in 2008: What’s it worth for you to fly to Orlando next Monday? Rather than buying seats only from the airline, if late-booking passengers could also buy seats from fellow customers in an open marketplace, that could solve some of the airlines’ overbooking problems, reducing the need to pay bumped fliers. Yes, speculators could arbitrage seats, but if they’re paid-for and nonrefundable, what problem is that for the airline? Resellers become market makers. This exchange sets a new market value for seats that in some cases will be higher than the airlines’ own fares.

The airline could use the exchange as a prediction market to forecast and maximize load. It might see a surge in demand for a destination, perhaps for reasons it could not predict (a new conference or festival, good media coverage for a getaway, a travel bargain, or currency fluctuations unleashing pent-up demand). With sufficient notice, the airline could add capacity, which would keep it ahead of arbitrageurs. The airline always controls supply and now it would know more about demand. Similarly, if a flight were light the airline could offer passengers alternatives at big discounts to enable it to cancel the flight and reroute equipment long before departure, creating savings at the bottom line. The airline would increase efficiency and profitability; the passengers would get a dividend; and the environment would get a break. An open and flexible social marketplace could transform the airline economy.

Why shouldn’t airlines also turn frequent-flier miles into an open market? In these miles, airlines created a virtual currency with greater reach and value than the fake currencies of Second Life or Facebook. But miles are essentially illiquid. Airlines make it next to impossible to get frequent-flier seats unless you’re flying to Krakow on Christmas Day a decade hence. Their other offers—use miles to buy a TV—are bad deals; Google search tells me so. Miles have been devalued to the point that they offer ever-lessening incentives to choose one carrier over another; they no longer act as the decommodifier the airlines intended. So open it up: Let us bid on frequent-flier seats, upgrades, and silver status with miles. Let us barter miles with each other (I’ll sell you this iPod for miles I need for my vacation). The currency would regain value. It also means more miles will be redeemed, but that sword hangs over airlines’ heads in any case.

These exchanges bring subtleties. In some cases, I won’t want to reveal my identity (telling strangers I’m leaving town); in others, I will (because I’m doing business). As seats are traded, identities and credit cards must be in the system for security. And so on. Yet creating such a network could rebrand the pioneer as the social airline—the fun airline, the nice airline, the airline where I’m back in control. (I would use the social network to start a movement to save my knees from the asses who slam their seats back into them. In an open market, I might even pay them not to.)

Now imagine if airlines used these networks to capture the knowledge of their smart-about-traveling crowds and convert that wisdom into value. On our return trips, airlines should ask us to rate and review the hotels and restaurants we frequented. They should ask natives to share insider advice on eating and shopping in their towns. Similarly, hotels should capture guests’ reviews of nearby restaurants (as Hyatt has begun doing with its Yatt’it travel community), and cruise lines should gather shopping tips for every port. Travel companies have currencies to pay for the information: They could reward us with frequent-flier miles or discounts on our next trips. And because they know who we are, they could anonymously aggregate data to enhance the information, as I suggested for restaurants: “American Express Platinum customers recommend….” Or: “Canadians traveling to Florida really like….” Airlines could collect an incredible database of live knowledge from real travelers with fresh information. Over time, they’d outdo TripAdvisor and Fodor’s—or the airlines could supply them with branded content, which in turn promotes the airlines. The airlines themselves become publishers by listening to, gathering, and sharing the knowledge of customers.

The key to remaking an airline in this mold is giving control, respect, and organization to the customers, helping them find each other and organize into conversations and markets. The customers have value to give. Airlines can capture that value in new ways to improve prices and the bottom line (see the discussion of Ryanair in the chapter, “Free is a business model”). But passengers won’t give their value if they are not valued, if they are still treated as cattle and criminals.

At a party at the World Economic Forum at Davos, when I met one of the Google cofounders, I mentioned that I was exploring the idea of what an airline would be like if Google ran it. I said I thought it would be social. He grinned and told me about a technology entrepreneur who had founded just such a social airline, but it had to shut down when employees were caught in a scandal smuggling drugs. Pity.

Google Real Estate: Information is power
 

I’ve already aired my enmity for real-estate agents and their oligopolistic fee structure. So I start this chapter not by suggesting how they can remake themselves but instead by speculating how others can disrupt, undercut, and destroy their business.

I should explain why I feel this way about agents. I have had some bad eggs. I also know there are nice agents. It’s not personal. It’s financial. I do not believe that agents add 6 percent’s worth of value to a home sale. The only reason they could demand that commission is because they have controlled the multiple-listing service (MLS) that is key to having your house seen by buyers. Agents aren’t the only parties ripping us off in the process. Title insurance is particularly irksome, as is the necessity of having surveys done and redone, as are home-inspection rackets that have never found the flaws I have found after moving in. Let’s not forget lawyers, who make the process unnecessarily complicated so they, too, may soak us. Then there are newspapers that charge too much for inefficient advertising.

The real-estate business is ripe for disruption. Attempts so far have failed because they only try to break open the existing structure, to create discount brokerages that can get homes into that precious multiple-listing service. Even though the U.S. Justice Department in 2008 reached an antitrust settlement opening up the MLS to discount brokers, we are still trapped in their closed system of mutual back-scratching. We need to replace the system. If tomorrow we all listed our homes on craigslist or an equivalent, we would pull the rug out from under the MLS. Some real-estate agents—the smart ones—list homes in these alternative databases today. Shoppers may also list their desires to buy or rent homes or find roommates (as happens on craiglist), and someone—say, Google—could write an algorithm to link seekers and sellers directly, making the internet itself the marketplace. Other services feed the market with information it needs to be efficient. Zillow.com, for example, collects recent home sales so both buyer and seller can judge for themselves what a fair price would be.

As soon as the first real-estate agent (or agent’s husband, as often happens) reads this chapter, I know I’ll get an angry email or blog comment telling me I just don’t understand the value they bring. But if you must explain your value, it’s not as great as you think. With all due respect, that reaction betrays the same defensive, protective thinking torpedoing other industries covered in this book. The wiser reaction to such a challenge would be to see the opportunity in it. I’m not necessarily out to destroy agents. I want to wake them up. If you’re the smartest, most competitive agent around, you should want to leapfrog your cozy competitors, disrupt their businesses, and exploit the new opportunities online brings. Or a newcomer will.

Sellers and buyers still need services. Perhaps the next-generation agent should offer them à la carte. First, sellers want buyers to find their homes. That’s marketing. Agents say that’s what they offer now, but they don’t much. As I said earlier, when agents put an ad in the paper it’s to market themselves as much as the home. I’d start a company that does nothing but help market homes in the open internet, creating listings on craigslist, taking pictures and making videos, making web pages for the homes, making sure those pages show up in searches, even buying ads on Google. Thanks to Google, you can do this on your own with links to as many photos as you want (free on Google Picasa); video tours (free on YouTube and easily shot with a $100 Flip Video camera); maps to area attractions (free with Google Maps); an aerial view (thanks to Google Earth); and lists and reviews of local restaurants (thanks to Yelp, also on Google Maps). Home sellers can add links to their own favorite hangouts and best grocery stores and add tips about where the kids can play. You can sell not just the property but the experience, the lifestyle, the community. It won’t be long before you can introduce buyers to our neighbors, linking to their blogs or Facebook pages. Many homeowners wouldn’t want to do this themselves, so there’s a business opportunity to help. I’d sell these services and options for flat fees, not a percentage of the sale price.

The other problem with selling a house is hassling with tours. I’d start a company that offers concierge services to schedule and escort would-be buyers. The concierge doesn’t have to sell the house (as a buyer, I don’t need anyone to open closets and point out how allegedly large they are, thank you very much). Buyers could pay the concierge to chauffeur them from home to home. Sellers could pay the concierge to hold open-houses (and make coffee and cookies)—and I think that if buyers knew they wouldn’t be trailed by sellers’ agents, they might be more likely to visit a home. I would not be surprised to see local home-tour bloggers emerge, taking tours, taking pictures, and treating new homes on the market as news. I’d read it and buy ads there.

Closing is the final hassle. We need to change laws to simplify the process and shift control and advantage from lawyers to home buyers and sellers.

There are also technology opportunities. I’d like a mobile-phone application tied to Google Maps and global positioning so, as a shopper, I could enter my requirements—houses this large in this price range in this area—and the phone could map out a day’s house hunting, scheduling the day and giving me directions so I get to open houses at the right hour. The application could show me photos and videos. It could contact concierges, agents, or sellers to make appointments. Who wants to drive around with an agent in a high-mileage Mercedes when you can go it alone? Or maybe I’m just being antisocial.

Buyers can use the tools of the web and mobile technology to research a prospective neighborhood. New services such as EveryBlock.com list all kinds of data around addresses—crimes, building permits, even graffiti cleanings. Outside.in organizes local blog posts around locations so you can read what your neighbors are talking about. With smart searches, home buyers can get school data and local news archives. They can look up and contact Facebook users who live in the area. A neat new service called CleverCommute provides a real picture of traffic headaches. All this open data beats the agent telling you that every neighborhood is wonderful and every house has potential.

Agent 2.0 will have her own rich web site showing the towns she covers and the homes she has helped to sell, with links to lots of information about the area. She’ll want Googlejuice. When I come looking for a home, I may search for someone to help me. That could be a remade agent, it could be a disruptive newcomer, or I could do it on my own. I’ll be looking for the best service and the best deal in an open and competitive market—without anyone paying 6 percent.
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Google Capital: Money makes networks
 

I can’t think of a Googlier industry than venture capital, and that stands to reason: Venture capitalists traffic in innovation, change, and risk. They watch what Google does, covet its success, and follow its investors. When I told venture capitalist Fred Wilson, a partner at Union Square Ventures in New York, that I was writing a book called What Would Google Do? he smiled and said, “We ask that all day long. That’s our investment strategy.” He and his partners also ask, “What would Sequoia do?” Sequoia Capital backed Google. That’s Google envy.

Wilson is the Googliest guy I know in this, the Googliest industry. He was one of the first VCs to blog. When he started, his competitors thought he was nuts. Venture capital was a secretive business. You didn’t want adversaries to know what you were thinking or the trends, companies, and people you were tracking. The goal was to get there first; it’s a race. But Wilson benefited from revealing his thinking publicly. It helped him hone his ideas and attracted deals—one third of his investments come from the blog and online conversation, he says. Because of his publicness, Wilson developed a reputation online and a wider network of acquaintances who could help him do his work. When I saw him, he was about to head off for a month in Europe, where he wanted to find businesses at the far reaches—Slovenia, for example. He mentioned his trip at the end of a blog post and instantly had 100 people all over Europe wanting to meet him. As he traveled, I followed his meetings via Twitter updates.

“Being public and searchable and findable,” he said, “is an important piece of it—owning the first page of your Google search, getting the brand of Fred Wilson out there.” When you search Google for Fred Wilson, the first result is his blog (at avc.com); the second and fourth are pages with his bio; the fifth is his Wikipedia entry; the sixth is his Tumblr blog (on a platform created by a company he invested in); the ninth is his Twitter feed (another of his investments). There are other Fred Wilsons on the page: an artist who has had PBS documentaries made about him and a band by the same name. But according to Google, I was talking with the Fred Wilson.

On his blog, Wilson gets to try out ideas and products using these new platforms and tools. He has driven readers crazy cluttering his blog page with too many cool new widgets. But then he invested in many of those tools. Wilson’s attitude about his blog and investing resembles mine about my blog and media: We learn, experiment, extend our reputations, and meet people. He uses his blog to help run his business; he found his latest associate through a blog post. He advises other companies to hire “net natives” who understand the new world because they live in it—and there’s no better place to find them than on the net. Wilson inspired many of his competitors—mostly those who invest in the web, not in other big-iron arenas such as biotech and technology infrastructure—to start blogging. Now a score of prominent VC bloggers write posts explaining to entrepreneurs how to pitch VCs and how to run companies.

This ethic of sharing carries over to the companies in Union Square’s portfolio. Wilson told me that one of his investments, Clickable, a search-engine marketing company, joins discussions on other sites just to answer questions that often have nothing to do with the company. They don’t necessarily promote Clickable. They share knowledge like good citizens of the gift economy. “Their trail is their brand,” he said. He told me about the head of another start-up who relishes getting into conversations—even with users who are angry when his service gets overloaded—because he learns so much about what users want.

Web 2.0 platforms—open and inexpensive software and services that make it easy and cheap to start new sites, services, products, and companies—present both opportunities and challenges for investors. The law that says small is the new big can make life hard when you are accustomed to making big bets, as VCs do—because they also want big returns. Today, a lot of new companies simply don’t need VCs’ money and when they do, they need less. If VCs have to invest in smaller increments in more companies, it is harder for them to manage their portfolios, which increases the cost and risk of investing. Never thought you’d feel sorry for a VC, did you?

Consider Outside.in, a company started by author, journalist, and entrepreneur Steven Johnson. Outside.in organizes local blog posts and their conversations around places and topics. It makes ingenious use of Google Maps, free databases, and other open-source software. Johnson launched the service using only $60,000 from an angel investor. If he had tried to build the business even five years before, he said, it would have cost $50 million. He could not have afforded, for example, to create the mapping technology Google gave him for free. To expand and hire staff, Outside.in took investment from venture capitalists, including Wilson’s fund, but that amounted to nothing near $50 million.

As investments get smaller, entrepreneurs are also getting younger. Many of web 2.0’s explosive new companies—Facebook and Digg, to name two—were started by people in their 20s. “The most interesting things I’ve seen this month and this year are the creations of kids who barely shave,” Wilson blogged. This, he argued, is no accident. “It is incredibly hard to think of new paradigms when you’ve grown up reading the newspaper every morning. But we have a generation coming of age right now that has never relied on newspapers, TV, and magazines for their information and entertainment. They are the net natives. They grew up in AOL chatrooms, IMing with their friends for hours after dinner, and went to school with a Facebook login. The internet is their medium and they are showing us how it needs to be used.” They are helping to build what the internet is becoming, which is what Wilson wants to invest in.

That blog post irked a bunch of entrepreneurs my age (hint: my beard is gray). But Clay Shirky defended Wilson’s thesis on youth, arguing, “The principal asset a young tech entrepreneur has is that they don’t know a lot of things. In almost every other circumstance, this would be a disadvantage, but not here, and not now…. When the world really has changed overnight, when wild new things are possible if you don’t have any sense of how things used to be, then it is the people who got here five minutes ago who understand that new possibility, and they understand it precisely because, to them, it isn’t new.”

Shirky speaks for my generation when he says he knows from experience that you find music in stores, try on pants before you buy them, and get news and jobs reading newspapers. “I’ve had to unlearn every one of those things and a million others. This makes me a not-bad analyst, because I have to explain new technology to myself first—I’m too old to understand it natively. But it makes me a lousy entrepreneur.”

Wilson responded to the fuss saying that he was not an ageist, only that he and his partners were seeing more and more young people with new ideas. “This is 15-to 20-year-old kids building and launching authentic web services that fill a real need in the market.” As he blogged that, he linked to a web site run by my son, Jake, who was 15 at the time and had just written and sold a few Facebook applications, one of them to another venture firm. On a trip to Union Square’s offices, after Wilson and his partners quizzed Jake about his net-native worldview, he advised Jake to find a technology mentor and suggested David Karp, who created the tool Tumblr (a Union Square investment). Wilson warned me that Karp had left high school to start his company. High school. (My wife to our son: “Don’t you even think of it!”)

How do investors meet entrepreneurs from a different generation? I think they need to operate in more open networks with more stakeholders at the edges. VCs are still a chokepoint of control: They raise money from investors; they pick and manage relationships with start-ups; they pay investors and keep their share. They are middlemen and Google makes detours around middlemen. As VCs are stretched thin—making more and smaller investments—it’s harder for them to stay in the middle. It’s also harder to find and evaluate new companies. I get a headache reading the popular blog TechCrunch, which covers new web 2.0 companies, because I can’t hope to keep track of them all: mobile companies, social companies, companies dedicated just to managing blog comments. The low cost of launching and running new enterprises means they can serve niche needs in a small-is-the-new-big age. But the barrier to entry to competitors is also about a millimeter off the ground. It’s harder than ever to figure out which of many competitors in a space will win.

So investors need to use a wider network of trusted people to help find and then manage new companies. Taking investment capital from these trusted agents and giving them a share of the profits if their finds pay off could form a network of miniVCs backed by the bigger VC. A variant of this model is New York Angels, a group of 65 successful investors who judge early-stage companies together. Incubators take a more active role in getting companies off the ground. Holtzbrinck, a publishing conglomerate based in Germany, runs a lab that starts some companies and invests in others, then decides whether to buy them. Idealab, founded by nonstop entrepreneur Bill Gross, has launched a large number of companies as an incubator, including Overture (which became the basis for Yahoo’s—and, indirectly, Google’s—search-ad industry), PetSmart, Picasa (now Google’s photo software), Citysearch, and the electric-car company Aptera Motors. Both incubators provide space, office services, advice, and money. Then there is a series of next-generation incubators built to advise and invest in new web 2.0 enterprises. These include Y Combinator, which funds small entrepreneurs and helps them get from idea to company; Seed Camp, which runs regular competitions for start-up help in Europe; and Betaworks, which funds and advises early start-ups.

Investors still need to reach into the dorms at MIT and Stanford—or farther back into my son’s high school—where ideas are hatching. I decided to teach because I was no longer able to effect enough change in a media company and figured I could do more in the cause of innovation helping students as inventors. At the City University of New York, I started a class in entrepreneurial journalism to prove that’s not an oxymoron and to teach journalists business. My students create business plans for sustainable journalistic enterprises and, thanks to a grant from the McCormick Foundation, the class funds the best of them with seed money. Underlining Wilson’s observation about age, my students do best when they think like young people. They fail when they try to think like graybeards. It is sometimes the graybeards who point this out to them. Jim Kennedy, head of strategy for the Associated Press, heard all my students’ presentations and then told them he was disappointed that they had all proposed web sites. He said “web site” practically with disdain, as one would say “disco.” He inspired one student, who wanted to start an online magazine for teen girls, to shift from the web to Facebook. She had to think differently.

Entrepreneurship is spreading among youth. There’s a blog for young capitalists called College-Startup.com (tagline: “Get rich from your dorm room”). A 2007 Harris Interactive survey on entrepreneurship commissioned by the Ewing Marion Kauffman Foundation found that 63 percent of youths between 8 and 21 years old said they had the ability and desire to launch businesses, and 40 percent planned to do it. Thank goodness for the arrogance of youth.

Perhaps venture capitalism should start to look like a classroom: VCs could provide not just funding but also education (which some do in their blogs). If I were a VC, I’d reach out to colleges and offer to help talented entrepreneurs, dangling seed money for those with great ideas. I might open my doors as an incubator and offer free help to great business ideas so I could invest in some of them. (We will discuss other ways to nurture innovation in colleges in the chapter, “Google U.”)

Or perhaps venture capital could look more like an open marketplace. When I asked mega-entrepreneur Gross how he’d make his field Googlier, he said: “I’ve always thought there should be a better start-up marketplace, almost like a mini stock exchange for start-ups, open only to qualified investors. But open up all the information and make it more even and transparent.” The problem for founders and employees is that they can’t take money off the table, as the saying goes, until a company is sold or goes public. A high-end marketplace of private start-up equity would let them sell a little stock to buy their Beemers but still keep working. Facebook did that in 2008 by enabling employees to sell stock to each other. Gross, the entrepreneur’s entrepreneur, would like to start a company to build such a marketplace.

Can large companies spark entrepreneurism in their ranks? Google, of course, invests in internal innovation through its 20 percent rule. Google also buys innovation when it acquires companies. Apparently that hasn’t been sufficient, for Google surprised the investment community when it started its own venture fund in 2008. When I worked in large companies, I saw how hard it was for them to invest in start-ups. Investing requires different skills. Finding start-ups comes from networking. Managing the relationship is more like teaching. And big companies need the patience to let investments grow on their own paths and timetables. Still, supporting innovation is vital in any industry and any company you can name. Rather than implementing 20 percent rules, perhaps companies can find innovators within their ranks by offering grants to entrepreneurial employees in return for equity. Perhaps universities can help. I am working to start an incubator for the news industry inside my university.

Venture capital’s goal is to find talented people with good ideas and to give them the resources they need to execute those ideas. If I were a venture capitalist trying to think like Google, I’d figure out how to build a platform for entrepreneurship. I’d be as open as Fred Wilson with my ideas and hope to attract many more. I’d consider being a matchmaker more than a middleman, sometimes connecting investors and start-ups directly and trying not to get too much in the way. I’d rely on a large, distributed network of trust to help me find and manage investments, rewarding people in that network. I’d put together networks of start-ups that could help each other, whether I invested in them or not. I’d assume that just as it has gotten easier and cheaper to create content and media, it will get easier to create other kinds of companies. I’d manage abundance. All that, of course, assumes that I have an abundance of money. I don’t. Oh, well.

The First Bank of Google: Markets minus middlemen
 

Banking is the ultimate middleman business, pooling money and need and profiting on the connections. In small ways—as in small is the new big—the internet is already disintermediating the industry by making direct connections.

Take peer-to-peer lending. At Prosper.com, as of 2008, 750,000 members had borrowed and lent more than $150 million in amounts as small as $50, supporting anything from launching new businesses to paying off college loans to getting out from under credit card debt. It’s wonderfully simple and magnificently human. You see the person and the story: “It has been my dream to open a Neapolitan Pizzeria ever since I moved to the United States 9 years ago. I decided to start small at first and open a small food cart, and expand from there…. It is time we expand our little food cart to a full-size pizzeria.” I wanted to invest in that one. Another: “This loan will be used to start a part-time business doing cooking classes for Raw Foods.” What? Cooking raw food? I thought I’d pass on that. Then there was a student who wanted help to pay for her last year in college. “I work a full time job as well as go to school. I currently have a GPA of 3.9 overall. I am obtaining my degree in Accounting and Financial Management and understand the importance of paying your bills on time and maintaining a good credit score.” OK, she sold me. Prosper advises users to diversify loans in case some default (it sends out the collection agency). Though the interest rates run high, this is no way to get rich or to build the new Bank of America. But it is compelling and entertaining. Prosper turns the most impersonal industry there is into a real-life reality show filled with dreams and winners and losers.

Other variations on the theme: Zopa sells certificates of deposit and gives investors a voice in lending the money. Loanio is supposed to make loans safer by involving cosigners and getting more documentation. Virgin Money handles the details in loans among friends and family. Lending Club makes loans social via Facebook.

Microloans are better-known—and tend to go to better causes—in developing economies, where they are used to buy cattle to start a business or to send a child to school. Go to dhanaX.com to see stories in India—where only Indians may invest—or to Kiva.org, where you can grant loans as small as $25 to businesses all over the world. Kiva has made $35 million in loans—averaging $485 each—in 43 countries, and 98.1 percent have been paid back. (For comparison, 2.7 percent of prime loans in the United States were in default in the spring of 2008; subprime loans saw 16.6 percent in default.) One Kiva request: Mrs. Phally of Cambodia raises pigs at her home, making $7 a day, while her husband farms, earning $5 per day. The family is also supported by two of their children who work in the local garment factory. Mrs. Phally asked for a $1,000 loan to buy a small tractor for her husband to plow his land. Adding context, Kiva tells us it is common for Cambodians to rent out tractors to make extra income. Kiva’s loans earn no interest for the lender, but local administrators charge interest. These loans change the world one entrepreneur at a time. That is an internet dividend.

To make a similar impact in the United States, a bit at a time, see DonorsChoose.org, where you can contribute to teachers’ needs. See also Facebook’s Causes application, where members start, join, support, and donate to causes. All these new entities rely on small bits adding up to big impact, on direct and personal connections, on giving control of the use of resources to those who have them, and on open information.

The root of the credit crisis that spread from America around the globe in 2008 was that bad loans were hidden in packages with good loans and sold to financial markets, with no accountability down to the level of each loan and no transparency. That’s not the case in these peer-to-peer loan operations. I don’t mean to pretend that the social banking system could replace banks, but banks could learn a lot from it. Why not set up direct marketplaces that let me establish my own diversified portfolio in small-business loans, home mortgages, and student loans? Why not use the infrastructure the bank has, as Virgin Money and PayPal do, to facilitate our own financial transactions? Why not make banks human again? We may not see such an evolution in big, old banks—they’re just too big and old. That is why we are seeing new and innovative, peer-to-peer banks and financial institutions emerge. But there can be no question that the industry needs both more transparency and more accountability.

The internet also presents new opportunities for financial markets. Online we have new sources of information and analysis about companies other than the conflicted analysts who work for financial institutions. Investors themselves can share knowledge, data, strategies, successes, and failures. The Motley Fool’s CAPS service pools investors’ knowledge to help each member of the community. I invested in Covestor, where stock investors share their verified trading history and others will be able to invest alongside them. Any investor can become his own mutual fund and a winning investor has another way to benefit from betting well.

In my entrepreneurial journalism class, Shirky advised students working on a personal finance site to offer a branded credit card, enabling them to aggregate data from the community to let people know where they stood against peers: “Warning—you are spending 15 percent more on restaurants than people your age with your income.” Learning from lots of data is a pillar of Googlethink. Banks and credit cards know more about our spending than anyone and almost as much about our buying as Amazon. That’s our data as individuals and our wisdom as crowds. I wish they’d turn it over to us so we could use what we learn from it to manage our finances.

Of course, banking and financial markets are regulated for good reason—not closely enough, judging by the results of the credit crash. We need to tread with caution in these areas. But the web presents new ways to think and do business, even in the stodgy old business of handling money.

I’m surprised the web hasn’t had a greater impact on the industry already. Every time I see a new retail space being built in my area, I get depressed when I see a bank move in. How useless. How unfun. I’d prefer another Starbucks or a Taco Bell or maybe an old-fashioned bakery. Why are banks still in the business of building so many retail outlets out of bricks and filling them with staff? When the internet arrived, so did some online-only banks, but they never flourished and many were bought up: in the U.K., Egg was acquired by Citi, First Direct by HSBC. They didn’t offer us enough incentive to change our habits. If online banks had passed savings onto us—the internet dividend in cash—maybe we’d have been motivated to go virtual.

The cashless society will probably come to the U.S. a day after the paperless office does—that is, never. We keep hearing about people in Finland and Japan buying Cokes and paying for parking with their mobile phones, but we haven’t seen that happen in the States. Microsoft wanted to become the cash register of the web with its Passport service, but I think no one trusted Microsoft to handle our money. Google’s Checkout service has not caught on. PayPal, now owned by eBay, has become an easy way for people to exchange cash, but too few merchants use it. Maybe we need a new virtual currency all the world could share that could become the basis of new financial systems. How does Googlebucks sound? In Google we trust.
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St. Google’s Hospital: The benefits of publicness
 

Too often when I find myself in a discussion about citizen journalists, some member of the press’ curmudgeonly class—thinking himself quite clever and apparently believing he just thought of this himself—will growl at me: “Why should I trust a citizen journalist? You wouldn’t want a citizen surgeon, would you?” No, I wouldn’t.

But I do want health care to open up to the Google age and take full advantage of the opportunities it presents to gather and share more data; to link patients with better treatment and information; to connect them with fellow patients in a community of shared experience and need; and to use the potential of collaborative tools and the open-source movement to advance medical science.

On my blog, I have violated the most sacred tenant of privacy advocates: I revealed and discussed my personal health information, writing about my bouts of atrial fibrillation (a sometimes irregular heart beat—I’m fine, thanks). I have received great benefit from opening my medical history to my readers. Fellow patients have given me support, sent me links to resources, shared their experiences about treatments I’ve considered, and sent me updates on companies working on new treatments. Even Google’s Sergey Brin blogged that he had learned he carried a gene mutation that may indicate a propensity for Parkinson’s disease.

Imagine how valuable it could be for us patients to go to a site to record our conditions and activities right before the onset of afib (the familiar name for the condition). In some people, too much food, wine, stress, or activity can trigger an attack; in others, these have no effect. Doctors have some of this data already, but only from limited samples. If millions of patients around the world shared their experiences, would we discover new triggers, new correlations, new causes, even new treatments? Don’t know. But we can’t know until we try, until we open up and provide the means to gather the information and analyze it.

PatientsLikeMe has created a platform for communities around a still-limited set of conditions, including multiple sclerosis, Parkinson’s disease, depression, and post-traumatic stress disorder. I spoke with the husband of a woman who, months before, had been diagnosed with MS. He said the site has been invaluable, providing information, experience, and support. The 7,000 MS patients in the group—growing by more than 700 a month—categorize themselves by symptom and treatment and submit narratives and quantitative data: We can see that 395 patients took a particular drug for fatigue; 23 stopped taking it because the side effects were too severe, 21 because it didn’t seem to work, and 14 because it was too expensive. This experiential data is a goldmine to a patient trying to learn about and take greater control of her treatment. It is also valuable to the medical industry. The company explains that its operating costs are covered by “partnerships with health-care providers that use anonymized data from and permission-based access to the PatientsLikeMe community to drive treatment research and improve medical care.” When we share information in a network, all its members may benefit.

To build these networks, we need to think of health as a public story and rethink certain inhibitions to publicness. We are not motivated to be open when insurers or employers can reject us due to preexisting conditions. Not that I want to push a political agenda, but universal health care would solve much of that problem. Even then, I’m not suggesting that everyone reveal all their ailments. I understand if you don’t want to talk about yours. But there could be benefits if you do. Health is just one illustration of how the internet’s ethic of publicness could have a subtle but profound impact on how we live.

In 2008, Google started a health service online (at google.com/health) where users can enter their conditions and the drugs they take as well as results of tests, such as cholesterol screening, which they may download from a limited number of health companies that have signed up so far. Patients’ information is not meant to be public, though a few of us online folks have wished that we could publish our own pages openly so we could reap the benefits of medical networks. Google’s purpose is to give users more information (it feeds me news stories about afib) and to put users in control of their own information, because they have too little control now.

There is a movement afoot to standardize personal health records. It is related to another movement to create systems where customers control relationships with vendors—called vendor relationship management (VRM), the mirror image of customer relationship management (CRM). VRM is being spearheaded by pioneering blogger Doc Searls, a fellow at Harvard’s Berkman Center for Internet and Society. I view what he’s doing, shifting control to customers, as Jarvis’ First Law brought to life. Searls, who’s not an M.D., turned his VRM attention to health after spending a tortuous week in the hospital with pancreatitis, which he chronicled from his bed on Twitter and then on a blog. He complained about the lack of information he had, which led him and his doctors to ill-informed decisions that exacerbated his condition. “I believe the closed and proprietary nature of health care is itself a disease that needs to be cured,” Searls said as he linked to another blogger, Fred Trotter, who illustrated the problem of getting control of our own health information. “Let’s imagine that I had some kind of life event that would require me to gather those records together,” Trotter blogged. “To do that, I would need to call every doctor I have ever visited, and request a copy of my records.” Those doctors would all want to fax him records. “Faxing over phone lines is the ‘health exchange network’ that we have in the United States,” Trotter said. He would end up with a giant pile of documents that is not searchable, is hugely redundant, and is not easily read. His doctor is unlikely to spend the time needed to sift through it all looking for that nugget of a clue.

Searls argues for open standards in medical information to organize data and put it under patients’ control. He compares the task to the creation of the internet itself (or as I would put it, bringing Googlethink to medicine). “We cannot fix health care only at the institutional level,” he blogged. “No company and no government agency can fix health care, any more than any company or government could fix networking or computing. Those had to be fixed by hackers building solutions for everybody and not just themselves.” Searls hopes to look back in his lifetime and see that health care was reformed from the bottom up thanks to the open-source infrastructure of the internet. He also hopes to see new businesses created “atop patients as platforms.”

Now apply this attitude—this ethic of openness, standards, and hacking—not just to medical care but also to medical research. How much of pharmaceutical work would benefit if more data were open and more of the work were open-source? We’ve heard the arguments: The cost of developing drugs is astounding and unless companies that create them can fully own the information and the results and recoup the expense, they won’t discover the next pill that could save your life. I don’t disagree; I respect their work, their business needs, and their intellectual property. Still, we need more discussion on the impact openness could have on medical research. Would the government need to sponsor more research so the results would be open? If universities, governments, and doctors shared their data in standard, open, and free databases—with patients encouraged to add their knowledge and experience—would that have a greater benefit than the current, less-transparent structure? If more research were made open, what drugs and businesses could result? Who could organize that knowledge for us? Google has opened up most human knowledge today—any that is digital and searchable—so I’m confident it could do the same with medical knowledge. Like Searls, I hope to live to see that day.

Medicine is still too much a priesthood of closed knowledge, at least as it relates to patients. In 2008, I sat with doctors from around the world at a conference lunch as they clucked, scowled, and shook their heads and shared stories of their patients going to the internet and coming back with incomplete or mistaken information. These doctors wished that their patients hadn’t done their own research and that the doctors, as experts, could have kept control of access to information. Well, too late. I advised them to curate good information for their patients. What if they created resource sites? What if they blogged to keep patients informed and up-to-date—and also linked themselves with a larger community of doctors working on the same conditions? If their patients got more of the right information, would that make them better patients? A bit grudgingly, the doctors accepted the notion. I’ve debated my prescriptions and treatments for afib with my doctor and what I really want from him is data and information about my choices to make better decisions together. I’m no citizen cardiologist, but it is my heart.

I want more information to be made public about doctors as well. It is possible to get survival rates for hospitals performing certain procedures (though sadly, keeping these scores sometimes disincentivizes institutions from taking hard cases). Patients rate doctors—like teachers and plumbers—at various online services, but they’re not terribly helpful because I don’t know anything about the people leaving comments. I’d at least like to get a list of all the conditions a doctor treats and how often so I can pick the most experienced specialist. If a Googley restaurant would tell me how many diners ordered the crab cakes, a Googley doctor should tell me how often she has treated afib. I would also be impressed if the doctor treating me had written about the condition online. I’d be doubly impressed if I saw other doctors linking to her.

The changes in medicine we’ve touched on all relate to information: opening it up, sharing it, organizing it, analyzing it, bringing the network effect to the industry and our health. That is Google’s specialty.

Google Mutual Insurance: The business of cooperation
 

As I was researching this book, I wrote on my blog that I had come up against a few industries I thought were immune from reform through Googlification. Insurance topped my list (we’ll get to the others shortly).

Insurance is built on getting us to take a sucker bet—a bet even we want to lose. Nobody wants a reason to collect collision, fire, flood, health, or certainly life insurance. Worse than Vegas, we know that insurance companies stack the deck against us; that is the foundation of their business. If we don’t collect, we are losers (we’ve lost our money). If we do collect, we’re still losers (something bad happened). If the insurance company pays out too much and goes out of business, then those of us who paid in still lose. We can’t win. The industry has to suspect that we are liars, making us prove our misfortune and reluctantly giving us back the money we put in the pool. They make the economics overcomplicated so we don’t know just what suckers we are and so we keep making safe bets—safe for the insurance company. Our relationship with insurance is, therefore, necessarily adversarial and built on mutual mistrust. How incurably unGoogley.

My readers disagreed. A few dozen of them left comments on my blog arguing that insurance can reform, and they showed me how. Here are excerpts from the conversation and my education. (Let this chapter be an object lesson in the power of open, collaborative thinking.)

The first comment came from Seth Godin, author of Purple Cow, Small Is the New Big, Tribes, and other business best sellers, who scolded me: “Think bigger, Jeff!” He provided a few examples of social insurance. First:


20 Korean families pool finances and open businesses one at a time…each member of the group has a huge incentive to help each business succeed, so they can get the money when it’s their turn. Imagine insurance being created in a coordinated fashion, with each member of the coop working to decrease the risk of everyone in the pool.


 


A commenter from France, Bertil Hatt, said the Mutuelle Assurance Instituteur France (MAIF) lives by some of these principles of mutual benefit, providing insurance as well as services, such as home and child care. Premiums are higher than average, she said, but lower for the young, the poor, and students. “How can they make it?” she asked. “Thanks to an implicit contract: When you get richer, you stay with them not only for the service, but because you believe in their way.” Insurance becomes a collective, though private, good.

Godin next talked about smart devices that might need less insurance. Cars with better brakes can cost less to insure if they keep us safer and also cost less to repair and to warranty—which, again, is a form of insurance. Godin took the idea a step farther and suggested that “smart products come with their own insurance because they’re so much better and talk to each other.”


When cars know where they are and where trouble might be, or when they integrate with each other and their drivers and the roads and the police, shouldn’t insurance get better?


 


Right. The network becomes a form of insurance as connected devices can be monitored, repaired, and improved and can learn to do their jobs better and more safely. In the comments, Chris Cranley took off on Godin’s idea and suggested that just as smarter products may need less insurance, the same may be said of smarter people: “If I knew how to avoid problem X, I would not insure against it.” Education and information become insurance against insurance. Godin took this line of thinking to its extreme when he speculated about opportunities not just for smarter people but—genetically speaking—healthier people as determined by 23andMe, a service that analyzes users’ DNA. (Founded by Brin’s wife, Anne Wojcicki, 23andMe discovered his Parkinson’s gene. Google invested in the company.) Godin said:


And while some may not like it, what happens when 23andMe gets a lot smarter and the healthiest gene pool starts their own life insurance coop?


 


U.K. business journalist James Ball agreed with me that insurance is “a glorified betting market” where insurance providers “offer odds against certain outcomes—adverse outcomes—and we pay up the stake. The similarity between insurance providers and bookmakers stack up easily.” His comment added that open betting exchanges had shattered bookmakers’ control over odds and premiums and could do the same in insurance. “There’s no built-in reason for ‘social’ insurance to fail,” he wrote. “In fact, it could work quite well.” Ball was arguing, as I have many times in this book, that the power of open information will make markets more efficient. He gave me a dose of my own medicine and I had to agree.

But still, I argued in response, there is the issue of fraud: People try to rip off insurance companies and that can undercut communities and markets built on trust. Ball replied that fraud is less of a problem in some cases. “Let’s suppose we have insurance against burglary by requiring the crime to be reported before paying out,” he wrote. That requirement gives insurers a measure of security. He continued:


Risky, or trusting, insurers could offer worse “odds” with less requirement for proof in the event of a claim. By treating insurance as any other betting market, we’d effectively be insured by many small stakeholders.

Cleverer yet, the marketplace could take a cut of premiums in some markets (say 5 per cent?) and use this to audit a random percentage of claims, for particularly risk-averse insurers, or for markets particularly sensitive to moral hazard.


 


Ball said his insurance marketplace would use technology and the theory of social networks to rely on transparency more than trust. He concluded: “Health insurance would certainly take some thought. But then again, I’m in the U.K., so not a problem for me.” Rub it in, why don’t you, James?

Shaun Abrahamson, a friend and former colleague, piped in to the comments, pointing out that the original insurance companies, like credit unions, “would have been recognizable as precursors to social networks.” Then he pushed the social envelope in the discussion: “To James’ point on betting and odds-making, do you think groups of people who know one another might outperform actuaries in assessing risk? Do you think it would be easy to defraud a network of people who know each other via friend-of-a-friend type connections?” In other words, if a community insures itself, are there social disincentives against screwing friends and neighbors?

Ivan Pope, a U.K. web entrepreneur, echoed Abrahamson and told me my premise was wrong. Insurance, he said, is inherently social.


In the same way that mutual societies and co-operative societies are all social, so insurance is a social contract. We all put in a bit and the ones who need it draw down from the pool. Sure, we privatised the management of it, gave away the profit, turned it into a huge scale business…. So we need some imagination, some ambition and some skill to build these back again as social communities.


 


Scott Heiferman, founder of Meetup, also brought historical perspective to the discussion, writing a brief manifesto for change in the coming decade, chock full of hip blog references (the “social graph” to which he refers is what Mark Zuckerberg calls the architecture of personal connections on Facebook):


Historically, when people are free to assemble & associate, they self-organize insurance, cooperatively. Later it became the centralized, professionalized industry we know today. I predict there’ll be some kind of massive craigslistification of insurance by April 27, 2018. It’s about de-institutionalization—not from the government borg (social security), not from the corporate borg (AIG). The New Social [graph] Security. Decentralized, self-organized. Not just DIY, but DIO (Do It Ourselves). That is the big theme for everything now.


 


There is the great promise and power of the Google age: DIO.

In the end, commenter Gregory Lent summed up the ideal for the Google age, saying that the web 2.0 social network


will blow up insurance, because it will transparently link the whole system, insured, insurers, providers of the service that insurance is paying for. no place to hide, accountability everywhere, prices will drop, profits/savings more evenly dispersed. best thing that can happen.


 


Tie all this together and we can begin to draw a picture of a disruptive insurance enterprise that empowers a community by handing over control of insurance to the members of that community. I played out this scenario for a couple of insurance executives who said I may be mad but the ideas are good.

Imagine a forward-looking company—Google, for example—creating a new insurance compact: If the community makes itself healthier and lowers the costs—and raises the effectiveness—of its own care, the cost of insurance will fall. The deal would motivate the community to pressure its members to become healthier and smarter. Insurance companies today try to get us to act healthier, pushing us to join health clubs or eat smarter. But—apart from our feeling better—the direct economic benefit on medical costs is almost entirely the insurance company’s and we never see a transparent accounting of the impact. The insurance 2.0 compact puts the community in charge and gives it mutual benefit and responsibility. Giving the community control means giving it information. The insurance company would need to give members complete disclosure about actuarial data, costs, and profits. The insurance company would also need to pressure doctors to hand over data about their work so community members could make smarter decisions about treatment.

The community, in return, needs to manage its health care, including keeping an eye on health providers. For example, my medical group makes me come in every four weeks to get checked for the blood-thinning drug I take because of my afib. My results never vary. Every time I’m there, I’m amazed at the inefficiency I see: two nurses making a big show out of pricking a finger (which some diabetics do on their own a half-dozen times a day). The medical group profits from my copay and from my insurance company’s fees. It’s a waste. I’m not motivated to do much about it. I have no relationship with the insurance company except mutual distrust and inconvenience. I would get nothing out of protesting or whistleblowing. If my community and I were in charge of our health care and insurance, that would be different. I’d make it my business.

The community also might choose to sponsor races, diets, and classes and pay for that out of its pool of premiums if it believes the bet on health will pay off. It might offer services such as the French MAIF’s home and child care if the group believes it is worth the cost. That becomes the community’s decision. What emerges is a community whose members want to maintain better health at lower cost and risk through mutual benefit. They are able to do this because the new insurance company provides a platform with tools, information, and organization to help the community meet its goals. The insurance company’s not in charge. The community is. It’s a vision of insurance that follows many of Google’s rules and starts with Jarvis’ First Law.

This vision came from my readers. They applied the internet’s new ways to old problems to see what could be improved. They believed that more transparency in marketplaces would yield greater value. They believed that adding social elements—the interests and pressures of a community—would increase value. They told me that handing control to the market would increase trust, and insurance is about trust. So they proposed networks of mutual need and service that diminish if not eliminate the middlemen.

I’m proud to say that I didn’t come up with these ideas. My generous readers did. They were my insurance against an empty chapter.
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Google U: Opening education
 

Who needs a university when we have Google? All the world’s digital knowledge is available at a search. We can connect those who want to know with those who know. We can link students to the best teachers for them (who may be fellow students). We can find experts on any topic. Textbooks need no longer be petrified on pages but can link to information and discussion; they can be the products of collaboration, updated and corrected, answering questions and giving quizzes, even singing and dancing. There’s no reason my children should be limited to the courses at one school; even now, they can get coursework online from no less than MIT and Stanford. And there’s no reason that I, long out of college, shouldn’t take those courses, too.

You may suspect that because I’m a professor, I’ll now come out of this litany of opportunities with a rhetorical flip and demonstrate why we must preserve universities as they are. But I won’t. Of course, I value the academy and its tradition and don’t wish to destroy it. But just as every other institution examined in this book is facing fundamental challenges to its essence and existence in the Google age, so is education. Indeed, education is one of the institutions most deserving of disruption—and with the greatest opportunities to come of it.

Call me a utopian but I imagine a new educational ecology where students may take courses from anywhere and instructors may select any students, where courses are collaborative and public, where creativity is nurtured as Google nurtures it, where making mistakes well is valued over sameness and safety, where education continues long past age 21, where tests and degrees matter less than one’s own portfolio of work, where the gift economy may turn anyone with knowledge into teachers, where the skills of research and reasoning and skepticism are valued over the skills of memorization and calculation, and where universities teach an abundance of knowledge to those who want it rather than manage a scarcity of seats in a class.

Who’s to say that college is the only or even the best place to learn? Will Richardson, who teaches fellow educators how to use the internet in the classroom, wrote an open letter to his children, Tess and Tucker, on his blog, Webblog-ed.com: “I want you to know that you don’t have to go to college if you don’t want to, and that there are other avenues to achieving that future that may be more instructive, more meaningful, and more relevant than getting a degree.” He said education may take them to classrooms and lead to certification but it also may involve learning through games, communities, and networks built around their interests. “Instead of the piece of paper on the wall that says you are an expert,” he told his children, “you will have an array of products and experiences, reflections and conversations that show your expertise, show what you know, make it transparent. It will be comprised of a body of work and a network of learners that you will continually turn to over time, that will evolve as you evolve, and will capture your most important learning.”

If that is what education looks like, what does a university look like? I asked that question on my blog and entrepreneur and technologist Bob Wyman (who works for Google) responded by abstracting the university and identifying its key roles: teaching, testing, and research. I’ll add a fourth and unofficial role: socialization. Let’s examine them in reverse order.

Socialization is, of course, a key reason we go to college and send our children there. Adults see college as a process of maturation and increased independence and responsibility. Students, on the other hand, may see it as a process of getting away from the parents. Whatever. Jeffrey Rayport, a consultant and Harvard Business School professor, sat with me in the Harvard Club in New York and told me it was designed by a graduate of the university who didn’t much care for the school’s harsh Cambridge atmosphere. In the club, he created what he wished Harvard had been: warm wood and fires, Harry Potter without the pomp and kitsch, the experience—the Disney World—of education. I do think there is a time to have that experience and live with our peers. Old people do. My parents live in Sun City Center, Florida, a town where one legally may not reside if under the age of 55. Why not have youth towns where residents are evicted by age 30: Melrose Place University?

But seriously…if one has the luxury of time and resources to explore the world before buckling down to a job and a mortgage, great. That exploration can take the form of backpacking around Asia, hanging out in a dorm, or joining the Peace Corps. Or these days, it may mean starting a company. Our young years may be our most creative and productive. Bill Gates, Mark Zuckerberg, and the Google boys dropped out of school at various stages to start their corporate giants. Should we be forcing young people to go through 18, 16, or even 12 years of school—trying to get them all to think the same way—before they make things? Instead of the perennial call to subject our youth to mandatory national service—how’s that for a way to squander a precious resource?—shouldn’t we instead be helping them find and feed their muses?

Perhaps we need to separate youth from education. Education lasts forever. Youth is the time for exploration, maturation, socialization. We may want to create a preserve around youth—as Google does around its inventors—to nurture and challenge the young. What if we told students that, like Google engineers, they should take one day a week or one course a term or one year in college to create something: a company, a book, a song, a sculpture, an invention? School could act as an incubator, advising, pushing, and nurturing their ideas and effort. What would come of it? Great things and mediocre things. But it would force students to take greater responsibility for what they do and to break out of the straitjacket of uniformity. It would make them ask questions before they are told answers. It could reveal to them their own talents and needs. The skeptic will say that not every student is responsible enough or a self-starter. Perhaps. But how will we know students’ capabilities unless we put them in the position to try? And why structure education for everyone around the lowest denominator of the few?

Another byproduct of a university’s society is its network—its old-boy network, as we sexistly if accurately called it. That club has long held value for getting jobs, hiring, and making connections. But now that we have the greatest connection machine ever made—the internet—do we still need that old mechanism for connections? LinkedIn, Facebook, and other services enable us to create and organize extended networks (any friend of yours…) springing out of not just school but employment, conferences, introductions, even blogs. Members of Skull and Bones at Yale and graduates of Harvard Business School may object, but as an internet populist, I celebrate the idea that old networks could be eclipsed by new meritocracies. Facebook didn’t just bring elegant organization to universities, it could supplant them as a creator of networks.

The next role of the university will be harder to nurture in a distributed architecture. Research, pure and directed, are values of the academe that the marketplace alone may not support. Unless it has a market value and is paid for by a company, research must be subsidized by foundations, endowments, donations, and tax dollars—and often by the generous passion of the researcher. That will still be the case. The question is whether research will be done in schools or in think tanks and whether it will be performed by professors or by paid thinkers. There’s little reason that research must be performed on campuses by academics and little reason why those academics cannot work in wider networks. Research has long been a process more than a product as papers are peer reviewed and research results are replicated. That is even more the case now as research is opened up online in web sites, blogs, and wikis and as their contents are linkable and searchable via Google (which provides a search service for academic works at scholar.Google.com). This openness invites contributions, collaboration, and checks.

The next role of the university is testing and certification: the granting of degrees and anointing of experts. The idea of a once-in-a-lifetime, one-size-fits-many certification of education—the diploma—looks more absurd as knowledge and needs change. Are there better measures of knowledge and thinking than a degree? Why should education stop at age 21? Diplomas become dated. Most of what I have done in my career has required me to learn new lessons—long past graduation—about technology, business, economics, sociology, science, education, law, and design. Lately I’ve learned many of these lessons in public, on my blog, with the help of my readers. That is why I urge other academics to blog and be challenged by their public. I believe that should count as publishing. Blog or perish, I say.

Our portfolios of work online, searchable by Google, become our new CVs. Neil McIntosh, an editor at the Guardian, blogged that when he interviews young candidates for online journalism jobs, he expects them to have a blog. “There’s no excuse for a student journalist who wants to work online not to have one,” he wrote. “Moreover, the quality of the blog really matters, because it lets me see how good someone is, unedited and entirely self-motivated.” Our work—our collection of creations, opinions, curiosities, and company—says volumes about us. Before a job interview, what employer doesn’t Google the candidate (a practice banned by law in Finland, by the way)? Our fear is that employers will find embarrassing, boozy pictures from spring break, but that’s all the more reason to make sure they also find our blogs and collected works.

Sometimes employers will require certification. That, as Wyman says, is where testing comes in: exams to make sure our new doctors, lawyers, and PC support staffs know their stuff. But these exams are often given by professional organizations—medical boards and the bar—rather than schools. Preparation for those tests is undertaken by test-prep and commercial-education companies such as Kaplan. Universities ceded the market to them. Still, testing makes sense; it is our guarantee against the citizen surgeon (or that the citizen is qualified). It does make more sense to test students after they’ve learned a subject than before. Tests given before education commences—entrance exams—might better serve students if they discovered not what students know but rather what they need to know. Between SATs and exams mandated by No Child Left Behind laws in the U.S., we are succumbing to a tyranny of testing that commodifies learning. The system tries to turn out every student the same.

Finally we arrive at the core, the real value of a university: teaching. Here I violate my own first law when I say that complete control of one’s education should not always belong to the student. For when we embark on learning, we often don’t know what we don’t know. Or in Google terms, we don’t know what to search for. The teacher still has a role and value: If you want to learn how to fix a computer or operate on a knee or understand metaphysics, then you hand yourself over to a teacher who crafts a syllabus to guide your understanding. When it’s clear what you want to learn—how to edit a video with FinalCut, how to speak French—it’s possible for a student to use books, videos, or experimentation to teach herself. The internet also makes it easy to connect teachers with students—see Teach-Street.com, which in only two cities has 55,000 teachers, trainers, tutors, coaches, and classes, according to Springwise. I wouldn’t go there to learn surgery, but I might to get help with my stale German.

One benefit of the distributed, connected university is that students may select teachers. Instructors won’t be able to rest on tenure (I speak as someone who has it) but must rise on merit. Today, instructors are graded on sites such as RateMyTeachers.com, but students are still prisoners to their school’s faculty. If they could take courses from anywhere, a marketplace of instruction would emerge that should lead the best to rise: the aggregated university. Instructors could also pick the best students. A class would become a handpicked team that might research a topic as a group, blog their collective process of discovery, or write a textbook and leave a trail of their frequently asked questions and answers for the next class or the public (what are courses but FAQs?). That product will be searchable and may provide a way for future students to find and judge courses and instructors. It’s educational SEO, bringing the internet’s ethic of transparency to the classroom.

There could be new models for education. One might be education by subscription: I subscribe to a teacher or institution and expect them to feed me new information, challenges, questions, and answers over years. Many schools give graduates refreshers and updates in skills; at the City University of New York Graduate School of Journalism, we call this offer our 100,000-mile guarantee. Education could be a club more than a class: We join to learn and teach together, sometimes handing the teaching duties to the best student on a given subject. Peer-to-peer education works well online as we can see in language-learning services such as Livemocha, where teachers in one language become students in another and where anyone in its gift economy can critique and help any student. It is a learning network.

In the classroom, real or virtual, Google forces educators to teach differently. Why are we still teaching students to memorize facts when facts are available through search? Memorization is not as vital a discipline as fulfilling curiosity with research and reasoning when students recognize what they don’t know, form questions, seek answers, and learn how to judge them and their sources. Internet and Google literacy should be taught to help students vet facts and judge reliability.

Is there a university, post-Google? Yes, these institutions are too big, rich, and valuable to fade away. But like every other institution in society, they should reshape themselves around new opportunities. Universities need to ask what value they add in educational transactions: qualifying teachers, helping students craft curricula, providing platforms for learning. We need to ask when and why it is necessary to be in the same room with fellow students and instructors. Classroom time is valuable but not always necessary. Many professional MBA programs have found ways to limit time together so that education need not interrupt life. The Berlin School of Creative Leadership (where I serve on the advisory board) has students meet in cities around the world so they can tap local expertise. Universities can become bigger than their campuses, and by bringing together special interests and needs from around the world, they can also become smaller, focusing on niches of knowledge while leaving other topics to other institutions. Schools, too, will do what they do best and link to the rest. That requires them to make their knowledge open and searchable; Google demands it.

How will universities work as a business? To quote former MIT professor and satirical songwriter Tom Lehrer about the famous German rocket engineer who came to NASA: “‘Once the rockets are up, who cares where they come down / That’s not my department,’ says Wernher von Braun.” If I taught three, three-credit courses a term for two terms to 20 students in each and they paid what they pay to my state-supported university—about $250 per credit—that would bring in $90,000, which is what I am paid (I don’t do it for the money). In a competitive market, would students pay $750 for my class? That depends on the quality of my teaching, the reputation of the university, and the state of the competition. If they pay that amount, it still leaves no money for the university. Funds to support its structure would need to come, as they do now, from public or private subsidies. It doesn’t look like a sustainable model.

Then again, look at University of Pheonix, Kaplan University, and other for-profit professional educational companies that have sprung up teaching students what they need to know for jobs. They’re not academic like Oxford, but they fill a role and work as businesses. They charge more per credit-hour than my state institution but less than prestigious private universities. I think we’ll see many entrepreneurial enterprises devoted to education emerge as the internet enables a new marketplace of learning. Perhaps different entities will maintain different roles. To learn database programming, you go to Kaplan; to learn the entrepreneurship needed to create a new Google, you go to Stanford.

On its official blog, Google gave advice to students, not about where they should learn but what they should learn. Jonathan Rosenberg, senior VP of product management, blogged that the company is looking for “non-routine problem-solving skills.” His example: The routine way to solve the problem of checking spelling would be use a dictionary. The non-routine way is to watch all the corrections people make as they refine their queries and use that to suggest new spellings for words that aren’t in any dictionary. Rosenberg said Google looks for people with five skills: analytical reasoning (“we start with data; that means we can talk about what we know, instead of what we think we know”); communication skills; willingness to experiment; playing in a team; passion and leadership. “In the real world,” he said, “the tests are all open book, and your success is inexorably determined by the lessons you glean from the free market.”

Rosenberg’s best advice for students and universities: “It’s easy to educate for the routine, and hard to educate for the novel.” Google sprung from seeing the novel. Is our educational system preparing students to work for or create Googles? I wonder.

The United States of Google: Geeks rule
 

What if a Google guy were president? Earlier, I told of witnessing the competing worldviews of Larry Page and Sergey Brin versus that of Al Gore as they tackled environmental and energy crises. Google’s founders saw the world and its problems through their engineers’ eyes. Rather than seeking solutions through regulation and prohibition they relied on invention and investment: shouldn’t do vs. can do. If the geeks take over—and they will—we could enter an era of scientific rationality in government. Other nonpoliticians have improved government. Michael Bloomberg ran New York City as a business. Arnold Schwarzenegger ruled California on the power of personality. A Google guy might just run government as a service to solve problems.

Whether or not they take charge, Google and the internet will have a profound impact on how government is run, on its relationship with us, and on our expectations of it. Now that we have the technological means to open up government and make every action transparent, we must insist on a new ethic of openness. So abolish the Freedom of Information Act and turn it inside out. Why should we have to ask for information from our government? The government should have to ask to keep it from us. Every action of government must be open, searchable, and linkable by default. The information government knows must be online with permanent addresses so we can link to it, discuss it, and download and analyze it. Government needs a new and transparent attitude: Officials and agencies should blog and engage in open conversations with constituents. They should webcast every meeting, since technology now makes that easy. Remember Weinberger’s Corollary to Jarvis’ First Law: There is an inverse relationship between control and trust. The more our leaders trust us with information, the more we will trust them with government. Right now, there’s too little trust in both directions.

I want government to implement tools like MyStarbucksIdea and Dell IdeaStorm to enable citizens to make suggestions and share ideas, discussing them together as communities: GovernmentStorm. The United Kingdom has E-Petitions, a program launched by the prime minister’s office in 2006 with help from citizen activists in mySociety, which creates tools for government openness. Among the petitions: “Scrap the planned vehicle tracking and road pricing policy” got 1.8 million signatures. “Cut value-added tax on 100% fruit juices and smoothies to the minimum 5% allowed by EU law to encourage shoppers to take the healthier option and achieve their ‘five a day’” attracted 10,400. “Make breastfeeding in public legally acceptable for all babies and children” got almost 6,000. In its first year, 29,000 petitions were submitted (14,000 of them rejected because they were duplicates, jokes, or unlawful) drawing 5.8 million signatures. Here is a new way to involve the citizenry.

We also need to use these tools to turn the conversation about government to the positive and constructive. We spend too much time complaining about government and trying to catch the bastards red-handed. There are lots of red-handed bastards to catch. But some people in government do care and work hard. Until we expect the best of them, we will see only the worst. Let’s think like engineers and identify problems and work toward collaborative solutions. Pollyannaish? Yes, but if we never move past complaining we’ll never build anything new.

I’m not suggesting government should be crowdsourced. I don’t want rule by the mob, even the smart mob. The internet requires filters, moderators, fact-checkers, and skeptics. So will the conversation that powers the country. That is the definition of a republic: representatives as filters. Those in power can use the internet to become better informed about our needs and desires and we can use it to speak and to contribute. The internet can transform the gift economy into the gift society.

The internet—which is so often accused of creating echo chambers where we hear only like minds—enables us to organize in new ways, around issues and not just party banners. People of any party or state, red or blue, can gather around the environment, taxes, education, health care, or crime as issues they want to tackle. This requires a new personal political openness: We need to say where we stand to find others who stand there. I’d like to see citizens use the web as personal political pages (PPPs) in which each of us may, if we choose, reveal our positions, opinions, and allegiances: the Facebook of democracy. I’d use a PPP to post my personal political statement online. In my case, I am a centrist Democrat; I voted for Hillary Clinton; I want to actively support movements to protect the First Amendment against Federal Communications Commission censorship; I believe we must support an aggressive national broadband policy; and I support universal health insurance. On my page, I would explain and discuss issues, linking to blog posts I’ve written or to others who speak effectively for my views. I already do this on the disclosures page of my blog because I try to practice transparency; my readers have a right to know where I stand on issues I write about so they can judge what I say accordingly.

On my PPP I should also be able to manage my relationship with politicians—a variation on the theme of Doc Searls’ VRM or vendor relationship management. How about PRM: political relationship management? I want to say which candidates and organizations may approach me for my money or time. I’ll invite opponents to try to convince me to change my mind: Give me your best shot. If someone convinces me, I’ll change my public stance on the page. Personal political pages could become a standard for disclosure and could be used to reveal in clear language the stands—as well as the conflicts and biases—of politicians and journalists.

Let’s imagine millions of these pages that can be searched and analyzed to reveal a constant snapshot of the vox populi: Google as the polling place that never closes, except now we control the questions and our opinions, not pollsters. This new public square makes politics and public opinion a constant process instead of an annual or quadrennial event. It is a platform for organizing citizens. We can search Google for people who agree on a topic and try to gather them around a page, petition, group, politician, or organization.

When I toyed with this notion on my blog, one commenter, TV-industry analyst Andrew Tyndall of the Tyndall Report, saw potential for reducing the power of the left-right pigeonholes in which we’re too often stuck. Those pigeonholes, he said, make it


so much more difficult to form coalitions with those at radically different parts of the ideological spectrum—with born-again Christians who are leading activists on HIV/AIDS or Darfur genocide; with Wall Street free traders who want to liberalize immigration with Mexico; with Cato Institute libertarians who want to legalize narcotics; with centrist Democrats like Jeff Jarvis who want universal healthcare; with neoconservative ideologues working to replace autocrats and theocrats with democrats in the Middle East; with non-partisan bureaucrats like Michael Bloomberg who want to switch transportation from cars to mass transit.

Personal political pages allow each of us to escape from the conventional left-right authoritarian-libertarian divisions of the political parties and the opinion pollsters. They allow us to align ourselves on each issue discretely, forming ad hoc, opportunistic coalitions not binding ones.


 


The moment Facebook was translated into Spanish (with the help of its community), it was used to organize campaigns in Colombia against FARC (Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia) guerillas. Facebook was used to build a youth army for Barack Obama’s run for the White House. Facebook’s Causes is used to help the public gather support for issues. The internet and Wikipedia are used to inform the electorate. Meetup is used to help organize voters. These are tools that can help us collaborate and manage our government. Google and company aren’t taking over Washington. They’re helping us take over.
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PR and lawyers: Hopeless
 

When I suggested on my blog that there were three industries immune from rehabilitation through Googlethink, my readers disagreed about one—insurance, which spawned an earlier chapter. But nobody disagreed about PR and law. I won’t turn this into a joke about flacks and lawyers—there are plenty of those already (go to Google, search for “lawyer jokes,” and enjoy). Instead, I’ll use this opportunity to examine a few of the key tenets and prerequisites of Googlification through the exceptions that prove the rules.

The problem for public relations people and lawyers is that they have clients. They must represent a position, right or wrong. As they are paid to do that, the motives behind anything they say are necessarily suspect. They cannot be transparent, for that might hurt their clients. They cannot be consistent, for they may represent a client with one stance today and the opposite tomorrow, and we’ll never know what they truly think. In a medium that treasures facts and data, they cannot always let facts win; they must spin facts to craft victory. They must negotiate to the death, which makes them bad at collaboration. It’s not their job to help anybody but their clients. They are middlemen. They won’t admit to making mistakes well; clients don’t pay for mistakes.

Having said that these folks can’t be reformed according to Google’s ways is not to say that they can’t use the tools we’ve reviewed to their own benefit. Some already do. Many lawyers blog (see a selection at Blawg. com). Like venture capitalists, they find value in talking about their specialties, giving advice, attracting business, branding themselves, and sometimes lobbying for a point of view. Some can be counted on to cover legal stories with valuable experience, background, and perspective. Lawyers are a smart bunch who—surprise!—can write in English instead of legalese. Still, when a law blogger advises me to check my made-in-China tires for problems, I’m also aware that he’s on the prowl for class-action clients. Law is business.

Some lawyers have taken advantage of online networking capabilities to create virtual law firms, eliminating the cost of offices and reducing the overhead of office staff. According to the blog Lawdragon, Virtual Law Partners uses these savings to give its partners 85 percent of billing revenue vs. the usual 30–40 percent. Virtual PR and consulting firms also operate loosely, bringing in members of their networks as needed for clients and communicating and collaborating without offices.

PR people are trying to use the tools of web 2.0, Google, search, and social media to update their practices. Many of them blog—see, for example, Richard Edelman, head of the eponymous PR firm, and his web 2.0 guy, Steve Rubel, who blogs, Twitters, and joins in any new digital fad that comes round the corner so he can educate clients about them. PR people use these tools to keep track of what is being said about their clients and to join in those conversations. They have also been burned. In 2006, two bloggers wrote about their cross-country RV tour of Wal-Marts, where they met no end of allegedly happy employees. Revealed to have been arranged by Edelman and paid for by the front organization Working Families for Wal-Mart, the tour turned out to be an old-fashioned PR stunt updated only with the use of blogs. Edelman fell on his sword in a blog post: “I want to acknowledge our error in failing to be transparent about the identity of the two bloggers from the outset. This is 100% our responsibility and our error; not the client’s.” Case in point: PR people are not, and likely cannot be, transparent. They have clients.

But it should be the job of PR advisers to convince clients that it is in their interest to be transparent and honest now that obfuscations and lies can be exposed so easily online. That is PR turned upside-down: Rather than representing and spinning the client to the world, they remind the client that the world is watching. They can also help companies fulfill their new role in the ecology of information online. We expect companies to have sites, to share information, to be factual if not fully transparent. Openness is the best PR you can have. Still, because they only advise, PR people aren’t often in a position to change how a company is managed.

I’m sure lawyers and PR people—like real-estate agents—will be glad to tell me where I’m wrong and I welcome that discussion on my blog: Let’s have at it, and if there are ways to Googlify these trades, then congratulations. In the meantime, both fields need to watch out, for the tools of Google and the internet enable others to disintermediate, undercut, and expose them.

The law and its execution are aided by obfuscation. The internet can fix that. A small number of volunteers could, Wikipedia-like, publish simple, clear, and free explanations of laws and legal documents online. All it takes is one generous lawyer—not an oxymoron—to ruin the game for a thousand of them. I’ve seen a few such sites. They’re not very good yet—none worth recommending—but they’re a start.

Another trend that helps both lawyers and clients is the movement to open up laws and case law online, making them searchable and free. It is a scandal that the work of our own legislatures and courts is often hidden behind private pay walls. Westlaw and Lexis, the so-called Wexis duopoly, have turned our laws into their $6.5 billion industry. They add value by organizing the information, but others are now undercutting them. Forbes told the story of Fastcase, a start-up that uses algorithms instead of editors to index cases so it can reduce costs and lower fees to lawyers. Better yet, public.resource.org is fighting to get laws and regulations online for free. Patents are online now, and Google has made them searchable (go to google.com/patents and, for entertainment, look up pooper scooper—aka “Apparatus for the sanitary gathering and retention of animal waste for disposal” or “perpetual motion machine” or Google itself). Laws, regulations, and government documents are prime meat for Google’s disintermediation.

Sometimes lawyers are employed merely to intimidate—but now the internet’s power to gather flash mobs enables those targeted by attorneys to return the intimidation. I’ve seen many cases of bloggers pleading openly for help against big organizations that are threatening or suing them. They received offers of pro bono representation from lawyers, often thanks to the Media Bloggers Association. The intimidators then received floods of bad PR. The internet doesn’t defang lawyers, but it can dull their teeth or bite them back.

I would like to see an open marketplace of legal representation—present your problem and take bids from lawyers who have handled similar cases, with data on their success rates. Legal representation can also be open-sourced. People who’ve been in cases can offer free advice and aid to others: Here’s how I dealt with my landlord and here are all the documents I used; feel free to copy and adapt them.

The goal is to free the law—our law—from the private stranglehold of the legal priesthood. Between putting laws and cases online and making them searchable, creating simplified legal documents anyone can use, holding weapons to fight legal intimidation, and creating a more transparent marketplace, we would not replace the legal profession with all its faults but we could create checks on its power.

Even the Supreme Court could benefit from a little Googlification. After the Court’s esteemed justices made two mistakes in two decisions one day in 2008—one in a case involving the death penalty and child rape, the other involving energy regulation—they were corrected by bloggers who would have been happy to do so before the decisions, if only they’d been given the chance. I wouldn’t hold my breath.

What other industries are immune from Googlethink? VC Fred Wilson said construction, because it’s so laden with atoms. Yes, but architecture is opening up—I’ve seen more than one effort to open-source both the creation and use of designs. We can also share ways to fix up our homes. Waste disposal? Atoms again, but I’ll bet that we, the customers, will start using online soapboxes to gang up on manufacturers and force them to reduce their obscene packaging. Furniture? There’s a blog called Ikeahacker that enables fans to share ideas for modifying the slavishly standardized Swedish products. Mining? The book Wikinomics delights in telling the story of a mining company that opened up its geologic data to enable the public to help it find deposits and to get a share of the wealth that resulted. Pornographers? Of course, they have been the pioneers in most every innovation in online media and the industry benefited from each move—until amateur porn came along on PornTube (the not-safe-for-work YouTube) to undercut the business benefits of scarcity. The military? Actually, it was among the earliest users of blogs and wikis because it wants troops to share their experience and what they know. Terrorists? Unfortunately, they have made all-too-effective use of the internet and SEO to spread poison and create networks. No, few are immune from Google’s impact.

God and Apple: Beyond Google?
 

OK, then, what about God? Is he immune from Googlethink? Churches have used the internet to spread their word and create virtual congregations that meet online or through Meetup. There are religious versions of many of the internet’s big sites—such as GodTube, holier than YouTube—and religious groups have made clever use of others: God is big on MySpace and Facebook. Bible and Koran verses are searchable not only on the web but even on the iPhone. It’s hard to imagine God endorsing a wiki version of the Bible—but then, wasn’t the Talmud the world’s first wiki? There are even web 2.0 religious movements. Open-Source Judaism—inspired by Douglas Rushkoff’s 2003 book Nothing Sacred: The Truth About Judaism—has created the Open-Source Haggadah (a prayer book). God is not immune from the power and influence of Google.

Is there any entity that is untouched? Is there an anti-Google, one institution that has become successful by violating the rules in this book? I could think of one: Apple.

Consider: Apple flouts Jarvis’ First Law. Hand over control to the customer? You must be joking. Steve Jobs controls all—and we want him to. It is thanks to his brilliant and single-minded vision and grumpy passion for perfection that his products work so well. Microsoft’s products, by contrast, operate as if they were designed by warring committees. Google’s products, though far more functional than Microsoft’s and built with considerable input from users, appear to have been designed by a computer (I await the aesthetic algorithm).

Apple is the opposite of collaborative. It’s not that it doesn’t care what we think. After a product comes out, Apple has learned to fix its mistakes—quietly. The first iPhone’s headphone jack was recessed in the case to make it look prettier, but that also made it incompatible with all plugs but Apple’s own. In the next iPhone, the problem was fixed. Make mistakes well? Apple makes them quietly. Apple has apologized—most recently for its botched MobileMe launch—but mea culpas are rare.

Apple is a cult company and its customers are its best marketers—that much is Googley. Apple customers have made commercials for its products, they love them so. But Apple still spends a fortune in advertising, imbuing the brand with more cool because its commercials are as well-designed and well-executed as its products. Its most effective advertisement of all is Jobs’ keynote lecture and demonstration at Apple conferences. The company could not be more one-way and less interactive.

Apple is the farthest thing from transparent. It has sued bloggers for ferreting out and revealing its secrets. Attacking its own fans was unbloggy and uncool, but Apple didn’t care about the bad publicity. It’s Apple.

Apple abhors openness. That’s another reason its products work so well, because it controls what can run on them, how it runs, and how it makes money. When the iPhone came out, there were many complaints from open-minded geeks about not being able to install their own programs. Then with the next iPhone, Apple created a closed app store with lots of choices. The complainers kept themselves busy trying out new toys, and many said it was a pleasure to see applications that had been screened for quality, unlike the software fleamarket that Facebook and MySpace had become.

Apple’s closed way of doing business is one of its advantages. While the rest of the online world was merrily destroying the music business with openness, Apple created the secure means for fans to buy billions of songs legally and happily.

Apple does, however, support open-source software, bragging on its site that it contributes to dozens of pools of code. That is a good business decision. Apple based its operating system on Unix rather than trying to make one itself; it’s cleaner, far more reliable, and simpler than Windows. Apple’s not stupid.

Apple does not think distributed. It makes us come to worship at its altar.

Apple does not manage abundance. It creates scarcity. Witness the fanatics who camped out overnight to get each version of the iPhone. According to blog reports, the company cut off sales of the phones on the first day with devices still in stock so there would be lines again the second day. Apple makes its own mobs.

Atoms? Apple has no problem with them. iTunes drives customers to buy more Apple hardware.

Free as a business model? The gift economy? Apple is not generous. It charges a premium for its quality.

Apple follows just a few Google rules. Lord knows, it innovates. And nobody’s better at simplifying tasks and design.

How does Apple do it? How does it get away with operating this way even as every other company and industry is forced to redefine itself? It’s just that good. Its vision is that strong and its products even better. I left Apple once, in the 1990s, before Steve Jobs returned to the company, when I suffered through a string of bad laptops. But when I’d had it with Dell, I returned to Apple and now everyone in my family has a Mac (plus one new Dell); we have three iPhones; we have lots of iPods; I lobbied successfully to make Macs the standard in the journalism school where I teach. I’m a believer, a glassy-eyed cultist. But I didn’t write this book about Apple because I believe it is the grand exception. Frank Sinatra was allowed to violate every rule about phrasing because he was Sinatra. Apple can violate the rules of business in the next millennium because it is Apple (and more important, because Jobs is Jobs).

So then Apple is the ultimate unGoogle. Right?

Not so fast. When I put that notion to Rishad Tobaccowala, he disagreed and said that Apple and Google, at their cores, are quite alike.

“They have a very good idea of what people want,” he said. Jobs’ “taste engine” makes sure of that. Both companies create platforms that others can build upon—whether they are start-ups making iPod cases and iPhone apps or entertainment companies finding new strategies and networks for distribution in iTunes.

Apple, like Google, also knows how to attract, retain, and energize talent. “Apple people believe they are even better than Google people,” he said. “They’re cooler.”

Apple’s products, like Google’s, are designed simply, but Tobaccowala said Apple does Google one better: “They define beauty as sex,” he said.

Apple understands the power of networks. Its successful products are all about connecting. Apple, like Google, keeps its focus unrelentingly on the user, the customer—us—and not on itself and its industry. And I’ll add that, of course, both companies make the best products. They are fanatical about quality.

But Tobaccowala said that what makes these two companies most alike is that—like any great brand—they answer one strong desire: “People want to be like God.” Google search grants omniscience and Google Earth, with its heavenly perch, gives us God’s worldview. Apple packages the world inside objects of Zen beauty. Both, Tobaccowala said, “give me Godlike power.” WWGD? indeed.









Generation G
 










 
 



Google is changing our societies, our lives, our relationships, our worldviews, probably even our brains in ways we can only begin to calculate.

Start with our relationships. I believe young people today—Generation Google—will have an evolving understanding and experience of friendship as the internet will not let them lose touch with the people in their lives. Google will keep them connected. Admit it: You’ve searched for old girlfriends and boyfriends on Google (and wondered whether they’ve Googled you). Your ability to find those old, familiar faces likely drops in inverse proportion to age: The older you are, the harder it is to find old friends online. I went to Google—purely as an academic and technical exercise, understand—and searched for old girlfriends. I found my college girlfriend, now a philosophy professor. I couldn’t find my high-school sweetheart as she had left no visible Google tracks. But she later found me because, with my blog, I had left as many tracks as a herd of buffalo in snow. We live on opposite coasts now but when I was in her city on business, we got together and filled each other in on the last—gulp—30-odd years. We never would have had that chance to catch up and come to account without Google. Thank you, Google.

That won’t be the experience of young people today. Thanks to our connection machine, they will stay linked, likely for the rest of their lives. With their blogs, MySpace pages, Flickr photos, YouTube videos, Seesmic conversations, Twitter feeds, and all the means for sharing their lives yet to be invented, they will leave lifelong Google tracks that will make it easier to find them. Alloy, a marketing firm, reported in 2007 that 96 percent of U.S. teens and tweens used social networks—they are essentially universal—and so even if one tie is severed, young people will still be linked to friends of friends via another, never more than a degree or two apart.

I believe this lasting connectedness can improve the nature of friendship and how we treat each other. It will no longer be easy to escape our pasts, to act like cads and run away. More threads will tie more of us together longer than in any time since the bygone days when we lived all our lives in small towns. Today, our circles of friends grow only larger. Does this abundance of friendship make each relationship shallower? I don’t think so. Friendship finds its natural water level—we know our capacity for relationships and stick closest to those we like best. The so-called Dunbar number says we are wired to pay attention to about 150 relationships. I think that could grow with relationships of various kinds that are easier to maintain online. But remember the key insight that made Facebook such a success: It brought real names and real relationships to the internet. It’s about good friends.

Won’t our embarrassments also live on? Our missteps, youthful mistakes, and indiscretions will be more public and permanent, haunting us for the rest of our lives because the world, thanks to Google, has a better memory. True. But here the doctrine of mutually assured humiliation enters to shield us. We will all have our causes to cringe. The tarnished flipside of the golden rule becomes: I’ll spare you your shame if you spare me mine. Or to put it more eloquently, I once again quote author David Weinberger, who said at a conference (according to the Twitter feed of blogger Lisa Williams, who was there): “An age of transparency must be an age of forgiveness.” Our new publicness may make us more empathetic and ultimately forgiving of each others’ and even of public figures’ faults and foibles. We see that already. Barack Obama said he inhaled and no one gasped. Who are we to throw stones when Google moves us all into glass towns? In Googley terms: Life is a beta.

But still, I hear, hasn’t life become too public? What has become of privacy? “Nothing you do ever goes away and nothing you do ever escapes notice,” Vint Cerf, one of the fathers of the internet and most recently a Google executive, told an audience in Seattle. Then he added—please note, with irony—“There isn’t any privacy, get over it.” He’s right. I say privacy is one of the most overused fear words of the age. Privacy is not the issue. Control is. We need control of our personal information, whether it is made public and to whom, and how it is used. That is our right, at least for matters outside the public sphere.

The ethics and expectations of privacy have changed radically in Generation G. People my age and older fret at all the information young people make public about themselves. I try to explain that this sharing of personal information is a social act. It forms the basis of the connections Google makes possible. When we reveal something of ourselves publicly, we have tagged ourselves in such a way that we can be searched and found under that description. As I said in the chapter on health, I now can be found in a search for my heart condition, afib. That is how others came to me and how we shared information. Publicness brings me personal benefits that outweigh the risks.

Publicness also brings us collective benefits, as should be made clear by now from the aggregated wisdom Google gathers and shares back with us thanks to our public actions: our searches, clicks, links, and creations. Publicness is a community asset. The crowd owns the wisdom of the crowd and to withhold information from that collective knowledge—a link, a restaurant rating, a bit of advice—may be a new definition of antisocial or at least selfish behavior.

For all these reasons and one more powerful than any of them—ego—we will continue to reveal more of ourselves online. We will want to speak and to be discovered. Our online shadows become our identities. To stand out from our crowd, we need distinct identities. I’ll bet we’ll soon see parents giving children unique names so they can stand alone in Google searches. Wired editor Chris Anderson linked to an early indication of the trend: Laura Wattenberg, author of The Baby Name Wizard, reported that in the 1950s, a quarter of all children got one of the top 10 baby names; more recently that has fallen to a tenth. I was about to predict that someday soon, parents would check to assure the.com domain for a name is available before giving the moniker to a baby. Then I searched on Google and, sure enough, the Associated Press reported in 2007 that it’s already happening: “In fact, before naming his child, Mark Pankow checked to make sure ‘BennettPankow.com’ hadn’t already been claimed. ‘One of the criteria was, if we liked the name, the domain had to be available,’ Pankow said.” At last check, young Bennett wasn’t blogging, but his digital destiny is set.

More than names, identity will be about accomplishments and creations, things you are known for that narrow your Google search. I am the blogger Jeff Jarvis who writes about Google and media, not Jeff Jarvis the jazz trumpeter, Jeff Jarvis who ran Segway tours in Thailand (drat—I think I’d like to be him), Jeff Jarvis who heads a mobile field service software provider (whatever that is), and certainly not Jeff Jarvis the high school athlete (sadly, I’m too old and too clumsy). I am the No. 1 Jeff Jarvis. In Google wars, it’s every Jeff for himself.

This brings us to another argument against public identity: It turns us into egotistical exhibitionists. We share everything, down to the most intimate and mundane. Who cares what I had for breakfast? Why share it? London blogger Leisa Reichelt found that this “ambient intimacy”—reporting small signposts of life, sharing what we’re doing, who we’re with, when we get a new haircut or a new car—allows us to “keep in touch with people with a level of regularity and intimacy that you wouldn’t usually have access to, because time and space conspire to make it impossible.” Ambient intimacy is good for friendship. “It helps us get to know people who would otherwise be just acquaintances. It makes us feel closer to people we care for but in whose lives we’re not able to participate as closely as we’d like.” And on a practical level, Reichelt said, “It also saves a lot of time when you finally do get to catch up with these people in real life!”

The internet and Google are causing no end of small behavioral changes whose impact is, again, difficult to weigh quite yet. Some may be short-lived fads; others may have a long-term influence on societal norms. Here are a few:

 
	Ever since I started working with computers, I’ve found it terribly seductive that there is always a solution to a problem involving machines and software. You just have to find it. If only life were so symmetrical and complete. I fear young people today could become more disappointed with the harsh, illogical, and incomplete reality of life than my generation was. Then again, we were flower children.
 

	I wonder, too, whether Google’s slavish devotion to data, its belief that numbers tell truth, could have us miss the qualitative, counterintuitive, human view of life: the eureka moments that come from the illogical. Would we still discover the accidental gift of bread mold, penicillin?
 

	Then again, perhaps all this will hone our analytic skills. Employees at Google are not permitted to rely on intuition, hunches, wishes, beliefs, and the way things have always been—easy answers and accepted wisdom. Perhaps our employees, bosses, politicians, and educators would better serve us if they were held to such an empirical standard.
 

	I would be delighted if education put less emphasis on rote memorization of that which we can easily look up, but I wonder whether Google’s instant access to every imaginable fact will atrophy our memory cells. Or perhaps that’s just my fear of age.
 


 


In a 2008 article in The Atlantic, internet curmudgeon Nicholas Carr, a sometimes sparring partner of mine in the blogosphere, fretted about these changes in our habits, brains, and society in an article entitled, “Is Google Making Us Stupid?” He confessed to reading less and differently—as I have. “The kind of deep reading that a sequence of printed pages promotes is valuable not just for the knowledge we acquire from the author’s words but for the intellectual vibrations those words set off within our own minds,” Carr argued. “In the quiet spaces opened up by the sustained, undistracted reading of a book, or by any other act of contemplation, for that matter, we make our own associations, draw our own inferences and analogies, foster our own ideas. Deep reading, as Maryanne Wolf argues, is indistinguishable from deep thinking.”

Google CEO Eric Schmidt’s defense against Carr: “I observe that we’re smarter than ever.” Carr might accuse me of triumphalist reflex—it wouldn’t be the first time—but I say that deep interaction, too, can yield deeper thinking. Because I write in short blog bursts instead of long essays, it might appear that my thoughts are quicker and shallower—you’re free to conclude that. But my ideas may span many posts and take form and shape over weeks and even months, with input, challenge, and argument from many of my blog readers and commenters. Under that pressure, I also drop ideas that don’t work. For me, the blog is a new and efficient means of both collaboration and peer review. It molded a great many of the ideas in this book. So though I do fret about the unread books on my shelves and the virgin New Yorker magazines on my desk—as well as a constant stock of unread tabs in my browser—I also know that I learn volumes online every day. Is what I do now better or worse? I’m not sure that judgment is meaningful. I learn differently, discuss differently, see differently, think differently. Thinking differently is the key product and skill of the Google age.

It has been said that young people today may take on new behavioral norms and mores and political outlooks from games and social software—and I don’t mean sex and violence, but subtler worldviews. “Social software is political science in executable form,” NYU professor Clay Shirky said in one essay. “Social norms in game worlds have the effect of governance,” he said in another. Stanford law professor Lawrence Lessig famously declared that code is law: “This code, or architecture, sets the terms on which life in cyberspace is experienced. It determines how easy it is to protect privacy, or how easy it is to censor speech. It determines whether access to information is general or whether information is zoned. It affects who sees what, or what is monitored.” He said code “implements values, or not. It enables freedoms, or disables them.”

So what ethics, values, mores, and models are implicit in Google and our use of it, and how might they affect Generation G? Once more the caveat: It’s difficult to know. But we can speculate. I talked earlier in the book about the ethics I learned from blogs and bloggers: the ethics of the link, of transparency, and of the correction. What else flows from Google?

 
	I believe the aesthetic of simplicity we see online becomes an ethic of simplicity. Elegant code is spare and efficient. That norm of geek culture carried over to Google’s home page and design, where powerful tasks look unassuming and easy—simplicity is complexity well done. Simplicity may carry over from web sites to products to culture and to our view of life.
 

	Google rewards—and more and more, we expect—openness. In our lives, openness takes the form of personal transparency—the bloggers’ code that calls for revealing one’s conflicts and prejudices. In business, companies built on proprietary secrets may not be trusted. The public will now expect them to operate in the open.
 

	I think we will see growing respect for the small and odd. The mass norm of keeping up with the Joneses now yields to prideful individuality because Google rewards uniqueness in the mass of niches—and because odd geeks are coming to rule the culture.
 

	But I fear ours could become a culture of complaint—and I would bear some personal responsibility for that, given my Dell battle. Online, complaint pays off, and after so many years of being subjugated to corporate control, it feels mighty good for us little guys to win. But online, any complaint also threatens to become a war. We, the people, have to learn that we have more power than we know, and we must learn to use it judiciously.
 


 


Out of all the new societal norms the internet fosters, my greatest hope is that future generations will enforce a doctrine of free speech with governments and institutions. The internet is the First Amendment brought to life. It abhors and subverts censorship—for whatever speech is tamped down in one place can and will arise somewhere else. That is the positive force of global communication. The danger in this globalism, however, is that our freedom could be reduced to a lowest common denominator of speech as dictated by the worst regime, whether that is through government repression, pressure groups that object to TV shows in America or cartoons in Denmark, or regressive libel laws (which some say are outmoded now that everyone has the means to respond). We must expect powerful forces such as Google to use their economic, cultural, and moral influence to pressure censors in China, Iran, and elsewhere to value and protect speech.

Whatever causes they take up, Generation G will be able to organize without organizations, as Shirky wrote in Here Comes Everybody. That ability to coalesce will have a profound destabilizing impact on institutions. We can organize bypassing governments, borders, political parties, companies, academic institutions, religious groups, and ethnic groups, inevitably reducing their power and hold on our lives. In an essay in Foreign Affairs in 2008, Richard Haass argued that the world structure is moving from bi-and unipolarity (i.e., the Cold War and its aftermath) to nonpolarity (i.e., no one’s in charge). We now operate in an open marketplace of influence. Google makes it possible to broadcast our interests and find, organize, and act in concert with others. One need no longer control institutions to control agendas. Haass chronicles the dilution of governments. Bloggers Umair Haque and Fred Wilson have written about the fall of the firm, and earlier I examined the idea that networks are becoming more efficient than corporations. In my blog, I follow the crumbling of the fourth estate, the press. One could debate the stature and power of the first estate, the church. What’s left? The internet is fueling the rise of the third estate—the rise of the people. That might bode anarchy except that the internet also brings the power to organize.

Our organization is ad hoc. We can find and take action with people of like interest, need, opinion, taste, background, and worldview anywhere in the world. I hope this could lead to a new growth in individual leadership: Online, you can accomplish what you want alone and you can gather a group to collaborate. Being out of power need not be an excuse or a bar from seeking power. That may encourage more involvement in communities and nations—witness the youth armies that gathered in Facebook around Barack Obama, a powerful lesson for a generation to have learned.

Early in its rise, I wondered whether the internet would be inherently liberal or conservative. Conventional wisdom says that broadcast TV, serving the masses, was the medium of the left, whereas talk radio and cable TV, serving large niches with the ability to hammer contrary messages, were the media of the right. What is the internet, then? At first, I thought it was libertarian as that was, disproportionately, the ethos of so many early political bloggers. It made sense: The internet champions and enables personal liberty. But as time went on, I learned that the internet is neither a monolith nor a medium. In industry and politics, it disaggregates elements and then enables free atoms to reaggregate into new molecules. It fragments the old and unifies the new. It obsoletes old orthodoxies and old definitions of left and right and provides the opportunity to make more nuanced expressions of our political worldview. It was then that I saw the internet not as left, right, or libertarian but as the connection machine that brings together any and all worldviews.

I pray that Google and the internet will change, spread, and strengthen democracy. Google’s moral of universal empowerment is the sometimes-forgotten ideal of democracy. This revolution won’t start at the top, in governments and institutions. As with everything Google touches, it will grow from the bottom, in communities of all sizes and descriptions, as more involvement leads to new ways to organize, manage, and govern. That is what we mean when we talk about power shifting to the edge, no longer centralized. Political movements need not start in Washington but can start in a thousand places linked online. When millions of people give $10 each to a campaign—instead of 10 people giving $1 million each—the power in a party shifts to the edge, some hope. That is what political strategist Joe Trippi argues in his book, The Revolution Will Not Be Televised. Generation G will have a different sense of membership, loyalty, patriotism, and power. They will belong to new nations: a nation of geeks, a nation of diabetics, a nation of artists. They may feel greater allegiances to these nations and less to their town or country.

Hear the Declaration of Independence of Cyberspace by John Perry Barlow, former Grateful Dead lyricist and a founder of the Electronic Frontier Foundation, from 1999: “Governments of the Industrial World, you weary giants of flesh and steel, I come from Cyberspace, the new home of Mind. On behalf of the future, I ask you of the past to leave us alone. You are not welcome among us. You have no sovereignty where we gather.” Barlow warned that the old world’s laws of property, identity, and movement “are all based on matter, and there is no matter here.” He said the only law that all online cultures recognize is the golden rule. “We are creating a world where anyone, anywhere may express his or her beliefs, no matter how singular, without fear of being coerced into silence or conformity.”

My generation, the children of the sixties, prided itself on nonconformity, but our nonconformity became conformist. I fear it was a fashion. Some worry that Generation G’s nonconformity and individualism will be entitled rather than empowered, alone more than social, entertained more than educated. Any of that and worse could be true. But I have faith in this generation because, far earlier than their elders—my peers—today’s young people have taken leadership, contributed to society and the economy, and created greatness: great technology, great companies, great thinking.

That is where we return at the end: creation. Looking at the internet, one must be struck by the will of the people to create. One survey I quoted earlier reported that most of us say we have a book in us. Another said, coincidentally, that most of young people think they have a business in them. We have surveyed our creation: We make tens of millions of blogs. We take hundreds of millions of Flickr photos. A few hundred thousand people write applications for Facebook. Every minute, 10 hours of video are uploaded to YouTube. People create T-shirt designs on Threadless, sneaker designs on Ryz, and things of all descriptions on Etsy. Kids make companies. And on and on.

The internet doesn’t make us more creative. Instead, it enables what we create to be seen, heard, and used. It enables every creator to find a public, the public he or she merits. That takes creation out of the proprietary hands of the supposed creative class. Internet curmudgeons argue that Google and the internet bring society to ruin because they rob the creative class of its financial support and exclusivity: its pedestal. But internet triumphalists, including me, argue that the internet opens up creativity past one-size-fits-all, mass measurements and priestly definitions of quality and lets us not only find what we like but also find people who like what we do. The internet kills the mass, once and for all. With that comes the death of mass economics and mass media. I don’t lament their passing.

There will still be a creative class, but it’s role and relationship with the public may change, acting not just as creators but also as examples, educators, and inspirations for others—the flint of creativity. That is what Paulo Coelho became when he asked his readers to make a movie of his book.

The curmudgeons also argue that this level playing field is flooded with crap: a loss of taste and discrimination. I argue instead that only the playing field is flat. To stand out, one must rise on worth—as defined by the public rather than the priests—and the reward is attention. That is our culture of links and search. It is a meritocracy, only now there are many definitions of merit and each must be earned.

We have believed—I have been taught—that there are two scarcities in culture: talent and attention. There are only so many people with talent and we give their talent only so much attention—not enough of either. But just as the economy is shifting from scarcity to abundance, so is the culture. There is an abundance of talent and a limitless will to create, but they have been tamped down by an educational system that insists on sameness, starved by a mass economic system that rewarded only a few giants, and discouraged by a critical system that anointed a closed creative class. These enemies of mass creativity turned abundance into scarcity. Google and the internet reversed that flow. Now talent of many descriptions and levels can express itself and grow. We want to create and we want to be generous with our creations. We will get the attention we deserve. That means crap will be ignored. It just depends on your definition of crap.

When we talk about the Google age we are talking about a new society. The rules explored in this book—Google’s rules—are the rules of that society, built on connections, links, transparency, openness, publicness, listening, trust, wisdom, generosity, efficiency, markets, niches, platforms, networks, speed, and abundance. This new generation and its new worldview will change how we see and interact with the world and how business, government, and institutions interact with us. It is only just beginning. I wish I knew how that change will turn out. But I’m thrilled to be here today with you to witness its birth.







  


Continuing the conversation
 



Our discussion is just beginning, I hope. You no doubt have seen rules of the Google age that I missed. You have corrections to make, facts to add, experiences to share, and opportunities to explore. I hope you will come online to my blog, Buzzmachine.com, to continue the conversation and keep answering the question, WWGD?

The Googlification of the world affects not only companies, industries, and institutions but also individuals. It brings new means and expectations for how you can advance your career, lifestyle, and agenda. If you want to be Googley and take advantage of these new opportunities, then you need to understand how Google values creation, openness, connections, uniqueness, collaboration, and invention. I’ll share suggestions, links, and tips for getting started with blogging, linking, Facebooking, Flickring, and more in Five Steps to a Googlier You, which you can find at Buzzmachine.com/tips.

If you forget the address, no problem. Just Google me.
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Introduction: The Ages of Publicness*

“Facebook,” my son, Jake, told me, “was my favorite part of high school.” I don’t think I had a favorite part of high school. Jake’s Class of 2010 was the first to use Facebook after it expanded past colleges in 2005. It extended their school life around the clock. In my youth, that would have been a formula for the infinite loop of hell. My adolescent years were dominated by hormonal high drama, a desert of irony, and social awkwardness I dare not recall or I will cringe into a small ball—all alleviated by some good friends and a few great teachers. But for Jake, Facebook allowed him to build and maintain relationships with more friends more of the time. For the Facebook Class of 2010, school became a more social experience, a good experience. As far as I’m concerned, that’s a miracle.

Facebook’s founder, Mark Zuckerberg, is Jake’s role model—his hero, even. Jake is in college, studying computer science and entrepreneurship. While still in high school, he used his skills to write Facebook apps, turning one of them into a business he sold. Zuckerberg left college to combine those disciplines and create one of the two great corporations setting the course for our next age. I wrote about the other company in my last book, What Would Google Do? Just as Google built an industry around search, Facebook is at the core of its own new industry, built on sharing. It is enabling and exploiting our explosive desire to connect with one another. And it is causing us to ask—as individuals and as societies—what should be private and what should be public and why. This book is not a sequel to the last; it is not What Would Facebook Do? It is a study of our emerging age of publicness. Here, I will examine the profound change that is overtaking us, presenting us with questions, fears—and opportunities. I will focus on the opportunities.

If my teen years were socially stunted, I’m making up for it in middle age. I have Jake to thank for much of that. He is the webmaster of my blog and my secret weapon in understanding the social age. He schooled me in the norms and values of Facebook society. He’s the one who made me pay attention to Twitter, which has made writing this book at once harder—causing constant distraction with the siren call of the conversation that never ends—but also easier, as I always have researchers and editors at the ready. At this moment, I’m at my laptop, trying to catalogue the benefits of publicness. As a reflex, I turn to Twitter and ask people there what new and valued relationships they’ve made because they are open and public. In moments, answers flow. @john_blanton says he found his wife via chat. Lesbian comic and speaker @heathr says, “coming out brought me integrity, less fear, and more energy.” An old friend, @terryheaton, says, “It helps avoid a lot of losers when dating.” @flmparatta found a job. @ginatrapani created a career. @everywheretrip says he has met “people all over the world because I let people know where I am on Twitter, Facebook, and blog.” @akstanwyck says that on her “last trip to nyc I made a point of meeting in person 3 folks with whom I’d bonded on twitter.” In multiple tweets, @alexis_rueal says that she “found most of my friends from high school, some from college and… discovered that people I might not have liked 15 years ago have become wonderful friends & I cherish them all now.” @sivavaid—the author of The Googlization of Everything and a frequent though friendly sparring partner of mine in panels and posts—responds to my question about forming valued relationships, tweeting, “how about you and me?”

Because I am public, I have made new friends and reconnected with old ones. I have received work and made money—including this book and the last. I have tested ideas, spread those ideas, and gotten credit (and blame). I’ll echo @dustbury, who answered my question on Twitter by saying, “The best part about being public is that I can’t BS anymore: too many are in a position to call me on it. Makes life easier.” Ditto @jmheggen: “Being public led to my mantra of honesty. I am who I am all the time because, being public, lies have thin shadows.” Politicians and corporations could learn from that tweet. @clindhartsen says he used Twitter and publicness to confess what he eats and weighs; “that plus self-determination has lost me 65 lbs.” Not to be outdone, I have written about my malfunctioning penis—more on that later, I’m sure you’ll be glad to know—and received invaluable advice in return from fellow prostate cancer patients. Being public helps me get information and make decisions. I have learned that the more we share, the more we benefit from what others share. I am a public man. My life is this open book.

Privacy advocates say I should be wary. They say I shouldn’t open up so much. These privacy advocates swarm in the media every time a new online service entices us to share something about ourselves. They say we should fear the companies and technologies that use the bait of free content and services, improved social lives, personalization, and increased relevance to get us to open up. They fret about government—and they’re right to, for government has the means to learn much about citizens and the power to use that knowledge against them. Privacy advocates worry for our young people, who they fear are saying too much. Bad things could happen, they warn. But then, bad things always could.

Search Google News for “privacy advocates,” and in just one day you’ll find no end of them quoted by media as an often-anonymous tribe of chronic worriers: “Privacy advocates howled.” “Privacy advocates cry foul.” “Privacy advocates are no doubt sharpening their arrows this morning.” “Facebook angers privacy advocates.” “E-retail law rankles privacy advocates.” “Privacy advocates, civil libertarians and some social scientists are incredulous.” “Privacy advocates will now be watching closely.” “Consumers and privacy advocates are forever concerned about the ways they can be tracked online.” They howl, cry foul, sharpen arrows, get angry, get rankled, are incredulous, are concerned, watch, and fret, our privacy advocates.

In his book Understanding Privacy, Daniel J. Solove compiles our reputed fears about privacy, quoting The Naked Society’s Vance Packard in 1964, who worried that privacy was “evaporating,” and also psychologist Bruno Bettelheim, who declared in 1968 that “privacy is constantly under assault.” Says Solove:

Countless commentators have declared that privacy is “under siege” and “attack”; that it is in “peril,” “distress,” or “danger”; that it is “eroding,” “evaporating,” “dying,” “shrinking,” “slipping away,” “diminishing,” or “vanishing”; and that it is “lost” or “dead.” Legions of books and articles have warned of the “destruction,” “death,” or “end” of privacy. As Professor Deborah Nelson has put it, “Privacy, it seems, is not simply dead. It is dying over and over again.”1

Or is it? With all this talk of privacy, privacy, privacy, we might well end up with more protection than ever—perhaps too much. Still, I fully affirm our right to privacy, the need for it to be protected, and the need for each of us to maintain our proper control over our information, creations, and identities. I will support the armies of self-anointed privacy advocates who argue these points on our behalf—though I will try to push past the excited rhetoric, speculative fears, and vague language of privacy and examine what we mean when we talk about it. What is it that we need to keep private and why? What is the harm done when privacy is violated? What are the roots of our fears about privacy? How do we correlate one another’s different expectations of privacy? Why, for example, do some Germans object to Google Street View taking pictures of their buildings while some Americans seek out the Google car to perform and have their pictures taken for all to see?

Privacy and publicness are not mutually exclusive; indeed, they depend upon each other. “Public and private are relative terms, like hot and cold or light and dark,” says Paul Kennedy, host of the CBC show Ideas. “The one defines the other.”2 Or, as Michael Warner writes in Publics and Counterpublics, “most things are private in one sense and public in another.”3 A book, for example, is the public expression of private thoughts. We bring our private identities to our public acts—we decide in private where we stand on an issue, and making that public is what allows us to join with like thinkers, share our ideas, and organize action. At the same time, our public lives amid other people—hearing their ideas, arguments, and evidence—informs our private decisions. Publicness depends on privacy.

Private and public are choices we make: to reveal or not, to share or not, to join or not. Each has benefits, each hazards. We constantly seek a balance between the two—only today, technology brings new choices, risks, and opportunities. Whenever possible, we want to make these choices ourselves and not have others—companies, governments, or gossips—make them for us. As we face these decisions, I want us to be mindful not only of the risks to privacy but also of the advantages of publicness. Privacy should not be our only concern. Privacy has its advocates. So must publicness.

In this book, I will argue that if we become too obsessed with privacy, we could lose opportunities to make connections in this age of links. The link is a profound invention. Links don’t just connect us to web pages, they also allow us to connect to each other, to information, to actions, and to transactions. Links help us organize into new societies and redefine our publics. When, out of fear of the unknown, we shut ourselves off from links to one another, we lose as individuals, as companies, and as institutions. When we open up, we gain new chances to learn, connect, and collaborate. Through tools ranging from TripAdvisor to Wikipedia, from Google’s search to Facebook, we gain access to the wisdom of the crowd—that is, our wisdom. When we gather together, we can create new public entities—our public spheres. We must keep in mind that what’s public is a public good, a necessity for an open and free society.

Government is the apparent embodiment of the public sphere. It is meant to be the agent of our public will. But we should not assume that government is the public. When government makes that leap, it is saying it is in the better position to make decisions about our lives than we are. Now we have tools of publicness to check government power. That is what WikiLeaks is designed to do: force secrets into the open, robbing government of unnecessary confidentiality and officials of their assumed authority to hide their information and actions. Twitter, Facebook, YouTube, and our social tools of the net—with greater and lesser success—helped the people of Iran, Tunisia, Egypt, and other countries to organize as the true publics and legitimate voices of their nations. Now governments must operate differently. Yes, they require secrecy. But outside of war, crime, and protecting the individual, there is no reason for public officials to hide what they know and do from their publics. And there is every reason for governments and their constituents to collaborate in the open, identifying and solving problems—from potholes to poverty—together. See SeeClickFix, a simple service that lets anyone in a community identify a problem: a broken park bench, say. The tool allows users to gather a critical mass of neighbors, who can demand that it be fixed. The closed, defensive local official might see this new ability as a threat, a means for voters to gang up. But wise, open pols—they do exist—are using SeeClickFix to more efficiently identify where to direct their always spare resources. Washington, D.C., and San Francisco have integrated SeeClickFix into their 311 information services, so that reports of problems are automatically passed to city agencies.4 Self-centered residents will see the tool as a way to play gotcha with do-nothing local bureaucrats. But generous neighbors are using SeeClickFix to find problems they can fix on their own—repairing that wobbly bench without government effort and tax dollars. More and more, we will see societies form and act apart from government, crossing borders—as the Middle East’s freedom fighters have, inspiring and teaching one another while the whole world watches in the open. More and more, working behind the curtain will become too costly for leaders in any society, even the tyrannical.

Companies, too, are public bodies. Whether or not they sell stock, they depend on open relationships with many constituencies: customers, employees, suppliers, partners, competitors, and communities. Just as we are coming to demand transparency from government, so will we expect more openness from companies. To date, transparency has often been a buzzword, manifesting itself as press releases with crafted messages or mea culpas when somebody screws up. That’s not publicness; that’s PR. The truly public company will operate in the open because publicness affords businesses a new way to work, to collaborate with customers, to reset relationships, to build trust, and to find new efficiencies—producing better products, making fewer mistakes, spending less on marketing, building better brands together. Today, the more a company opens its process to customers, the more the people formerly known as consumers can move up the design, sales, and service chains to say what they want in a product before it is made.5 Even Coach, the high-end fashion-accessory company, opened its doors, inviting bloggers to design bags, which let the company tap into a new (and less expensive) source of talent while getting free marketing from the designer-bloggers and also defanging critical bloggers.6

For companies, transparency can spark a virtuous cycle: Publicness demonstrates respect, which earns trust, which creates opportunities for collaboration, which brings efficiency, reduces risk, increases value, and enhances brands. Publicness is good business.

The rule can apply even in show biz. In online discussions, Tim Kring, creator of the TV series Heroes, saw fans criticize the direction of the show’s plot. He publicly admitted missteps with the characters they loved. He fixed the problems. He gave the fans credit and thus respect. In the snaily production cycle of network television, it’s difficult to collaborate with the audience in time to change the course of an entire series. Online, it’s easier. Each week, I appear on a podcast called This Week in Google started by former TV broadcaster Leo Laporte, who set up his own network of shows on the net, each streamed live alongside a chat room where viewers talk among themselves. When Leo, our fellow panelist Gina Trapani, and I don’t know something, we call to the chat room and can be guaranteed to get an answer in seconds. This arrangement makes not only for better shows but for rich and loyal relationships with fans, who tell us what they want in a show and thank us when we give it to them. Leo’s two-way trust with his public is astonishing. That rubs off on his sponsors, which Leo will tout only if he trusts them. Virtuous cycle.

All these opportunities are made possible—and amplified and accelerated—by technology, by the internet, which is our new public place. My colleagues in media have tended to see the net, godlike, in their own image, as a medium. But the net is not just a medium for content. It is a means of connection. Doc Searls, a coauthor of The Cluetrain Manifesto, the seminal work on internet culture, says we should think of the internet as a place.7 It is our town square, where we connect with one another. French Foreign Minister Bernard Kouchner wrote in the International Herald Tribune that the internet is “an international space.”8 The chief technology officer of the U.S. Veterans Administration calls the internet “the eighth continent.”9 A reader of my blog doesn’t like the idea of the internet as a spot on the globe. He argues that it is instead a new and parallel universe; it is that different. I’m coming around to that point of view, that the internet is a new layer on the world, perhaps a new society, or a path to a different and more public future.

Young people live in that public future—often to the horror of their elders—because they see the rewards that come from being open. They interact in public. That is how they share and connect with one another, how they build their reputations, careers, and brands. They are savvy about the benefits and risks and, as I will show later, are learning to act accordingly, protecting their privacy with more skill and intelligence than we assume. We should learn from them, for the future is theirs.

Publicness, though, is not the sole domain of youth. By the hundreds of millions, across every age and most every connected culture, we are sharing. Unconnected cultures are coming online, too, as today’s 2 billion internet users will soon be joined by 3 billion more who will get on the net via ever-less-expensive and ever-smarter phones. Do not think that the United States is the heart of the net. Brazil has long been an unsung hotbed of interactivity, early to adopt blogging, photo sharing, and friend services. China Mobile has 600 million customers (which happens to be almost as many as Facebook has—and they’re not the same people). Poor farmers, fishermen, and merchants in Africa and India are using connected technology to improve their markets. About 70 percent of Facebook users come from outside the U.S.10

All around the world, we are already living increasingly public lives, sharing our thoughts, photos, videos, locations, purchases, and recommendations on Facebook, Twitter, Flickr, YouTube, Foursquare, and platforms offered by other companies in the sharing industry. These people aren’t sharing all this because they’re reckless exhibitionists, mass narcissists, senseless drunks (well, not usually), or insane. They are doing it for a reason: They realize rewards from being open and making the connections technology now affords.

Technology may bring these opportunities. But technology also breeds fear. Again and again in history, technology has caused change and that change has sparked worries that privacy is being threatened or that publicness is being thrust upon us. The invention of the printing press did that five centuries ago, as did the invention of the camera a century ago and countless other technologies since. At the start of this millennium, it is the internet that feeds these fears. So this is a story not just of privacy and publicness but also of technology and change, fear and opportunity, and the shape of a new era. Publicness is not merely an online fad, a few cool tools, a new business method, a flash of political rhetoric, a fancy of youth. No, publicness is at the heart of a reordering of society and the economy that I believe will prove to be as profound as the one brought on by Johannes Gutenberg and his press.

Technology is forcing us to question centuries-old assumptions about the roles of the individual and society: our rights, privileges, powers, responsibilities, concerns, and prospects. That describes nothing so much as the process of modernization. In ancient times, Richard Sennett says in The Fall of Public Man, “public experience was connected to the formation of social order”—that is, the end of anarchy. In recent centuries, being public “came to be connected with the formation of personality”—that is, with our individuality and freedom.11 Ancient and authoritarian regimes told people what they must think and do; modern societies enable and ennoble citizens to do what they want to do, alone and together. Publicness is a progression to greater freedom. We use that freedom to express ourselves as individuals and also to find like minds and collect into new societies.

Society infrequently but inevitably splinters and splits and then reshapes into new forms. Think of us as atoms in molecules. Centuries ago, our molecules were villages and tribes; location defined us, and often religion guided us. In Europe, Gutenberg empowered Martin Luther to smash society apart into atoms, until those elements re-formed into new societies defined by new religions and shifting political boundaries. With the Industrial Revolution—of which Gutenberg himself was a first faint but volatile spark—the atoms flew apart again and re-formed once more, now in cities, trades, economies, and nations. We atomize. We re-form into new molecules. We don’t evolve so much as we blow up in wrenching bursts of violence, breaking strong, old bonds, making us feel disconnected until we can connect again.12 I am not proposing to debate whether we are meant to be alone or together, whether our natural state is independent or social, private or public. We are meant to be both; we just change the formula, given chance and necessity. We like to think that we finally find the right balance and discover our natural and permanent state. Then technologies come along and ruin our dear, old assumptions and order.

Today, the internet atomizes us once again. The net is everyone’s printing press. I don’t mean it is media; I just said it’s not. I mean it is our tool of disruption, a catalyst that breaks old bonds and sets us loose to explore our natures anew. This transformation takes trivial form: All of us no longer watch the same, shared news with the same, one-size-fits-all viewpoint. RIP, Uncle Walter. This transformation also takes momentous form: revolutions, dead industries, economic upheaval. We atomize. We re-form. We want to be apart—too far apart, some fear. In the book Bowling Alone, Robert Putnam worries that we are becoming disconnected from family, friends, neighbors, and society. But then we want to be together. That book inspired entrepreneur Scott Heiferman to found Meetup, a platform that lets groups organize gatherings in person around whatever interests they share, from dogs to dance, sci-fi to science. Atomize. Re-form. We can now find the publics we wish to join based not on the gross labels, generalizations, and borders drawn about us by others—red vs. blue, black vs. white, nation vs. nation—but instead on our ideas, interests, and needs: cancer survivors, libertarians, revolutionaries, Deadheads, vegetarians, single moms, geeks, hunters, birders, and privacy advocates.

Publicness is an emblem of epochal change. It is profoundly disruptive. Publicness threatens institutions whose power is invested in the control of information and audiences. That is why we hear incumbents protest this change and warn of its dangers. Publicness is a sign of our empowerment at their expense. Dictators and politicians, media moguls and marketers try to tell us what to think and say. But now, in a truly public society, they must listen to what we say, whether we’re using Twitter to complain about a product or Facebook to organize a protest. If they are to prosper, these institutions must learn to deal with us at eye-level, with respect for us as individuals and for the power we can now wield as groups—as publics. If they do not, they may be replaced by entrepreneurs or insurgents, good or bad.

The progression toward a more public society is apparent and inevitable. Resistance is futile. But the form our new society will take is by no means predestined. We are at a critical moment with many choices. We who hold the tools of publicness hold keys to the future. We must decide how to use them. Rather than baying at the moon and cursing the tide, we would be wise to find opportunity, to decide the kind of future we want to build. How can we change governments, organize politics, win votes, and acquire power with our new tools? How can we find power apart from government to help us prevent regimes from using those same tools to spy on and subjugate us? How can a company improve and profit by opening up its information and its processes to transform relationships, collaborate, and profit? At the same time, how can we ensure a company will maintain our trust by protecting our privacy? How can we empower our children to take advantage of the new and incredible options they have to create, share, and connect while also teaching them how to protect themselves from bad actors and unintended futures? These are questions I will grapple with in this book.

Now is the moment and we are the people to give shape to our next society. In our roles as individuals, parents, employees, employers, citizens, officials, and neighbors, each of us is deciding how private to be (safe, protective, closed, sometimes solitary, often anonymous) and how public (open, collaborative, collective, and vulnerable).

Like many, I witnessed the drama of Egypt’s revolution play out on Twitter. Silly little Twitter. It was supposed to be made for nothing more than sharing the narcissistic trivia of our lives as we each answered the simple question: What are you doing now? As if the world should care, right? During the revolt, I tweeted how jarring the contrast could be between the everyday updates of people I knew—meals, dates, complaints, cats—flowing next to the messages of courage, fear, exhilaration, and determination I saw from the people of Cairo’s Tahrir Square, strangers I was coming to know and respect by the minute. @ghonim—former Google executive Wael Ghonim, who was credited with helping spark the revolution with a Facebook page13 and was jailed as a result—used the tools to deliver news, inspiration, and support. “Pray for #Egypt,” he tweeted. “Very worried as it seems that government is planning a war crime tomorrow against people. We are all ready to die.” On the seventeenth day of the eighteen-day revolution, when the people of the square believed the dictator Hosni Mubarak would leave, Ghonim tweeted too soon, “Revolution 2.0: Mission Accomplished.”14 Mubarak did not leave that night. But the next day, he did. “Welcome back, Egypt,” Ghonim tweeted. “They lied at us. Told us Egypt died 30 years ago, but millions of Egyptians decided to search and they found their country in 18 days.” Ghonim went on CNN to thank Facebook. “This revolution started online. This revolution started on Facebook,” he said. “This revolution started in June 2010 when hundreds of thousands of Egyptians started collaborating on content. We would post a video on Facebook that would be shared by 60,000 people on their walls within a few hours. I always said that if you want to liberate a society just give them the internet.”15

At every minute in this historic story, it was evident how precarious the next minute would be, the one after that only more so. Mubarak might or might not leave sooner or later. The army could shift this way or that. Thugs with rocks could return to the square. Authorities could use the internet to spread misinformation and find and arrest the protestors. Out of habit, I watched the news progress on TV. Most of the time, even Al Jazeera English had only a telephoto shot of the square from a safe distance, as commentators could do little more than repeat themselves. TV could hear few voices from the square. But Twitter delivered those voices, in the midst of their revolution. Blogger Doc Searls said that in Egypt, Twitter did to cable news what cable news had done to newspapers: It made an old medium less immediate.16

On Twitter, a virtuoso of the form, @acarvin—National Public Radio social-media strategist Andy Carvin—spent hours and days curating the best he could find from the people on the ground in Egypt. At the height of the revolution, he tweeted and retweeted 1,300 times in 24 hours. He verified who was there through his trusted sources. He passed on news, debunked rumors, and asked the people who were there what was really happening. He quoted—retweeted, that is—people such as @sandmonkey, a brave blogger who six years before had begun to share his ideas and experiences in Egypt at not inconsiderable risk. After the protestors’ victory, Sandmonkey blogged, “Tonight will be the first night where I go to bed and don’t have to worry about state security hunting me down, or about government goons sent to kidnap me; or about government sponsored hackers attacking my website. Tonight, for the first time ever, I feel free … and it is awesome!”17 Sandmonkey replaced his anonymous cartoon avatar on Twitter with a picture of the real him and published his name, Mahmoud Salem. He was free at last to become a public man.

As you read this, months or years after the revolution began, it is, of course, too soon to know how this story will turn out. It has no script and not even a dramatis personae of leading actors. What kind of society Egypt can build and maintain post-Mubarak teeters on so many risks, needs, and warring interests, but also on so many new opportunities. Just as Egypt’s society of the future could go many ways, so could ours and other new societies yet to emerge.

The new age has its doubters. Author Malcolm Gladwell plays the curmudgeon. “Surely,” he says, “the least interesting fact about them is that some of the protestors may (or may not) have at one point or another employed some of the tools of the new media to communicate with one another. Please. People protested and brought down governments before Facebook was invented.” I have no doubt that the tools of publicness played a role in helping a true Egypt of the people rise from silence to be heard at last. These tools helped them share their information, their frustration, and their dreams. That is why Mubarak shut down the internet and mobile phones, because these technologies posed a threat (and the fact that any one man could do that should worry us all). But even Mubarak had to turn the internet back on, because the net is that vital to life now. Yet Gladwell is right about this much: The tools are just tools. The revolution is the people’s. As a blogger reminded us on Al Jazeera English, Twitter did not fight Mubarak’s police; Egyptians did. Facebook will not create a new society, but this new society has used Facebook to begin to shape itself.

“What kind of world would make the values of both publicness and privacy equally accessible to all?” asks Michael Warner.18 That is our challenge: to find a new balance between our roles as free individuals and as members of a public who join together to build better, more open, more generous, and more accountable companies, markets, communities, governments, schools, relationships, and lives. There is a need for privacy, its cautions, and its advocates, to be sure. But publicness also needs its advocates. This book is one of them.


The Prophet of Publicness: Mark Zuckerberg

I brought son Jake with me to interview Mark Zuckerberg in Facebook’s Palo Alto headquarters. As we entered his glass-walled conference room, Zuckerberg rushed in nervously and said he needed to erase the whiteboard. I cursed myself for not having read it first. Zuckerberg’s secrets were safe from me. It’s too easy to find such conspicuous irony at Facebook: The company wants us all to open up with each other, but it is secretive. Its founder wants us all to be social, but Zuckerberg himself—as someone who knows him well once joked to me—is antisocial. Zuckerberg’s mystique is not that he’s so public but that he is so mysterious. He is an enigma wrapped in a nerd becoming a mogul.

As he erased, I looked out on a mountain range of oversized Dell monitors. One screen stood alone, facing us with a giant, red “45” and a countdown clock ticking below. What’s happening in forty-five days? I asked. “That’s when we launch a lot of stuff,” Zuckerberg said, revealing nothing. He has a talent for saying as little as possible. That’s why I have enjoyed watching him in high-powered panels amid mighty moguls at the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland, or at Rupert Murdoch’s corporate retreat in Monterey, California.1 Zuckerberg always said what he thought, not a word more. He wouldn’t blather on, spouting PR flowers to fill time and suck up attention. He didn’t try to charm his questioners or his powerful audiences. He was unfailingly direct, politely blunt. He had not been ruined by media training, not yet. I also think he was a bit scared in the spotlight or at least didn’t enjoy it. He said what he had to say and was impatient to move on. That’s what gave him the look and reputation of the geek caught in the headlights, that and his laser-to-the-eye stare. Some have made amateur diagnoses of Asperger’s syndrome.2 Even if I were qualified to do so, I wouldn’t. For Zuckerberg has changed since then. One-on-one, he is serious but subtly charming. He remembers to smile. In large groups, he is getting more comfortable, at ease interviewing even Barack Obama. Still, I couldn’t get anything more out of him about that clock.

When I posed the riddle of the clock on Twitter, better mathematicians than I calculated that forty-five days hence was the date of the premiere of The Social Network, the 2010 film about Zuckerberg and his creation. When I saw it, I didn’t much like the movie, which I thought was an attack on Zuckerberg, geeks, entrepreneurs, the internet, and change: the revenge on the revenge of the nerds. The scriptwriter, Aaron Sorkin, admitted that he didn’t know anything about Facebook or much care about the facts. “I don’t want my fidelity to be to the truth,” he told New York Magazine. “I want it to be to storytelling.” The film was fiction, wishful fiction that wanted to believe this internet thing is not a revolution but merely the creation of a few odd machine-men, the boys we didn’t like in college. The Social Network was, in the words of New York’s Mark Harris, “a well-aimed spitball thrown at new media by old media.”3

Jake disagreed. He left the movie inspired to start a company. In random polling, I found generational differences in The Social Network as a Rorschach test: People my age were more likely than I to love the movie and dislike Zuckerberg; people Jake’s age were more prone to like the movie and see him as a victor. I split the difference. I disliked the movie, but I do admire Zuckerberg. I believe he has a vision for a connected world and the skill and determination to realize it. Motive matters. If, as the movie paints him, he acts only out of his own cynical goals—getting attention, getting rich, getting laid—then manipulating us to reveal ourselves smells of exploitation. But if instead he has a higher aim—to help us share and connect and to make the world more open—then it’s easier to respect him, as Jake and I do.

“I’m in the first generation of people who really grew up with the internet,” Zuckerberg tells me. “Google came out when I was in middle school. Then there was Amazon and Wikipedia and iTunes and Napster. Each year, there were new ways to access information. Now you can look up anything you want. Now you can get cool reference material. Now you can download any song you want. Now you can get directions to anything. The world kept on getting better and better.”

In his words, we hear the inherent optimism that fuels the likes of him: that with the right tools and power in the right hands, the world will keep getting better. “On balance, making the world more open is good,” Zuckerberg says. “Our mission is to make the world more open and connected.” The optimist has to believe in his fellow man, in empowering him more than protecting against him. Zuckerberg believes he is helping us share, which will make the world more public and lead to greater transparency and trust, accountability and integrity. That, he says, is why he started Facebook—not, as The Social Network would have us believe, to get a girlfriend (he already had one, the same woman he still dates, Priscilla Chan) and not, as others say, because he is trying to force us into the public. He contends he is creating the tools that help people do what they naturally want to do but couldn’t do before. In his view, he’s not changing human nature. He’s enabling it.

“In the world before the internet and things like Facebook,” he says, “there was a huge amount of privacy through obscurity.” We didn’t have the choice and power we have now: “We had this culture where you were either a producer or a consumer…. It was a very bifurcated society—kind of unnatural.” That is, the tools of publicness, including the media, had been in the hands of the few; now they are in the hands of all. “So now the question isn’t, ‘Are you completely private?’ It’s, ‘Which things do you want to share and which things do you not?’”

Zuckerberg says he wants to give his users control over what’s public and private. If that’s true, why does he keep getting in trouble regarding privacy? A few reasons: Some people complain that there aren’t enough privacy controls on Facebook. So the company adds controls. But then the complaint becomes that the controls are too complicated. When they are so complicated, users tend not to bother to adjust them and instead rely on Facebook’s default settings. Facebook has surprised its users with changes to those defaults, making them ever-more public—thus making its users more public, often whether they know it or not. And Facebook hasn’t been good at communicating with its users. When I tell Zuckerberg my thesis for this book about the benefits of sharing, he admits, “I hope you have better luck than we’ve had making that argument. I think we’re good at building products that hit the desire people have, not necessarily at expressing in English what the desire is.” Some would call that understatement.

When Facebook creates new products, it has a tendency to release first, ask questions later, dealing with users’ displeasure and revamping or retreating after the fact. It’s not so much a beta method (release a bit at a time) as a deep-end method (throw all the users into the pool and look for fingers). That’s what happened in the service’s first major kerfuffle in 2006 with the introduction of the so-called News Feed, which compiled friends’ updates and fed them onto other friends’ pages. That freaked and creeped some users. Even though each individual update was already visible to members of a network as they clicked from one friend’s page to another, seeing all these tidbits automatically aggregated and redisplayed surprised and worried users. Now they saw their new relationship statuses or conversations pushed out to their friends as if they were news. Many objected, starting protest groups and using Facebook’s own tools against itself. Zuckerberg enjoys the irony that the protest against News Feed spread through News Feed. “So this person made a group,” he says, “and the group grew because these people could see that a lot of people were joining the group through News Feed.” In The Facebook Effect, David Kirkpatrick says that one protest group—among five hundred—grew to 700,000 members in a day. Zuckerberg regrouped. He apologized to users. “We really messed this one up,” he blogged. “We did a bad job of explaining what the new features were and an even worse job of giving you control of them…. We didn’t build in the proper privacy controls right away. This was a big mistake on our part, and I’m sorry for it.”4 He made adjustments, allowing users to control what did and did not go into the feed. But overall he held firm, stubbornly believing that users would like News Feed. He turned out to be right. News Feed became the addictive drug in Facebook’s bloodstream, increasing its traffic by billions of page views shortly after its launch.

In the next dustup, Zuckerberg did surrender. His ad service, Beacon, shared users’ purchases with friends. What better marketing could a product get than a friend’s recommendation? But Beacon was carelessly designed. In one case, a wife learned about a ring her husband had bought her before he gave it to her. Zuckerberg thought people had demonstrated a desire to share things they did outside Facebook, such as telling friends what movies they’d seen. It was a mistake to make the same assumption about more sensitive and personal information, including something as private as purchases in Beacon, without users’ knowledge and consent. Facebook’s worst move was to surprise its people. After a storm and some adjustments, Zuckerberg gave up and killed Beacon. I tried to suggest to him that there was still the germ of a vision there about the future (and the death) of advertising, as friends’ recommendations become the most authentic form of marketing. I’ll tell you later about a service called Blippy that lets its users share purchases directly from their credit cards with friends or the world. Zuckerberg said that Blippy was right to be explicit but Beacon was just wrong because it unsettled users.

In its next and most resounding flap—at least within the small world of social-media gurus—Facebook quietly changed its privacy defaults one too many times. Blogger Matt McKeon drew a much-linked-to web graphic that displayed the progression of Facebook’s default settings over the years.5 In 2005, he showed, the default had your photos and Wall posts—things you say on your Facebook home page—visible only to friends and your network (at the time, that meant your college); by 2010, the default made this content open to all of Facebook and the entire web. In 2005, your list of friends was open to your other friends and the network; in 2009, that expanded to all of Facebook and then to the web. So Zuckerberg was accused of baring users’ lives and souls for them. This time Facebook responded by creating a simplified, single page for privacy settings.

I believe Facebook wasn’t so much dastardly as befuddled about the definition of public. It conflated the idea of creating our public (our closed circle of friends on Facebook) with speaking to the public (that is, the web and the world). Facebook made the tools that let each of us create and manage our own groups of friends, our own societies—our private publics. Other tools—Blogger, Twitter, Flickr, YouTube—let us publish and broadcast to anyone and everyone—the public. When Facebook confused the two sorts of publics—taking updates we thought were to be seen only by our public and opening them up to the public—it confused its users, making some fear that what they’d said to a few friends could now be overheard on the world’s PA system. At this early moment in the birth of our newly public society, when most of us are just learning how to talk to the world, confusion is frightening. “Digital vertigo” is how author Andrew Keen describes the feeling in a tweet (and the title of his book).6

Zuckerberg, his coworkers, and their generation can’t seem to grok,7 as they would say, the depth of these fears. They grew up with the net and its culture of openness and have figured out how to manage it. “I just think everyone thinks through this stuff,” says Zuckerberg. He and his cohort are sometimes called digital natives because they are supposed to understand the land and the language of this new world better than immigrants my age. That phrase, “digital natives”—popularized by traditional publishing mogul Rupert Murdoch in a 2005 speech to newspaper editors8—has fallen into disfavor, as it implies that young people are born with the knowledge and skills to protect themselves online. But they do need to learn those things. And I’m not sure adults are necessarily their best teachers. Given the space, trust, and respect, young people teach one another as they develop their new society’s norms.

Facebook no longer serves just college students as it did at its founding in 2004, when Zuckerberg remembers drawing what he calls the social graph—the map of our connections and how information travels through it—on a whiteboard in his Harvard dorm room. “Now,” he says, “the audience is everyone.” So Facebook has to anticipate the desires of everyone. His goal, then, is that “right out of the box, Facebook is set up so you’re sharing with all the right people and you don’t actually have to go in and tweak a lot of stuff…. It’s not 500 million people’s jobs to think about all the intricacies of the system.” In short: Trust the defaults. I’d think it would be easier to pull off one-size-fits-all defaults in a structured college society—where the class of 2005 doesn’t have much to do with the class of 2015—than in real life, where relationships are, to use Facebook’s own word, “complicated.” But Zuckerberg contends that people’s uses of Facebook don’t vary much by age or nation. “The reason why Facebook is so universal is because everyone, for the most part, has friends and family and they want to stay connected with those people.” He says Facebook tries to take some information that’s not very sensitive—your name, your list of friends—and make that open by default, leaving the rest to be seen only by friends, while also trying not to bother friends with too much information about others. In its quest to maximize privacy control and minimize privacy controversies, though, I wonder whether Facebook is closing up too much. When some people ask to befriend me and I try to find out who they are, they restrict me from seeing that information. Some friends they are. In this discussion, we can lose sight of the idea that Facebook is fundamentally a place to share.9

In their efforts to motivate us to share, Facebook, Google, and other net services have a common, technohuman goal: to intuit our intent. They want to gather signals about us so they can tailor their content, services, and advertising to us. These services compete to find more ways to get us to generate signals—our locations, needs, tastes, relationships, histories—so they can recommend, say, the perfect restaurant for each of us, knowing where we are right now and what we like and who our friends are and what they like (and making money by giving us a well-targeted coupon for the establishment). These services come into conflict with privacy advocates because capturing and analyzing our signals to predict our desires can look to some like spying or mind reading. “How did you know I was going to France?” the skittish user wonders of Google. Likely because you searched for Paris, sir.

Zuckerberg believes that by giving you back information about your own life—your friends and what you and they like and do—you’ll get “a much clearer sense of what’s going on around you, allowing you to learn things you couldn’t otherwise—and just be better at being human.” The hubris is impressive: making better humans. Google merely wants to organize our information. Zuckerberg sees Facebook as a next step in the net’s evolutionary scale toward humanity. “They crawl the web,” he says. “But there’s nothing you can crawl to get information about people. It’s all in our minds. So in order to have that service, you need to build the tools that let people share.” He identifies what he contends is another difference between Facebook and its predecessors: “All the information that’s about you on Facebook, you chose to put there.10 The last wave of sites before that do not work that way.” Ad networks collect information about you from your behavior—in most cases anonymously—so they can target ads, but the process is opaque. “On Facebook, you get an ad about Green Day because you said you like Green Day…. I think these models where people have more control over stuff are going to be so much more powerful and expressive.” As he talks, I come to think of Google as the third-person web; it’s about others—them. Facebook endeavors to be the first-person web; it’s about me and us.

Zuckerberg has created an asset worth billions of dollars. Wall Street laughed—but the Valley didn’t—when Microsoft invested in Facebook in 2007 at a reported $15 billion valuation. By 2011, pundits pegged the value at $20 billion, $50 billion, even $100 billion. I believe he’s building something even bigger, with data as a new currency: We trade information about ourselves for information about what we want. Our reward is relevance. Zuckerberg disagrees with me, saying my thinking is not “the right frame…. I really think it’s more interaction-for-interaction than data-for-data.” Keeping users’ motives in mind is critical. Early location services—Google Latitude and Loopt—asked you to broadcast your location to the world without much reason to do so (and with some good reasons not to). Later services such as Foursquare and Facebook Places let you alert friends where you are so you can meet up. You interact with Facebook, telling it what you are up to, and in return you interact with friends. Interactions-for-interactions.

Zuckerberg contends that Facebook is not just a technology company but also a sociology company. I find that revealing. He’s not so much an engineer—he majored in both computer science and psychology—as he is a social engineer, building systems for humans, helping us do what we want to do… and what he wants us to do. Take Facebook friend lists. No one wants to sit down and make a list of friends. People say they want to—in Zuckerberg’s words—“subgroup their friends.” But in practice, who wants to bother? I have tried to subgroup contacts in my address book—fellow geeks here, journalism colleagues there, family here—but it’s tedious and I quickly give up. When you friend someone on Facebook and they friend you back, you end up with a list of your friends as a by-product. The reason you do it, Zuckerberg says, is because “it’s like a cool handshake. And then it’s the sum of 10 billion of those.” Once unlocked from their privacy, these small acts of publicness add up. “Some people just assume that being private is good,” Zuckerberg says, “whereas we’ve always come out saying no, no, people want to share some things and keep some things private and that’ll always be true. And as time goes on and more people find that it’s valuable to share things, they might share more things.” That is how he designs his systems, to make it fun and beneficial to share more and more.

Zuckerberg has his own, social version of Moore’s law11—I call it Zuck’s law, though he doesn’t. It decrees: This year, people will share twice as much information as they did last year, and next year, they will share twice as much again.12 Facebook will expand to more users—from 750 million today to a billion soon?—and users will expand their sharing. Meanwhile, one Facebook investor, Yuri Milner, tells me that advances in artificial intelligence will get better and better at understanding and making use of all the service’s data. It has only just begun. “The default in society today still is, OK, I should not share it. The by-far default today is that everything’s anonymous,” Zuckerberg laments. “In the future, things should be tied to your identity, and they’ll be more valuable that way.” There is the master plan.


Public Choices

Private Germans

The Germans are a deeply private people. That’s not just because of their political history in the last century. I think it comes from something deeper in their soul. My German grandfather-in-law jumped ship in the United States in 1923 and brought with him an abiding sense of privacy. “You mustn’t tell people that,” our Opa used to say, wagging his crooked, disapproving, and protective finger. “No one needs to know that.” Germans are hardly alone in grappling with issues surrounding privacy. But the debate in Germany is more strident than anywhere else I can find, making it an ideal laboratory in which to study our longing for privacy amid the inexorable shift to publicness brought on by the social net.

Google Maps’ Street View has caused quite the fuss in the country. Since Google’s camera-equipped cars took to German streets, there has been an escalating chorus of complaints from government regulators and media. Politicians demanded that the faces of people photographed on those streets and even the images of license plates and building numbers—all captured in public—be obscured, which Google did. In Hamburg, Google agreed to notify neighborhoods before the Street View car came to town (better hide Oma und die Kinder! Google’s in town!). Germany’s federal minister of food, agriculture, and consumer protection, Ilse Aigner, told the German newsmagazine Focus in 2010 that Street View was “a comprehensive photo offensive” that “is nothing less than a million-fold violation of the private sphere.”1 She wanted Google to obtain the consent of each citizen before posting photos of the fronts of their homes. Her office provided an online form for citizens to demand that Street View photos of their homes be obscured. I saw interest in Germany for a U.S. researcher’s software that automatically erases only people from Street View images—leaving a ghostly, neutron-bomb landscape where the people disappear but the buildings remain. (It wasn’t perfect; one could still see the occasional dog and leash with no owner.)2 Politicians in the city of Leverkusen proposed charging media companies such as Google �150 for every kilometer Street View pictured.3 It didn’t help Google’s cause when the company admitted that its cars had not just been taking pictures but were capturing data from the Wi-Fi networks they passed in Germany and elsewhere. The capture of that data was an inexcusable screw-up and a PR calamity, but it was hardly a conspiracy aimed at killing privacy. There was no conceivable commercial use for the bits of communication and addresses passing over residents’ open Wi-Fi connections on a random moment on a random day on a random German street. Nonetheless, hostility ensued.

In 2010, the Google Street View car was vandalized in Germany. In Austria, a seventy-year-old man threatened the car with a garden pick.4 A comedy show on the German TV network ZDF aired a spoof about a new service: “Google Home View.” A Google Man in a Google hat with a camera in hand tells unsuspecting Germans at their front doors that Google is going to take pictures inside their homes—and some acquiesce. “You’re doing this all over Germany?” asks the resident. “Every house all over Germany, every room,” says Google Man. “Everything is going to be photographed, and everything is going to be on the internet.” Sounds plausible enough. Because of data protection laws requiring the pixelization—the digital obscuring—of faces, Google Man gives one home’s residents black bars to hold in front of their eyes—“pixel boards,” he calls them. At another house, a woman turns the tables on Google Man and takes a picture of his car. Google Man holds the pixel board in front of his eyes and threatens, “Well, if you’re not going to play along, we’ll discontinue your Google!” Judging from the laughter in the studio, the audience got the joke even if the subjects—and regulators—didn’t.5

If only the privacy fight over Google were always so apparent in its irony. In 2007, Germany’s government debated a law that would have required Google to retain the verified names and addresses of Google users and their data to aid in criminal investigations. So on the one hand, German politicians said Google was violating citizens’ privacy by gathering data. On the other hand, they were demanding that Google hold on to citizens’ private communications should government wish to use that information against them. Google, appropriately horrified, threatened to shut down its email service rather than enable government spying on citizens in a country that had all too much experience with the practice.6 A common explanation of Germans’ passionate advocacy of privacy is, of course, that the secret police of the Nazis and the East German Stasi spied on citizens in their private lives. But in this case, Google proved the better protector of privacy than the modern German government.

By the time Street View opened in Germany in late 2010, 244,000 people had submitted the necessary forms to demand that Google pixelate their homes and even offices—that is, 3 percent of the 8.5 million homes in the twenty cities where the service launched.7 As is their habit, the Germans invented a word for this: Verpixelungsrecht, the right to be pixelated. Mind you, not every German favored obscurity. On Twitter, some Germans mocked the furor, renaming their land Blurmany. Writer Jens Best turned it all into a game, starting a site called Finde das Pixel (Find the Pixel), where he challenged users to search Street View for addresses that had been blurred. He further suggested that they take their own pictures of the obscured buildings and link to them from Google Street View.8

I, too, had ridiculed the idea of the Verpixelungsrecht. But when the adulterated Street View debuted, I was less amused than appalled. I took to my blog, crying, “Germany, what have you done? You have digitally desecrated your cities.”9 Navigating a lovely German landscape online, one is suddenly assaulted with a fog of pixels obscuring the public view. At a forum on privacy held by the Green party in Berlin, where I spoke, a member of the audience asked whether future historians would blame the current generation for leaving German cities in digital ruins as bombs did the real landscape in World War II. The topic is nothing if not emotional.

Germans, I said at the conference, should indeed be mindful of their history when they try to censor Street View, for in limiting Google’s ability to photograph public streets, they set a dangerous precedent: If Google can be pressured not to take a picture of a public place, what is to stop some powerful miscreant caught in a bad act from making the same demand of a journalist or a citizen? Ah, my German debaters have said, but there’s a difference between a public person and private person, a public act and an act committed in public with an expectation of privacy. That is a dangerous distinction if it is made case-by-case. What if I walked out on the street and littered, and you wanted to take a picture of me to illustrate ugly Americans schmutzing your fair city? What if I claimed an expectation of privacy? Would you agree? What if, instead, it’s the mayor sneaking into an opium den you catch on camera? Or a police officer beating an innocent citizen? Or a parent harming a child? Would you agree now that they may have an expectation of privacy in public (which, indeed, is what may embolden them to misbehave)? Limiting what’s public may grant the tyrant a curtain to hide behind. What’s public is public and should remain so. A German court has agreed. In 2010, a woman sued Google, arguing that Street View might violate her privacy. The following year, in what was called a landmark decision, Berlin’s state Supreme Court ruled that Street View is legal because its pictures were taken from the street.10

On a visit to Berlin, I sat in the offices of Bild, the largest newspaper in Europe. It is the populist paper—a tabloid, we’d call it in the U.S., except that it is printed on oversized paper so as to make the headlines (and the bare breasts) only bigger and bolder. Its charismatic and controversial editor, Kai Diekmann, is proud to have instituted a program he calls the reader-reporters, setting up a phone number, 14-14, to which the public can send pictures they take, often on mobile phones. The paper pays �500 for a photo it uses in its national edition. Bild receives thousands of pictures every day. Thus Diekmann has turned Germany into a nation of paparazzi: No celebrity or funny cat is safe. A few years ago, I showed Diekmann my Flip video camera, and soon he was selling thousands of similar, Bild-branded devices that were set up to send footage straight to the paper. He equipped Germans to make anything they see public. Now, talking with his editors, I warned of the unintended consequences of the media and government campaign against Street View. If Google can be pressured not to take pictures of public views from public streets, can’t Bild’s journalists be told not to? What of Bild’s reader-reporters? A hush came over the conference room.

The night before, in Munich, I had joined in a public debate over publicness with Wolfgang Blau, editor-in-chief of Zeit Online. In the discussion, a man in the crowd said he didn’t like seeing his picture included in crowd shots that other people in the room were posting to the net. That man said he hadn’t given permission. If he got his way, I said, everyone else in the room would be prevented from taking and sharing pictures of the event. Would his prohibition next extend to what people said and heard and wanted to share? That impinges on the free-speech rights of everyone else. The ability of people outside the room to follow what was happening there—and comment on it, challenging me, adding ideas and information—would also be restricted. The public record of the event would be limited. The publicness of this event was an asset, and if that man succeeded in preventing others from sharing what happened there he would have robbed us all. What’s public is owned by us, the public. It does not belong to one member of that public over another. It does not belong to government. It is society’s asset—it’s ours. “The streets belong to everyone, and that means Google, too,” Financial Times Deutschland said in an editorial. If that man’s definition of privacy were to be applied broadly, the paper said, streets “would have to be declared private property. The public sphere would disappear.”11

In every crowd in Germany, I find people who simply distrust Google because it is too big or makes too much money—or is American. “What makes Google, with its funny name and friendly logo, a monstrous player in the online world, is its desire for omnipotence,” Berliner Zeitung has editorialized. “The search engine has become a virtual and omnipresent world player.”12 I hear others complain, “I don’t want Google making money on me.” This apparent hostility is not consistent with online usage statistics. In the U.S., Google’s search engine has about 65 percent market share; in Germany, it has an amazing 93 percent.13 It would seem that in their attacks on Google, government and media and the loudest complainers are out of sync with German users. Nonetheless, I see a steady barrage of attacks against not only Street View but also Google’s Gmail and Buzz, not to mention Facebook (which was taken to court over the privacy implications of putting its “Like” button on sites14 ). German officials and German media may be the most relentless in the world on issues of privacy.

The German Paradox

On a trip to Munich in 2009, I visited the sauna in my hotel. Germans love their saunas. I, too, got hooked. To research this book—I swear, it was for the sake of work—I later visited neighborhood spas in Berlin and Therme Erding, a large water park in Munich’s suburbs billed as the world’s largest sauna wonderland, with more than a dozen choices of saunas and steam rooms and a giant, warm wading pool with water jets here and there and a bar attached. Germans by the hundreds sweat and shower and lounge around. It’s not in the least bit sexual. Spas are a matter of robust health, in the Germans’ view. They enshrine this belief under the initials FKK—Freikörperkultur, or free body culture. That means nude. And coed. At all these facilities, the schwitzing, swimming, soaking Germans, male and female, hang together in their altogether. Which made me realize that the Germans care deeply about the privacy of everything … except their private parts.

That’s more than a punch line. Behind that observation lies a lesson and a question for us all: Why is the private private? And why is the public public? As we debate privacy and publicness, we would do well to re-examine our cultural conventions to see what they say about us and our assumptions regarding privacy. We should examine these norms as a society and as individuals, as I will do for myself. In the U.S., nothing is more private than our private parts. You’ll get arrested for exposing them in public. In Germany, they say, “What’s the big deal? We all have them.” I say that’s a far more mature attitude than Americans’ puritanical prudery. In the U.S., personal finances are probably the second most guarded secret people have after their health information. In Norway and Finland, citizens’ taxes and income are published openly. In secretive Switzerland, two politicians enraged their opponents when they dared reveal their own income and taxes.15 In the U.S., we reveal the identities of people arrested for crimes, putting their photos online and subjecting them to “perp walks” in front of press cameras, but in Germany, published pictures of accused criminals have the eyes covered with those pixel boards Google Man used. In parts of the Middle East and Germany, block walls surround homes to ensure security and privacy. In the Netherlands, convention has it that one should leave one’s curtains open, no matter what happens behind them. But a Norwegian told me that in nearby Belgium, a neighbor called the police on a foreigner walking around her own home in underwear with the drapes parted. (I should note that when I used Google Street View to look for an illustration of the Dutch open-curtains policy, I could not find a single window that wasn’t draped. Perhaps the neighbors had been warned that Google Man was coming that day.)

When I gave a talk on privacy and publicness at the re:publica 2010 blogging conference in Berlin, the response amazed me.16 Coverage landed on the front pages of three major newspapers, in the country’s two newsmagazines, and on TV. Other newspapers felt compelled to rebut me and start debates about my views. I’d hit a hot button, for sure. I believe the nerve I touched is a nagging fear Germans harbor that their heritage is coming into fundamental conflict with internet culture—with the future. When I spoke about this idea with a group of editors from Die Zeit, a leading journal of reporting and opinion, one of them conceded that I was describing the German culture of privacy correctly. Then he said that his own children did not operate under his rules—Germans’ rules—but instead under the internet’s. His children were more public. We need to ask, then, whether internet culture will come to supersede local culture. Perhaps what we think of as youth culture—sharing so much on Facebook—is a preview of the society developing around all of us. Will Facebook’s norms and Google’s mores start to take on the force of a global culture?

The movement toward publicness has a long way to go in Germany. Blogging—and the open sharing of lives and opinions it facilitates—has not taken off there the way it has in many other countries. I asked the two thousand bloggers at re:publica whether I was standing before all the nation’s bloggers. “Half!” one of them shouted to knowing laughter. In America, there are millions. Some of my friends say that Germans don’t like to share their lives and opinions; they don’t even tell one another for whom they cast their votes. Then again, on endless prime-time TV shows, I see Germans sitting on camera sharing opinions aplenty.

When I wrote about this German paradox on my blog, a commenter, Tilmann Hanitzsch, offered an intriguing explanation for why his countrymen are less likely to open up: “We lack a culture of sharing our knowledge,” he writes. “We have an antisocial attitude to consider each and every bit of our knowledge as a competitive advantage best kept to ourselves. And we mistrust the fools giving it away for free…. The push-button conditioning I grew up with: Have a problem? Don’t expose it—somebody will use it against you! Had a success? Keep quiet—it will cause envy!… Made a mistake? How embarrassing. Talk about it? Good lord, no! Consequently, we’re not only entitled to our own mistakes, we’re conditioned to make the same mistakes” others have made.17

I played that notion back in Berlin, and many Germans I spoke with supported Hanitzsch’s thesis. They told me that Germans have a problem with making mistakes in the open. The Germans I spoke with—internet people—envy American entrepreneurs, who often brag about their failures, viewing them as a public badge of lessons learned. The closed, industrial economy that made Germany such a modern success is being supplanted by the open, digital economy. In that change, my German friends worry, their fear of failure may leave them at a strategic disadvantage.

The notion of the beta is so antithetical to the soul of government regulators in Germany and Europe that privacy czars of seven European nations plus Canada, Israel, and New Zealand sent a letter to Google in April 2010 that not only complained about Street View and privacy missteps with Google’s Gmail and its Twitter-equivalent, Buzz. The officials also advised Google against putting out products as betas before they could be perfected.18 These bureaucrats, conditioned to avoiding public failure, apparently could not imagine Google’s motives in willingly making mistakes in public. There the culture clash over publicness comes to life. Publicness is about more than sharing your breakfast on Twitter, your opinions in a blog, or your private parts in the sauna. It also is a window on a society’s attitudes toward change and risk, progress and innovation, success and failure.

My Public Parts

I took a liking to the sauna. After my talk in Berlin, I invited the audience to come to the spa next door so we could continue the discussion in the heat, in public, and naked. Four guys took me up on the offer. We sat, sweating, overlooking the Spree River as we talked about our cultural contrasts. One of them blogged about it and reported our discussion.19

A few months earlier, in the small Swiss town of Davos, where the World Economic Forum meets each year, I managed to find the one open sauna, set in a log blockhouse outside a hotel. I was getting ready to join a bunch of sweaty Russians, having just taken a shower, when the outside door opened. A woman shrieked, and the door slammed. I heard the man with her—her husband, I assumed—reassure her that this is the way it’s supposed to be: men and women, naked and mixed, quite normal. I went into the sauna. The couple soon joined us. She sat, stiff as a church lady, staring straight ahead, looking no one in the eye, sealed tight in her bath towel. After fifteen minutes, I left, refreshed. Later, I blogged about the moment, smugly amused that this woman—whom I assumed was an uptight American—had to learn about European saunas the way I did. Then, on Facebook, she found me. Jasmine Boussem introduced herself as the woman in the sauna. Turns out she isn’t American, she’s French. The man wasn’t her husband but a sauna-loving colleague. The next year at Davos—at a dinner, not in the sauna—Boussem explained why she’d yelped at the door. She knew who I was, having read my blog for some time before she saw me, all of me. She just didn’t know what to say. As another German friend explained to me later, saunas are oddly anonymous. Yes, you’re naked. But chances are no one knows who you are. You’re naked, but you’re not.

I learned something about myself in those German spas. I found it was, indeed, no big deal to be naked in front of men and women, even people I knew. As an American, I’d grown up thinking—or just assuming—that nudity in mixed company would be embarrassing, tacky, wrong. But in German saunas, I took on the cultural coloration of my surroundings. I was neither humiliated nor terribly self-conscious. It forced me to examine my own shifting boundary between private and public.

Perhaps that is what has happened to me living online. I have found it easier and easier to live publicly. Granted, it is more comfortable for me to be public than for others. I am a privileged, white, American male. As a writer, I have experience with the consequences of speaking to the crowd. I am not, say, a gay man living under a sexually and religiously repressive African regime who could be imprisoned or killed for being public. My decisions about how public I am would not work for others. I am not suggesting that I am setting an example of publicness. I’m using myself just as one example. These are the decisions I have made. Even in intimate details of my life, I now default to public. So far, I have no regrets.

In September 2009, I had surgery to remove my prostate and its cancer. I emerged, as all such patients do—at least temporarily—incontinent and impotent. I shared most every detail of the experience on my blog and, as as result, in print and on TV and radio.20

Any privacy advocate will tell you that there’s nothing more private than one’s health information. And I’ll confess that it’s not easy, as a man, to talk about my penis—especially when it doesn’t work. But I chose to be public about my condition for good reasons. I had blogged about another of my ailments, atrial fibrillation—an occasionally irregular heartbeat—which I acquired indirectly after 9/11 (inhaling the dust of destruction led to pneumonia, which led to a lung-function test, which used a medication that set my heart a-fluttering the first of too many times).21 When I blogged about my heart, readers came forward with valuable information and recommendations as well as support.

When I received my cancer diagnosis, my reflex was to go to the blog and talk about it. I had to wait. Our son was away that summer, and I certainly didn’t want him to learn about my cancer in a tweet. Once Jake returned, I told him and our daughter, Julia, and the rest of our family. And then I blogged, “I have cancer, prostate cancer.”22 I talked about my reaction—calmer than I’d have expected, given that I’d long been phobic about the disease—and the choices of treatment (surgery, radiation of various sorts, or “watchful waiting”), and my decision, with my wife, Tammy, to get robotic surgery. I also wanted to acknowledge how lucky I was. “If you’re going to get it, this is the one to get,” the doctor told me, and he was right. I’ve suffered none of the chemical, radioactive, surgical torture so many brave cancer patients with worse forms must bear. My tumor was small. If “benign” is the most beautiful word in the English language, “contained” is the second best. I am fortunate.

Instantly, comments poured in—there’ve been 345 on that post to date—with more on Twitter and Facebook, offering support, information, advice, and readers’ own stories. After surgery, I continued to blog the experience, culminating under the headline “The penis post,” in which I warned readers that I was about to reveal TMI (too much information) should they wish to look away. I wrote about the giant, surgeon-operated robot that had taken out my prostate (my wife learned that patients are put under early because they tend to freak watching the big machine and its arms set up over them); about the catheter I had endured for ten days and its removal (my hosectomy, I called it); about the Baby Huey diaper I’d had to wear (no need, really) and then the pads that followed (I was lucky to give them up after three months); about my lack of an erection, despite Viagra and Cialis (oh, how I resent their warnings of four-hour erections); about doctors prescribing masturbation and penis pumps and the strange experience of having faint, internal orgasms with no external evidence. “We men have complicated relationships with our penises,” I blogged. “We follow them (that’s why they’re in front). They tell us what we like. They have minds of their own. We anthropomorphize them; some give them names (I don’t; it’s just ‘it’). So when I see mine looking like an emaciated, depressed, shrunken old man in a hospital bed, well, it’s hard not to empathize.”23 I warned you: TMI.

The experience of surgery and recovery held few surprises for me thanks to the patients who had gone before. They left comments on my blog with frank and open advice about what to expect—exposing intimate details and feelings that no doctor’s pamphlet would have given me, advice that carried more credibility because it came from friends and fellow patients. Only because I had announced my condition did I find out that a friend had had the operation ten years before. Andrew Tyndall, who analyzes TV news in the Tyndall Report,24 sent me email sharing blunt and personal details about what I should expect, from operation to recovery to the remainders of one’s sex life. Because I said I was sharing my saga on my blog for the sake of those who’d follow, Tyndall also came online and left a comment that revealed everything he’d told me in the email—and more—in public, “as a contribution to the ongoing Google value of this discussion.” He wrote that though some would see my talk about men following our penises as glib, he thought it was profound. He waxed at once poetic and practical about what life becomes when your body—your instincts, emotions, and hormones—no longer lead but follow. “After surgery,” he advised, sharing the advice of another patient who had preceded us both, “you will make love like a woman.”25 It’s hard to explain what this experience is like, but my friend had the courage to try.

The discussion that ensued was as remarkable as Tyndall’s advice. Another patient shared his intimate details but did so, understandably, using a pseudonym. He returned the next day, saying that if we were speaking publicly, under our own names, so would he. Then came Francine Hardaway, also writing under her name, who said: “I am the widow of a doctor who died of prostate cancer twelve years ago. He was so scared about becoming incontinent and impotent that he waited too long to have the surgery; the tumor had already escaped the prostate. He was living the high life of a divorcee and didn’t want it compromised.” She begged him to get treatment, telling him that it was their love that mattered most. He made her get married before he had surgery. But it was too late. The disease too soon killed Dr. Gerry Kaplan.26 What makes me gratified—relieved, in fact—that I’d shared my story is that it inspired more discussion and spurred more readers to get screened for the disease. My publicness was worthwhile.

Six months after surgery, I appeared on Howard Stern’s radio show. Long a fan of the most frank and open entertainer alive—the king of all media and the prince of publicness—I had called in occasionally to talk about gadgets or technology or Stern’s First Amendment fight with the Federal Communications Commission—nothing sexy. I was in the studio that day because Stern’s computer adviser from IBM, Jeff Schick, wanted to show me the show’s impressive technology setup. Schick and I had sparred in phone calls about using Google services and Apple products vs. IBM’s. As I said, nothing sexy.

After a few minutes of nerd talk, as much as he could bear, Stern asked what I was up to next. I told him about this book and said I should ask him a few questions, given his boldly public life. “Yeah, sure,” he said, “what do you want to know?” We discussed his fame. But Stern’s publicness is about more than fame. His professional epiphany, which he portrayed in his book and movie Private Parts, was to reveal his personal life on the air, to be open with his fans as a way to connect with them. “I suppose if it affected some of the people I loved or love, yeah, I have regrets,” Stern said. “But all in all I’m glad I did it the way I did it. I always wanted to be open and honest on the air about my life and bring people into it.”

I wanted to know whether Stern practiced publicness as a career decision or as an ethic, something he believed in. “I think we’re a little too uptight, to tell you the truth,” he said. “I think that people should talk about their sexuality and stuff like that. If you’re uncomfortable, then they shouldn’t do it.” But he believes that his frankness set an example for others. “I think it opened up a lot of people to talking. I even think that talking about my masturbation and about lesbianism and all this stuff made it more acceptable to guys who were uptight…. It kind of loosened them up and said, ‘What’s the big deal?’” Talking about his reputedly small penis and his masturbation and sex life, not to mention his humiliations of childhood, Stern tore down just about the last taboos one could imagine—too many taboos, according to his critics and the FCC. But after revealing his intimate secrets, Stern did not run and hide in shame. His world did not implode. No matter what the FCC did and no matter how high its fines against him, his audience only grew.

I told Stern that he had made me feel freer—even inspired me—to talk about my prostate cancer and to have no fear of saying the word “penis” out loud. Stern being Stern, he jumped right to the key question no one else would ask: “Are you getting it up now?” No, I said. “Shit,” he replied. Halfway through a long, on-air discussion, I lamented, “Here’s my moment to get on the Howard Stern Show, and I talk about my small dick. But what better place to do it?” I managed to make even the Stern crew groan as I answered their questions on details of the surgery and recovery, leaving Stern speechless. “You fucking shut me up,” he said after some dead air. The next day, Stern told his audience he had obsessed on the subject overnight, and he decreed, “Every male on the planet should be donating money to prostate cancer research.” That’s the obvious advantage of going public: attention. We use media—now that each of us wields media—to find allies, inspire action, organize movements, change priorities, influence policy, and raise money. We use our publicness to rally others around our agenda. We also use it to find others in our boat. I’ve used it for all those reasons, and I am glad I did. I have no regrets.

My Private Parts

After talking about my penis on the internet, on radio, in speeches, and even on TV, you might wonder whether I have anything left to myself. I do. I have a private life. I’m not saying that everything must be public, only those things that have a reason to be. I said above that we—all of us and each of us—should re-examine our assumptions and norms about privacy and publicness. I’ve just told you about my publicness. Now I’ll draw the lines around my privacy.

My starting point: I want to be as careful as possible not to bring others into my glass house: my family, especially, and also my colleagues and friends. In the early days of the web, a popular T-shirt warned, “I’m blogging this.” I ask before tweeting what I hear. But I’m aware that no matter how hard I work to separate my publicness from others’ privacy, there is publicness by association. When I talk about my prostate surgery, one inevitably gets a glimpse into my bedroom, not to mention my children’s DNA. My children have to live with a public dad who not only blogs but makes YouTube videos. I made one video about theatrically reboxing and returning my iPad because I didn’t see much use for it and my son thought it over the top. (All parents embarrass their children. I’m undoubtedly worse.)

As to my own privacy: Of course, I don’t want my credit-card numbers and passwords to be public for fear of the theft of my identity and assets—but that’s a matter of crime more than social convention. I don’t want my emails to be public, though don’t we all write them cognizant of the possibility—the back-of-mind fear—that they could be shared? A friend of mine recently had reason to fear that all his emails would be unveiled (it didn’t happen). After some justifiable panic, he pondered life completely in the open and no longer dreaded it. I don’t want my calendar to be public, as there are already too many demands on my time—too many requests for “just five minutes” that add up to more than a day.

I do still get hinky talking about my income and assets. But because I work as a professor in a public university with a collective-bargaining contract, it would take little effort to learn my salary ($90,000+). I have revealed how much I make from blog advertising ($5,000 to $13,000 a year and heading south). The earnings from my first book are a badly kept secret (about $400,000 over three years). You can try to hire me to give a speech and get my price (from nothing for talks that serve my journalistic and academic missions up to $45,000 for a faraway corporate event). You can try to add it up. I just won’t add it up for you. Why? Even I’m not sure. So what if you saw my tax return? It’s not as if I’m a lottery winner and long-lost cousins will start lining up for new cars. I make a good living, but I work in a city filled with investment bankers who make obscenely good livings. It’s not as if I’d be bragging. No, my reluctance is cultural. We Americans may show off what we buy with our earnings, but we don’t like to talk about the earnings, do we? If I did, I’d be setting myself apart and people would wonder why. If I lived in Finland, would I be freaked seeing my income published? Probably not, as I’d be looking up others’ finances the way we and our neighbors like to find out what one another’s homes sold for. When it comes to money, I live by cultural conventions. That’s my choice, and I have the controls to exercise it. I’m not 100 percent public.

What else? I don’t particularly want you watching as I browse the web. I won’t deny seeing porn; find me the honest man who could prove pure. Now that that’s out of the way, why wouldn’t I share my browsing history? The problem is context: You may draw unwarranted conclusions about me that I’m not able to see and correct or explain. When I got my cancer diagnosis, I went on a binge of internet research and saved many pages to my bookmarking account on Delicious.com, where normally I store boring links to work-related sites. I forgot that a coworker was watching my bookmarks for a university research project. He saw the sudden trend in pages I’d tagged “prostate,” and he guessed the reason, eventually asking with concern. I just as easily could have been researching the topic for a family member, so his deduction might have been wrong. My colleague could have blurted out something about the news in front of others before I was ready to tell them. In the end, it wouldn’t have mattered. I shared the news anyway. But I might have been wiser to have used the controls Delicious affords to mark a bookmark as private, at least until I’d told our children and my employer about my diagnosis.

Though I may not want you staring over my shoulder as I browse, I have no objection to web sites tracking my behavior with cookies, the infobits that let servers know what I’ve seen. Privacy advocates and some in media—most notably and oddly, the usually probusiness Wall Street Journal27 —paint cookies as trackers performing secret surveillance, but I see little harm and some benefit in getting more relevant content and advertising. More on cookies later.

What about tracking my movements in the real world? The German Green politician Malte Spitz sued Deutsche Telekom to find all the data it had gathered about his location from his mobile phone. Over five months, it collected 35,000 data points. He made all this public and the news site Zeit Online turned it into an interactive map: Where’s Herr Spitz been?28 Apple, it turns out, was saving our locations on our iPhones. After a fuss, Apple said it would restrict the practice but it should have told users about the data and let us control it. The E-ZPass automated highway toll system knows much about where I am. Do I have anything to be ashamed about in my comings and goings? Not much. A few too many visits to the local Chipotle, perhaps. My problem isn’t so much that the information is collected by technology but that it could be subpoenaed for use against me by government or other foes. Later, I’ll examine whether it’s better to protect one’s privacy by controlling the gathering or the use of such data.

What’s left of my privacy? I would find it slightly embarrassing for you to see my iTunes playlist, filled as it is with blathering podcasts, pretentious public-radio shows, show tunes, and torch singers from Joni Mitchell to Norah Jones. I would find it humiliating if my early lovers revealed my learning curve in bed. I won’t tell you what I think—especially if it’s unflattering—of some of the people with whom I have done business. It would not be in my self-interest.

Those not-insignificant exceptions aside, I’m fine with making much of the rest of what I do, say, or think public. But I don’t make it all public—every rumination or speculation, wish or wonder—because, frankly, who could give a damn? I have no desire to be seen as the internet exhibitionist. Some will say I already am one—blogging itself, and more so blogging about one’s private parts, can earn one such a reputation. So when I go public, I try to ask why. What’s the value? Will I just be creating more chatter and clutter? Will I add to knowledge? What’s the benefit?


The Benefits of Publicness

East of Hollywood, most Americans were brought up with a social stigma against being too public: Don’t be a show-off, a braggart, a narcissist, an exhibitionist. Don’t draw too much attention to yourself. Don’t set yourself up for a fall. That varies from culture to culture, of course. As an American, I’m well accustomed to public displays of affluence, affection, accomplishment, opinions, taste, cars, and Christmas lights. But even as an American, I was raised not to poke my head up too quickly.

Then again, fame is our culture’s drug of choice. Talk shows and reality shows exploit our lust for popularity like pushers. It used to be that most of us didn’t have to worry about fame because we’d never get more than our fifteen minutes of it. But now we all have the potential to live in public. Today we ask ourselves—as individuals, companies, and institutions—how public is too public? How public is public enough? To decide that, as most of us must these days, we need to calculate not just the risks of publicness but also the benefits. Here are some of the benefits that I see.

Publicness Builds Relationships

The market values Facebook not according to how many computers it owns but according to how many members it has, how loyal and active they are, how many connections they make, how much the company knows about each of them, and what it can do with all that knowledge. Compare that with Microsoft, which has never had a relationship with me or connected me with others. It has never gotten to know me. Amazon.com’s real value is not in its real estate or the inventory in its warehouses—indeed, it tries to keep as little of that on hand as possible—but instead in how it takes my purchases, builds a profile of my interests and tastes, and tries to sell me what I’ll want. Amazon.com has also begun telling me what is popular with my Facebook friends. No department store ever did all that for me. If you’re hiring employees, LinkedIn lets you see and sort résumés and make connections through people you know to check out candidates and get introductions. I know start-ups that staff entire teams this way. Old-style headhunters instead keep everything—lists, résumés, meetings, relationships—secret because that’s what used to make them valuable. One system is open, the other closed.

Companies will soon measure their worth more by the quality of their relationships than by the cost of the things they own (which, in a digital world, is becoming more of a liability than an asset—witness bookstores and their bricks and shelves or the U.S. Post Office and its offices and trucks). Relationships will come to be worth more than corporate secrets (for what is the value of keeping a mediocre dress design under wraps when by sharing it you can learn what customers really want?). Relationships may be more telling about a company’s prospects than quarterly income (for relationships build real long-term value and create a true barrier to entry for others). Brands equal relationships. This is what Mark Zuckerberg is saying when he argues that every product and all business will be social. “Get on the bus,” he advises.1

I remember sitting at the Quadrangle Foursquare conference in New York watching a private-equity man ask founders of YouTube, LinkedIn, and Twitter which powerful conglomerates they’d want to negotiate exclusive distribution deals with. The entrepreneurs cocked their heads at the notion, looking like confused German shepherds. Their users, they told him, already distributed their services; exclusive deals would only make them smaller. Their companies could start and grow inexpensively and quickly because they relied on open platforms. They didn’t see themselves as corporations in industries as much as members of ecosystems—made bigger and more efficient through their relationships.

Rishad Tobaccowala, chief strategist for the digital ad company VivaKi, advances Ronald Coase’s theory of the firm2—that companies perform tasks inside when it is easier and more efficient to do so than out in the market. Tobaccowala argues that now, in a networked economy, it’s getting easier to work with outsiders. That changes relationships with customers, suppliers, and even competitors. J. P. Rangaswami, chief scientist of Salesforce.com and an influential economist and technologist online, recalls a lesson Boston University professor N. Venkatraman taught him: “Businesses used to be hierarchies of business units whose assets were called customers and products.” Now “they are changing into networks of business units whose assets are called relationships and capabilities.”3 Turning that perspective into an investment strategy, I’d bet money on start-ups that put relationships at their center so they can disrupt old, closed industries (later we’ll look at what social car companies and airlines look like; imagine, too, the social store, restaurant, and school). I’d buy the stocks of companies that know me well and play well with others. I’d short the companies that build walls around themselves. In a linked world and a relationship economy, isolation costs too much.

The internet has changed the infrastructure of relationships. Just as we now take it for granted that any piece of information we want is likely a search away, we are coming to rely on the idea that the people we want to meet are a connection away. That realization is at the heart of LinkedIn, which shows you how you are connected to someone else so you can use those connections to get an introduction and make a relationship. When I have taken to my blog or Twitter to discuss problems with a product or service—as I have with cable TV, phones, airlines, cars, and computers—I can be more and more confident that someone from the company—if it is paying attention—or a fellow customer will come forward to help me fix it. A relationship forms. When I’ve shared my ideas online, I’ve found people willing to spread or challenge them (or to do business together). More relationships are born. Since joining Facebook, I have reconnected with old friends and even long-lost family. Relationships are reborn.

To make those connections, we must be public and share. To join up with fellow diabetics or vegetarians or libertarians or Star Trek fans, we first have to reveal ourselves as members of those groups. It’s the same in the digital world as the real one: If you stay in your room all day, you’ll never meet anyone and never know whom you’ve missed. It’s Tinker Bell in reverse: Each time you don’t share, a relationship loses its wings. That is a tangible loss.

Publicness Disarms Strangers

Publicness challenges the notion of the stranger. Who’s a stranger, when, in any given minute on Facebook or Twitter, someone unknown can become known? A couple of developers in the United Kingdom created an iPhone app called the Situationist4 to combat what they call “media’s demonization of strangers.” The Situationist has one user walk up to a stranger who’s also using the app and perform a task: hug him, ask her for an autograph, or compliment him on his haircut. It’s just a cute and gimicky app but it makes the point: A stranger is not a stranger anymore. People we don’t know are just fellow citizens or potential friends. But in media, the app’s developers say, strangers are “portrayed as potential stalkers and maniacs. No wonder we’re not keen on the public good if we’re told the public are nutters.”

From the 1970s on, Iran was a strange land of strangers I knew only on TV, mostly in the images of angry young men yelling about us for reasons I’ll confess I too shallowly understood. Then another medium came to speak for Iran. Blogging, which took off there very early, became popular as a way for Iranian young people to express themselves about poetry, their lives, and politics, too. One of Iran’s leading bloggers, a journalist named Sina Motalebi, was arrested in April 2003 because of what he had blogged. Before reporting to the police, he told his blog readers what was happening. “I publicly announced on my blog that I was summoned to the special police office, something I never did before when they summoned and interrogated me repeatedly,” he recalled in an email. He predicted on his blog that he was about to be put in jail. While he waited for the taxi to take him to the police, he watched the reaction to that post begin to erupt online. Soon bloggers around the world—I was one of them—wrote that one of our own was behind bars. That reaction “put my interrogators on the back foot, at least for the first interrogation session,” Motalebi says. “Since then, I always encourage anybody who has been summoned to a court, or the family members of friends and colleagues who have been arrested, to be public and loud about the arrest and also find a way to pass the information to the detained person.” To this day, Motalebi credits his publicness, his relationship with bloggers, and their spreading word of his situation with getting him out of prison and safely out of the country in December 2004. Today he is an editor for the BBC in London. He says he owes “the life I’m living and the freedom I enjoy” to those who brought attention to him. We are Facebook friends.

I have more friends because I am online. It’s easy to mock my 2,000-plus pals on Facebook: How can anyone count friends in the thousands when the Dunbar Number decrees that the most quality relationships humans can manage is 150, give or take?5 How can I follow 1,000 people on Twitter, and why would more follow me? Of course, the people I know on Facebook and LinkedIn, in conferences and the office, in town and around are not all bosom buddies. But I value them and am grateful for the tools that help us connect, even if it is just to answer an occasional question or follow a recommended link or catch up once in a while. Some people take all comers on Facebook, and others befriend only those they’d invite to a party. For me, these tools and the online places they foster have become the town diner: I never know whom I’ll find there, what I’m going to hear, and who might become a true friend. That’s why I keep coming back, for the relationships.

Publicness Enables Collaboration

The Wikimedia Foundation, which runs Wikipedia, conducted a study in 2009 adding up the time that users of Wikipedia put into editing it. They couldn’t track the effort put into research and writing (it might occur away from the computer, even in a library), but they could track the time spent editing. The study ascribed a conservative $10-per-hour labor cost to that time, according to the foundation’s executive director, Sue Gardner. To the foundation’s amazement, the total effort contributed by Wikipedia editors added up to $700 million in a year, building an asset that by some estimates is worth more than $4 billion. That is real value created by public collaboration.

Granted, Wikipedia is exceptional. It is so successful at collaboration because its users see it as theirs. Can big, for-profit companies operate so communally? Perhaps not, but they can work together with customers; I’ll explore some examples later. They can use open-source platforms—see how IBM has embraced and contributed to the Linux operating system.6 Don Tapscott and Anthony Williams tell the story in Wikinomics of the mining company that opened up its geological data to get more minds working on finding pay dirt. Companies may not come to resemble kibbutzim, but they can still open up and collaborate.

Return again to the notion of the beta. When a technology company releases a product as a beta, unfinished and imperfect, that is a public act, which reveals the process of development for all to see. It is necessarily a call for collaboration: “This thing isn’t done,” the beta label is saying, “so help us finish it.” Opening up in such a way gives customers a measure of respect. “You might have better ideas than we do,” it says, “so help us improve what we’re doing.” The beta resets the relationship and improves it. The beta recognizes that it’s better to work together than alone. The beta acknowledges that customers can and often should be cocreators.

Take TCHO, a San Francisco chocolate company founded by rocket scientists who left the space shuttle program. “Since a lot of us have tech backgrounds, we adopted a familiar idea: We encouraged our users to help us make the chocolate they wanted, in much the same way software developers engage beta testers,” the company says on its web site.7 Its first official chocolate went through 1,026 iterations before being released as a 1.0. “When one of our chocolates graduates from beta, it means we’ve integrated your feedback, finished our tweaking, and believe it’s ready for general release—which means much bigger batches.”

Not long ago, I stood at a whiteboard before executives at a retail company and suggested they could act as a bridge between customers and manufacturers to foster collaboration. The goal is to move the customer up the chain—the design chain, the marketing chain, the service chain—hearing from customers earlier to act on what they say. Imagine if a retailer got customers to design their ideal product and took that design to manufacturers, saying, “If you make it, they will buy it, so we will sell it.” Soon after, I sat on a plane next to a maker of briefcases and bags sold by that retailer. I asked him about the idea of a store getting customers to specify the features and design of, say, the ideal road warrior’s bag. Would this bag maker make it? Of course, he said. Collaboration in design would give him a product with proven demand, which could increase sales and lower risk. It would also change his brand, making his the company that empowers customers, that turns them into partners. Collaboration isn’t just about making nice. It makes economic sense.

The problem historically has been that customers enter the chain only at the end, after it is too late to act on their ideas. Even retailers—who have direct relationships with end users—come into the process too late, receiving products after they’re finished. Sure, manufacturers may pay for surveys or focus groups to get input, but those are little more than random bunches of people who have nothing better to do than give opinions about topics they may not care about for $20 plus cookies. That’s not collaboration.

I hear companies fret that revealing and discussing things openly will tip off competitors, allowing them to steal good ideas. That’s a problem if you think that your value resides only in your product and that secrecy itself is worth protecting. If, instead, your value lies in the quality of your relationships, openness brings benefits. If you are known as the company that collaborates with customers to give them the products they want, you may end up with more loyal customers. If you are a customer, wouldn’t you pick the company that makes better products through collaboration, the company that listens?

Publicness Unleashes the Wisdom (and Generosity) of the Crowd

The more we open, gather, analyze, and share our knowledge, the more we all know. Google’s engineers found that by tracking search queries for “flu,” they could map the spread of the disease around the world ahead of the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, helping health-care officials forecast the need for vaccine and treatment.8 If each of us went only to our own doctors to seek information, it would be much more difficult to aggregate, track, and analyze that information. That we ask the same third party, Google—and can do so anonymously—adds up to public knowledge. For that reason, Google cofounder Larry Page told European regulators they should not be too quick to erase search data out of privacy concerns. To map trends and anomalies over time might allow Google and health officials to plot and predict the course of the next pandemic. “That could possibly save a third of the world population,” Page claimed.9 At the Personal Democracy Forum in New York in 2010, U.S. Chief Technology Officer Aneesh Chopra told how the government’s releasing hospital data in an open standard allowed Microsoft’s search engine, Bing, to plot that information on its maps so users could find not only the nearest but also the best hospital to treat the flu.

As I’ve said, there’s nothing more private than our health information. But why? What’s the harm of sharing that data? There are many concerns. One fear is that insurance companies will reject us. But they already force us to sign over our medical histories. That is why the so-called Obamacare outlawed rejecting customers due to preexisting conditions. The law deals with the problem by restricting the use, not the flow of information. Another fear is that we won’t get hired because of a medical problem. That, too, is society’s problem to solve. If employers may not discriminate on the basis of age, gender, race, religion, or disability, should they also be forbidden from discriminating on the basis of health? As many of us get our DNA mapped, will we need to forbid discrimination on the basis of genes? A larger fear of sharing health information is the stigma associated with illness. That stigma is most certainly society’s problem. Why should anyone be ashamed of being sick?

Consider a condition that is, by its nature, visible and thus public and carries its own stigma: obesity. There’s no hiding fat. Many countries now face crises of obesity and are grappling with its health risks and costs. New York’s mayor, Michael Bloomberg, ordered restaurant chains in the city to post the caloric content of every item (it has changed the way I order a nosh at Starbucks, I can tell you). By tracking public data, students at my journalism school working with a colleague dug deeper into factors that contribute to the problem of obesity in poor neighborhoods, where the high cost and lack of availability of fresh, healthful food—tied to the low cost and easy availability of high-calorie fast food—contribute to obesity and diabetes. Open information about the problem will help us address it.

Rather than refusing to talk about weight because we think it is embarrassing for the overweight person, isn’t it better—isn’t it healthier—to encourage people to discuss their problems openly and to encourage others to offer solutions and support? A young star reporter at The New York Times, Brian Stelter, wanted to lose weight, so he tweeted everything he ate, reporting his diet publicly to pressure himself. That also allowed others to support and pressure him.10 Stelter confessed in The Times that he had problems at first telling even Twitter the truth and fell off the social wagon, not fessing up to a late-night slice of pizza. Then he found an audience. “We’ll be your support group,” said one reader. His brother started a Twitter diet alongside him. Friends told Stelter he was changing their habits by example. His disclosure became an act of generosity, helping others. He came to want to share. Exposing fast food’s fat and calories became his cause. “Monday, started w/McD’s, cinnamon melts and hash browns, 600 cals/44% of day’s fat—awful, and made me feel ill,” he tweeted. He even summoned the courage to buy a Wi-Fi scale that tweets one’s weight automatically, for all to see (no lying possible). Stelter lost ninety pounds on the Twitter diet and tweeted: “I haven’t fit into jeans in give or take ten years … Jeans shopping for the second weekend in a row. And I must say, it feels great.”11

There’s a twist in Stelter’s story: He started his career writing the definitive blog covering the cable news industry, called CableNewser. He wrote it anonymously because he was only nineteen years old. If his industry audience had known he was a mere teen toiling in a dorm room, they likely wouldn’t have paid him much attention. The Times outed his age in a page-one feature. He sold his blog to another company, expanded it to cover broadcast news, and when he graduated, he got his job at The Times, where his byline is appearing on page one with regularity. Stelter found shelter in anonymity and then benefit in publicness.

Sir Tim Berners-Lee, the inventor of the web, said at a Google conference in London in 2010 that the data we make public become yet more valuable as they mix with other data. We can find new correlations, trends, and cause and effect in the aggregation.12 He argued that in government and elsewhere, we should make data public by default, using standards that enable such analysis. At the event, privacy advocate Shami Chakrabarti, director of the U.K.’s National Council for Civil Liberties, attacked Berners-Lee. She bristled at the idea of massive databases, jumping to the conclusion that they would violate privacy. Berners-Lee countered that after eliminating data that hold personal information, there is still an untold wealth of knowledge to be found in what remains, and we should not lose the opportunity it affords us. Mining that data may become the gold rush of our age.

A start-up called Kaggle facilitates contests to analyze open data. In one, government agencies in Australia put up data on traffic patterns and challenged the 364 teams that entered to find better ways to predict delays, enticing them with a $10,000 prize. The winning team’s analysis found, counterintuitively, that traffic jams can propagate both ways—that is, a slowdown behind you can end up catching up with you. Also on Kaggle, Ford offered $950 to come up with an algorithm that takes various data points—phone calls, conversations, eating, fatigue—to help determine which drivers are distracted. The Heritage Health Prize, which Kaggle administers, offered $3 million to the team that can best predict who will be hospitalized in the next year. These projects are made possible with open data.13

Just look at what we have created with shared data so far: Wikipedia; Google search, which is built on using our links and clicks to learn which sites are most relevant; Wolfram|Alpha, which tries to make sense of more complex data; Google Maps and open-source mapping projects, which collect our photos and annotations; review sites such as TripAdvisor for travel, Yelp for restaurants, and Rotten Tomatoes for movies; PatientsLikeMe, where patients share details about their medications and treatments; Twitter, Facebook, and Quora, which give us a place to ask questions and get answers; Ushahidi and SeeClickFix, which let people report anything from graffiti to disasters around them … the list can and will go on and on.

Publicness Defuses the Myth of Perfection

Thanks to the practical realities of our industrial economy—the efficiencies of mass production, distribution, marketing, and media—we are saddled with a myth of perfection in modern society. A one-size-fits-all “perfect” product that takes a long time to design and produce is sold to a large market. Its manufacturer cannot have it perceived otherwise. There are no second chances on the assembly line. The distribution chain invests in large quantities of the product and cannot afford for it to be flawed. Mass marketing is spent to convince customers that the product is ideal. So perfection becomes our standard, or at least our presumption: our shared myth.

But perfection is a delusion at best, a lie at worst. It is unattainable. The claim of perfection supports priesthoods with closed orthodoxies who define standards for all in fashion, publishing, education, and entertainment. Perfection inflates expectations and inevitably disappoints (every car eventually breaks). Perfection discourages risk and innovation, openness and invention. Perfection is expensive. And the quest for perfection leads only to failure. After all, nothing and no one is perfect.

By operating in public, warts and all, we no longer hold ourselves to the ideal of perfection. By rejecting perfection as a promise, we are free to make what we do ever better. We are never done, never satisfied, always seeking ways to improve by working in public. “Le mieux est l’ennemi du bien,” said Voltaire: The best is the enemy of the good. The best is also the enemy of the better. Striving for perfection complicates and delays creation. In technology, we call this insidious process “feature creep”—adding one more gewgaw to get one step closer to the ideal before release. The cure is the public beta: Just put it out there to see what it needs.

The tyranny of perfection permeates the rest of society and our lives. In our schools, we teach students there is one and only one right answer to every question. Then we add the questions together in tests and teach to those tests, expecting students to spit back what we feed them. We call that achievement. We should instead be encouraging experimentation, rewarding challenges to our accepted wisdom, and designing schools around learning through failure.

The expectation of perfection hampers government. A few years ago, I spoke about Googley government with five hundred federal webmasters in Washington, D.C. Those geeky civil servants are among our best hopes for innovation in government. But they and their bureaucrat bosses live in dread of mistakes. They know that one misstep can bring the disapproval of their bigger bosses—politicians—and of media and constituents. Public servants need a license to fail so they can try things in public, imperfect and incomplete, and collaborate with us all. The webmasters cheered at the suggestion. But I found few who were optimistic enough to believe that day will come. We still inhabit a culture that wants heads on platters when mistakes are made, especially in politics. Search Google for “politician resigns,” and you’ll find a parade of ignominy.

Now search Google for “CEO apologizes,” and you’ll find a pile of crow bones on the plate with Toyota, BP, Citigroup, Chrysler, and even NPR at the table. When Michael Dell returned to Dell and Howard Schultz came back to Starbucks to fix their respective companies, each was open about their problems. Dell had quality, customer service, and reputational issues, which I recounted (and, to some extent, caused) in my blog and last book.14 He instituted the means to listen to customers’ complaints and ideas and act on them. Starbucks, Schultz believed, had watered down its experience.15 He went so far as to close stores while baristas were retaught how to make a cup of coffee. Groupon CEO Andrew Mason at first defended controversial 2011 Super Bowl commercials that seemed to make fun of suffering Tibetans and dying whales until it became clear that the public didn’t appreciate the jokes. He apologized: “We’ve listened to your feedback, and since we don’t see the point in continuing to anger people, we’re pulling the ads.”16 Those CEOs trusted their customers. They learned that responsiveness beats defensiveness. Confession is as good for the PR strategy as it is for the soul. “We believe that disclosure of oneself to others is a moral good in itself,” Richard Sennett says in The Fall of Public Man.17

Our myth of perfection, I suspect, also affects our personal lives: our romances and marriages and our relationships as parents and children. How many wives are caught trying to fix their husbands’ failings—and failing? When should we push our children to succeed, and when are we holding them up to some false and unattainable standard?

Granted, the problem with my attack on perfection is that it could lead to lower standards, to settling too soon, to the scourge of being just good enough. But I believe publicness and pride will save us from that mediocre fate. Even if imperfect, no one wants to seem shoddy in public.

Publicness Neutralizes Stigmas

The flip side of perfection is the taboo. Publicness can disarm that, too. Perhaps the best illustration of the power of publicness is how it has given gays the keys to leave their closets. When gay men and lesbian women for so long were forced to hide their sexuality, it was a commentary not on their mores but on society’s. Secrecy did not give gays control over their lives; it granted control to the bigots who forced their norms on others. The solution for gays was to come out, to be public, to show pride, to gather in solidarity and in strength, and to defy society to disapprove. Such publicness says to the world, “Yes, here’s who I am. So now what?” Or as we say in my homeland, New Jersey, “Ya gotta problem w’dat?” Publicness is a dare. It takes courage to face one’s critics and haters directly, to confront the fear of what people will say about you.

To be clear, I am not suggesting that men and women should be forced from their closets. (I might make an exception for particularly vitriolic antigay public figures who turn out to be gay—though what is being exposed then is not their sexuality but their hypocrisy.) Revealing one’s private life should be one’s own choice. But when one does make that brave decision, it can change minds. “Since privacy cloaks norm violations from society’s view,” says Daniel J. Solove, “privacy can serve to retard the process of changing norms.”18 That is, secrecy prevents change; publicness accelerates it.

Society has taboos for a reason, of course. Fearing reprisal from our community is one force that underpins civil society as it stops us from doing wrong. Or does it? If you had no reason to fear what people would think of you if you did something you know is wrong, or if you knew you could do the deed in secret, would you steal your neighbor’s newspaper (or spouse)? Or does your moral compass have its own true north? Is the worry about what others will think enough to make you dye your hair, change your accent, not wear the outfit you like even if it is out of style, or say something you don’t believe? What’s insidious about the fear of what others will say is that you rarely hear them say it. You imagine what they’d say. You imagine they care that much about you. The fragility of our own egos gets the better of us.

Living in public not only shows that we have little to hide; it shows we have little to fear. “What would privacy be like if it weren’t connected to shame?” asks The Cluetrain Manifesto.19 Which reminds blogger Dave Pell of sitting in his child psychiatrist’s waiting room at age eleven when a kid from his school, Brad, walked out: “My worst nightmare,” Pell says. Now he realizes they were hardly alone, Dave and Brad, in seeing a shrink. What if he had known that then? What if Dave and Brad had been open about seeing their doctor? He asks, “Can shame survive in a world without privacy?”20

Publicness Grants Immortality … or at Least Credit

Most of us do secretly want to be famous, don’t we? Yes, there are degrees of fame and there are limits to what a sane person will do to acquire celebrity. Later, I’ll examine oversharing. But for now can we stipulate that attention and credit feel good and often just? Can we agree that the desire for these rewards is part of human nature?

Fame is the ultimate extension of human identity. Animals aren’t known for anything—or even if they are, they don’t know it. (Did Lassie understand what it meant to be Lassie?) But we humans want attributes attached to our identities. We want to be known for something. We want the hallmark of our lives to live past us, with our reputations and creations as our legacies. To that extent, most of us want a public persona.

I will admit to savoring the precious few moments of demicelebrity I’ve had. When people say they’ve read my book, I beam. When I was a columnist for the San Francisco Examiner early in my newspaper career, my face was plastered on news boxes for a month. A few times a stranger recognized me on the street—which was especially wonderful if I happened to be on a date. I am a regular panelist on the podcast This Week in Google,21 and from that I’ve been amazed to be recognized in Munich and Vancouver airports, in a New Jersey Fuddruckers, and on a New York sidewalk. I can guess what you’re thinking right now: Bragging about these moments is rather unbecoming: egotistical, show-offy, yes? You’re right. Sorry. I’m just being honest. I like the attention. I’m human.

We believe fame should be earned. Fame at its best is credit—credit for accomplishments, contributions, talents. If we do something just for the attention—especially a charitable act—don’t we also believe that the grab for glory cheapens the act? But by claiming our deeds and ideas, we also claim responsibility. We create a public record. Fame can be good.

Immortality is even better. Only by being public can we leave our mark on the world. Hannah Arendt argues that if we are not public, we are the trees that fall in forests that no one hears. To be private, she says, is “to be deprived of the possibility of achieving something more permanent than life itself…. Private man does not appear, and therefore it is as though he did not exist.”22

In our quest for modern immortality, we have a problem with the architecture of our new public realm: Data turn out to be surprisingly impermanent. Have an old floppy disk in the house (if you’re not too young to wonder what that is)? Any idea how you’d read it? “Floppy disks won’t last as long as the Gutenberg Bible, which has lasted 500 years,” says Elizabeth Eisenstein, author of the definitive work on the birth of printing. She worries about preservation. So does Dave Winer, a true pioneer of the net who has had key roles in the start of many online technologies, from blogging to RSS to podcasts. He wonders how we can preserve our digital lives—our blogs, photos, Facebook pages, and legacies—after we are gone.23 To whom can we entrust them: to family or to one of the dozens of companies24 now making a business of insuring our legacies (see Entrustet) or perhaps to universities—any of which might also die? “There is no mausoleum,” says Eisenstein. There is no library of our lives.

Publicness Organizes Us

Protestors in Iran used Twitter as they demonstrated against the dubious results of the nation’s 2009 election. All too quickly and perhaps glibly, their movement was dubbed the Twitter Revolution by many in the digital West—notably by political blogger Andrew Sullivan. He tirelessly blogged the news there by combing through Twitter alerts about it. Twitter, he declared, would henceforth be “the critical tool for organizing the resistance in Iran.”25 Sadly, the idea that Twitter fueled that revolution—like the revolution itself—turned out to be in great measure wishful thinking. We do a lot of that, we internet evangelists: believe that one tool or another will change our world overnight. New York University professor Clay Shirky calls that the “ ‘just-add-internet’ hypothesis.”26

Evgeny Morozov, an editor at Foreign Policy and a fellow at Georgetown University, as well as a respected supplier of ballast to me and my fellow internet triumphalists, argues in Dissent and Prospect magazines that in Iran, Twitter was useful mainly to “a tiny and, most important, extremely untypical segment of the Iranian population,” as well as to Westerners who couldn’t get news from journalists who had been deported or restricted. He says Twitter “only add[ed] to the noise” and, along with Facebook, gave “Iran’s secret services superb platforms for gathering open source intelligence about the future revolutionaries…. Once, regimes used torture to get this kind of data; now it’s freely available on Facebook.”27 Yes, the tools can be used by either side in a dispute.

In Prospect, Shirky counters, “Because civic life is not just created by the actions of individuals, but by the actions of groups, the spread of mobile phones and internet connectivity will reshape that civic life, changing the way members of the public interact with one another.” He adds, “The new circumstances of coordinated public action, I believe, marks an essential change in the civilian part of the ‘arms race.’”28

Morozov and Shirky are both right. The internet is still new. It is a deep mine filled with unseen potential. It won’t be used in all the ways we want. It will surprise us for good and bad. But it would be a mistake to declare one use or impact null just because an early encounter did not meet overblown expectations. I, like Shirky in his book Here Comes Everybody, take it as a matter of faith that the tools of the internet will facilitate coming together in new ways: to organize clubs, cults, companies, markets, revolutions, even new forms of governance that exist outside of government—as well as criminal syndicates and terrorist organizations.

Looking forward from Iran, we see how revolutionaries in Tunisia, Egypt, and other countries used Twitter, Facebook, YouTube, and other social tools to organize themselves. In Libya, activists hid coded messages in poetry on a dating site to spread their word.29 Any tool in the storm. Looking back, earlier revolutionaries used the tools they had at hand. I am writing this section of the book while in Berlin. This morning, I ran on an awe-inspiring route—through the Brandenburg Gate and along Unter den Linden to Alexanderplatz, the hub of the former East Berlin. At the end, I came across an outdoor exhibit about the movement that led to the fall of the Wall and Germany’s reunification. There, in one display, were some of the crude printing tools used by dissidents to publish their tracts. Farther along in the chronology was a worn Amiga computer and the dot-matrix printer protestors used to print leaflets and spread their message farther, faster. Was theirs the Amiga revolution? Imagine if that computer could have been tied to the internet along with millions more devices like it. Would dissidents have found one another sooner and realized that they had the critical mass—the safety in numbers—they needed to step out in public and bring down the government and its Wall? Or would the Stasi have hunted them down more efficiently? Would we have had a new Europe sooner or not at all?

Publicness Protects Us

The more public society is, the safer it is. That assertion will be unsettling to many because it summons fears that technology can help any government—including repressive regimes—watch us, use our actions against us, and make us public against our wills. But can we afford to return to the days when government didn’t know who flew on our planes and what they carried? Where’s the balance?

Search Google News for “Orwell,” and you will find a ceaseless flow of fears about government’s eyes watching us everywhere. Examples abound: As a legacy of the sectarian terrorism it suffered, London still has CCTV cameras recording, it seems, every step in the city: Big Brother’s gaze, it’s alleged. There is no authoritative count, but estimates in 2008 ranged from 1.2 to 4.2 million cameras.30 A single London bus can have as many as sixteen cameras.31 In its hunt for terrorists after September 11, 2001, The New York Times reported, the U.S. government listened to citizens’ otherwise private phone conversations without warrants: Big Brother’s ears.32 Local governments use cameras to catch and ticket drivers who violate traffic laws. Towns in the U.K. use aerial infrared photography to spot poorly insulated homes,33 posting maps so that one can check on the energy-leakiness of one’s neighbors.34 Media companies track, subpoena, and sue kids and moms for violating copyright law.35 In 2011, the Obama administration proposed criminalizing unauthorized media streaming as a felony and empowering the FBI to fight it using wiretaps.36 Following various financial scandals, governments demanded that companies be more public about their businesses in ways that their managers say makes doing their jobs too difficult. Every time a government laptop is reported lost or stolen, we are reminded of how much information government holds on us and how vulnerable it is to exposure and abuse.

“Trade-off” is the word that often punctuates this discussion. We have a choice: We can condone government use of technologies to track bad actors and keep us safe. Or we can forbid governments to do so because we fear they will use it to track us and threaten our privacy and liberty. Germany’s minister of food agriculture, and consumer protection, Ilse Aigner, decreed in 2010 that tying facial recognition to geolocation technology would henceforth be “taboo.”37 On the face of it, that sounds sensible, for the idea does sound sinister. But is it wise to ban a technology before it is even used and understood? Imagine how else such a combination could be beneficial: finding missing children or learning the fate of victims in a disaster such as Hurricane Katrina or the 2011 Japanese earthquake and tsunami. Trade-off. It would be “hilarious to see such a law passed in the U.K., where facial recognition is being used to scan airport crowds for known terrorists,” says Eric Schmidt, executive chairman of Google. “It seems to me that it’s probably a lot cheaper to scan the crowds for known terrorists than to do this invasive security searching that they have to do for everybody.” In 2010, a media hubbub burst out when some travelers objected to full-body scanners that show fuzzy, quasi-naked images of travelers to U.S. Transportation Security Administration officers somewhere else in an airport. If they opted out, passengers were subjected to pat-downs, deemed by some to be too invasive, as they encroached on the groin—because that’s where the “underwear bomber,” Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab, hid his plastic explosives on Christmas 2009.38 Knowing that no security at all is not an option, what’s your choice: body scans, physical searches, facial recognition via surveillance cameras, more personal data attached to travel records? Trade-offs.

I object to none of the above. But I should reveal this context: I was at the World Trade Center on 9/11, on the last PATH train to arrive under the North Tower just as the first jet hit. I was standing across the street as the second jet exploded and ran away when the South Tower fell. So I may be different from most people. I’ve set my tolerance for surveillance high. As a society, we are negotiating our mutual limits. We do need limits and controls. Terrorism is an edge case, an extreme that can be used to justify and hide other possibly invasive government actions. But terrorism is also a reality.

In another use of surveillance technology, the town of Riverhead, New York, used Google’s satellite images to spot 250 illegal swimming pools in backyards that had not received safety certification.39 Is it important for us to ensure that our neighbors’ pools are safe for the children around them? If pool owners don’t come forward, do we want government to find them out? What methods are OK if not Google Earth? Knocking on doors? Getting a plane and flying overhead? Relying on snitching neighbors? Monitoring water usage? Where do safety and privacy cross and clash? The town set, then reset its priorities: A month after the news spread that Riverhead was using Google Earth, the town council voted to stop. That was a political and emotional response. The images are still online for anyone to see. The need to protect children from dangerous pools is still there. The U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention report that in 2007, almost one-third of the deaths of children aged one to four occurred because of drowning.40 The hubbub over privacy won this round. Should it have? Wouldn’t publicness about pools be a wiser course? Did we have our priorities between the risks to privacy and the benefits of publicness set properly?


A History of the Private and the Public

Fiendish kodakers

The first serious discussion of privacy as a legal right in the United States did not begin until 1890. Advances in technology were the catalysts: In 1888, Kodak introduced its first boxy, portable “snapshot” camera.1 Freed from the studio, where it had been used to shoot portraits, the camera could now be carried anywhere, taking pictures of anyone. Those images could be seen by everyone thanks to the growth of mass-circulation, illustrated newspapers: the penny press. In the half century leading up to 1890, in the United States alone, their number multiplied from one hundred to nine hundred publications and their total circulation exploded from 800,000 to 8 million.2

All photographic hell apparently broke loose. The New York Times reported in 1899 that “kodak fiends” were harassing the good ladies of Newport: “All over the avenue the women are constantly brought face to face with a kodak and snapped,” the paper huffed.3 In 1903, Reggie Vanderbilt, heir to the Vanderbilt fortune, horsewhipped a “yellow kodaker”—that is, a photographer for the sensationalistic popular press—and The Times cheered, arguing that though he was a member of a rich family, this Vanderbilt was not a public figure and should be left alone. The paper noted that President Theodore Roosevelt had been “known to exhibit impatience in discovering designs to kodak him,” which was why he briefly outlawed cameras in Washington parks. But The Times argued that, unlike young Reggie Vanderbilt, Roosevelt was “a public and kodakable character.”4

Even while cameras were still too big to lug out of studios, the possibility of seeing one’s portrait published raised questions of privacy the law could not yet settle and would not resolve for many years to come. “The right of a man to control the publication of his own features is a rather delicate point of personal law which has never been sufficiently elucidated,” The Times wrote in 1874.5 In 1897, a bill was introduced in New York to levy a $1,000 fine and a one-year prison term for publishing a portrait without written consent.6 The Times spoke favorably of the legislation at first,7 until its editors apparently realized that they could be liable themselves; they eventually labeled it “bad law.”8

In a 1902 case involving the use of young Abigail Roberson’s likeness pasted on flour barrels without her consent,9 the New York Court of Appeals declared “that there is at present no right of privacy known to the law.”10 Or, as The Times put it, the court “has decided that privacy is one of the trivialities contemplated in the legal maxim, ‘De minimis non curat lex.’”11 That is, the law does not concern itself with trifles.12 The court’s chief justice, Alton B. Parker, wrote, “The so-called right of privacy is, as the phrase suggests, founded upon the claim that a man has the right to pass through this world, if he wills, without having his picture published, his business enterprises discussed, his successful experiments written up for the benefit of others, or his eccentricities commented upon either in hand-bills, circulars, catalogues, periodicals, or newspapers.” Judge Parker reasoned that if this use of an image were deemed an invasion of privacy, the rule could extend to all such uses, positive or negative, in all forms, word or image, in any medium, including newspapers, leading to a likely torrent of litigation.13 The debate continued a month after Parker’s decision, when The Times editorialized that J. Pierpont Morgan had been “beset by ‘kodakers’ lying in wait” and urged legislators to pass laws curbing “these savage and horrible practices.”14

Judge Parker later ran for president and came to complain about photographers himself, saying, “I reserve the right to put my hands in my pockets and assume comfortable attitudes without being everlastingly afraid that I shall be snapped by some fellow with a camera.” To which Roberson—the woman on the flour barrels whose privacy the judge had dismissed—responded in The Times, “You have no such right…. It is not apparent how your likeness in the attitude suggested could be libelous, at least not as long as you kept your hands in your own pockets.”15

The key moment in the birth of American privacy law came in 1890, when Louis Brandeis, later a Supreme Court justice, and Samuel Warren wrote a Harvard Law Review essay, “The Right to Privacy,” in which they proposed a new principle protecting “the right to be let alone.” Mind you, publicness is protected in the Bill of Rights—that is the essence of the First Amendment—but there is no article assuring a right to privacy. As the cases above demonstrate, there had been no established legal right to privacy. So Warren and Brandeis had to look for it elsewhere in the law. They came to the question in high dudgeon about the need to protect against gossip in the press. “The press is overstepping in every direction the obvious bounds of propriety and decency,” they sniffed. “Gossip is no longer the resource of the idle and of the vicious, but has become a trade, which is pursued with industry as well as effrontery…. Each crop of unseemly gossip, thus harvested, becomes the seed of more, and, in direct proportion to its circulation, results in the lowering of social standards and of morality.”16 They went so far as to call unauthorized circulation of people’s portraits “the evil invasion of privacy by the newspapers.”

It’s not known precisely what raised Warren’s and Brandeis’ hackles. The long-held assumption had been that it was press coverage of Warren’s wedding to Mabel Bayard, daughter of Thomas Bayard, a senator from Delaware, presidential candidate, and secretary of state under Grover Cleveland. But that wedding occurred seven years before the Harvard essay and likely wasn’t the spark. Other reports blame coverage of the wedding of the Warrens’ daughter, but that came later. In a 2008 Michigan State Law Review piece, Amy Gajda analyzes press coverage of the family and finds little interest in Warren; it was his in-laws who fascinated reporters.17 Gajda proposes that without his marriage, Warren likely would not have been in the papers much and wouldn’t have come to care so fervently about corralling the popular press and their kodakers.

Technology Fears

Technology is one thread that ties together outbreaks of fear over privacy through history. In 1890, the cause of trepidation was the camera. Centuries earlier, it was the printing press. Gutenberg’s machine, invented between 1440 and 1450, made authors nervous about their own publicness. Being public—having one’s thoughts set down permanently and distributed widely under one’s name—was new, strange, and frightening. “The paradoxical implications of making private thoughts public were not fully realized until authors began to address an audience composed of silent and solitary readers,”says Elizabeth Eisenstein.18 In 1628, Pilgrim pastor John Robinson worried that by writing books “the Author therin exposeth himself to the censure of all men.”19 Daniel Defoe, author of Robinson Crusoe, wrote in 1704—the year after being pilloried for publishing a satirical pamphlet—that “Preaching of Sermons is Speaking to a few of Mankind: Printing of Books is Talking to the whole World.” Gulliver’s Travels author Jonathan Swift, also trying to grapple with the impact of printing, said in 1711, “A Copy of Verses kept in a Cabinet, and only shewn to a few Friends, is like a Virgin much sought after and admired; but when printed and published, is like a common Whore, whom any body may purchase for half a Crown.”20

Now leap forward to recent history. Alan F. Westin, in his influential 1967 book Privacy and Freedom, lists technologies of the 1880s onward that, in his view, threatened privacy. There was the invention of the microphone in the 1870s, the telephone in the 1880s, and the recorder and the camera in the 1890s, each of which could be used by government or the press to spy on citizens. In his own time, Westin found many more technologies to fear: LSD “may greatly affect the individual’s daily personal balance between what he keeps private about himself and what he discloses to those around him” and could be used for government surveillance. Westin worried about radio pills, miniature transmitters, and even about fluorescent powders and dyes—not to mention radioactive substances—that could be applied to “hands, shoes, clothing, hair, umbrella, and the like, or can be added to such items as soap, after-shave lotion, and hair tonic” to track the unsuspecting person. Secret miniature cameras, transmitters embedded in hearing aids or shoelaces, infrared film, microminiature microphones the size of match heads, battery-operated tape recorders, hidden “television-eye” monitoring, telephone tapping, “truth measurement” by polygraph tests, personality testing, brain-wave analysis, dossiers of personal data, TV ratings, and the means to steam open envelopes—all those concerned him. He speculated that “invisible magnetic-ink tattoos might be applied (for example, to babies at birth)” and transmitters could be implanted in their bodies. He fretted over “wireless, battery-operated television ‘eyes’ the size of buttons,” not to mention U-2 spy cameras from above as well as scientists’ ability to read brain signals. He also warned of the dangers of computers. In 1966, he wrote, there were 30,000 computers in the U.S., 2,600 of them in the federal government. What happens, he asked, if we come to the day when “computers in the field of health will eventually establish total medical profiles on everyone in the country ‘from the hour of birth’ and updated through life. Each record will be almost instantly accessible to medical personnel.”21 Oh, if only.

Westin listed his worries about technology’s impact on privacy almost five decades ago. How many of his fears have come to life? Few if any. That is neither to mock him nor to diminish his warnings, only to put the anxieties technology fosters into context as we grapple with the concerns attached to our contemporary science. The fear of devices continues today: “Information technology is considered a major threat to privacy,” Helen Nissenbaum writes in Privacy in Context. “It enables pervasive surveillance, massive databases, and lightning-speed distribution of information across the globe.”22 A 2007 book by German Commissioner for Data Protection Peter Scharr, Das Ende der Privatsphäre (The End of the Private Sphere), lists more causes for worry: internet attacks, a net that never forgets, radio chips, locator beacons in pockets, biometric identification, DNA identification, and collateral damage to privacy in the war on terror.23

Yes, the internet, exponentially faster computers, ever less expensive data storage, ever bigger and more efficient databases, mobile technology, cameras on every corner and in every hand and in the sky above, geographical annotation of information, social networks, and ubiquitous publishing platforms make possible entirely new ways to gather and share information. Bad things could happen. It is prudent and wise to consider those possibilities and guard against the dangers, as our army of privacy advocates does. But those new technologies also present new opportunities, which we could miss if we are too busy building our bunkers. Presses print gossip but also art; Kodak cameras can embarrass yet enlighten; digital cameras power spying as well as grandparents’ Skype video calls; orbiting cameras equip spy satellites and Google Earth. What makes technology as frightening as it is exciting is that it is so unknown. In our messy tangle of wires and the frightening sparks shooting among them lays progress. Author Douglas Adams wrote in a 1999 newspaper essay:

I suppose earlier generations had to sit through all this huffing and puffing with the invention of television, the phone, cinema, radio, the car, the bicycle, printing, the wheel and so on, but you would think we would learn the way these things work, which is this:

1. everything that’s already in the world when you’re born is just normal;

2. anything that gets invented between then and before you turn thirty is incredibly exciting and creative and with any luck you can make a career out of it;

3. anything that gets invented after you’re thirty is against the natural order of things and the beginning of the end of civilization as we know it until it’s been around for about ten years when it gradually turns out to be alright really.24

“Ideas are having sex with each other as never before,” science journalist Matt Ridley writes in The Wall Street Journal and his book The Rational Optimist. He argues that the leap forward humans took over other species forty-five thousand years ago did not come from some “big bang of human consciousness” inside our heads. Instead, he maintains, it came from our public interaction, our invention of tools, and our trade in them, which led to the development of a “collective intelligence.”25 Ridley contends that “all the ingredients of human success—tool making, big brains, culture, fire, even language—seem to have been in place half a million years before and nothing happened.” Neanderthals had brains bigger than ours, yet they did not farm or make economic progress. Nomadic people did not settle and advance. “Then suddenly—bang!—culture exploded, starting in Africa,” he says. It turns out that “what determines the inventiveness and rate of cultural change of a population is the amount of interaction between individuals.” That is, our publicness and our connections bring progress.

The market was the catalyst of civilization, as it caused us to build cities, travel, mix, and interact. “Trade is to culture as sex is to biology,” Ridley says. “Exchange makes change collective and cumulative. It becomes possible to draw upon inventions made throughout society, not just in your neighborhood.” Ridley sees great hope for our future in the explosion of interaction and the endless, serendipitous sharing of ideas the internet allows. His favorite illustration is an invention that resulted from a conversation between a gastroenterologist and a guided-missile designer: the camera pill. (That would give Alan Westin agita.) Publicness leads to interaction, which leads to innovation. If the interaction of the marketplace and the city got us this far, one wonders where the explosive interaction of the internet will take us.

The Making of the Modern Public

Our concepts of public and private today—and what constitutes the public sphere—are relatively recent, at least in the West. In the Roman Republic, the state belonged to its citizens (a limited constituency, to be sure).26 Prior to the early modern period—the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries—“public” was synonymous with the state,27 and the state was synonymous with the king. As Louis XIV liked to say, “L’état, c’est moi.” The state—that’s me. Only men of official stature were public. This construct explains why, to Americans’ confusion, what in the United States are called private schools for the privileged are in England called public schools, as they were operated for the children of public men. It is also why in the army, Jürgen Habermas says, the “common soldier—the ordinary man without rank” is a private.28

“Privacy is a modern invention,” Lawrence Friedman says in Guarding Life’s Dark Secrets. “Medieval people had no concept of privacy. They also had no actual privacy. Nobody was ever alone. No ordinary person had private space. Houses were tiny and crowded. Everyone was embedded in a face-to-face community. Privacy, as idea and reality, is the creation of modern bourgeois society.”29 Richard Sennett in The Fall of Public Man says that the first recorded uses of “public” in English in 1470 associated the word with “the common good in society.” Not until seventy years later did it also mean “open to observation.”30 “Privacy” did not enter the German language until the middle of the sixteenth century.31

Privacy was not an enviable state. “The word privacy,” Patricia Meyer Spacks explains in Privacy: Concealing the Eighteenth-Century Self, “derives from a Latin word meaning deprived; deprived of public office; in other words, cut off from the full and appropriate functioning of a man.”32 A nobody, in short. Or, as Hannah Arendt puts it in The Human Condition, “A man who lived only a private life, who like the slave was not permitted to enter the public realm, or like the barbarian had not chosen to establish such a realm, was not fully human.”33 Michael Warner, author of Publics and Counterpublics, notes the prurient root of privacy: “A child’s earliest education in shame, deportment, and cleaning is an initiation into the prevailing meaning of public and private, as when he or she locates his or her ‘privates’ or is trained to visit the ‘privy.’”34

Privacy was not assumed to be a good, Spacks says. Indeed, privacy was thought to present a danger to the social order and to vulnerable people—women and children especially—who were better protected from abuse in public view. “What our forebears considered a danger,” she says, “we assume as our due.” Privacy also separated people from an early ideal of communal responsibility.35 In 1516, Sir Thomas More argued in his novel Utopia that the idyllic society is the transparent society: “With the eyes of everyone upon them, [people] have no choice but to do their customary work or to enjoy pastimes which are not dishonorable.”36 In More’s time, everyone worked under the gaze of everyone else. Public business was conducted out of private homes: the cobbler made his shoes there, the alehouse was a house. Privacy in the modern sense was not expected even among the rich, who were surrounded by servants in homes whose layouts required residents to walk through rooms to get to other rooms. The “revolutionary invention of backstairs” in the late seventeenth century separated servants from employers, according to the historian Mark Girouard.37 The use of interior halls in the eighteenth century enabled rooms to be closed to traffic.38 The closet, created as a place to lock up one’s stuff, later became a retreat for what we would call privacy. In the nineteenth century, Richard Sennett says, Londoners joined clubs not to socialize, as we do today, but to sit in silence, away from the hustle of the city.39 At the same time, Daniel J. Solove points out, work shifted from farms to factories and offices, turning the home at last into a family’s retreat.40 Thus England, says Philippe Ariès, became “the birthplace of privacy.”41

Just as privacy was emerging in early modern Europe, so did publicness begin to manifest itself. That is the view of the Making Publics project, a fascinating five-year study by a group of Canadian and American academics.42 They maintain that new tools—the printing press, of course, as well as the theater stage, art, printed music, printed sermons, maps, and markets—allowed people to collect around interests and ideas, separate from their families, social castes, and work. They were making new publics. McGill University Shakespeare scholar Paul Yachnin, who heads the project, explains that when three thousand people watched Richard II in the Globe Theatre and started thinking about what a community should do when its ruler is incompetent, “that seems to be creating the conditions for public participation.” They don’t need to meet or know one another to have an idea link them together as a public. At first, this coming together did not threaten the powerful. “None of the people in authority think that it matters,” Yachnin explains. “It’s not a bunch of people speaking truth to power. It’s a bunch of people fooling around. That’s the reason the authorities let it exist. It never occurs to them that it’s changing the shape of their society.” Similarly today, the internet’s tools and their output were at first dismissed by the power elite—until their impact on media, industries, and governance sneaked up from behind.

In the introduction to the scholarly companion to the project, Making Publics in Early Modern Europe, Yachnin and his coauthor, Bronwen Wilson, note that “the boundary between producers and consumers tended to be highly porous in early modernity…. Shakespeare, for example, must have started out as a playgoer before he became a player and dramatist.”43 Then as now, the line between creator and consumer was fine. In centuries in between, media came to be the product of corporations, raising the barrier to entry and making the ability to create publics the province of already powerful institutions, not individuals.

Tools can redefine communities. In Reformation Europe, painters lost work when Protestant churches became spare and unadorned, so they turned to making portraits. That gave a public face to their subjects and their communities and allowed outsiders to compare themselves and establish their own identities. Thus the citizens of Venice could recognize the odd Dutch trader visiting town. “Public making is not simply a result of the dissemination of Hamlet, engravings, globes, or melancholy,” Wilson and Yachnin write, “it is their movement and translation into different media and into diverse places.” That movement spawns multiple perspectives. On the internet today, we call this remixing. These are the synaptic arcs in the collective consciousness Ridley writes about—the fruit of public connections.

When people make new publics, they also redefine the idea of the public. Now the king is not the country; The Times is not public opinion; the party is not the body politic; Hollywood is not the culture. A CBC Radio series about Yachnin’s project, The Origins of the Modern Public, explains that new discoveries—of the Americas, for example—unsettled people’s assumptions about their world.44 Thus even the map and the globe became tools to form and reform publics. Think about how the discovery of the eighth continent—the internet—is changing our perspective of our world today.45

The similarities between the impact of change in the early modern period and today are striking. Then as now, new tools empower new actors to create in public and thus make publics. Institutions that held power—the church and the king then; media, corporations, and governments today—find themselves disrupted by their own constituents. Our tools may bear diminutive names—Google, Blogger, Twitter, YouTube, Flickr—but they play no less havoc in the culture than the press, the portrait, the printed song, the explorer’s ship, the suddenly round globe, and new marketplaces did in their day. In both the Renaissance and the internet age we hold the promise of breaking out of prior limits, “whether intellectual or territorial,” Leah Marcus writes in her essay, “Cyberspace Renaissance.” Only today, we explore “without conquistadors.”46

The Public Sphere

German philosopher Jürgen Habermas writes in an academic style as dense and often indigestible as cold bratwurst.47 His scholarly followers and critics are often not quick reads either. Yet all who cite him agree that it is Habermas who defines the public sphere and establishes the terms of the debate about its formation and its fate. His framing is useful in discussing where publicness, the public sphere, media, and democracy may go next, after the internet. I’ll spare you the sausage making.

In 1962, Habermas published the German edition of The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society. It was translated into English much later, in 1989.48 In it, he argues that it was not until the eighteenth century that public opinion gathered to become a counterweight to the state. Thus civil society came into its own, separate from government. Public opinion coalesced through what Habermas calls “rational-critical debate” among private citizens in the coffeehouses and salons of England and Europe.49 Britain’s first coffeehouse opened in Oxford in 1650, says Brian Cowan in The Social Life of Coffee;50 by the start of the eighteenth century, London alone had three thousand.51 Known as “penny universities,” they became “centers for news culture.”52

The state was less than receptive to its new critics. In 1784, Frederick II, the king of Prussia, said that “a private person had no right to pass public and perhaps even disapproving judgment” on the actions of government. But in 1792, public opinion was first cited in debate in Parliament. And France’s constitutions of 1791 (two years after the start of the French Revolution) and 1793 tied the notions of free speech and publics: “The free communication of ideas and opinions is one of the most precious rights of man,” said the first. The second added the right to assemble.53 The public sphere was indeed coming into its own.

Habermas’ critics say he holds an idealized view of the eighteenth-century public sphere. He starts his treatise by arguing that “we call events and occasions ‘public’ when they are open to all.”54 Yet the bourgeois coffee klatches he admires—and his definition of them as the public sphere—were far from inclusive. They left out women and most everyone but the gentry. “The view that women were excluded from the public sphere turns out to be ideological; it rests on a class- and gender-based notion of publicness,” Nancy Fraser says.55 Michael Warner contends that publics are often formed out of struggle against discrimination, unfairness, and injustice.56 Thus publics are more likely to start with the people who are excluded from power and property—and from Habermas’ twee salons and coffeehouses.

It’s debatable whether the discussions in those coffeehouses were necessarily so rational and critical. Was there once a bright, shining period—decades long—when political discussion floated above “the dictates of life’s necessities,”57 unencumbered by emotion and self-interest? I doubt it. Perhaps Habermas is indulging in another form of exclusion: only discussion based on reason and scholarship qualifies as “rational-critical” in his judgment; the rest, he’d sooner ignore. Still, Habermas sets an ideal for gathering political consensus through intelligent discussion of the public good.

Yet as soon as he defines his exemplar of the public sphere, Habermas chronicles its demise, arguing in his masterwork that the public sphere was soon in a state of decomposition. Mass media were the key culprit. Doing the bidding of society’s power structure, media tried to influence and corrupt public opinion rather than listen to it. “The world fashioned by the mass media,” Habermas says, “is a public sphere in appearance only.” He laments that the state took over many functions of society and the family—education, housing, protection. Citizens became clients of welfare entitlements. The family shifted from a productive institution into a mere “consumer of income and leisure time.” Thus the separation of state and society melted away.58 He calls this empowerment of state over citizen “refeudalization.”59 Habermas also complains about state intervention in favor of corporations—engaging in protectionism over free trade and allowing “oligopolistic mergers.”60 He says that opaque markets gave too much power to corporations over consumers while industrial capitalism gave too much power to corporations over workers.

One might think that Habermas would welcome the entry of the internet to break apart mass media’s hegemony, give citizens new voice, energize public discussion, and disrupt tyrants and oligopolies. In the rare public comment on the internet—which comes in a footnote to a 2006 talk—Habermas applauds the net’s impact on dictatorships but then pays little heed to the value of the conversation there. “The internet has certainly reactivated the grassroots of an egalitarian public of writers and readers,” he says, giving the net credit for that much. But then he contends that the web can claim “unequivocal democratic merits” only for its ability to “undermine the censorship of authoritarian regimes that try to control and repress public opinion.” That is as far as he is willing to go. “In the context of liberal regimes,” he continues (my emphasis),

the rise of millions of fragmented chat rooms across the world tend instead to lead to the fragmentation of large but politically focused mass audiences into a huge number of isolated issue publics. Within established national public spheres, the online debates of web users only promote political communication, when news groups crystallize around the focal points of the quality press, for example, national newspapers and political magazines.61

That puzzles me. The man who celebrates the public seems rather dismissive of its members. Habermas venerates the chat in a thousand coffeehouses but denigrates it in a million chat rooms. Fragmentation? That is the complaint one hears most often from mass media that see their audiences migrating to many new competitors. Habermas disdained mass media, but now he longs for quality press as a focal point for discussion. Habermas lamented discussion administered by media, but now he wants quality media to mediate what the public has to say. Most tellingly, he laments the migration of the mass to “isolated issue publics.” Yet isn’t that dispersal of interests happening because people can now address what matters to them rather than what editors, politicians, or academics think should matter to them?

Meet the real public sphere. We’re not neat and orderly or lofty and literary. We are many publics, and now you can hear our diverse and multiple voices, more than could ever be heard in salons or through printing presses. It’s cacophonous. Freedom is. It’s uncontrolled. That’s the point. I believe we are at the next step in a progression of our conception of the public. Today there is the opportunity to break free of the notion of society as a single collection, a mass. As sociologist Raymond Williams says, “There are in fact no masses; there are only ways of seeing people as masses.”62 In The Sociological Imagination, C. W. Mills defines the differences between “public” and “mass”:63



	Mass

	Public




	“Far fewer people express opinions than receive them”; they “receive impressions from the mass media.”

	“Virtually as many people express opinions as receive them.”




	“It is difficult or impossible for the individual to answer back.”

	“There is a chance immediately and effectively to answer back any opinion expressed in public.”




	“The realization of opinion in action is controlled by authorities.”

	Opinion “readily finds an outlet in effective action, even against—if necessary—the prevailing system of authority.”




	“The mass has no autonomy from institutions.”

	“Authoritative institutions do not penetrate the public, which is thus more or less autonomous.”





In Mills’ definition of the mass, I see media’s worldview. In his definition of the public—written in 1959—I see the promise of the internet and its many publics.

When the Making Publics team first met at McGill University in 2003, one of its members told Yachnin that the assembled academics could not agree with the premise of the project. There could not have been publics in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, they said, because Habermas had satisfied them that the public sphere did not emerge until the eighteenth century. After much debate and research, the team came to see that there were publics and the means to make them before there was the public sphere as defined by Habermas. I think they describe a more natural state of society than Habermas does, a state to which we are now returning, of many protean publics. This progression is playing itself out in, of all places, Facebook, as we try to distinguish between the public sphere (the public) and the making of publics (our publics). We are redefining our idea of “public.”


The Public Press

Gutenberg’s—and God’s—Gift

The problem with media, for most people, has been that somebody else owns them. The media decide where attention should be paid: what news to cover, who gets into print, what gets onto the air. In the old sense of the word, media’s proprietors are the public people—they are the privileged. The rest of us, the private people, are those deprived of notice in the media. I begin to see what Habermas means when he laments the refeudalization of the public sphere: Publicness, once freed from the grip of the state in favor of the people, was soon taken over by another oligarchy, the media. But today, with our new tools for making publics, the people can again become proprietors of media (see: blogs) and the public sphere (see: revolutions in the Middle East). We all have our Gutenberg presses and the privileges they accord. That is what makes it worthwhile to study the development of Gutenberg’s era for the lessons it teaches us about the changes in our own.

It would be hard to find a better guide to Gutenberg’s transformative power than Elizabeth Eisenstein’s monumental The Printing Press as an Agent of Change, a two-volume, eight-hundred-page labor of fifteen years’ research published in 1979. The book was written before Habermas’ masterwork was translated into English in 1989 and before the web browser brought the internet to the broad public in 1994. So we have today an advantage over Eisenstein in being able to spot the parallels between the ages. I called Eisenstein to get an update and ask how she compares the era she studied with that of the internet. She demurred, claiming she’s not au courant with the net. She watches her grandchildren sit on her couch when they visit, laptops on laps, talking with friends on Facebook, and says she’s not sure what to make of this new society they’re creating. The professor is too modest. Eisenstein is in a unique position to inform our grasp of the internet age and its change because she foreshadows it so well in her study of five centuries ago.

Eisenstein contends that the change Gutenberg brought was revolutionary, not merely evolutionary. Printing unleashed “the main forces that have shaped the modern mind.”1 One scholar who agrees with her is Myron Gilmore, who argued in 1963, “The invention and development of printing with movable type brought about the most radical transformation in the conditions of intellectual life in the history of western civilization…. Its effects were sooner or later felt in every department of human activity.”2 And, of course, there is Marshall McLuhan. “The difference between the man of print and the man of scribal culture is nearly as great as that between the non-literate and the literate,” he wrote in 1962. “The components of Gutenberg technology were not new. But when brought together in the fifteenth century there was an acceleration of social and personal action.”3 It was McLuhan’s The Gutenberg Galaxy that inspired Eisenstein. “It blew my mind,” she recalls. Though she ended up disagreeing with McLuhan’s views about technological inevitability, he convinced her of Gutenberg’s impact.

Eisenstein chronicles the impact of movable type mostly in Europe, not its earlier introduction in the Far East, where the press did not—as we would say today—go viral. John Man, in his entertaining biography, The Gutenberg Revolution, provides a survey of earlier art. Reproducing a font’s characters ad infinitum is “an idea so obvious that it occurred to human beings remarkably early.”4 The Phaistos Disc, made about 1700 B.C., has 241 images impressed onto its clay with metal stamps (they remain undeciphered). Ancient Egyptians used wooden blocks to set hieroglyphics onto tile. A key ingredient in printing—paper—was invented in China by A.D. 105 (or two hundred years earlier, according to some accounts5) and brought to Korea and Japan five centuries later. The idea of impressing images on paper with stamps seems to have been born in the fifth century, Man reports. In the eighth century, books were being printed from blocks of wood or stone in China, Japan, and Korea. In 1234, Korea took the lead with the first use of movable type. But the writing systems of all three languages were too complex; calligraphy was still more efficient than printing. With the Latin alphabet and Gutenberg’s innovations, printing at last became sustainable and scalable. “One year,” says Man, “it took a month or two to produce a single copy of a book; the next, you could have 500 copies a week.”6 This revolution wasn’t just cultural, it was economic. In the early modern period, Paul Yachnin’s Making Publics project says, culture found customers and a market to support itself, replacing the resources and control of the church and powerful patrons. Now it also found the technology to help it grow.

What’s striking about Eisenstein’s portrayal of the early days of European publishing is how protean and plastic it was and how its impact could have turned this way or that. In Eisenstein’s narrative, printing’s influence took time to form, even though printing presses’ output was quickly astounding. In the first fifty years after Gutenberg, according to Lucien Febvre and Henri-Jean Martin’s The Coming of the Book, 20 million books were published7—more, by some reckoning, than all the books copied by all the scribes of Europe during the millennium before. Still, Eisenstein says, “for at least fifty years after the shift there is no striking evidence of cultural change; one must wait a full century after Gutenberg before the outlines of new world pictures begin to emerge into view.”8 The changes brought on by the internet today already appear huge in the mirror, but we are still early in this revolution. We ain’t seen nothin’ yet.

Today, publishers as a breed have so far tried little more than reproducing their old content and business models in new forms, from CD-ROMs to the web to iPads. It was the same in the Renaissance. The earliest publishers made books to mimic the work of scribes, even designing their typefaces to look like scribes’ handwriting. Printing was promoted as automated writing. “They appear not to have perceived the printed book as a fundamentally different form, but rather as a manuscript book that could be produced with greater speed and convenience,” Leah Marcus says in “Cyberspace Renaissance.”9 They didn’t yet see the possibilities.

Early books brought with them the many flaws of scribes’ manuscripts. At their birth, printed books were not the sacred temples and acts of perfection on pedestals we see them as today. The first printed books were filled with errors. “An age-old process of corruption was aggravated and accelerated after print,” Eisenstein says. Printed mistakes could spread broadly and quickly, but they also could be caught and corrected faster. Today, the internet is given blame and credit in the same way. Because of their broader distribution in books, errors became more dangerous. That’s why printers were fined for publishing the “wicked Bible” of 1631 (it omitted the “not” from the Seventh Commandment… look it up).10 Some contemporaries thought all of Gutenberg’s Bibles were wicked. When his erstwhile partner and funder, Johann Fust, traveled to Paris to sell Bibles, the book trade called the police on him because “such a store of valuable books could be in one man’s possession through the help of the devil himself.”11

Often publishers and authors turned the process of correcting mistakes through errata sheets and new editions to their advantage. Sixteenth-century editors, Eisenstein says, “created vast networks of correspondents, solicited criticism of each edition, sometimes publicly promising to mention the names of readers who sent in new information or who spotted the errors which would be weeded out.”12 Today, we would call that crowdsourcing. The mapmaker Abraham Ortelius “received helpful suggestions from far and wide, and cartographers stumbled over themselves to send him their latest maps,” says Lloyd A. Brown in The Story of Maps.13 Ortelius’ community—the public that gathered around his work—also produced treatises on topography and local history. “By the simple expedient of being honest with his readers and inviting criticism and suggestions,” says Gerald Strauss, Ortelius made his book “a sort of cooperative enterprise on an international basis.”14 Publicness opened the door to collaboration in this, the earliest Wikipedia or OpenStreetMap.15

The revered and closed body of ancient thought that had been passed down from scribe to scribe, generation to generation, mouth to mouth “was replaced by an open-ended investigatory process pressing against every advancing frontier,” Eisenstein says. The aim of books before had been to preserve old knowledge. Now books made it possible to gather, compare, analyze, and spread new information. James A. Dewar and Peng Hwa Ang in Agent of Change, a book of essays on Eisenstein, say those attributes of books made the scientific revolution possible. For science, Robert Merton argues, is public knowledge. Eisenstein says early publishers “encouraged readers to launch their own research projects and field trips…. Thus a knowledge explosion was set off.” (My emphasis.) The number of known plants, for example, multiplied from six hundred to six thousand.16 Readers sent seeds and specimens to authors.17 The publishing process changed fiction as well. After bringing out Pamela, or Virtue Rewarded in 1740, its author, Samuel Richardson, revised his work in subsequent editions in response to criticism and advice from a reading group of women he organized.18 Remember how the creator of Heroes did the same on TV, because the net gave him the means to listen to his audience.

The flexible attitude of early publishers alters the way we look at books and media: not as sculpture cut from rock but as still-wet clay. The problem we’ve had in recent history—from the industrial age on, and not just in publishing but in most every industry and activity—is that we have made mistakes too expensive to admit. That cuts us off from correction and collaboration with our public and from the open increase of knowledge Eisenstein talks about. But the internet—always wet—begins to fix that.

This cultural outlook of openness in printing’s early days could just as easily have gone the other way. The explosion of the printed word—and the lack of control over it—disturbed the elite, including Catholic theologian Desiderius Erasmus. “To what corner of the world do they not fly, these swarms of new books?” he complained. “[T]he very multitude of them is hurtful to scholarship, because it creates a glut and even in good things satiety is most harmful.” He feared, according to Eisenstein, that the minds of men “flighty and curious of anything new” would be distracted from “the study of old authors.” After the English Civil War, Richard Atkyns, an early writer on printing, longed for the days of royal control over presses. Printers, he lamented, had “filled the Kingdom with so many Books, and the Brains of the People with so many contrary Opinions, that these Paper-pellets become as dangerous as Bullets.”19 In the early modern period a few “humanists called for a system of censorship, never implemented, to guarantee that only high-quality editions be printed,” Ann Blair writes in Agent of Change.20 Often today I hear publishers, editors, and academics long for a way to ensure standards of quality on the internet, as if it were a medium like theirs rather than a public space for open conversation.

I don’t mean to suggest that early books were all changeable and unstable. As Eisenstein points out, the advantage of printing was that it took knowledge that had been diffuse and easily lost in a few handmade copies and made it permanent, consistent, and accessible to many. It was printing, she says, that enabled Thomas Jefferson to collect all the laws of Virginia. “It seems in character for Jefferson to stress the democratizing aspect of the preservative powers of print which secured precious documents not by putting them under lock and key but by removing them from chests and vaults and duplicating them for all to see.”21 (My emphases.)

Publishing itself moved into the community, leaving monastery walls for loud and noisy workshops where authors had to hang out as their type was set and corrections made. The shops “served as gathering places for scholars, artists, and literati; as sanctuaries for foreign translators, émigrés and refugees; as institutions of advanced learning, and as focal points for every kind of cultural and intellectual interchange.”22 The hodgepodge of people there led to “cross-fertilization of all kinds” and “changed relationships between men of learning as well as between systems of ideas.” This evolution, Eisenstein says, was “social as well as intellectual.”23 The shops, like our web today, made new connections.

Print shops were also businesses. “Printing, a ditto device … provided the first uniformly repeatable ‘commodity,’ the first assembly-line mass production,” McLuhan says.24 “The printer and the bookseller worked above all and from the beginning for profit,” say Febvre and Martin.25 Sadly, that did not end up being the case for Gutenberg himself. He went bankrupt, and Johann Fust took over most of his presses and trade.26 Still, Gutenberg was the protoentrepreneur in what may have been the earliest technology start-up. That is why I have my entrepreneurial journalism students study Man’s biography. He takes us through fascinating detail on the science and inspiration required to invent the handheld mold used to manufacture type at scale; the finer points of metallurgy; what it took to engineer paper that could take impressions on both sides; and the chemistry of ink.

Man also explores the capital needs of the business and the publishers’ market-driven imperative to find the first best sellers, create cash flow, and pay back investors. In the world of the scribe, says Andrew Pettegree in The Book in the Renaissance, supply and demand were aligned: one book, one scribe, one customer. Not so with printing, which required considerable up-front investment for equipment, paper, and labor, with no guarantee of buyers. In the early days printers flooded the market with classical texts, which failed.27 They tried to shoehorn old media and models into the new form—a pattern we see today. By the third decade of printing, Pettegree says, the newness of printing had worn off. To survive, printers had to create a profitable model based on a new understanding of demand and marketing. To make money, they produced broadsides, pamphlets, how-to manuals, and church indulgences. “The art of puffery, the writing of blurbs, and other familiar promotional devices were also exploited by early printers,” Eisenstein says.28 Books became promotional vehicles, too, for new authors who could now enter the market. Fifty years after Gutenberg’s invention, says Pettegree, the printed book as a medium “finally broke free of its roots in the manuscript world.”29

Print changed how people understood and interacted with their world in many ways. The Making Publics project argues that the mere discovery of a new continent and the maps that documented it altered people’s sense of their own environment. “The invention of printing did away with anonymity, fostering ideas of literary fame and the habit of considering intellectual effort as private property,” McLuhan says. He adds that the portable book allowed people to read in privacy and isolation30—which, Marcus contends, separated the author from the audience, making media impersonal. “As the Gutenberg typography filled the world the human voice closed down,” McLuhan argues.31 With print, the author lost his obscurity and gained authority, while the reader retreated to anonymity and silence.

Books made learning more efficient. Scholars no longer had to travel from town to town consulting rare books to gain knowledge. Now the books themselves could travel and cross-reference one another, making contradictions in thinking easier to spot. This portability of thought “favored new combinations of old ideas at first and then, later on, the creation of entirely new systems of thought,” Eisenstein says.32 Students no longer learned only at the feet of their masters—ending priests’ monopoly on teaching—but also on their own from “silent instructors,” as books became known. Isaac Newton taught himself math from books.33 Learning became the province not just of monks but of children.34

Books also changed how we remembered. “Rhyme and cadence were no longer required to preserve certain formulas and recipes,” Eisenstein says. “The nature of the collective memory was transformed.”35 Books became our database, our memory as individuals and as society. “It is as if mankind had suddenly obtained a trustworthy memory instead of one that was fickle and deceitful,” says George Sarton.36 Today, in the same way, Google has become our personal memory and our universal library.

The press quickly made an impact on the political structure of society. According to Albert Kapr’s definitive biography, Johann Gutenberg: The Man and his Invention, among the earliest nonreligious publications produced in the great man’s shop by his successors—Johann Fust and his son-in-law Peter Schöffer—were political pamphlets. A series of broadsides from each side of a church fight to control the city of Mainz were published on the same presses in 1461, demonstrating from the start that this tool of publicness, like most to follow, was neutral and agnostic. “All these pamphlets were aimed at gaining public support for the respective protagonists and defaming their opponents,” Kapr writes. “To the matériel of warfare—halberds, rapiers, swords, harquebuses and cannon—psychological weapons had been added, which could be delivered by means of the printing press.” Here we see publishing’s nascent role in the birth of media, propaganda and the public sphere they would influence.37

The printing of maps with set boundaries and the standardization of languages in print began to give shape to national identities. “It is no accident,” says Eisenstein, “that nationalism and mass literacy have developed together.”38 Martin Luther’s impact on the world came not with his pounding the nail into the door of the Wittenberg church but via the press, as his thirty publications sold more than 300,000 copies between 1517 and 1520.39 “Luther, himself, described printing as ‘God’s highest and extremest act of grace,’” says Eisenstein.40 On this much, Luther and his adversary, Pope Leo X, agreed. Printing, the pontiff said in a 1515 censorship decree, “had come down from the heavens as a gift of God.”41 Or his curse. Luther’s Reformation was to be the first revolutionary movement spawned and spread by the printing press as a tool of publicness.

The Making—and Unmaking—of Mass Media

Let us leap forward from Gutenberg and books to the mechanized press and the newspapers it could produce. Now “the press” takes on new meaning not as a machine but as an industry and a public institution. From that moment on, competing forces have battled for control of the press and the ability to speak to and for the public. Newspapers were, at the start of the nineteenth century, organs of political parties and their interests until advertising support allowed them to become economically independent of political ownership. Journalists then began to fancy themselves as autonomous representatives of the public, the intermediary between the people and the state. That is when—pffffft!—Habermas’ ideal of the civil public sphere deflated. The people could not speak for themselves. They were spoken to.

There’s another way to look at this relationship of press and public, James Carey’s way. In a collection of essays by and about the Columbia University journalism professor, NYU’s Jay Rosen writes that in Carey’s view, “The press does not ‘inform’ the public. It is ‘the public’ that ought to inform the press. The true subject matter of journalism is the conversation the public is having with itself.”42

I met Carey once before he died. At the time, I was new to the journo-academic circuit of conferences and panels. I came off the dais at a university blatherfest, having badgered the traditional journalists in the room about the idea the internet had introduced—or so I thought—of news as a conversation. I sat down next to Professor Carey, and he whispered to me that he’d based his career on the idea of the journalistic conversation. Carey had long taught that the American Bill of Rights is “an injunction as to how we might live together as a people, peacefully and argumentatively but civilly and progressively.”43 The Founding Fathers, Carey said, charged us to “create a conversational society…. Other words might do: a society of argument, disputation, or debate, for example. But I believe we must begin with the primacy of conversation. It implies social arrangements less hierarchical and more egalitarian than its alternatives.”44 Carey, like Habermas, sought the civil ideal of rational, critical debate as the central nervous system of democratic society. He expected the press to reflect and not just enlighten that public conversation.

“Public,” Carey said, is “the God term of the press, the term without which the press does not make any sense.” So the press says that it guards the public good, reports public opinion, educates the public, serves the public’s right to know. But Carey, like Habermas, saw a corruption in media’s use of the public. Carey’s devil was the public-opinion industry. Polling “was an attempt to simulate public opinion in order to prevent an authentic public opinion from forming.” Polls reduce our perspectives to numbers to be manipulated, robbing us of the nuance and complexity of conversation. “A press independent of the conversation of culture,” Carey said, is likely to be “a menace to public life and effective politics.”45 Strong words but true. As a journalist, I was not taught that my job was to foster, collect, and disseminate the public conversation. I was told that my role was to inform the public, which implied that the public was uninformed. We journalists raised ourselves up over the public and separated ourselves from it, believing we were objective, opinionless people, purer in that respect than the politicians we covered or the citizens we served.

Anthropologist Jack Goody argues that human history is not so much a story of the struggle over the means of production but instead over the means and modes of communication.46 That certainly can be said of the twentieth century, when the fight to control communication to the public sometimes took on the air of a holy war. When newfangled radio threatened newspaper publishers, print barons resorted to “the invocation of sacred rhetoric,” says Gwyneth L. Jackaway in Media at War. “Radio journalism, they warned, posed a threat to the journalistic ideals of objectivity, the social ideals of public service, the capitalist ideals of property rights, and the political ideas of democracy…. Thus, as a means of defending their own interests they invoked the interests of the nation.”47

In the early days of radio, newspapers treated the medium as a curiosity, giving it coverage and attention. Then publishers realized that radio could be trouble. “What had started as an enjoyable pastime for young boys in their basements was becoming a medium to reckon with,” Jackaway writes. Publishers complained that radio news departments didn’t have enough reporters and editors to uphold the high journalistic standards of print. They complained that radio was cutting into their sales. They complained that radio was violating their copyrights.

The same story played out when television threatened newspapers. Editors called TV reporters “parasites” and tried to keep them out of the White House pressroom.48 In the 1980s, newspapers went after phone companies when they got into the content business, pre-web, offering information services via phone calls.49 Today, the pattern holds once more as old-media titans complain about new-media upstarts, dismissing bloggers as opinionated amateurs who don’t uphold the same standards as the industry. They worry, like Erasmus, about a glut of content distracting the people who had been their devoted audience. In many a debate over the future of media industries, I have heard executives from legacy companies remind us that so far no new medium has killed an old one: after newspapers, we still have books; after TV, radio survives. But today, newspapers are expensive, capital-intensive, now-uncompetitive enterprises; they could die. Magazines are faltering. Radio, at least in the United States, is a shadow of its former self. In 2010, former Massachusetts Institute of Technology visionary Nicholas Negroponte gave the printed book five more years.50 I hope he’s wrong, not for me but for my daughter, Julia. Since she was little, she has wanted to write books. I hope they are still around for her to write. But to hedge her bets, Julia also taught herself video editing on Final Cut.

This shift in technology, some say, could change not only the economy and society but also us and how we think. Author Nicholas Carr infamously asks and answers his own question: Is Google making us stupid?51 He argues that the net curtails our “deep reading” of books and the “deep thinking” that results. That assumes books are necessarily the only or best way to stimulate thought. Eric Schmidt’s response to Carr’s question: Aren’t we smarter now?52 I will confess I read fewer books post-net, but I believe I am more curious thanks to the net—because it causes curiosities and because it can so easily satisfy them. I will work through an idea over many blog posts and many weeks or months, using the interplay with my readers—the conversation—to challenge and, I hope, improve my thinking. Writing in books can be deep or shallow—as ideas can be deep or shallow online.

This disagreement over the web’s impact on our thinking feeds a discussion about whether technology is changing how our brains operate.53 As much as I am prone to see the internet as an agent of change in every corner of life, even I don’t think it alters biology. I do, however, believe the net changes how we see our world and interact in it—just as the invention of print did—and it is similarly unsettling. “It is both amusing and comforting to recognize how closely our uneasiness with the unleashing of previously fixed text into the nebulous free fall of cyberspace approximates the anxiety experienced by Renaissance authors as they surrendered their writings into what appeared to them as the impersonality and uncontrolled dispersal of print,” Marcus says. Today, writing on computers and constantly changing our words “is eroding the distinction between manuscript and printed book, thereby giving our own era special access to a Renaissance state of mind in which the distinction had not yet been clearly established,” she writes. Just as early modern readers “needed considerable time to adjust to the decreased auditory stimulation of the printed book,” we are surrendering the familiar and comfortable “tactile and visual elements of book reading” to computer and tablet screens or audiobooks. The fact that we can read and write simultaneously, Marcus argues, breaks the line between originals and the commentary or the remixes they inspire. It “seriously diminishes the reverence in which authorship has been held for several centuries.” Whether in books or in journalism, Marcus asserts, we see this breakdown of old “hierarchical systems of authority” and hear people wondering what they’ll do without it.54 That, as my friend Jay Rosen says, is the moment when readers become writers and writers become readers.

A group of Danish academics coined a magnificent phrase for this paradigm: the Gutenberg Parenthesis.55 Before Gutenberg, knowledge was preserved by scribes and passed around orally, remixed along the way. The Gutenberg centuries—1500 to 2000—were an age “dominated and even defined by the cultural significance of print,” the Danes say. Authority during the Gutenberg Parenthesis “rested on the mastery of the accumulated canon of wisdom lodged in books (in Bacon’s words, books were ‘ships of time’ bearing precious cargo through the ages).” Whether in science or fiction, our thought patterns, at least in the West, came to mimic linear print: We thought in straight lines. “The line, the continuum—this sentence is a prime example—became the organizing principle of life,” McLuhan writes.56

Digital content, on the other hand, “is infinitely changeable and flexible,” the Danes say. “Recognising a text not as a final product in an edition of a mass-produced printed book, but as a never-stopping ongoing process—blog, wiki, etc.—owing its existence not to a privileged author but to the contributions of very many proximate but unseen hands, will have the greatest consequence for cognition. From the finished product of the book we are on the way to the never-finished, multi-originated, and multi-media shifting work in eternal progress.” Authority, they say, will now spring from mastering “the permanence of change.”

Before the Parenthesis media were handwritten, oral, shared, affected by the process of distribution, often anonymous, supported by patrons, and emphasized preserving ancient wisdom over gathering new knowledge.

Inside the Parenthesis media were written, linear, fixed, permanent, authored, owned, packaged as products, commercial, with a distinct beginning and a clear end.

After the Parenthesis our experience of media once again becomes conversational, open, shared, remixed, based once more on process more than on product, collaborative, amateur, and endless.

These changes have occurred in the context of a much larger shift from an industrial economy to a digital economy with information as a new currency. That changes much more than media. How should we react to this change? There are only two possible choices: to resist it, which is futile, or to understand it and find the opportunity in it. “There is no point in dwelling on the dark potentialities of the new technology when we have, in fact, no way of predicting its eventual effects,” says Marcus. “Renaissances happen by infrequently enough that they should be enjoyed in the process. I, for one, await the Cyberspace Renaissance with great interest, and hope to live to see its zenith.”57 Amen.


What Is Privacy?

How Do You Define Privacy?

That turns out to be a surprisingly difficult question to answer. Try it. Write your definition—if you can come up with one. Then come back later, after reading many others—and all the questions they raise—and see whether yours still holds. I warn you: There’s a maze ahead.

My own first attempt to define privacy when I began this project was, I now realize, a cop-out. I wrote on my blog—echoing Mark Zuckerberg—that the issue isn’t privacy but control: control of our information and our identities. Sounds neat and tidy. But privacy isn’t. What is our own information? Is it what we say, do, like, buy, or make? Is it where we go or whom we know? When our information joins with others’, who owns the result: the crowd or each of us? Why is information private: because it comes from behind closed doors, because of the type of information it is, because of the conditions we put on it, or because we fear it getting out? Or is the key factor the use to which others put that information—to serve us, to surveil us, to sell to us, to judge us? Doesn’t privacy mean different things in our homes, jobs, and communities? Your privacy is not my privacy. So how can we have one definition?

“Privacy seems to encompass everything, and therefore it appears to be nothing in itself,” says Daniel J. Solove. In his book Understanding Privacy, Solove quotes others lamenting privacy’s “protean” form and its “embarrassment of meanings.”1 “Perhaps the most striking thing about the right to privacy is that nobody seems to have any clear idea what it is,” says Judith Jarvis Thomson.2 “Privacy is a chameleon-like word” used to cover a wide range of interests and “to generate goodwill on behalf of whatever interest is being asserted in its name,” says legal scholar Lillian BeVier.3 “Privacy has become as nebulous a concept as ‘happiness’ or ‘security,’” writes Raymond Wacks.4 Solove notes that it’s easier to articulate the interests of what he calls the other side of privacy and I call publicness: “free speech, efficient consumer transactions, and security.” But I don’t intend to pit privacy against publicness—because, again, they are not opposites; they interact with each other. We cannot define privacy as that which isn’t public.

I want to define privacy in its own right. Many others have tried before me. Alan F. Westin, in his 1967 book Privacy and Freedom, proposes this: “Privacy is the claim of individuals, groups, or institutions to determine for themselves when, how, and to what extent information about them is communicated to others.” Thus it is an attempt to restrict what is learned about me. But doesn’t that depend on how it is learned? If you see me in a parade and tell others about it, how is that private? Westin also says that privacy is “the voluntary and temporary withdrawal of a person from the general society through physical or psychological means.” He acknowledges that privacy reduces participation in one’s community and consequently has an impact on publicness. “Thus each individual is continually engaged in a personal adjustment process.” That is to say, there isn’t a static definition.5

In 1960, William L. Prosser, a leading American scholar on tort law, separated privacy into four torts:

1. Intrusion on one’s seclusion or solitude or into one’s private affairs

2. Public disclosure of embarrassing private facts

3. Publicity that places one in a false light in the public eye

4. Appropriation of one’s name and likeness

These four kinds of invasion of four different interests are tied together by the name “privacy” but “otherwise have almost nothing in common” except interference with the right to be let alone, Prosser says.6

In his own taxonomy of privacy, Solove separates violations into four activities: “Information collection, information processing, information dissemination, and invasion.”7 He then lists various flavors of privacy: “Limited access to oneself … control over personal information … secrecy… personhood—the protection of one’s personality, individuality, and dignity… intimacy.” It becomes daunting to chart all the variations.

“The right to life,” Louis Brandeis and Samuel Warren write in their 1890 essay, “has come to mean the right to enjoy life—the right to be let alone.”8 Their classic framing implies a right to solitude. Privacy here becomes almost hermitic. Violations of privacy, in their view, are oftentimes nuisances that interrupt our quiet. This idea of privacy also implies that once we venture out from that seclusion, control is gone. It’s not a satisfying definition.

Because privacy was not specifically protected in the Constitution and its amendments, Brandeis and Warren—like privacy scholars who followed them—had to infer privacy in various clauses of the Bill of Rights and in other law. They had to create a right to privacy. To do so, they call on the Fifth Amendment’s protection against self-incrimination and note that common law gives each individual the right of determining “to what extent his thoughts, sentiments, and emotions shall be communicated to others.” They read privacy there. Other scholars find elements of a right to privacy in the First Amendment (free speech), the Third (protection from quartering troops in one’s home, that is, one’s castle), the Fourth (protection from unreasonable search and seizure), and the Ninth (protection of rights not enumerated in the Constitution). Brandeis and Warren also rely on copyright, saying a person “is entitled to decide whether that which is his shall be given to the public.” They argue that the doctrine is rooted in “the right to one’s personality.” In setting a right to privacy, they must also set its limits. They acknowledge that such a right could not prohibit publication “of matter which is of public or general interest.” So privacy would benefit people “with whose affairs the community has no legitimate concern.” That is, private people. Tough luck, public figures.

Brandeis and Warren also grapple with a keystone question of the privacy debate: harm. What are we guarding against? The real damage, they say, of violating privacy is not physical or even economic but emotional—“injury to feelings.” What will other people think of us, and what is our fear of that? This concern says less about us than it does about the other people (or our perception of their perception of us). Privacy is a hall of mirrors. I warned of the maze. In the end, Westin says, Brandeis and Warren’s essay “was essentially a protest by spokesmen for patrician values against the rise of the political and cultural values of ‘mass society’”—and mass media.9

For his part, Westin demarcates zones of privacy. The inner circle contains our “ultimate secrets … beyond sharing with anyone.” The next circle holds “intimate secrets,” which we share with those whom we trust. Next out is our circle of friends. Out at the edge are circles of “casual conversation … open to anyone”—that is, the public. That resembles the model of privacy we follow as we try to manage our use of Facebook: what we wouldn’t tell anyone, what we’d tell friends, what we’d tell everyone. The worst that can happen, Westin says, is “that someone may penetrate the inner zone and learn his ultimate secrets, either by physical or psychological means. This deliberate penetration … would leave him naked to ridicule and shame and put him under the control of those who knew his secrets.”10 So his definition, too, is built on emotional and social fear.

If privacy is about fear—and there’s nothing wrong with that, as fear is a means of worst-case analysis, of establishing our apprehension and protecting against it—Brandeis and Warren do not address other fears and other enemies, some more modern than the rest, which I hear in the discussion of privacy:

• Identity theft, leading to loss of money, damaged financial reputation, and considerable hassle. I’d say that’s less an issue of privacy than of larceny.

• Unauthorized use of one’s image or reputation for others’ commercial purposes (rather than news or free speech)—that is, use of your image, name, or reputation to promote a product. I see this, too, as an issue of theft, but it has been notched into the privacy debate.

• Telling lies about us has also become a branch of the privacy debate. I see that more as a question of defamation, as one can lie about me while knowing nothing of my private life or thoughts. I don’t need to know you to baselessly accuse you of beating cats.

• Salesmen and spammers finding and bothering us or spooking us with their knowledge. (“Why are they offering me cheap Viagra … Is there something they know?”) Though isn’t that more a matter of disturbing the peace?

The most prevalent and menacing concern in the privacy debate—especially since the middle of the last century—is fear of government: government surveillance, government invasion, government prosecution, government control of our lives (enter: abortion and 1973’s Roe v. Wade, with privacy as a factor in government interference in a couple’s intimate relations and a woman’s right to choose). Though the specter of fascist and communist totalitarian regimes casts dark shadows here, it is Orwell’s 1984, published in 1949, that has become the touchstone and perhaps a catalyst for worry about the state and privacy. The Washington Post editorialized that what was most frightening about Orwell’s world was “the complete abolition of privacy.”11 Orwell inspired the kinds of ominous, overstepping predictions that Time magazine has always specialized in: “Televisionaries,” Time said in 1950, “confidently forecast the day when every home will have its private network (so mother can keep track of the kids) and telephones will come equipped with TV screens. But there is a chill in the air: in that event, would Big Brother and his thought-controlling telescreens be far behind?”12 You tell me, citizens of that future: Is he?

It was government’s meddling in privacy that provided Brandeis the opportunity to help bring privacy from theory to law after he rose to the Supreme Court. In 1928’s Olmstead v. United States, the Court’s majority ruled that government wiretapping was not an unreasonable search or seizure. Brandeis dissented. He declared that the Constitution “conferred, as against the government, the right to be let alone—the most comprehensive of rights and the right most valued by civilized men.”13 (My emphasis. Do you think the right to privacy or speech is our most valued?) Brandeis left the bench in 1939, but the court incorporated his rationale for privacy in 1967 when it overturned Olmstead in Katz v. United States. In this post-Nazi, post-Orwell, Cold War case, the court, under Chief Justice Earl Warren, embraced Brandeis’ doctrine, declaring that attaching an electronic eavesdropping device to a phone booth constituted unreasonable search and seizure and, thus, an invasion of privacy. In his history of privacy, Frederick Lane says that in the one hundred sixty-six years before Warren became chief justice in 1953, the word “privacy” was used in only eighty-eight high-court opinions. In Warren’s court, it appeared in one hundred seven opinions. Since then, it has been cited in more than five hundred thirty-five.14 It was a long time coming, but we now have a legal right to privacy in the United States. And it is expanding. The question is: How far will that protection reach?

Privacy is more than a legal question of the government versus the individual. Privacy is a key factor in a society’s definition of itself: of the relationship of the person to the community, of the customer to the company, of the limits of ownership, of the rights of the individual. No one I found in my research does a more thoughtful job of portraying the breadth of privacy’s domain than literary scholar Patricia Mayer Spacks, author of the social history Privacy: Concealing the Eighteenth-Century Self. She sees privacy as a matter of choices. “The notion of privacy develops from a simple concept of being left alone into a way of condensing ideas about autonomy and integrity,”15 she writes. Privacy “raises questions about the proper balance between responsibility to oneself and to other people.” Spacks notes that “privacy, whatever its definition, always implies at least temporary separation from the social body.” Or, as sociologist Arnold Simmel says, “We live in a continual competition with society over the ownership of our selves.” Privacy is a tug-o’-war with the values of a communal society. Because social relations impose moral discipline (nobody wants to wear the scarlet A), privacy can raise questions of secrecy—“What is she hiding?”—and that can imply danger, Spacks says. “The person who claims the right to be alone, or even to keep things to herself, might meditate bad deeds or entertain bad thoughts, and no one would know…. Desire for privacy might imply selfishness or irresponsibility.”

Privacy also creates voyeuristic temptation: the “eagerness to penetrate the privacy of others.” It’s not the conversation we can hear that interests us as much as the one we can barely hear. Why? Well, we’re curious. But Spacks carries the question another step. “The idea of privacy always carries about it some aura of the erotic,” she asserts. “Those ‘Privacy Please’ signs on the outside of a [hotel] door suggest the possibility of couples at play inside the rooms they protect…. So the subject of pornography becomes closely implicated with that of privacy.” But that’s wishful voyeurism. Most times, privacy doesn’t protect the scandalous; it more likely guards the mundane and the monotonous. Spacks recognizes privacy’s double-edged sword: “If privacy implies freedom from—from watchers, judges, gossips, sensation-seekers—it also connotes freedom to: to explore possibilities without fear of external censure. Privacy can constitute a form of enablement.”16

In The Secret History of Domesticity, Michael McKeon quotes dramatist John Dennis saying in 1720 that “Nothing was more a Man’s own than his Thoughts and Inventions…. The Money that is mine, was somebody’s else before, and will be hereafter another’s. Houses and Lands too are certain to change their Landlords…. But my Thoughts are unalterably and unalienably mine, and never can be another’s.”17 Well, yes, until the moment when one shares a thought. Once shared, it cannot be taken back. Unlike property, a thought can be held by many at once. If information is created through an interaction with another, Solove asks, which one of those people owns that information? He points out that our personalities are not private but are a public expression of ourselves. Here we see the constant push-and-pull between solitude and interaction in the privacy debate. Legal scholar Richard Parker takes the equation to its extreme in his definition of privacy: “Control over who can see us, hear us, touch us, smell us, and taste us, in sum, control over who can sense us, is the core of privacy.” Solove responds correctly that Parker’s rule would make any interpersonal contact an invasion.18

In much of the current discussion of privacy, one sees hand-wringing over the ability of computers and databases to put together information about us. “One isolated piece of data about an individual is often not very revealing,” Solove writes. “Combining many pieces of information, however, begins to paint a portrait of our identities.”19 It becomes harder, then, to define specific information as private if you don’t know what it adds up to. That I buy fertilizer isn’t telling until I go to a web site about making bombs with it. Your mother’s maiden name may not be interesting until I use it to get a hint to your password for your bank account.

Rather than dealing with the specifics of privacy’s violations, some scholars try to address the question in a much larger context. Solove says we should concentrate on harm: the problems we are trying to solve and the activities that are disrupted by a violation of privacy.20 NYU’s Helen Nissenbaum suggests a framework built around context. The author of Privacy in Context, she argues that we have a “right to appropriate flow of personal information,” and she draws complicated matrices of privacy depending on what role we play with whom under what circumstances and norms.21 In her view, privacy is dependent on a myriad of factors: who tells what to whom how, why, and when; what relationship they have; what expectations there are. A bit of health data has different impact when shared in health care, work, family, and social contexts. Nissenbaum’s thinking is good, but trying to put a set of rules against all the possible permutations of information flow looks too complicated to manage and enforce.

Most of these definitions express privacy in negative terms: preventing the realization of fears. There are also many positive reasons for privacy. “Privacy is a special kind of independence,” says Clinton Rossitor. It gives one the space and freedom to create and experiment. “The free man,” he continues, “is the private man.” Westin says privacy also grants people “a chance to lay their masks aside for a rest.”22 But does that not assume that the only time we are authentic is when we are alone and unmasked? If so, that would be a tragic standard for our relationships.

At the same time, privacy grants the power of anonymity. Many believe anonymity ruins discussion on the internet as trolls hide behind pseudonyms to shoot snarkballs at victims. But anonymity also emboldens and protects whistleblowers and revolutionaries. Alan Westin contrasts seventeenth-century English licensing laws, which required publications to bear the names of authors and printers, with the U.S. First Amendment, which protects all speech, including anonymous speech. He quotes historian A. J. Beveridge’s account that between two decades at the turn of the nineteenth century, six presidents, fifteen cabinet members, twenty senators, and thirty-four members of Congress published anonymously or under pen names.23 The anonymity privacy allows is a privilege that can be abused, but it is a necessary right nonetheless.

The worst definition of privacy, the one I also hear quite often at privacy conferences and in conversations, is contained in one word: “creepy.” Internet applications or ad tracking or RFID chips are called creepy. Google puts its Street View camera on a bike to take it to places cars can’t go, and that’s creepy.24 Almost every discussion of facial recognition software ends with “creepy.”25 In one of his all-too-quotable quotes, Google’s Eric Schmidt says the company’s “policy on a lot of things is to get right up to the creepy line and not cross it.”26 That itself was called creepy. When I hear “creepy,” I’ve taken to stopping the conversation and asking the person who uses it to define the word, the context, and the harm. Shrugs ensue. “I don’t know. I just don’t like it. It’s … it’s creepy.” It is an emotional response to the unknown, to what could happen. Though we’ve seen that privacy is often about feelings and fears, emotion alone is not the proper basis for regulation of new technologies and industries and speech.

Do you feel any closer to a definition of privacy? I don’t. I see a confused web of worries, changing norms, varying cultural mores, complicated relationships, conflicting motives, vague feelings of danger with sporadic specific evidence of harm, and unclear laws and regulations made all the more complex by context. Perhaps a better way to tackle this question is not to ask what privacy is but instead to ask what we need to protect and how.

How Do We Protect Privacy?

At South by Southwest, the interactive conference in Austin where both Twitter and Foursquare took off, danah boyd (she prefers lowercase) packs the hall as she gives stern admonitions and good advice to adults about teens’ privacy: “Each of you—as designers, as marketers, as parents, as users—needs to think through the implications and ethics of your decisions, of what it means to invade someone’s privacy, or how your presumptions about someone’s publicity may actually affect them…. How you handle these challenging issues will affect a generation. Make sure you’re creating the future you want to live in.”27

Conventional wisdom today is, of course, that privacy is dead. The internet wounded it. Facebook killed it. In 1999, Sun CEO Scott McNealy infamously told us, “You have zero privacy anyway. Get over it.”28 But as we’ve seen, privacy has no shortage of protectors. Privacy is far from dead. I think we could end up with more privacy regulation affecting more of life than ever—and not just in the digital sphere. I also believe we are each more aware of our privacy than we used to be. As a result we’re more likely to protect ourselves. “People are actually much more thoughtful about privacy today than they ever were,” boyd says, “because they go out of their way to find it.” We appreciate privacy because it’s harder to keep.

Conventional wisdom also holds that young people don’t care about the loss of privacy because they’ve already abandoned theirs. That, too, is wrong. A 2007 Pew Internet & American Life survey of young people found that among the 55 percent with online profiles at the time, two-thirds limited public access to them; 46 percent sometimes gave false information to protect themselves or to be playful; and 91 percent used social networks to stay in touch with people they already knew—that is, they weren’t using social services to interact with strangers. Pew found that many teenagers are savvy about privacy protection. “Many, but not all, teens are aware of the risks of putting information online in a public and durable environment,” Pew says. “Many, but certainly not all, teens make thoughtful choices about what to share in what context.”29

boyd thinks we underestimate the young. But then boyd is an unconventional thinker. For her doctoral dissertation at the University of California at Berkeley, she studied how American teens socialize in networked publics. At Microsoft Research, she studies social media, surveying and talking with teenagers to understand how they interact online. She has written a forthcoming book, The Social Lives of Networked Teens, busting myths about adolescents, including notions that social media is addictive; that the internet is a dangerous place; and that young people are digital natives.30 Youth aren’t born with the net in their DNA, she says. They, too, must learn how to live online. Like all of us, they learn how to protect their privacy through experience.

boyd has shown me how teens make sophisticated use of social tools to do what they want to do, often to hide in plain sight. She tells the story of a girl whose mother followed her on Facebook—and the girl was fine with that. But when she broke up with her boyfriend, the girl wanted her friends to know while not alarming her mom and unleashing a flood of maternal concern. The girl decided to post song lyrics on her Facebook Wall, and she chose a happy song, “Always Look on the Bright Side of Life,” giving Mom no cause to worry. It appeared happy, after all. But her friends would know that this song was sung in The Life of Brian just as the main character was to be executed. That was her signal that something was off and she needed sympathy. She used the tools available to accomplish her goal of controlling not the flow of information but its meaning.

As teens navigate between private and public, boyd wants to make sure they make informed choices. She cautions, for example, that we are seeing “an inversion of defaults when it comes to what’s public and what’s private.” That is, the rules of any given social encounter can no longer be assumed. In real life, when you have a one-on-one conversation in a hallway, the discussion may be private though held in a public place. If others walk up, you can decide whether to include them or change the subject. What you say there won’t be spread unless someone in the group does so. Your words would become, as boyd says, “public through effort.” On a Facebook Wall, the conversation is instead “public by default, private through effort.” A young person holding a conversation there may be fine with that—until it’s time to apply to an Ivy League college and worries set in. So a child from the supposedly public generation may need to be more private than you or I. At the same time, boyd says, an adult from the supposedly private generation might just now be learning that “blogging and tweeting open up powerful doors for them.” So make no assumptions about young people living in the open and their elders hiding behind doors. We’re all experimenting and discovering our limits of privacy and publicness.

boyd sees some solutions to privacy problems as legal, some technical, some social. Her legal argument is unconventional but convincing. “Privacy,” she says, “isn’t just about controlling the access to information but controlling how it’s used, how it’s interpreted.” The problem is less the gathering of information and more what is done with it. Her example: “If you walk into my office applying for a job, with one quick look I’m going to be able to get a decent sense of your gender, your race, your age.” Antidiscrimination law doesn’t forbid her from knowing these bits of information about me. Instead, it forbids her from using them against me in hiring. Of course, she could still deny me the job because of my gray hair. But if she is caught in a pattern of discriminating against applicants on the basis of age, she can be sued.

Regulating the use rather than the gathering of information is a wise strategy. If we keep chasing around trying to stop information from being revealed or gathered, we’ll find ourselves in a perpetual game of whack-a-mole. We’ll be telling people, companies, and governments they aren’t allowed to know what they have already heard, seen, or read. That is the absurdity U.S. pharmaceutical companies face today. When I have suggested to drug-company executives that they should find new ways to listen to patients, they tell me their lawyers won’t allow it. If drug companies hear of problems with medicines and don’t react appropriately and immediately, the companies increase their liability. As a result, they avoid conversation. They stick their fingers in their ears. There is the fruit of the law of unintended consequences: These companies won’t hear the patients and their problems, needs, and ideas. We’re poorer for that.

Now consider insurance companies that may watch the chatter among patients online. “Do they have the right to use that information?” boyd asks. “I think the answer is no, regardless of whether or not they have access to it.” The consequence of restricting usage: “If you can’t use the information, it makes a lot less sense to try to find ways to access it.” boyd thinks college admissions offices should not be allowed to use online material and neither should employers—if the material was shared for personal reasons. In Finland, Googling prospective employees is illegal.31 In Germany, legislation has been introduced to outlaw the use of information that is too old or over which the employee has no control.32

boyd and Germany are bringing another factor into their privacy formulas: context. Why, where, and how we share information; with whom; for what reason; with what expectation—all these factors, as Helen Nissenbaum says, need to be taken into account when the information is used. If you turn me down for a job or insurance or college, you might need to ask yourself why and where you got your information and whether it was intended to be public. Regulation can bring unintended consequences. These days, the law makes employers loath to give honest job references about former employees for fear of volunteering damaging information and getting sued. So they give nothing but name, rank, and serial number. The result can be that employees with problems just get passed around from wrong job to wrong job, failure to failure. Is it right to force employers not to research employees before hiring them?

Context is complex. A teacher is turned down for a job because the principal at a private religious school finds a picture of her partying on Facebook. If it’s not illegal to drink and she doesn’t do it in front of students—she was sharing this picture with friends—why should that be a problem? Just because the principal disapproves? Hasn’t the teacher’s privacy been violated? Is the problem here the teacher’s behavior, the picture of it, the principal’s scrutiny, the principal’s policies, or none of the above? What if the teacher makes a lewd gesture at the same time and, because the photo is available for others to see, her young students could also see it? Is the problem the gesture and the picture or that students this age shouldn’t be on Facebook snooping on Teacher?

Some hospitals are not just banning smoking at work but are trying to ban smokers from jobs there.33 Say you’re a nurse. A friend posts a picture of you holding a cigarette at a party, and you are fired. Did your friend violate your privacy by posting that picture? Did Facebook violate it by allowing someone to make public a picture of you from a private event? Did the employer, by using information garnered from a private context, now made public, violate your privacy? Or did you simply get caught violating a rule you had agreed to? What if the event were a street party, thus held in public and your boss saw you? Could you argue that you had an expectation of privacy even on a public street? That’s the argument I get into with Germans when they contend that one may have an expectation of privacy anywhere. How does anyone else know that is the expectation? And doesn’t that allowance risk making everything that’s public private? William Prosser wrote in 1960, “On the public street, or in any other public place, the plaintiff has no right to be alone.”34

We are seeking rules, but in a changing environment, while technologies and our behavior using them are still new, it’s difficult to set statutes yet. That won’t stop lawyers. Every day when we “click to accept,” we agree to rules we don’t read and likely wouldn’t understand if we did slog through them. In the hands of lawyers, a web cookie begins to sound like a hand grenade. That needn’t be so. The principle at work here, in the words of author Cory Doctorow, is informed consent. How can we consent to a site’s rules and agree to its procedures if we’re not informed? Lawyers don’t inform; they obfuscate. When privacy controversies erupt, it does no good to point to forty-six pages of fine print and argue, “It’s in there.” Facebook learned the hard way that it had to simplify and clarify its privacy policy and tools. It learned that sudden changes in policies only raise suspicion. Every executive in a company, I think, should know its privacy policy and be able to explain it to an elderly aunt or a small child. The wise company would survey users to make sure they understand what information is gathered about them, how and why it is used, and what control they have. That is a privacy audit made not from the perspective of compliance with regulations or legal liability but simply to make sure that users are informed. In 2011, in a settlement with the Federal Trade Commission over privacy missteps with its Buzz service, Google agreed to regular independent privacy audits.35 That’s not a bad idea for any organization.

boyd agrees that young people must be equipped to make informed decisions about their own privacy. But she’s not saying we need to wrap them up in rules. She argues, in fact, that we overprotect youth. “We’ve done an amazing job of trying to regulate them, regulate their sexuality, regulate their access to public space, regulate everything that goes on about them and give them no way of coming of age in a healthy manner. That worries me.” We segregate young people from adults and the public sphere, she says. When she was young and a member of the first generation to grow up online, boyd says, the internet was her saving grace because it let her talk with adults around the world and figure out that world. But we’ve extended our stranger-danger trepidation to online, with a vengeance.

A product of that worry is the Children’s Online Privacy Protection Act (COPPA), the law that puts strict controls on what sites can do with children under thirteen.36 COPPA requires that if a site wants to gather information from children—name, email address, hometown—it must receive written consent from parents. On its face, that might sound like it makes sense, but boyd points to more unintended consequences. COPPA teaches children to lie—even grandparents get kids to fib, she says, so they can sign up for email or online calling services and stay in touch. On the internet, every child is fourteen. COPPA results in young people being underserved with content and services because companies don’t want to be liable. More heartbreaking, boyd says, is that COPPA scares medical organizations that want to help children who are suicidal or have eating disorders from getting “anywhere near” those issues. In boyd’s view, we’re concentrating on the wrong end of the transaction. “I don’t want more control over the teens themselves,” she says. “I want more control over those who hold power over them.”

Control. Privacy keeps coming back to that word. How will we achieve it? As boyd says, some solutions are legal, some technical, some social. In an era of change, the three won’t be in sync. On a recent trip to Amsterdam, I was astounded when, as we came into the city, my cab driver slowed to the posted speed limit—and not a km/h more—as did everyone else. No one passed anyone. He explained that sensors watch each car. If the machine catches you going over the limit, you’ll automatically be ticketed. So all obey. On the one hand, that is enviable: technology results in safer roads—with less need for police and their expense—and greater order. Isn’t that what we want for society? But in the U.S., we bridle at the idea of cameras and computers spying and finking on us. In truth, we all speed and cheat a little, and we don’t want to get caught. Put another way, to judge by our behavior, most drivers on the road believe that speed limits are set too low. So the limit’s the lie. If technology is better able to monitor our adherence to rules, it’s not our privacy that’s violated, nor is technology the issue. It’s that our beliefs and behaviors don’t match our laws. Technology only exposes that gap.

So what do we do about that? We wink and tell technology to butt out. We decry sensors and cameras on the road as Big Brother government invading privacy. We say that black boxes in our cars recording our actions would be invasive. When Google announced that it had driven 140,000 unmanned miles in computer-driven cars, I heard many fellow drivers—especially, in my unrepresentative survey, younger drivers—say they would resent and resist the loss of control.37 (The reaction from orderly Dutch media: “Finally!”38 The reaction in one German blog: It enables “total surveillance.”39) None of this thinking reflects what would be best for society. If technology could prevent all of us from doing stupid and dangerous things on the road, shouldn’t we embrace it? We are balancing nothing less than life and death against our feelings of control.

While writing this book, I watched a tragic event unfold at New Jersey’s Rutgers University. Freshman Tyler Clementi’s roommate allegedly shared images of him making out with another man in their room. Clementi committed suicide by jumping off a bridge. The roommate and his friend, who reportedly participated, left school. One life was lost. Others were shattered. Because of my public opinions on the topic of privacy, CBS Evening News summoned me to be challenged by then anchor Katie Couric.40 She pressed me again and again to say that the internet makes this story different, that the internet is the danger and it’s the internet we should be teaching our children about. She sought a “teachable moment” about the net. I argued that this was a teachable moment about life. The internet surely adds speed, reach, and permanence. It can amplify mistakes. But the real lesson here is the same it has always been: the Golden Rule. The sin in that dorm could have been committed with a Kodak camera, a telephone, a letter, or a whisper. Society bears responsibility as well. That anyone would still feel shame about being revealed as gay and would make such a tragic decision is also our failing. If we think that technology is the problem, we risk ignoring the deeper faults and more important lessons.

A few months later, I spoke with a few dozen New York City high school students in an event at CUNY’s Baruch College. They confirm boyd’s and Pew’s research for me. These teens manage their privacy settings. They know that anything they say just to friends on Facebook can be spread further by one gossipy classmate; they have learned by being burned. They’re aware that college admissions officers and employers look at what they do online; to my surprise, they understand and don’t mind it. A few of these students use tools such as YouTube to find a public for their creativity, but this group—including students from a school for the performing arts—are venturing into the public carefully. After the Tyler Clementi case, I ask whether the media are right, that the internet is causing an epidemic in bullying. Oh, there’s bullying, they say, but their generation didn’t invent it. The web only makes it more visible.

These matters of privacy always have and always will come down to a question of how people treat one another. We will try to encode that into our laws, rules, etiquette, and technology. But in the end, I wonder whether it is impossible to find a single meaning for the word “privacy.” I’ve come instead to believe that privacy is an ethic. That’s where I find my definition.

The Ethics of Privacy and Publicness

We may be looking at privacy through the wrong end of the telescope. Rather than viewing it from our perspective—as originators of private information and possibly victims of its violation—we can also see it from the perspective of the person, company, or institution that gains access to our information. The question is, once they have that information, what do they do with it? That is where the ethical choices are made and where the responsibility lies. When you’ve revealed something to even one person, the information is public to that extent. Whether it becomes more public is now up to the person you’ve told. When Steve tells Bob that he is getting divorced, Bob is the one facing decisions about what to do with that knowledge. Bob should ascertain whether he has Steve’s permission to tell others. Bob should ask himself why he’d pass it on—to gossip and hurt Steve or to gather support around Steve and help him.

Publicness, on the other hand, is an ethic governing the source of information. If Sally has breast cancer, she needs to decide whether good could come from sharing that information. Would she inspire her friend Jane to get examined? If there seems to be a rash of cases of breast cancer where Sally works or lives, would her new data help pinpoint the source of the problem? Sally doesn’t have to share. But by not sharing, she could be affecting others. The responsibility is hers.

Thus, privacy is an ethic governing the choices made by the recipient of someone else’s information. Publicness is an ethic governing the choices made by the creator of one’s own information. Or, put even more simply:

Privacy is an ethic of knowing. Publicness is an ethic of sharing.

I’ll break down each of these tenets to see how well they apply to the choices we face and address the privacy concerns I’ve outlined above. First, the ethic of privacy:

• Don’t steal information. Don’t take information from people without their knowing it. Don’t lie to get it. Don’t snoop. Don’t trick someone into giving it to you. Be open about having it. I’m not saying explicit, signed consent is always necessary—we don’t want to fill in legal forms and disclaimers every time we say anything—but disclosure is a minimal requirement. People should be aware of the eyes on them.

• Be transparent about what you will do with information. When bloggers ask, “Is it OK if I blog that?” they start from a presumption of privacy in the conversation. Companies should operate similarly. Rather than being forced by regulators to reveal when they sell or pass data to third parties, they should make that intent clear up front. Without transparency, there cannot be informed consent and trust.

• Protect information. When you are entrusted with someone else’s information, it is your responsibility to secure it appropriately. When, for example, through carelessness, you make shoppers’ credit-card numbers vulnerable to theft and exposure or an online game network exposes users’ email addresses and passwords, you lose the faith they place in you.

• Give credit. Taking and spreading information without giving due recognition to the source is another form of theft. Provenance matters. The easiest way to give credit online is with a link.

• Give people access to their own information. People should be able to see what information is held about them. When possible, they should be able to correct or challenge it. Yahoo offers users a tool to adjust the ad categories aimed at them. Credit services are required to let us see what they say about us. Our information—including our creations (whether videos we make or lists of friends we compile or information about our purchases)—should be portable. We should be able to copy and export this material (it is, after all, about us).

• Don’t use information against people (unless they deserve it). Don’t lie about people. Don’t blackmail them. I hope that’s obvious. I add the parenthetical exception “(unless they deserve it)” because criminal law and investigative journalism are based on using a person’s own information against him to prove a misdeed or expose hypocrisy. That’s particularly important if that person is in a position of power—for example, a sanctimonious legislator who writes laws against drugs but turns out to use them herself.

• Context matters. Though context can be hard to judge and intention difficult to intuit, one should try. I told you earlier that I once wore an adult diaper. If you’re going to repeat that, I hope you’d include the context of my prostate surgery so as not to give your audience the impression that I have odd urges.

• Motive matters. When you do reveal information about someone, ask yourself why you are doing so and why the person may or may not want it to be revealed. Are you doing so in the belief that it will help them or hurt them? Are you doing so to help yourself rather than them?

• Add value. When you use my information, it’s best for both of us if you return value to me for doing so. In aggregate, Google adds value to our search data when it takes our links and clicks, analyzes that information, and feeds it back to us in the form of relevant recommendations. The wise company would find ways to use my data to tell me more about myself than I could know on my own: a credit-card company, for example, could tell me how my communications spending compares with other families’.

Note that these notions focus on the use of information, not on technologies. We need principles that can adjust to any new tool. They should apply to individuals, companies, and governments alike—though the more one knows about another and the more one can do with it, the heavier the responsibility (thus lovers, doctors, Facebook, Google, and government bear greater weight). Whether and how such guidelines are codified in laws and regulations—and how they are enforced—are questions that can be answered only after we first try to grapple with adapting society’s norms in the new age. If we can’t define privacy, how can we expect to legislate it?

What does the equivalent ethic of publicness entail? It includes aspects covered earlier in my exploration of the benefits of publicness—be transparent, be open, be collaborative, give respect, give value—and these:

• Be generous. If you have information that could in any way be valuable to others, you must ask yourself: Why not share it?

• Share for a reason. If you can’t imagine why anyone would care about what you’re sharing—whether a tweet about your breakfast or a press release about your product—don’t share it. There’s enough noise already.

• Use common standards. When sharing data, do so in a format that can be read and analyzed by many programs. Enable others to share the information and mix it with more information to learn yet more.

• Protect what’s public. Recognize public information as a public good. Resist efforts to shrink public knowledge, and support expanding it.

Publicness is less complicated than privacy. It’s not about fear, limitations, and laws. It’s about sharing, connecting, joining, learning, acting, adding. Knowing one’s privacy is secure makes it easier to be public. I hope we all will feel free to be more public.


How Public Are We?

We Have Met the Public, and They Are Us

“The data suggests that people are self-violating their privacy at a humongous rate,” Google’s Eric Schmidt says. “The number one cause of future privacy issues is going to be self-publishing of information. It’s the sum of photos, blogs, Facebook, Myspace….”

As I write, upward of 750 million people—approaching a tenth of the world’s population—are sharing their identities, relationships, thoughts, photos, actions, likes, and lives on Facebook alone. They have an average of 130 friends and together share 30 billion pieces of content—photos, links, notes—each month. That’s a billion acts of sharing a day.1 As of early 2011, more than half of Americans over age twelve had Facebook profiles (up from 8 percent in only three years).2 Nearly three-quarters of U.S. teens and young adults and half of U.S. adults overall used social networks in 2010.3 More than 175 million Twitter users tweet about 100 million times a day,4 adding up to 25 billion messages in 2010.5 And a consistent tenth of American adults go to the trouble of maintaining a blog (14 percent—and dropping—of teenagers blog).6

Together, Twitter, Facebook, and bloggers are challenging Google as the primary path to content discovery online. Google sends 4 billion clicks a month to news publishers, while—in an admittedly apples-to-kumquats comparison—Bit.ly, just one of the services used on Twitter to shorten web addresses, causes more than 8 billion clicks a month (not all to publishers; some go to cat videos).7 And Twitter is only a fraction the size of Facebook, another platform for peer-to-peer links. By sharing publicly, we people challenge Google’s machines and reclaim our authority on the internet from algorithms. John Henry would be proud.

We share much more than links. We share our stuff. Flickr holds more than 5 billion photos, most of them public, and Facebook has up to ten times as many.8 YouTube receives thirty-five hours of video every minute. Its videos are watched 2 billion times a day.9 We also share our updates. Foursquare, Gowalla, and Facebook let us tell friends where we are. Goodreads lets us share the books we are reading, Last.fm the music we like, Delicious the web sites we bookmark, and Scribd the documents we create. There’s even a service, SlideShare, that helps anyone publish PowerPoint presentations (now, that may be publicness taken too far). Perhaps the most extreme of all: Covestor lets investors share their stock trades (and profit from it),10 and Blippy lets shoppers reveal their purchases to friends (more on that later). By the time this book makes it into print, every one of those numbers will have multiplied and so will the corps of services that help us share. Add it all up, Schmidt says—in one of those statistics that no one, not even Google, can confirm—and we create as much information every two days as we did from the dawn of man through the year 2003.11

The Pew Internet & American Life Project keeps invaluable numerical tabs on the growth of technology in society. Some findings from its 2009 and 2010 surveys:12

• Almost half of adult internet users search for people from their past, looking up old friends and lovers. When I give talks, I ask how many have searched for old girlfriends or boyfriends. Some hands go up, some don’t. I congratulate the honest ones.

• 57 percent Google themselves. That is, most people expect to have a public identity, a Google shadow. Like Peter Pan, the majority discover their shadows: almost two-thirds find relevant material about themselves on the web.

• Almost half of online adults agree that getting to know new people is easier and better because we can look one another up online. 16 percent of internet users have Googled people they were dating (that seems low, doesn’t it?), but 34 percent of online dating users go online to check out dates.

• 42 percent of internet users and 61 percent of bloggers are more likely than others to visit a park, belying the reports that bloggers are venomous vampires who spend their lives in PJs. A later Pew survey found that people online are more likely to be involved in volunteer organizations.

• 44 percent of online adults consult the web seeking information about people who perform professional services for them. Memo to doctors, lawyers, and manicurists: You’d better be online and public.

• Just 33 percent of internet users worry over how much information is available about them online. That seems low, given all the hoo-ha over privacy. And it’s getting lower, declining by 7 percent in four years. So perhaps we’re not in such a panic about privacy; media and government may be panicking on our behalf.

• More and more, we will go online not from computers but from phones. 81 percent of young adults get to the net via mobile phones. Note well that the phone will be a key device to bridge the digital divide between the connected and unconnected around the world as well as in the U.S. Pew says that African-American adults are “among the most active users of the mobile web” and that’s growing faster than other segments.

• 86 percent of teen social network users post comments on friends’ pages, and 83 percent comment on friends’ pictures. These interactions occur in the view of others, making relationships a bit of a spectator sport.

• About a third of Americans create and share content—photos, video, art, stories. That is, a third of Americans make media.

How Public Is Too Public?

Oprah Winfrey made her career on the parabola of publicness. In the 1980s, soon after she became host of a morning show in Chicago, she copied—corrupted, some say—Phil Donahue’s talk-show format by featuring real people humiliating themselves. A sampling of topics at the time: “Housewife Prostitutes,” “Man-Stealing Relatives,” “Unforgivable Acts Between Couples,” and “Hairdresser Horror Stories.”13 Donahue, who was still dutifully and seriously exploring atheism, homosexuality, and public policy, got trounced in the ratings until he, too, dabbled in tabloid TV. The virus spread, spawning Jerry Springer, Ricki Lake, Jenny Jones, and Geraldo Rivera. They all exploited a primal urge in the audience: to be famous. Back when fame was hard to get, if you couldn’t buy it with talent or money, many paid with humiliation. As a TV critic at the time, I remember commentators fearing the airwaves would be taken over by trailer trash. But then, in the 1990s, Winfrey experienced a Damascene conversion, deciding to use her power for good—and even better ratings. That is the arc of publicness: obscurity to overdose to balance.

“One of the biggest things I’ve learned over the years is that people want to be heard,” Winfrey said in a YouTube video as she announced the end of her broadcast show. “Every human, no matter what age, no matter how old we get, is looking for the same thing. What everybody wants is to know, ‘Did you see me? Did you hear me? And did what I say mean anything to you?’”14 On Twitter, Scott Heiferman, founder of Meetup, responded to Winfrey, saying we no longer need her and media to be heard. We have Facebook and YouTube instead. In a mastery of Twitter abbreviation, he wrote that the secret of the social net is “See+hear F2F IRL.” Translated: See and hear, face-to-face, in real life.

In 1996, Jennifer Ringley, a nineteen-year-old student, set up a camera in her Dickinson College dorm room and sent pictures to the still-newfangled web once every three minutes, showing anything that happened, including her drying off after showers and even having sex under the covers, though one had to wait a long time for those bits. It was hardly porn, only life made public. In 1998, she added video. In 2003, she turned off the camera, and today she lives in relative obscurity. Four years after Ringley quit, the art of what became known as “lifecasting” advanced. In March 2007, Justin Kan wired a camera to his hat and hauled connected computers on his back to broadcast his day, all day. He was televising not himself but instead everything he saw.15 Later that year, Kan tired of the exposure and turned off his camera. He opened the platform he’d built, Justin.tv, as a service for others to use to broadcast live. One of its lifecasters, Justine Ezarik, calling herself iJustine, mixed the metaphor, broadcasting what she saw but also taking off her camera cap and putting it on the dashboard as she drove to the corner café or the Apple store. People wanted to see Justine, not just what she saw. All those artsy projects were captivating … for a while. Real life, it turns out, is predominantly dull. But Apple and its competitors watched those pioneers and soon offered the technology they had used, neatly packaged into phones with cameras on both the front and the back. Now we all can show the world what we see, and be seen.

We all live on the parabola: We discover something new. We get carried away with it, frightening pundits, who declare that life will never be the same. Then we find our balance. That’s what we’re doing now with many technologies as we find limits and test them, resetting the lines between openness and exhibitionism, utility and exploitation, credit and fame, self-respect and narcissism, protection and isolation.

Take cookies. Those lines of code record whether your computer has visited a web site. The next time you visit that site, it may use your cookie so it can target content and advertising to you, and so it won’t show you the same ad over and over. It uses cookies to measure audience and traffic—how many users visited, how often. Cookies may be placed by the site you’re visiting or by the company that serves its ads. Most cookies do not hold personally identifiable information (PII)—specifically, your name. They are usually anonymous. You can see which companies are using cookies and other technologies on the sites you visit by downloading a program such as Ghostery. You can also block all cookies. On most browsers, go to the preferences and find the privacy settings, where you can forbid cookies or erase them when you close the browser. Some browsers also let you open private sessions (called an “incognito window” on Google’s Chrome) to prevent the browser from keeping any trace of your actions—except for your downloads. (Google still warns—with no discernable irony—to watch out for people standing behind you and “surveillance by secret agents.”) You can install software to block ads. And, of course, when asked for information about yourself, you can lie (you’re not the first wag to say you’re ninety-nine years old).

There are consequences to donning the cloak of cookieless invisibility. Sites with passwords will require you to remember them and sign in again and again. You may get served less relevant content. You will not get targeted ads and will be more likely to see lower-value generic ads, which tend to be the most irritating kind, telling you to slap a dancing monkey or some such. You will become less valuable to the sites you visit. If your browser cookie shows you to be a user interested in, say, travel, your view of a travel ad could be worth 2.5 cents to the site showing it—more if you click on it. If you turn cookies off and get a generic ad instead, the revenue for that ad space could plummet to 0.015 cent or zero. You will affect the site’s business and its ability to subsidize the often-free content or service it gives you. Induced by media hysterics over ad tracking—“Marketers are spying on internet users,” The Wall Street Journal cries16—various government agencies have threatened to enact do-not-track lists akin to the do-not-phone list available in the United States. There’s no real need, since users already have tools to stop tracking. This legislation would be like the government intervening to say you have a right to get a newspaper without ads when ads are what pay for the paper’s content. But enacting do-not-track lists would be politically popular, since advertiser tracking is unpopular.

If I sound like an apologist for advertising, it’s because advertising is the most visible means of support for journalism and media. I’ll concede—and I’m confident we’ll all agree—that most advertising sucks. It knows nothing about me and my needs and desires. It only shoves messages at my eyeballs. It is an intrusion and a waste of attention. Even so, without the ability to target, advertising would become even less relevant and more annoying as quality advertisers flee the web. The web, like the highway, would be filled with generic billboards. Worse, media companies could be forced to take their content and services behind pay walls—or die.

The advertising and media industries have themselves to blame for the fuss over tracking. They have not been at all transparent about what they monitor and how. They do not give users enough visibility into the data collected about them or enough control over the use, accuracy, and relevance of that information. They waited for regulators to come sniffing before they started trying to regulate themselves. It’s probably too late for them to regain trust. Advertisers should be operating like Amazon.com, which makes it clear that it uses my purchases to target recommendations and also makes it easy for me to correct its misimpressions. That makes Amazon.com’s marketing to me more targeted, relevant, and efficient and in turn makes me as a customer more valuable to the company. If ad tracking afforded similar benefit, transparency, and control for consumers, I think it could be tolerated.

The word “cookie” at least sounds benign. “RFID chip” sounds more menacing. In 2010, Walmart said it would attach these trackable chips to pants so it could monitor and restock inventory in stores. One self-proclaimed privacy advocate, Katherine Albrecht, raised alarms, which newspapers reflexively reported. Had they looked at the advocate’s history—had they done their reporting—they would have found that she opposes the chips—as well as supermarket frequent-shopper cards—because she believes, quite seriously, that they are the “mark of the beast” and a sign of the End Times.17 On this absurd basis, she raised media hackles, adding to a growing perception that privacy is under attack. But let’s examine the danger. “Some privacy advocates,” The Wall Street Journal says, “hypothesize that unscrupulous marketers or criminals will be able to drive by consumers’ homes and scan their garbage to discover what they recently bought.”18 Are they serious? Just what would the villain do with that information? Look for homes to rob owned by people of the same size as the burglar? I suppose it’s theoretically possible that through combining data, one might intuit that I’ve gained weight and my insurance company could raise my premiums. I’m willing to take that risk to ensure that the store has the right sizes on the shelf. I have no problem exposing my pant size: 33/34.

Esther Dyson exposes much more. She and nine other people have published their entire genomes online at the Personal Genomes Project.19 As an investor in the DNA-mapping company 23andMe, she tells me she wants to make a point: that there’s no harm in such transparency. She half thought that a pharmaceutical company would come to her with targeted drug suggestions. None did. Some friends wondered whether her family would object because her DNA has much in common with theirs. Dyson says they’re all scientists and so she shrugs. When I tell her that by revealing my prostate cancer I am sharing not only my DNA but that of my male heirs, she grins and says, “Don’t flatter yourself. Everyone gets prostate cancer.”

I have used 23andMe. After spitting into a bottle and waiting a few weeks, I received a report on my DNA. It told me where my ancestors were from (northern Europe, hardly a surprise given my pallor). It also told me whether I stand a higher or lower than average genetic chance of getting diseases including type 1 diabetes (I have nine times the average risk, which makes sense since my mother has the disease); melanoma, rheumatoid arthritis, and stomach cancer (all higher odds); psoriasis, multiple sclerosis, and Crohn’s disease (all lower odds). It doesn’t say much about prostate and thyroid cancer and atrial fibrillation, all of which I have. 23andMe gives me the option to be contacted by people with whom I share genes on the chance of finding relatives. I would like that because on one side, my family tree disappears quickly up a holler in West Virginia. But so far I’ve found no kissin’ cousins.

Once my DNA has been recorded, it could be used against me. If an insurance company can demand my health records, can it also demand my DNA map? Could it refuse me coverage based solely on my genes? Might an employer not hire me because I have a chance of getting a condition that could affect my work or raise its insurance premiums? Would police know to subpoena my DNA from 23andMe in a criminal investigation? I talked with Michael Fertik, founder of the privacy services company Reputation.com, who worried that potential mates could research not only each other’s likes and dislikes on Facebook but also decide on their marriage worthiness on the basis of DNA. All these things and worse could happen. So what do we do? Forbid Dyson and me from revealing or even analyzing our DNA for our own privacy protection? Or, following danah boyd’s rule, do we instead regulate the use of the data, forbidding insurance companies and employers to discriminate on the basis of DNA? The problem with regulating this new technology around the bad things that could happen is that it also cuts off the possible good. 23andMe quizzes volunteers about their health histories to correlate genes and ailments, which could be useful in finding causes and even cures for a condition. This knowledge could save lives if we are willing to share it. Where should the line be? We don’t know yet.

Oversharing

After revealing much about my penis in public, I heard only three complaints. One came from author Mark Dery, who had often been critical of me and my opinions anyway. He took me on for oversharing.

Oversharing. Odd word. How much sharing is too much? How much is enough? Who’s to say? Emily Gould is credited with inventing or popularizing the term when she wrote in The New York Times Magazine about her oversharing while she was a writer for the gossip blog Gawker. There, Gould covered celebrities and became a bit of one herself.20 She didn’t so much define the word “oversharing” as live it, telling readers about her boyfriends and breakups and turning the web, as she put it, into group therapy—until she thought she’d gone too far. “I had made my existence so public in such a strange way,” she writes, “and I wanted to take it all back, but in order to do that, I’d have to destroy the entire internet. If only I could!”

Now Dery was accusing me of oversharing. He was reacting to a Time magazine essay, “In Praise of Oversharing,” by Steven Johnson, who tells the story I’ve told you. “Jarvis is a friend of mine,” Johnson says, “but it may tell you something about the strange mediated state of 21st-century friendships that I first found out about his cancer diagnosis in a Twitter update he sent out linking to his original blog post. This is how we live now: we get news that we’re facing a life-threatening disease, and the instinctive response is, I’d better tweet this up right away.”21 As Johnson puts it, “We are overexposed to overexposure.” But at the end, he comes around to my way of thinking: “We habitually think of oversharers as egotists and self-aggrandizers. But what Jarvis rightly points out is that there is something profoundly selfish in not sharing.”

Dery is not convinced. On his blog, he argues that oversharers like me have a “disease of the psyche” marked by “an obsessive need to connect,” that we are “redrawing the boundaries of publicly acceptable behavior,” and that I emblemize “the blogorrheic, tweet-expulsive times we live in, when so many of us feel the need to broadcast our every thought, at every minute, to everyone.”22 He worries that we are “dissolving the membrane between private ‘I’ and public self” and “reversing the polarities of public and private.”

What is it to Dery if I talk about my cancer? I think he reveals more about himself than I do about myself, even if I’m the one with the exposed life. “Is the desire to broadcast the most mortifying details not only of our private lives but of our private parts really about the desire to Feel the Love on an epic scale?” Dery asks. “If so, isn’t it selfish rather than selfless?” In his view, cancer and penises are mortifying. “Exhibitionism,” he adds, “is a form of social dominance.” How? Dery is the one trying to tell me what not to say. Only later in our public jousting does he mention that he is a prostate cancer patient himself.

Note Dery’s verb: “broadcast.” He puts this discussion into mass-media terms. “This,” he says, “is partly about the media-age article of faith that nothing is really real unless it’s recorded and, increasingly, shared.” He says my talking about my cancer has “everything to do with our media-age fixation on fame.” Oh, yes, I respond, I want to become famous for my limp and leaky dick. Dery accuses me of trying to emulate mass media when I’m merely living out loud. He’s the one who sees life through a mass-media lens, thinking of the internet as a TV station rather than as a means for real people to connect with one another. Because he thinks we are on camera, conversation to him sounds like performance.

There is, no surprise, a web site devoted to oversharing, filled with tweets. “Have such volcanically deep zit roots in my chin that it feels like someone hit me with a right cross,” says one at Oversharers.com. More: “Love means rubbing Desitin on your husband’s ball rash.” “I just burped loud enough that the dogs downstairs started barking.” “Hello PMS and your friend Cravings which has just made me consume ¼ lb of salami in the car on the way home from the grocery store.” “The gentleman using the urinal next to me showed me the kidney stone he passed, then took it back outside to the party.” “Man. That Chipotle ran thru me like a track meet.”

Julia Allison is accused by her critics of oversharing. She is a New York gadabout who invites you to follow her on Facebook, Twitter, Tumblr, YouTube, and Myspace and at JuliaAllison.com. She wrote a dating column when she was in school at Georgetown and then came to New York and ended up working or appearing in much media there. In The Times, Emily Gould measured her own oversharing against Julia Allison’s: “I was initially put off by Julia’s naked attention-whoring—‘Attention is my drug,’ she often confessed. In thousands of photos on her Flickr feed she posed, caked in makeup, like a celebrity on the red carpet, always thrusting out her breasts and favoring her good side. But in the midst of this artifice she was disarmingly straightforward about how badly she craved the attention that internet exposure gave her—even though it came at the expense of constant, intensely vitriolic mockery.”23

Allison attracts detractors who go so far as to maintain web sites to shoot snark at her.24 “I am a media personality, for lack of a better term,” she tells me onstage at a New York Internet Week event, “and a professional sharer—not oversharer.” She stiffens at the term “oversharer.” “It is a distinctly pejorative term,” she says, for it implies a lust for fame. When you tell your friends about your life, they don’t accuse you of seeking fame, she argues. “People bully me on the internet,” she complains. Does she feel burned? “Yes, yes, I do.” Does she feel trapped? “Yes, I absolutely do feel trapped by this. I envy people who can just change their privacy settings on Facebook.” Why not quit and become a nun? “I continually play around with that. I went to an ashram a month ago and went completely off the web,” she reveals with no glint of irony. Yet she is self-aware when I ask her why she gets attacked. She smiles and concedes, “Oh, I got a little bit of an ego.”

Allison wishes the nastiness online could be controlled, but she’s not sure how. “I’m all for freedom of speech,” she says, “but I think we need to talk about something else. We need to protect people…. It’s a gray area between defamation and harassment.” She wants rules. She wishes someone had told her when she went online, “This is what you will be giving up. There were certain consequences that occurred that I never would have foreseen.” But she acknowledges that some good comes from living in the open. “The one thing the internet has assured: I cannot lie about anything,” she says. “I have hair extensions. I plan on getting Botox.”

Allison and I happen to share one (well, at least one) detractor online. I tell her I gave up looking at what he has to say. I blocked him on Twitter and don’t read his site. So the only time he crosses my line of sight is on the rare Twitter search. And I ignore him. I know what he’ll say and don’t care. I won’t give him the pleasure of reacting. Law of the playground and number one rule of internet interactivity: “Don’t feed the trolls.” Allison says others’ barbs have cost her jobs, relationships, and friends. Yet she keeps sharing. Why? “I can pay my rent because of sharing on the internet.” It’s a living. Sharing is her business.


The Public You

Identity and Reputation

I’m asked sometimes whether I believe in radical transparency. “I’m still wearing clothes, aren’t I?” I respond. Then I add, “You’re welcome.” Technology need not strip us naked. Whether you share some revealing bit on Facebook or Twitter is up to you and is in your power. How will you know when you’ve gone too far? What is oversharing? I think it’s sharing that which you regret having shared. Oversharing, then, is not in the eyes and ears of the beholder. It is in the mind and mouth of the sharer. If you don’t want the world to know it, your safest bet is not to say or do it. As Eric Schmidt infamously said in a 2009 CNBC interview, “If you have something that you don’t want anyone to know, maybe you shouldn’t be doing it in the first place.”1 Call that Schmidt’s commandment. Like other Schmidt quotes, it raises hackles. He’s right, though.

If you trust a secret to a friend who shares it, your problem could be your choice of friends. The fault, then, is not with the technology but with us. Computers don’t embarrass people; people do. Don’t we all operate by the email rule that if you don’t want what you’re saying forwarded to the wrong person, you probably shouldn’t say it in email? We’ve all had that lesson. We’re burned. We learn. We adapt. Schmidt says there was a time when mothers didn’t reflexively hold their children’s hands when they crossed a path. Then came new technologies—horse-drawn carriages and cars—and behavior changed. Today’s technologies are, of course, more complex. “I don’t believe society understands what happens when everything is available, knowable, and recorded by everyone all the time,” Schmidt tells The Wall Street Journal.2 He tells me, “When I was growing up, was I lonely? Sure. Was I bored? Sure. Did I not know everything? Sure. So now you’re never lonely because your friends are always reachable. You’re never bored because there’s infinite streams of information and entertainment. That is a fundamental change in life.” Technology leads to new choices, which ultimately leads to more control. We get to say more. As a result, we also hear more. That means we need to examine our norms about how we react when other people are more exposed.

In 2010, someone leaked the fact that Lori Douglas, a senior judge in Manitoba, had once had pictures of herself in acts of bondage and oral sex on a web site devoted to interracial couples—before she rose to the bench. The problem for her came when critics questioned whether, by not revealing her sex life, she had responded accurately to this question when she was being considered for a federal judgeship: “Is there anything in your past or present which could reflect negatively on yourself or the judiciary and which should be disclosed?” Who among us could leave that blank? Who is fool enough to fill it in? We all have embarrassments. If we have no foibles, how qualified would we be to judge the foibles of others? A columnist for The Globe and Mail called for Douglas’ resignation because “she should have known better.”3 But the Montreal Gazette asked, “Do we expect our judges to be plaster saints? … In 2010, are most Canadians really offended and morally repulsed by interracial bondage sex? Should they be? The world is changing. Social norms are changing.”

Bondage on the bench is hardly a typical situation. But then, this debate tends to be held around the extremes. In The Future of Reputation, Daniel J. Solove gives a reasoned and reasonable approach to reputation but still uses edge cases to make his point: a girl whose picture was passed around Korea after she let her dog poop on a train and refused to clean it up; a flasher in a New York subway whose picture ended up in newspapers while he ended up in jail; a young man who was once in prison and whose history haunts him on dates; the “Numa Numa” and Star Wars kids who posted videos online and became viral stars; a blogger writing about her sex life on Capitol Hill who garnered media notoriety and a book deal. Edge cases are good at feeding debates but not at informing norms.

The question in this chapter is how the average person—you or I or the random person I see on the train who’s keeping his dog in line and his pants zipped—can and should cope with publicness. How do we balance the risks and benefits of posting a picture to Facebook or Flickr, stating an opinion in a blog comment or forum, or telling friends what we’ve bought or where we are? How can we establish and manage our identities and reputations—and can we do so at all?

One tactic to cope with the fear of exposure and overexposure is anonymity. Anonymity has its place. It protects the speech of Chinese dissidents, Iranian protestors, and corporate truth tellers. It protects the gay teenager who needs to talk about his life but dares not reveal himself in school. It lets people play with new identities. When the game company Blizzard Entertainment tried to bring real identities into the forums around its massive, multiplayer games, including World of Warcraft, players revolted—and no wonder: Who wants everyone to know that in your other life, you see yourself as a level 80 back-stabbing night elf rogue who ganks lowbies at the Crossroads?4 Taking on identities—pseudonymity—is the fun of it.

But anonymity is often the cloak of cowards. Anonymous trolls—of the human race, not the Warcraft breed—attack people online, lobbing snark at Julia Allison, spreading rumors and lies about public figures, sabotaging a politician’s Wikipedia page, or saying stupid stuff in the comments on my blog. I tell commenters there that I will respect what they have to say more if they have the guts to stand behind their words with their names, as I do.

Real identity has improved the tone and tenor of interaction online. That was Facebook’s key insight. Twitter’s, too. Tweeters want credit for their cleverness; they are rewarded with followers and retweets, their nanoseconds of microfame. Facebook is built on real relationships with real people in real life. “That doesn’t mean that every single thing is true,” Mark Zuckerberg says. “But on balance, I think it’s a lot more real than other things on the internet.” Zuckerberg believes we have one authentic identity and says it is becoming “less and less true” that people will maintain separate identities. Emily Gould, admitted oversharer, agrees. Julia Allison, on the other hand, sides with those who say we need to maintain many identities—one for work, another for school, another for home, another for friends. Those folks say we get into trouble online when these identities mix and blur, when our boss sees our picture from the college beer party (as if bosses never drank beer). In a New York Times Magazine piece arguing that “the Internet records everything and forgets nothing,” Jeffrey Rosen tells the story of a twenty-five-year-old student-teacher who was deprived of her diploma after posting a Myspace photo of herself drinking, over the caption “Drunken Pirate.”5 On his blog, Scott Rosenberg counters that “the photo is harmless; the trouble lies with the people who have turned it into a problem.”6

What needs to change is not so much our behavior, our rules, or our technology but our norms: how we operate as a society and interact with one another. When presented with someone’s public face, which may differ from our own, is our response to disapprove, condemn, ridicule, and snipe, or is it to try to understand differences, offer empathy, overlook foolishness, and share in kind? When we disapprove—and we all sometimes do—we can be guilty of intolerance. When we offer empathy, we become open-minded. Because we are all more public, I wonder whether we will soon operate under a doctrine of mutually assured humiliation: I’ll spare you making fun of your embarrassing pictures if you’ll do the same for me. “An age of transparency,” says David Weinberger, author of Too Big to Know, “must be an age of forgiveness.”

There are two forces at work here: identity and reputation. Our identities are the first-person expressions of ourselves. Our reputations are others’ third-person views and conceptions of us. Thanks to our increasing publicness, the two are coming closer and sometimes into conflict. As I was discussing these topics on my blog, Weinberger left a sage comment wondering about what he called the private-public axis:

Marilyn Monroe was a public figure, but most of us are private citizens. That used to be pretty easy to compute, and, because of the nature of the broadcast medium, it used to tend toward one extreme or another: He’s Chevy Chase, and you’re not. But there’s another private-public axis: who we really are and how we look to others. We have tended to believe, at least in the West, that our true self is the inner self. The outer, public self may or may not reflect our inner, private self, and we have an entire moral/normative vocabulary to talk about the relation of the two: sincerity, authenticity, integrity, honesty.7

Those are the two identities we are trying to manage—not our work selves and our home selves, not our party selves and our serious selves, but our inner, real selves and our outer, show selves. When our inner and outer selves get into conflict and confusion, we appear inauthentic and hypocritical. In all our spoken fears about privacy and publicness, I think this anxiety is the great unspoken fear: that we’re not who people think we are and we’ll be found out.

These are new skills for everyone, celebrity and commoner alike. Marilyn Monroe never had to deal with blogs and Twitter, let alone twenty-four-hour TV news. She had press agents to create and manage her identity and security people to keep scary strangers away. Today, stars and pols have to deal with constant exposure. When we catch them in a contradiction of words or deeds—and it’s not hard to do—they suffer the gotcha. Then again, stars such as Ashton Kutcher, Lady Gaga, and Howard Stern are grabbing the opportunity on Twitter to interact directly with their publics without scripts or PR people and reporters in between.

When people do find unflattering results in Google searches for their names, Reputation.com suggests the solution is not to hide but to publish more about yourself so that will rise on Google. The way to affect your reputation is often to share more, not less. The best solution is to be yourself. If that makes you uneasy, talk with your shrink. Better yet, blog about it.

Public Advice

I ask my nineteen-year-old son, Jake, to tell me the advice he would give his fourteen-year-old sister, Julia, as she enters the social whirl of high school online. He shrugs, not just because he is a teenage son but also because it all seems so natural to him. His generation—and in internet years, generations come more quickly—create their own norms around social tools. They use them differently than their elders do. When I first got onto Facebook with a university.edu email address, I asked Jake about the etiquette of friending. He told me it is impolite not to friend someone you know at school. My business peers tend to friend just the people they know well. Some see friending as an endorsement rather than merely a connection. Young people share jokes using Facebook’s language and structure. They get divorced with the speed of a click. We adults need lawyers.

So it would be difficult to present a single set of concrete and specific rules and tips that will help everyone cope with greater publicness and less privacy. It’s not just that the tools change rapidly. The tools also change society rapidly. Perspectives, expectations, even metaphors and analogs expire. (What is a phone when you are young and never make calls with it? What does it mean to “publish”? What does “friend” mean now that the noun is also a verb?) At the same time, society’s norms become a rapidly moving target. Compare the sins and virtues of TV’s Mad Men with the culture of today’s internet. Look at how far we’ve come from single beds in Lucy and Ricky’s apartment to the magnificent diversity of relationships on Modern Family. Imagine having a discussion about being unfair to bondage-loving judges only a few years ago, even in tolerant Canada. And now imagine it all sped up by the public web.

When sharing, please don’t judge your success or failure in mass-media terms. The goal is not to get a million followers. Publicness starts in pairs. Who in her sane mind wants a million people watching all the time? I got an email from a young teenager who had started blogging and was trying to decide how to get more page views—by writing about teddy bears or skateboards. I told her to ignore that and write about what interests her, to explore and learn. The reward of publicness is best found in terms of relationships: making friends, reaching people with shared interests and needs, solving your problem or someone else’s, finding out you’re not alone, accomplishing something, having a laugh. Those are all good reasons for being public, at any scale.

Even as much as I celebrate publicness and am an optimist about its impact on our lives, I agree with the cautious, who say that we need to stop and think—and teach our children to stop and think—before exposing ourselves. Media literacy—or, as the Germans more aptly call it, media competence—involves more than consuming content. It now means teaching people how to make content and what its consequences are. There is a growing difference between conducting relationships in the public of one’s small village and doing so in the global village. Information, both good and bad, spreads wider, faster. Just as the benefits can be greater, so can the costs increase.8 So it’s worth taking time to consider a few suggestions for the public life:

The tattoo rule. Blippy cofounder Philip Kaplan repeats this sage advice: Anything you put online is a tattoo. It’s permanent. It won’t go away. The web remembers. People may give you slack, but you can’t be assured they will. What’s seen as a sin today—drinking, smoking, smoking pot, snorting cocaine, or having sex on the side, to list a litany of presidential peccadilloes that have sparked less and less outrage over the years—may become accepted or even passé tomorrow. Or they may not.

Eric Schmidt says that young people should be able to change their names and start over at age twenty-one. He’s joking. I heard him deliver this quip at the 2007 Personal Democracy Forum, where the audience laughed.9 But when he used the line again in 2010, the irony was lost. A tempest broke out in the media teapot, as The Wall Street Journal reported Schmidt’s quote and either didn’t get the joke, or chose not to. “He predicts, apparently seriously, that every young person one day will be entitled automatically to change his or her name on reaching adulthood in order to disown youthful hijinks stored on their friends social media sites,” wrote Journal reporter Holman W. Jenkins, Jr.10 The meme spread like an oil slick. “Death by Twitter,” Schmidt calls it. When he talks in public, people tweet a quotable line but “omit the preamble and the postamble and the context.” He was not serious about all of us changing our names. “It was a joke. It is a joke. It will remain a joke,” he tells me. His own gag demonstrates the rule: Say it once, and you’ve said it forever. But that fear should not force us to abandon our voices.

The front-page rule. It has long been said that you shouldn’t say anything online you wouldn’t want to see on the front page of The New York Times. In the age of WikiLeaks, that’s truer than ever. But I’ll also turn this rule around: You should say some things so they do get on the front page—the new front page of Twitter, Facebook, Google, etc. You never know when something you think and then share could click with others and have an impact. The new American dream is to go viral. It happened to me when I complained about my Dell computer on my blog. I was not influential, but my “Dell hell” message resonated with others. Because of the storm, Dell changed its ways and its relationship with customers.11 So think about the front page when you share, not just out of fear but also with an eye toward opportunity.

The social-bankruptcy rule. The problem with getting connected to more people is that more people can bother you. They have expectations. They want you to answer their comments and questions and even snarks in email and now also in Facebook and Twitter and new services such as Quora, where users ask each other questions. Enough! I have long since declared email bankruptcy. I cannot answer every email I get even from the people I know, let alone from my new social-media friends. I am nostalgic for the days of the busy signal, when my time and attention did not appear to be abundant. To put the issue into technical terms: publicness doesn’t scale well.

Technology might help fix the problems it causes. Facebook’s News Feed algorithm tries to predict which updates will interest us most based on “how many friends are commenting on a certain piece of content, who posted the content, and what type of content it is.”12 Google Gmail tries to declutter email by killing spam and its Priority Inbox and ranks our email for us. We can imagine how new technology will change our customs. Once upon a time, when we were late with an obligation, we’d claim it was “in the mail.” Then we’d claim that someone’s unanswered message got “caught by the spam filter.” Now we’ll say, “I guess Google didn’t think you were a priority.” Marissa Mayer, a Google vice president, talks dreamily of the day when an algorithm will sort through all our feeds—email, news, tweets, Facebook updates—and deliver a prioritized “hyperpersonal news stream.” Technology can’t do it all, nor would we want it to. But it helped create this mess, so let’s hope it helps fix it.

The don’t-feed-the-trolls rule. More contact with more people also increases the odds of crossing paths with a jerk. The internet doesn’t make jerks. It just makes them easier to see and gives them a megaphone. When you see a troll, don’t feed it. They come into online conversations solely to provoke. Respond, and you give them what they want: attention and an opportunity to keep the attack going. If they come in to despoil a space you control—such as comments on a blog—erase their droppings. I don’t advise cutting off people who simply and civilly disagree with you; that will hurt your reputation worse than the trolls would. But other members of your community will thank you for not encouraging bozos and evicting them.

The Cabernet rule. Certain potions can turn even the nicest, sanest person into a temporary troll. It has happened to me. After a long day and a tall drink, one’s tolerance for stupidity is diminished and the odds become greater that one may call a fool a fool and live to regret it. Friends don’t let friends blog, tweet, update social statuses, pose for Facebook pictures, make YouTube videos, or operate the heavy machinery of the internet when drunk.

The honesty rule. When you make a mistake, own up to it. People will trust you to do so the next time it happens. Blogging taught me not to erase mistakes but to cross them out so people know that I messed up, fessed up, and have nothing to hide. I’ve had to correct factual errors. I’ve also confessed to being wrong about the consequences of supporting the Iraq war, which was harder. It’s not easy, but I’ve learned that corrections don’t diminish one’s credibility, they enhance it.

The Golden Rule. What’s true in life is true online. Share information if it could help others. Share credit. Link. Linking shows your work and enables your readers to see your source and judge it for themselves. Share attention, too, by passing on good things you find. The retweet in Twitter—repeating something you’ve read and giving credit—is a substantiation of the sharing society. Make generosity a reflex.

The don’t-be-a-fool rule. This rule supersedes all the rules above. When I’m asked for the ideal corporate guideline for blogging and social media, I say it comes down to one thing: Don’t be an idiot. The Labour candidate for Parliament who called a veteran Labour MP “a fucking idiot” was being an idiot.13 The advertising exec who tweeted that he couldn’t stand Memphis the night before going there to present to Federal Express, a company proud to be headquartered in that fair city, was being a fool.14 The Washington Post sportswriter who published a false news report in Twitter hoping to entrap bloggers into linking to it was being a doofus.15 The woman who tweeted about her job offer at Cisco and her weighing the “fatty paycheck” against “hating the work”—only to be caught by an employee who told her, on Twitter, that “we here at Cisco are versed in the web”—was being a knucklehead.16 The juror who declared on Facebook before her case began that it was “gonna be fun to tell the defendant they’re GUILTY” was being both ungrammatical and a dimwit.17

The internet is life, only bigger and faster. The lessons you learned as a child and those you teach your children about how to treat others all still apply. The net is still just a place filled with people.


The Sharing Industry

The Public Economy

“Privacy was once free. Publicity was once ridiculously expensive,” says entrepreneur Sam Lessin. “Now the opposite is true: You have to pay in a mix of cash, time, social capital, etc. if you want privacy.”1 You pay for privacy in the effort and hassle it takes to manage privacy settings. You also pay in the opportunity lost if you choose not to be public and social. On the other side of the ledger, you can be rewarded—with attention, influence, information, deals—if you reveal yourself. This new economy tilts toward publicness.

There is money to be made in privacy. At more than one conference, I’ve watched the blossoming of a regulatory/industrial privacy complex. At the 2011 Reboot Privacy and Security Conference in Victoria, British Columbia, a vendor selling web security software to companies went through his PowerPoint reciting some of the statistics I listed earlier, but with a darker tone. He announced that hundreds of millions of people were using Facebook. He paused … dramatically. Then he said, “Scary.” Why is that scary? He didn’t say. He didn’t think he had to. Scare and sell is his strategy. A government regulator took the stage and demonized Facebook’s Zuckerberg and Google’s Schmidt, whom she misquoted, telling the audience that Schmidt had dismissed privacy as irrelevant. She bragged about making more regulations and adding more staff. Scare and spend. I met the head of an association of chief privacy officers. Bet your membership is growing, I said. By the thousands, he replied. Scare and grow. There are venture capital funds targeting opportunities in the privacy industry. Scare and invest.

I’ve seen the same dynamic play out at the MediaBistro.com Digital Privacy Forum in New York and the 2010 Privacy Identity Innovation (PII) conference in Seattle, where I dragged son Jake. A conference participant tweeted that two days at the meeting “makes me realize that the Internet safety talk w/my kids will be just as important as the sex talk.”2 True enough. But if our kids know more than we think they do about sex, they certainly know more than we do about the social internet. My son couldn’t take all the hand-wringing. We escaped to lunch and he told me these people see problems where they don’t exist. Show me how the world is falling apart, he demanded. He wanted to ignore them. I cautioned him that they could implement regulations that would change how the services he loves operate or make them too expensive to continue. I heard regulators there muse about extending the protections of COPPA—America’s Children’s Online Privacy Protection Act—past thirteen years of age to eighteen. That would mean services like Facebook would need parents’ written permission to hold any personal information (such as names and locations) even for high school students. What it would mean in practical terms is that companies would avoid building services for teenagers—that’s why there are so few for preteens. Privacy regulation will have a big impact on business. Privacy is also becoming big business. At these conferences, I ran into the same players: advocacy organizations that raise concerns and raise money; legislators who make laws and bureaucrats who make regulations; consultants who help companies comply with said regulations; and services such as Reputation.com, which promise to protect privacy. There’s money to be made in privacy.

But there is even more to be made in publicness, in building the platforms that fuel sharing. These companies will have an even bigger impact on business and society as they shift power and unseat old institutions that still depend on scarcity and control. They include Blogger, WordPress, Google, Facebook, YouTube, Flickr, Twitter, Blippy, Foursquare, Quora… and the list keeps growing. Here are four entrepreneurs who are building that industry, their creations progressively more daring and perhaps, to some, more dismaying.

Evan Williams: Blogger and Twitter

It’s the rare person who gets to change the world and witness the impact of his legacy. Evan Williams has changed the world twice so far. He cocreated Blogger, the service that popularized the form, permitting anyone to easily and instantly publish to everyone. It disrupted the structure of media, journalism, and, one could argue, political, commercial, and social power. He next cocreated Twitter, the impact of which is just beginning to be seen, though still not understood. Twitter has been credited with at least supporting roles in revolutions and with taking another quantum leap in the restructuring of media and marketing. Williams is a founding father of the sharing industry.

Like many other inventions of the digital age, each of Williams’ cocreations was a by-product of another idea, practically an accident but for his instinct to sense and exploit their popular appeal. Pyra Labs, founded by Williams and Meg Hourihan, set out to make productivity tools. A note taker they built in that process turned into Blogger. It was by no means the first blogging tool. Many people credit Justin Hall with being the first blogger in 1994. Dave Winer created one of the earliest blogs, Scripting News, and also some of the earliest blogging tools. Jorn Barger coined the word “weblog” in 1997; Peter Merholz shortened it to “blog” in 1999; Williams reportedly came up with “blogger” after his service started in August 1999.3 So he didn’t invent blogging any more than Bill Gates invented PCs. But he made it simple, cool, free, and popular. He stuck with his vision even after his money ran out, more than once, and his staff and partners left. Continuing to run the company out of his kitchen, Williams understood its potential.

I didn’t. When Nick Denton—later the founder of the successful blogging company Gawker Media—first showed me Blogger, I shrugged. “So what?” I asked. “So you put some text on a web page. What are you so excited about?” I’d read lots of blogs. And when Pyra Labs was on its last legs, Denton got me to get my then-boss, Steve Newhouse, to invest a relative pittance in the company and keep it going. Newhouse was the rare old-media executive who grasped the potential of interactivity. But I didn’t begin to comprehend the importance of blogs until 9/11, when I started writing my own, Buzzmachine.com, after witnessing and surviving the attack on the World Trade Center. Blogging soon taught me the power of the link and the benefits of publicness. I came to respect and appreciate Williams’ determination to keep Blogger alive even as money ran dry and servers choked. The story has a happy ending: In 2003, Williams sold the company to Google, which still operates it.

Ev’s grand irony is that he’s quiet and unassuming—like a shy, wry Mr. Rogers. He does not seek attention as the millions of users of his tools do. On his blog, Evhead.com, he wrote nothing for more than a year—from December 2009 until March 2011, when he announced that he was leaving his full-time role at Twitter to go to a blank whiteboard and work on what’s next. Though he has 1.3 million people following him on Twitter—at @ev—he has tweeted only six thousand times. I started a couple years after him, and my oeuvre adds up to three times more. The most prolific tweeter I know, NPR’s Andy Carvin (@acarvin), has almost ten times Williams’ output. “Your Twitter stream is who you are,” a Twitter colleague says when I sit down to talk with Williams. “It’s just who he is.”

Before Blogger and Twitter, we had tools to make and duplicate content: carbon paper, invented in 1806;4 Chester Carlson’s Xerox photocopier in 1938;5 the dreaded Kodak camera of 1890; Kodak’s 8 mm home movie camera in 1932;6 and, using patents registered by Thomas Edison in 1876 and 1880, the mimeograph that powered the publishing of political tracts and so-called zines for more than a century.7 But our mass passion to publish and broadcast did not explode until Blogger. Why? It could be that it’s so easy to use. It could be that the net added a simple means of distribution to our simple means of content creation. Yet with the web’s debut in 1994 came Tripod, one of the first easy tools to create what we then called home pages.8 Tripod didn’t produce a wealth of publishing and social change. Mostly, it produced homely, forgettable, and soon-abandoned web pages. What was it that made Blogger change the world five years later?

Blogging opened the door to a new kind of writing, just as the printing press led to the invention of another new and similar form, the essay. In the French Renaissance, Michel Eyquem de Montaigne broke free of scribal text’s reverence for ancient wisdom and made writing contemporary and personal. Starting in 1572, alone in his tower library, Montaigne began to answer questions he posed to himself. “In place of abstract answers, Montaigne tells us what he did in each case, and what it felt like when he was doing it,” writes Sarah Bakewell in her book on Montaigne, How to Live. “He tells us, for no particular reason, that the only fruit he likes is melon, that he prefers to have sex lying down rather than standing up, that he cannot sing.” What does that sound like? Bloggers! Twitterers! Those damned fools make their private lives public, and the public inexplicably reads it. The printing press brought out that instinct in Montaigne. A half-millennium later, Williams’ tools brought it out in millions more.

There’s another factor that ties these tools of publicness. Montaigne’s Essays, Bakewell says, is “much more than a book. It is a centuries-long conversation between Montaigne and all those who have got to know him: a conversation which changes through history, while starting out afresh almost every time with that cry of ‘How did he know all that about me?’”9A conversation. That’s what blogging is, as I discovered the moment I blogged about my memories of 9/11 and then others linked to what I’d said and I linked back to them. We held a conversation in different times and places, among friends and strangers, all powered by links, in public.

“Blogger gave them a canvas that they didn’t have before,” Williams says. “Publishing on the web prior to that was a technical task, and Blogger turned it into a creative pursuit…. You could set up your own public and people can gather around if they care about it. And that was freedom. That empowered people to do whatever the heck they wanted.” Blogs, he says, are like going to someone’s house, where your friend is the host, and then she can come to your house, where you are the host. Blogger, that is, gave us our own spaces rather than forcing us to gather in a common space (such as AOL chat rooms or newspaper forums). The public became the accumulation of us and our spaces rather than a square someone else—government, media, schools—provided for us. Williams also takes pride in blogging’s role in freeing the public from being “just consumers of news to actually thinking about it and analyzing it.” Some laughed when we sat down to our keyboards. Technology’s early adopters, Williams recalls, sneered at blogging as an instrument of narcissism. Journalists sniffed at the ramblings of amateurs. Companies regarded them as buzzing mosquitoes. But we know now that the introduction and popularization of blogging had profound impact.

Nobody thought Twitter’s impact would be similarly profound in 2006, when Jack Dorsey came up with the idea while working with another partner, Biz Stone, at their podcasting company, Odeo. Dorsey wanted a tool to let small groups of people communicate via SMS (which is what sets its limit of 140 characters). At the South by Southwest conference in Austin in early 2007, Twitter took off. Attendees used it to share bon mots they heard, recommend sessions while they were under way, and meet up with friends. Two years later at SXSW, I watched a Twitter revolt bubble up as a ballroom full of geeks got upset when an interviewer hogged mic time from her subject, Mark Zuckerberg. Unbeknownst to the duo on stage, anger was building up in the so-called Twitter back channel. It erupted out loud when Zuckerberg cracked that his questioner should ask a question and the crowd cheered. I’ve seen a similar phenomenon in the classroom, where Twitter gives students their back channel, ending the teacher’s monopoly on attention.

After Twitter’s debut, Williams, Dorsey, and Stone dumped podcasting and shifted their attention—pivoted, as tech companies call a strategic turn. The new tool still seemed like a toy. I remember showing Twitter to my faculty colleagues for the first time. “OK, Jeff,” one of them challenged me, “I understand why this is cool. But what could it possibly have to do with journalism?” We began to list how journalists could use it to find stories people were talking about, ask for information, and promote their work. She was soon sold. Alan Rusbridger, editor-in-chief of The Guardian in London, delivered more than a dozen reasons why Twitter matters to journalists. It’s a useful list that applies to many organizations:10

• It’s a form of distribution. Twitter links send billions of clicks to sites each month. The Guardian uses it to promote its stories and bring in new readers.

• It’s an early-warning system. When an earthquake hits or a plane lands on a river aside Manhattan or a revolution boils up in the Middle East, people share what they’re experiencing on Twitter. They’re not trying to publish news. They’re telling friends what’s happening in their lives. NPR supertweeter Andy Carvin says he finds witnesses to such events by searching for phrases such as “holy shit!,” “OMG!,” and “WTF!” Smart companies also use Twitter to hear about problems with their products before normal channels can.

• It’s a reporting tool. Williams sees Twitter users as reporters, “information-collecting nodes, millions of them around the world that are reporting back about what’s happening around them.” He envisions a day when Twitter users will be able to “see what’s happening anyplace.” I see enterprising journalists use Twitter to ask readers what they know and what they want to know. One of the best at utilizing Twitter is New York Times columnist Nicholas Kristof—@nickkristof. During Egypt’s uprising at Tahrir Square, Kristof took to Twitter to warn, “Mubaraks thugs out here holding clubs with nails, better lookout.” “It holds dictators accountable,” he said on CNN.11 “And one reason we’re not seeing more atrocities in the Middle East, frankly, is that everybody knows there are people tweeting, there are people taking photos, and the word is getting out.”

• It’s a form of marketing. Dell uses Twitter to distribute coupons, selling millions in computers there.12 Best Buy uses it for customer service, which I’ll discuss later.

• It’s more diverse than media: a level field that changes notions of authority. Williams says Twitter “should be as democratic as possible.” Ideas should spread not on the basis of fame and followers but on the value of what is said. That’s wishful thinking when Charlie Sheen’s rants and gags attract more than 4 million followers, garnering more attention than Rusbridger, who has fewer than forty thousand.

• It’s an agent of change. It doesn’t cause revolutions, but it can help spread them.

• It has a long attention span. Yes, Rusbridger said that: a long attention span. Twitter users “will be ferreting out and aggregating information on the issues that concern them long after the caravan of professional journalists has moved on.” Arianna Huffington says that journalists have attention-deficit disorder—they move on when they get bored—but folks online have obsessive-compulsive disorder—once they get their teeth into a target, they won’t let go. Case in point: The Nation’s Greg Mitchell—@gregmitch—who blogged and tweeted the WikiLeaks story daily for more than 160 days straight.

Williams hasn’t made tools to make content so much as he has made tools to create conversations. That, in turn, creates publics. He and Twitter are looking for more ways to help users find the right people and gather around an idea, a joke, a location, an event. Twitter is a serendipity machine. That is the word I hear probably more than any other in laments about the internet’s impact on media and the world: that without editors exposing us to new topics of interest, we’ll lose serendipity, trapped in echo chambers of predictable sameness. To address the problem, The Guardian played with a serendipity generator to serve arbitrary links. In truth, it produced only randomness. That’s not serendipity; it’s noise. By my definition, serendipity is unexpected relevance. It is that moment when you say, “Aha! Just what I wanted. Where did that come from?” Through the links I get from people I know, like, and respect on Twitter, I experience many such moments every day. They expose me to ideas, news, and people with a better likelihood of unexpected relevance than a mass-market publication with a single editor could ever deliver. And when I put a thought out there in the Twittersphere, I never know what serendipitous connections will result. “You can bump into people,” Williams says. “People putting things out there sparks something.”

Twitter users themselves have invented new ways to collect around topics and events. One of their devices is the “hashtag.”13 At a conference, attendees agree to use a shared label—at South by Southwest in 2012, it would be #SXSW12—so anyone can search or click on that hashtag to find out what everybody else is saying about the topic. They also use it to spread jokes. One game I’ve enjoyed is #boringprequels. Examples from my friend @jimbradysp: The Pride of the Mets; Dr. Yes; All That Polka; and Zorba the Geek. StockTwits, a company built on Twitter, uses a dollar sign to organize conversations around companies and their stocks. If you want to see what people are saying about Apple stock today, search Twitter for $AAPL. “A unique public is created spontaneously and lasts for a short time,” Williams observes. “And then they disperse.”

In the end, though, Williams does not believe he created a social network such as Facebook, organized around people and relationships. “We’re a public information network,” he says. He confesses he didn’t know what Twitter was when it started. I still don’t think we know what it is. As he recalls, Twitter began by defaulting messages to private because the founders thought users’ status updates would be personal. Initially, one status update erased the prior one, so narratives and conversations couldn’t build. Just as the users invented the convention of the hashtag, they also invented the convention of the @ reply so conversations could form. (If you want me to see a message, start it with @jeffjarvis, my Twitter handle, and whether or not I follow you, I’ll see it in my list of tweets that mention me. I call that my ego search.) Users also invented the retweet or RT convention as a way of passing along interesting thoughts. (When you want to share something I’ve tweeted with your followers, you hit the retweet button or add “RT” to the start of my tweet and send it on.) Twitter at first resisted the RT idea but eventually acquiesced. Through applications built atop Twitter as a platform, it is adding new capabilities all the time: search, photos, videos. All this functionality is possible because Twitter is a platform that was—and still is—incomplete, evolving in public. Twitter gained wide distribution because outside developers made clients for it, though Twitter later built its own clients, putting it into competition with those developers. The problem is that Twitter remains incomplete in one crucial aspect: It still doesn’t have a clear business model; it is protecting its turf because it still doesn’t know where its money will come from.

Inside Twitter’s collection of chatter lies information of untold value. There’s wisdom in that crowd. In 2010, according to the Los Angeles Times, two social computing scientists at HP Labs calculated that analysis of Twitter discussion can be as much as 97.3 percent accurate in predicting a film’s performance in its opening weekend.14 Also in 2010, three computer scientists—Johan Bollen, Huina Mao, and XiaoJun Zeng—used a set of keywords to track certain moods in Twitter messages—they fall into the categories calm, alert, sure, vital, kind, happy, and their opposites. Using the results, they found they could predict daily ups and downs in the Dow Jones Industrial Average with up to 87.6 percent accuracy.15 A hedge fund now uses the formula in partnership with one of the scientists.16

In 2005, a remarkable digital artist named Jonathan Harris started collecting snippets of blogs with the phrases “I feel” or “I am feeling.” He and his partner, Sep Kamvar, accumulated more than 12 million emotions in four years, displaying the results at WeFeelFine.org and in their book of the same title. Each feeling is displayed as a floating dot. Click on it, and read the emotion. A few at random from the site: “I have a feeling that he’s gonna cry and I’m going to be the only one who can stop him because apparently I’m his best friend.” “I feel more content, useful, and happy.” From the book: “I feel beautiful again.” “I feel afraid and think I’ve lost my way.” “I feel good about feeling bad.” Harris and Kamvar tracked emotions against location, age, weather, gender, and time of year. You should take heart that feeling “better” (5.74 percent of the emotions tracked) beats feeling “bad” (4.06 percent) and feeling “good” (3.84 percent) beats feeling “guilty” (1.53 percent). As men and women age from their tens to their fifties, they get happier but take a dip in their sixties.

That information comes from listening to people. Twitter is proving to be a tool to collaborate with them as well. Film director Tim Burton started a story with one line on Twitter and challenged his fans to complete it, competing each day to add the next line. The result, frankly, was unimpressive.17 The crowd does not have the voice and vision of an auteur. But the audience has ideas, and who knows what serendipity its notions may spark in Burton’s most serendipitous mind. The tools that Williams made tap into not just the wisdom but also the mood, creativity, news, and experience of the crowd. “More often than not,” Williams says, echoing the optimism one hears in this industry, “people are going to do good things and help each other.” He helps them do that.

Dennis Crowley: Dodgeball and Foursquare

Visit Dennis Crowley’s Flickr photos, and you will find small moments of life: a lunch; a party; his family after Thanksgiving dinner; a video reminding him how to reinstall the window air conditioner next summer; a picture of an odd fruit and a question: “What is this?” (answered quickly by one of his followers).18 Dennis Crowley is a sharer. He has been for fifteen years, since his freshman year in college, which happens to have coincided with the birth of the web browser in 1994. “Why would you share these pictures of your friends online?” he was often asked. “It just seemed kind of natural,” he answered. He doesn’t think in terms of privacy or risk. “I’m sharing stuff,” he says with a shrug. He uses his blog, Flickr, Tumblr, and Twitter “as a way of lifecasting.”

Crowley has taken it one step further. In addition to sharing opinions and photos, he created ways for people using mobile phones to share their locations. While a student at New York University, he and a colleague created Dodgeball, a service aimed at helping young people find one another in bars through texting. Google bought the company in 2005. After two years of frustration working in what was still just a remote New York outpost of the growing California giant, Crowley and his partner quit. Two years later, Google killed Dodgeball—just as Crowley and another partner started a new and more sophisticated location service, Foursquare. Foursquare’s smartphone app allows users to check in at a location so they can tell friends where they are. Foursquare added game mechanics, awarding badges and titles for frequent check-ins as a way to encourage use. (Personally, I’m upset that I’ve never checked in anywhere often enough to become mayor of the place. I go to my local Chipotle so frequently that you’d think I’d at least have been appointed its parks & rec commissioner by now.)

Why share location? The answer, again, is serendipity. Foursquare helps users find people to see and places to go that they might not have found otherwise. The sharing industry has discovered that serendipity is well-served socially. If your friends like something or someone, there’s a chance you will, too. “I happen to be a very social person who’s part of a very social crew, and I live in a very social city. We’re finding that when you opt in to share your location—no matter if it’s at a library or a bar or a classroom or the airport—it tends to lead to things that facilitate serendipity,” Crowley says. “If you can check in at an airport gate and realize that a friend of yours is three gates down, that makes a connection that wasn’t there before. It enables things to happen in a way that you wouldn’t be able to do if you weren’t participating in these systems.”

After he left Google and needed a place to chill, Crowley chose Scandinavia. He took a snapshot of a Google Map with lines connecting the spots he’d visit, and put it on Flickr. In response, he received pages and pages of tips: “It wasn’t, ‘Oh, you’re going to have a great time in Stockholm.’ It was, ‘Go to Stockholm, find this bookstore, go downstairs, have a coffee, and look at the statues’—very specific recommendations.” That inspired some of his thinking behind Foursquare. People will share advice not just for the sake of it but to be generous or influential.

We who live online often end up crowdsourcing our lives, putting ourselves into the hands of others. We go to Twitter or Facebook and ask friends there where we should go to lunch, what we should buy, or how to solve a problem. More often than not, we get suggestions. That’s life in future tense, deciding what we will do next. Crowley is fascinated with the present tense, sharing what we’re doing right now. When we say what we’re up to, others can intervene and say, “Oh, you’re doing that? You should try this instead.” Sharing what you’re doing—in public on Twitter or to more controlled groups of friends on Foursquare or Facebook—is “an implicit invitation for other people to give you recommendations or advice.” It’s also a way to hook up.

Crowley doesn’t check in everywhere, all the time. He did check into the Irving Place Starbucks in Manhattan where we met for an interview. “Why not?” he asks. “What’s the worst that could happen: someone’s going to come up and say hi?” So what’s the worst that has happened? “I think I have more check-ins than anyone in the world over a large period of time, like ten years. And the worst thing that’s happened is someone came in and sat down at a dinner I was at. It was a friend of mine in the neighborhood. But I was on this date. I didn’t know how to tell him to leave, so it was just weird.” Thus a new social norm is learned: Don’t check in during dates. In general, the worst that happens using services like this—hearken back to Brandeis and Warren’s conclusion in 1890—is hurt feelings: “ ‘I was left out of this party,’ and the other awkward things that come with a social graph.” Crowley says he’d never unfriend someone on Facebook. But he would unfriend an ex-girlfriend on Foursquare. “I don’t want to know where she is, and I don’t want her to know where I am. So you delete people. Having a social graph that you really have to garden like that is challenging for some people.” Friends as flowers. Or weeds.

Some people should not use Foursquare. “If you really are worried about people tracking and stalking you,” Crowley says, “there are a lot of tools you probably shouldn’t use. If you’re a fugitive from the law, there’s a good chance you shouldn’t be uploading Flickr photos from your vacation.” Crowley learned at Google that a service should always offer the means to opt out of a feature and that users should have the option of deleting their data or killing their accounts. The idea of erasing history is controversial online; later, I discuss the European Union’s notion of a right to be forgotten. When friends who were about to apply for security clearance or law school would ask Crowley to erase a photo on his personal sites—nothing humiliating; just a beer in hand, that sort of thing—he at first resisted but then would black out the friend’s face or change a name to initials. He’s not radical about publicness.

Foursquare, like other outposts of the sharing industry, can be seen as more than the sum of its individual members and their single instances of sharing. It also represents the collection of data that comes from all that openness. There’s knowledge there—about you, about us, about where we go. Crowley wants to extract value from that data on behalf of users and companies. He wants to tell users how often they’ve been exercising or flying or nipping a gin at the corner bar. He wants to use the collected data to formulate recommendations. Foursquare’s staff, for example, tracks lunchtime check-ins near their Greenwich Village office, sorting them by distance. They then remove any restaurants the employees have already tried, and the most popular new place is where they plan the next team lunch.

I imagine Foursquare working in other ways. As a journalist, I’d like to see who happens to be near a breaking news event so I can ask people what’s going on there or have them share pictures. I’d like to be able to use Foursquare in future tense, announcing where I am going to be and then getting friends to join me there (and the clever venue will entice us by offering a free pitcher of beer if we attract enough people). As a local business, I’d like to know more about those faceless people who file into and out of my doors: Where else do they go? What do they like? As a customer of local businesses, I want to point my phone at an establishment and find out who has been there and what people say about it.

When I interviewed Crowley, Foursquare had thirty thousand local merchants using the service to give away discounts or slices of pizza and such. Competition in local is getting fierce. On Google, more than 6 million businesses have claimed their Places pages, and now Google will sell them advertising to drive customers to those pages. Facebook launched Places, another way to check in to addresses. Facebook also launched its Deals feature—coupons for customers—which it gives away free to merchants. The offers make Facebook more valuable to its users, and Facebook can sell merchants advertising packages to get customers to notice their deals. Groupon offers group coupons, and newspapers are trying to copy that model.

Mobile is hot, too. But I predict “mobile” will soon be a meaningless word as we become connected constantly and ubiquitously. iPods and other tablets are transitional devices pointing to a future when we are online all the time and everywhere via our cars and TVs and ambient devices in rooms and … oh, hell, just go ahead and implant the chip in my head. Who’s to know or care how we’re connected? We just are. Mobile will come to mean local and local will mean around me, and that’s just another way to say relevant.

Imagine clouds of information around any place, any object, any person. Our annotations of the physical world—made possible by the geographically aware devices we carry—will collect and organize huge pools of information and create incredible local advertising opportunities. That’s why Apple, Google, Facebook, and Foursquare are fighting for preeminence in mobile. If you have Google Goggles on your smartphone today, you can take a picture of a bar and grill, then search for what the internet knows about the place. That list could include: What’s on the menu? What’s the most popular dish? What are the specials? Show me a picture of the decor. Show me pictures of entrées taken by diners (see Foodspotting.com). What’s the average bill (see Blippy.com)? Who’s playing in the bar tonight? Can I hear her music? Can I buy her songs? Which of my friends has gone here? What do they like? Are there any health-department violations? Can I get a coupon for dinner? Can I get a better deal from the joint across the street? Before I go in, let me tell my friends to meet me there. After I’m done, I may share pictures and reviews and even my bill. Together, this gold mine of information will provide a better basis for a decision than staring at the menu or the logo out front. Today one can also use Layar, an augmented-reality program that shows layers of information atop places as you sweep your smartphone camera across a streetscape. Layar’s founder, Claire Boonstra, showed me a vision of the near future when you look through internet-connected eyeglasses to see information about places around you. You might see the schedule for your bus projected onto your bus stop, just for you. It’s not so crazy. A few weeks before Boonstra and I spoke, a company announced ski goggles powered by Google’s mobile operating system, Android, that will show you a map of the slopes while navigating them. This is the annotated world.

Crowley imagines that the phone you’re carrying will be aware of where you are and what you’d want. “That person you wanted to meet just walked into Starbucks,” for example. Or it’s lunchtime and your phone knows you haven’t checked into a restaurant yet. It lets you know that the place you read about in a magazine two weeks ago is around the corner. Or you just landed in Chicago and here are ten things you should do. By the way, three of your friends just arrived in the city yesterday. Crowley dismisses his first company, Dodgeball, as a “silly, stupid idea.” This one, he argues, “can change the world the way Twitter did. It’s just a matter of thinking bigger.” As an entrepreneur would.

Philip Kaplan: Blippy

If you think it’s risky—even insane—to share thoughts, photos, and locations publicly, this start-up will blow your mind. Philip Kaplan cofounded a company that lets you share credit-card purchases and opinions about them with friends and strangers. When I interviewed Kaplan, Blippy had recorded more than 2 million shared purchases—ten thousand a day—representing almost $100 million in total value.19 Why in God’s name would anyone share that?

Let us count the ways. First, people like to be heard. “I talk to a lot of people who already are writing about the stuff they’re buying—in particular, Yelp fanatics,” Kaplan says, referring to the digital, local, mobile, and social successor to the Yellow Pages that has customers review local businesses, particularly restaurants. What do those users tell him? “It feels so good, I don’t know why.” “It makes me feel like my opinion matters.” “If somebody reads this stuff, it’s fulfilling.”

Next, people like to show off—to “signal,” as Mark Zuckerberg says in the economic parlance of social software.20 Kaplan recounts a scene from the documentary Objectified, in which a BMW executive talks about how people fuss and fret over the car they buy. “They spend forever on this,” Kaplan says. “And do you notice when they’re driving on the street what fucking color the car is?” If you asked me what shirt Kaplan was wearing, I couldn’t answer, though he says, “I’m sure I spent fifteen minutes in the store picking out this shirt.” In the end, he contends, “Everybody feels like they have an audience.”

There’s nothing new in showing off our purchases. Blippy just makes it more convenient to do so by automatically importing transactions from credit cards and online accounts we choose—iTunes, eBay, Netflix, Fandango, Best Buy. Then we check off the items we’d like to share and review. Another start-up by entrepreneur Tara Hunt, Buyosphere, provides a similar service if you forward your email order confirmations.

Kaplan and Hunt have identified a social benefit to this kind of sharing. Kaplan tells the story of one Blippy user, Matt Cutts, the Google engineer charged with outsmarting and exterminating spammers. He bought a networked scale that sends your weight to your computer—so you can track and chart your progress—or even to Twitter so friends there can keep you honest. (The New York Times’ Brian Stelter used such a scale for his Twitter diet). As soon as Cutts bought it, Blippy saw another hundred users order one. They had discovered the product through Cutts and trusted his judgment. That is social shopping, a force far more powerful than any banner ad on a web page. That is what Facebook’s Zuckerberg wanted to create with his Beacon ad service. On Facebook, as Zuckerberg acknowledges, making users’ purchases public sneaked up on them. But Blippy is blunt. You are there only to share what you buy.

Perhaps Blippy’s greatest value as a tool could be to create transparent markets, revealing the prices people pay. Transparency inevitably benefits the buyer. “We can absolutely show you, for example, the cheapest HDMI cable that has ever been bought by anyone, pretty much anywhere… and it costs fourteen cents,” Kaplan says. “If everybody knew what everybody else was buying and how much they were spending, well, nobody could ever get ripped off.” His service can gather more data of interest: price fluctuations, discriminatory pricing, economic indicators, and trending products and stores. Take such data about shopping out of the hands of the retailers, put the information into the hands of the collected shoppers, and—as with other once-secret data made public—power passes to the customers.

Blippy is not the first or only example of such collective power. TripAdvisor is a small miracle. I have found informative and moderately accurate reviews by fellow travelers even of obscure lodges in remote towns in South Africa. The company found that when it allowed travelers to share not just with the world but more immediately with friends in a Facebook app, the number of reviews it received exploded. Today TripAdvisor has more than 40 million reviews of more than 1 million businesses—450,000 hotels, 650,000 restaurants, 125,000 attractions—in 80,000 cities with 6 million photos.21 To provide this information, users violate their own privacy to the extent that they share their travels and experiences. Why do they do it? To be generous? To empower fellow consumers? To show off? To create? I don’t know why, but I’d love to see research on the question.

Blippy began by sharing every purchase users made on a registered credit card. Sensibly, it shifted strategy and allowed users to decide whether to share each purchase individually. That change didn’t come from privacy concerns—“We didn’t even think about privacy stuff in the beginning,” Kaplan says. Instead, Blippy found that when users choose which purchases to share, they are more likely to write reviews of what they’ve bought. That produces more information. Blippy pivoted to emphasize reviews over purchases. In the future, Blippy could issue its own credit card—a social credit card—to give it more data. Soon you’ll be able to simply wave your Android phone at a cash register to pay. Your phone will know who you are, where you are, what you’re buying, when, and for what price. And your friends can know, too, if that’s what you want.

Kaplan has bigger plans. He wants to disrupt retail and “commoditize every store in the world” to give his users better bargains—and to make more money. That disruption of retail has begun. Two killing pressures already threaten to crush stores: transparency of pricing, which squeezes profits, and the efficiency online competitors gain by consolidating merchandise in a few locations, which saves operating costs and capital for inventory and real estate. Blippy—among others—could disintermediate retailers, both online and off, by consolidating data about merchandise, prices, and service and then offering the opportunity to purchase via Blippy. You see your friend buy that Wi-Fi scale, you read real customers’ reviews of it, you want it, and Blippy finds the best price and gets it to you. Store? Who cares what store it comes from? Stores and catalogues have long been curators that select merchandise, stock it, and sell it. Your friends can now be your curators and merchandisers. You need not care who fulfills the order.

Are there limits to the purchases people will share? Blippy still hasn’t proved that most people want to share purchases at all. Would you share the cost of health care? A student in my entrepreneurial journalism class, Jeanne Pinder, launched ClearHealthCosts to bring transparency to health-care procedures. Her first good example of insanely inconsistent pricing is the colonoscopy. In her data, the procedure costs anywhere from $500 to $3,500 in the New York area. Would you share the cost of porn, then? Isn’t that the limit? “People always give the porn store example,” Kaplan says. “Just to make a point, I did share a bunch of stuff like that. The most embarrassing store I can think of is a store in the Castro [in San Francisco]. It’s the gayest neighborhood in the world and the gayest sex shop. The name of the store is My Mother Doesn’t Know…. I was like, ‘This would be great on my Blippy.’ So I went into that store and I bought something—I won’t tell you what I bought—just to make a point. And the point is, nobody gave a shit. It actually wasn’t that interesting. Everybody’s like, ‘Oh, yeah, you went to a sex store. Woo-hoo.’”

“People think their lives are a lot more embarrassing than they are,” Kaplan says. He figures that perhaps 1 percent of people go to porn stores (though he also points out that after the internet, nobody needs to anymore). “Those 1 percent know who they are.” So they’re not going to use Blippy. Neither are the 1 percent who are cheating on their wives, buying presents for mistresses. “The other 99 percent of you have nothing to worry about,” Kaplan argues. “But what I will say is, 100 percent of people have embarrassing thoughts…. That’s probably why every-body’s freaking out about privacy.”

Kaplan is not a private man. He’s another sharer. Back in the technology industry’s hairpin boom-and-bust of 2000, he wrote a newsletter chronicling its excesses and idiocies, which became the web site and book FuckedCompany.com. He also wrote about himself and—since Howard Stern is an idol—“I used to make masturbation jokes. And then I would talk about my private relationships and girls I was dating. A lot of people hadn’t really ever seen anybody on the internet be so personal.” Well, that soon changed. What’s changing is our accepted norms. Back in the day, when we all took our pictures to the photo store, it weirded us out that some stranger was looking at our family scenes. “You don’t get any benefit from one guy who works at a photo store looking at your pictures, but you might get a benefit from a million people looking at your pictures. But the tradition is, ‘Nobody saw my photos except possibly that one guy, and that freaks me out. Therefore, I don’t want anybody to see my photos.’ There just wasn’t the technology to do it.”

In What Would Google Do?, I told the story of Flickr’s accidental decision to default photos to public. Other photo services made the logical assumption that if we put pictures online, we’d sure as hell want them to be private, right? Not Flickr. When it let strangers share and comment on photos, magic ensued: Search for “funny” photos, and you’ll be sure to be amused (“sexy” is more a matter for the eye of the beholder). Communities form around interests, events, artists, and cameras. Flickr created algorithms to use such data to surface interesting photos.22

As we talk about privacy, Kaplan launches into a rant about the so-called Ground Zero mosque in New York and how the media whipped up a frenzy over it. “This is one of those things that is completely manufactured by the press,” he contends, arguing that the frenzy about privacy is similarly engineered. “I think the reason why so many people freak out about privacy and they yell about privacy is because they’ve been told to. Somebody said, ‘This is offensive and you should pay attention.’ It totally holds people back from what is potentially a very fulfilling experience.” He returns to this notion often. “It’s not that I’m against privacy. I think privacy is awesome. I just think fewer things need to be private…. Is there anything bad that will come from somebody knowing that you went to Starbucks this morning?” And bought a grande, decaf, nonfat, no-foam latte and paid $3.80 for it?

Josh Harris: We Live in Public and Wired City

How far does all this go? From sharing our photos to thoughts to locations to purchases… to where? To Josh Harris, that’s where. He is the artist, philosopher, and entrepreneur of publicness, our public savant.

Harris is best known as the creator of two radically public art/publicity events captured in the documentary We Live in Public. In the first event, 1999’s “Quiet: We Live in Public,” he built what a Wikipedia writer calls a human terrarium23 and others liken to the Panopticon, an eighteenth-century vision of a prison whose inmates never knew when they were being watched because they could be watched all the time. In Harris’ experiment, a hundred volunteers lived under the constant gaze of cameras that broadcast their every moment to the web and the world, making the very private—showers and toilets, sex and fights—very public. Harris was Warhol 2.0, stopping the clock on fame. These were the all-sky, no-clouds days of the early web—before the crashes of the dotcom stock market and of Osama bin Laden’s jets into the World Trade Center. There seemed to be no limits. So Harris pushed the question to its limit: Just how public do you want to be, people? The effort devolved into a perhaps predictable bacchanal of discord and decadence, an outbreak of attention excess disorder. New York police shut the project down on—oh, how metaphorically appropriate—New Year’s Day 2000, Y2K. Did Harris discover the limits of publicness, or was the experiment rigged to explode with the people he picked, the rules he set, and the heat of the spotlight? In any case, we got a new illustration of the extremes of publicness.

Harris continued in a new laboratory, wiring his apartment for video—thirty-two cameras pointing everywhere—and for sound, to capture the discussion of anything he and his girlfriend, Tanya Corrin, did. Corrin says she was his girlfriend. Harris says that she wasn’t and that he cast her in the role for his reality show (but if she was cast, was it reality? … the mirrors in this hall are wobbly). Harris wrote an algorithm that decided which camera to display to the net. Projectors around the loft let the couple interact with what the world was saying about them in a constant chat. Twice a day, they’d open the phones and “converse with our watchers.”

The critical moment in We Live in Public came after Harris and Corrin fought—he got too physical and frightened her, and she banished him to the couch. Harris says that was out of character—not in her personality, her inner script. He says the spark came from “her people,” the public who talked with her online. “They gave her the strength, but there was a trade-off. The trade-off was, they took a little piece of her individuality.” That is, he argues, she let them make her decision for her. She crowdsourced her life. Or, as he puts it, “A part of her brain was augmented by beings from the ether.” A conversation with Harris includes moments like that, when metaphors leap to beings from the ether or the Mayan calendar and its prophecy of apocalypse in 2012—and you may wonder whether you’ve just traveled through a wormhole to Area 51.

But Harris will return to reality if not practicality. He is also an entrepreneur. He started and sold Jupiter Research. He founded Pseudo.com, probably the first TV company for the web age. Too bad he was so ahead of his time and started it a decade before the web was capable of serving video well. It went bankrupt in the bubble of 2000. He owned and ran an apple orchard in upstate New York and started another video venture. Now he is trying to start another company, Wired City.

At Wired City, Harris wants to take a soundstage and make it home and work for two hundred people. The problem at the We Live in Public project, he says, was that it took over its participants’ lives just eight hours a day. People had jobs and activities outside. In Wired City, being part of the game is your work, sponsored by brands. It is not a reality show. It is a massive, multiplayer game set in reality. “The difference between what I’m talking about and World of Warcraft is that you’re playing with people’s lives, for real.”

The game is played from home studios, where contestants vie to win a spot in the Wired City studio. Harris envisions ten thousand players holding up a tube of Crest at the same time—“simultaneity matters”—and if Crest doesn’t sponsor the moment, they’ll hold up Colgate the next day. In this future of marketing—“the next golden age of the advertising business”—he imagines Crest having representatives. At level one, the Crest rep helps with your flossing; at level ten, she’s an oral surgeon. He imagines Crest supplying users with oral hygiene monitors. (That’s not far out. I just saw a toothpaste commercial promoting such a thing.) He sees using cameras to connect twenty people brushing their teeth simultaneously. If they play it right, they’re rewarded with Derek Jeter or Cindy Crawford joining in from their own bathrooms. “The whole idea is to elevate that microday-part into an engaging, entertaining experience.” By making your tooth brushing public, you are rewarded. And Crest? It doesn’t want banner ads or billboards. It doesn’t want to control the so-called desktop of your computer. “Crest will gain control of the bath top.” So now each “microday-part”—standing at the stove, sitting at the makeup mirror, driving—is made social and public, part of a game with rewards and sponsors.

Harris tells me he wants to wire a mall. “When you go into a mall now, you’re like a zombie. You have no expectations of having any meaningful social interaction.” True. You’re surrounded by strangers. You shop for a washing machine, and the sales guy “has a very, very low likelihood of knowing exact shit about the machine.” Imagine if all our connectedness gave us access to the expert at the factory and fellow customers who know and use the product. I know two commercial visionaries who have similar plans. (One of them, Shawn Samson, is working on a project to turn retail and marketing on their heads.24 I’ll look at the other—Best Buy—in the next chapter). Harris imagines that the store and the manufacturer will put you together with twenty other people shopping for the same device. That group becomes an instant social network. It’s a lite and temporary network—you’re not going to invite one another to your weddings. But the group can make use of its common interest in this device. You have people to call on if you have a question or problem, just as people do online today around computers or phones. “They can use the machine as a relationship focal point,” Harris says. “You’ve connected in time and space in a way that you could never have done before”—around a product. Isn’t that marketing nirvana? “In the mall of the future,” Harris predicts, “they won’t let you in unless they know who you are. And when you get there, you’re meeting people you know.” He happens to be describing Senate Commerce Committee Chairman Jay Rockefeller’s nightmare. At a hearing on privacy, Rockefeller testified:

Imagine this scenario. You’re in a shopping mall. And while you’re there, there’s a machine recording every store you enter and every product you look at, and every product that you buy. You go into a bookstore. The machine records every book you purchase or peruse.

Then you go to a drugstore. The machine is watching you there, meticulously recording every product you pick up, from the shampoo to the allergy medicine, to your personal prescription.

The machine records your every move that day, every single move. Then, based on what you look at, where you shop, what you buy, it builds a personality profile on you. It predicts what you may want in the future, and starts sending you coupons. Further, it tells businesses what a good potential client you may be and shares your personality profile with them….

So, this sounds fantastic, something like out of science fiction. But this fantastic scenario is essentially what happens every second of every day to anyone who uses the Internet.25

So? Companies already know a lot about your purchases. Your credit card knows where you shop, your grocery and drugstore cards store what you buy. Marketing databases have collected and sold such information for years. Today, I can go to a database sold by Acxiom and buy a list of names and addresses of, say, single women in their thirties with high income who’ve finished high school within 1 mile of an address. Sound creepy? That has been happening long before the internet. That is how junk mailers get your address. What’s the harm of online targeting by comparison? What’s the benefit? That is a calculation for us to make. I would like to see independent networks of people I know built around products, services, and brands I’m interested in so I can get credible advice and help. That would be far more useful to me than commercials blaring and repeating sponsors’ messages. So I am willing to announce myself as an iPhone owner or camera shopper. No problem.

Given these considerations, Harris’ ideas don’t look so far out. He envisions having “a meaningful social interaction” in his wired space instead of “going to a mall and being a zombie walking around.” His Wired City sounds more human and less cold and frightening than the mall or a marketing universe that wants to, in the argot of the field, “capture your eyeballs.” Harris doesn’t see this progression as good or bad but inevitable. “The audience are going to demand self-surveillance,” he predicts. It has already begun.


The Radically Public Company

Imagine

Over the next five years, Mark Zuckerberg says, most industries and many companies will be reimagined and redesigned as social enterprises.1 In this chapter, I will first imagine the radically public company. Then I will look at examples of companies that are succeeding and failing at becoming more public.

The radically public company would encourage all its employees to use the tools of the public net to have direct and open relationships with customers—answering questions, hearing and implementing ideas, solving problems, and improving products. The clearest lesson of the social web is that people want relationships with people, not with brands, spokesmen, rules, robots, voice mails, machines, or algorithms. Social tools permit even big companies to return to the days of doing business over the cracker barrel, eye to eye, with familiarity and knowledge of each customer and her needs. Direct connections help customers trust a company’s people and build real relationships. I have this kind of relationship with my corner dry cleaner when I let them know they’re massacring my buttons so they can fix the problem. Shouldn’t I have such a relationship with any company, no matter its size?

The radically public company would open up as much data as possible about its products and process, including even design specifications, sales and repair data, and customer feedback as well as the provenance of the ingredients and parts it uses. Insane? A company must decide whether greater value lies in its secrets or its relationships. It needs to calculate what benefits might accrue from transparency. Are you likely to trust the companies that fought New York legislation requiring them to disclose ingredients in their cleaning products?2 Or will you wonder and worry about what they’re hiding from you? When Bank of America reportedly opened a war room to strategize its defense against a laptop full of secrets WikiLeaks was threatening to dump, it occurred to me that every company should open such a room and ask what it would be ashamed to have exposed. Then, of course, it should stop doing those things.

The radically public company would become collaborative, opening up design, support, marketing, even strategy to its public, releasing plans and beta products in progress. That doesn’t mean it would become a democratic enterprise, run by a committee of the whole world. It means opening up so the right people can have a say at the right point in the process of product creation so a company can hear and implement the best ideas. The company’s role is to feed and lead that process. As you’ll soon see, it’s possible to design even cars this way.

The radically public company might—just might—be able to all but eliminate advertising, relying on customers to sell products for them. Wouldn’t that be nice: the company that doesn’t want to bother us?

The radically public company would, in clear language, reveal and explain everything it does with customer information, giving customers a simple means to opt in and out and to correct data.

The radically public company would make all my data portable, letting me leave and take my information—my emails, purchases, preferences, connections, creations, friends, everything—elsewhere. The radically public company would be confident enough to do that. Google has a department devoted to such portability. They call it the “data liberation front.”

The radically public company would open its books, even its salaries, to public view. A step too far? Probably. But consider how giving employees information about the bottom line could help them pull together toward common goals and understand the impact of their work. No longer would the grass be greener on the other side of the cubicle. Consider how such transparency could take the poison of secrets and politics out of an organization. Consider how it would enforce equality and fairness.

The radically public company would support and operate under open standards. That way, it could run more efficiently, using off-the-shelf parts and software, benefiting from others’ innovations. Even secretive Apple released its WebKit browser engine as open source, seeing the benefits in creating a standard and allowing others to contribute to it. WordPress, a leading blogging platform, made its software open source at WordPress.org and then built a commercial blog-hosting company, WordPress.com, atop it. Anyone else can use the same code to build a competitor to WordPress.com—and if they do, WordPress.com benefits every time the competitor improves the code.

The radically public company would see itself as a member of an ecosystem more than as a conglomerate that wants to control all it surveys. Such a company would understand the value of every relationship, even relationships with competitors, to create both value and efficiency. The radically public company might also see itself as a platform or network more than as the owner of assets. It would foster others’ success. YouTube is trying to become a newfangled network, not by creating and controlling content but by distributing it via its own site and millions of others and by selling advertising to support the best creators. That could make YouTube scale to be bigger than any old network.

The radically public company would institute new kinds of governance. What if it had a Constitution and a Bill of Rights that everyone—employees, customers, suppliers, and executives—could rely on? What if it had a Congress of Collaborators and a Senate of Employees who could propose laws, products, and procedures to the chief executive, who would still be in charge but would have new ways to get advice? If that all seems just too new, then start here: What if a company had a Court of Customers that could adjudicate disputes, absolving especially market-controlling companies from accusations of monopoly control? Google should have such a body to settle appeals when it rules that an advertiser is a spammer. Now Google holds the power of God over these firms. Such exercises of power could lead to greater regulation. Google would be wise to share this power with constituents—users, publishers, advertisers—that share Google’s interest in eliminating spam.

Finally, the radically public CEO would become the leader of something more than just a company: a community? a movement? a mission? Yes, a company must be profitable to be sustainable. It must build its shareholders’ value. It must win against competitors. None of that changes. The question is, can a company be more than a company? Must it? University of Virginia professor Siva Vaidhyanathan, author of The Googlization of Everything, has debated this point with me on Twitter and YouTube: Can a company be anything other than evil, to use Google’s loaded and perhaps shallow term?3 Should it try to do anything other than increase its stock price? Does its obligation to maximize profit obviate the opportunity to have a higher mission and to operate under new ethics and norms? Economist Umair Haque argues that the cost of companies doing evil has risen dramatically in an era when customers can call them on their sins. When companies are forced to operate in the open, are they also forced to become better companies?

No company I know of is doing all I suggest above. Likely none ever will. But companies are trying bits of everything on this list. Here are some examples:

Open-and-Shut Case Studies Manufacturing: Making the Homer

Local Motors is the flea that wants to bite Detroit on the butt: the new, open, collaborative, small, nimble, efficient, and cool car company. Founder Jay Rogers’ vision is a string of automobile microfactories, forty-plus employees each, across the United States. Each will manufacture a few designs that have been created with the help of customers who will buy and even help build the cars. The facilities—he opened his first in Phoenix in 2010—act as showroom, factory, repair shop, school, and community center, where customers can hang out over burgers and beer once a month. Online, they hang out at Local-Motors.com, where they help design the cars.

Rogers argues that though people say they care about what’s under the hood, they care more about a car’s look and feel. He saves money and much time by using mostly available parts—the first model has a BMW engine, a Ford F-150 axle, a fuel door from the Mitsubishi Eclipse—and he and the community put their effort into the design around that base. With those economics, Rogers says, he can make a profit after selling just two hundred to three hundred cars in a line, and he promises to build no more than two thousand of a model.

After I wrote about the idea of collaborative car design in my last book and before I met Rogers, critics hooted that the product I envisioned would turn into the Homer. Designed by Homer Simpson with shag carpeting, giant cup holders, and two bubble domes (one for quarrelling kids with optional restraints and muzzles), the Homer ran its manufacturer into bankruptcy.4 “Jeff Jarvis may be a really smart guy on a lot of subjects, but the auto industry apparently isn’t one of them,” snorted Autoblog.5 The idea of releasing cars as products in process was “ridiculous on its face,” the blog said. And it argued that car companies already rely on customers for design: “They do that with the dollars they spend on cars.” Cars are bland, Autoblog contended, because that’s what people want. Really?

Here’s the test. Local Motors powers what it calls “cocreation” of cars. It’s not democratic design. It’s more of a republic. Rogers, as CEO, remains responsible for building economically viable products that meet government safety standards. He doesn’t hand over decisions to simple voting. The company uses an algorithm—which is not fully revealed, to guard against gaming—to give greater weight to the opinions of people buying the cars or contributing to the design process. He respects his community and defers to its judgment whenever possible. If he ignores the community’s desires, they will use Local Motors’ own tools to revolt (just as Facebook members use Facebook to organize protests against changes they don’t like).

When Rogers opened Local Motors, the company’s first model, he said, would be an off-road muscle car. The community he attracted was thus self-selecting. Greenies who wanted a little electric car would not come to fight over design decisions. They would have to wait for their own model and community. Designers submitted proposals (to date, Local Motors has attracted an amazing forty thousand designs). Korean-born Sangho Kim posted his sketch, inspired by the P-51 Mustang fighter plane, in 2008, two years before he graduated from design school in California and two years before the first car was built. “Community feedback was immediately positive,” says the Local Motors web site, “and many demanded the car be built.” Kim won $20,000 in prize money and, working with the company’s staff and the community—the site acknowledges 165 fellow users as codesigners—he saw his car, the Rally Fighter, come to life.

Here’s my favorite part of the story: In the process of completing the design, the community loved an original concept for a taillight lens. OK, Rogers told them, but he priced out what it would cost to tool up and make the lens. It would have added $1,000 to the $50,000 price of each car. “Never mind,” the community responded as one. They hunted through other options and settled on a $75 Honda part. From the look of the finished car, I would never know that the lens had such humble origins.

Get that: Given the opportunity, the respect, and the necessary information, the community of customers made both design and economic decisions. Detroit goes to comic lengths to keep its designs secret, under actual wraps, away from media and drivers. When the cars are revealed, they’re often dull and rarely distinctive. By the time customers see and sit in the cars and could make suggestions, it’s too late to listen. It would take years to incorporate their ideas and desires: More cup holders!… A plug for my iPod! … Aerodynamics that won’t bust an eardrum when you open only one window! …

Local Motors does the opposite. It doesn’t just open up the process, it open-sources the designs, licensing them under the copyright regime known as Creative Commons, which allows the creator to set clear and simple conditions for reuse. Publishing complete and detailed specifications allows community members to design component parts. It also facilitates an aftermarket of “modders” to make add-ons they can sell to car buyers through Local Motors. Local Motors’ auto, like Apple’s iPhone, thus becomes a platform for other entrepreneurs. Even Rogers’ team would prefer to keep the data secret. Rogers fights that reflex, arguing, “The benefit of keeping it back does not outweigh the harm of being like everyone else—if we take the bold step of being the first people to collaborate.” That is what will make his company famous, he believes. His secret sauce is publicness.

Compare and contrast Local Motors with Toyota. Sudden acceleration problems, which the company was slow to acknowledge or repair, led to a reported 89 deaths and more than 330 related lawsuits in the United States alone as of mid-2010.6 Toyota’s reaction to this disaster should have been radical transparency. I say that, as a public company in the true sense of the word, Toyota should publish the entire database of its repairs, reported problems, and customer complaints. If that information had been public in the case of the sudden acceleration problem, someone—inside Toyota or out—might have spotted the pattern and discovered the problem long before eighty-nine people died and Toyota ended up with a moral and brand catastrophe. After such a calamity, it takes bold action to regain the public’s confidence.

What Toyota gave us instead were Sunday-morning commercials assuring us that our safety was one—yes, it said just one—of the company’s highest priorities. My family, parents included, owns four Toyotas today. Over time, we’ve bought as many as eight. They have been amazingly reliable, even as I’ve blown past the deadlines for scheduled service. I like driving them. I had every reason to keep buying them. But now I may not. The company violated my faith. Toyota thought it was making cars. It wasn’t. It was making trust. I placed the lives of my family in those cars. If I cannot count on Toyota to keep them safe, to care about their security, to make that the highest priority, I can no longer do business with them.

I ask Rogers whether he would reveal repair records. His instinct: Why not? By using the open community to catch and fix problems earlier, Rogers expects a payback in lower insurance rates. He has some concerns about privacy: If Mr. Jones keeps backing into poles, is that because Mr. Jones is a bad driver or because there’s a problem with the placement of the rearview mirror? It is through community discussion of such questions that Rogers hopes to improve the company’s cars. “Everything we do is beta,” he says.

A beta car? That sounds absurd, I know—worse even than the Homer. Who wants to drive an unfinished vehicle that could—in both the software sense and the automotive sense—crash? I’m not suggesting that Local Motors or Toyota should produce anything less than the best possible car. But Rogers is more realistic than the auto industry. He acknowledges that a car can’t be perfect; it can always be improved. The process of making the product should continue, openly, after the car leaves the factory and showroom. At Local Motors, the privilege of buying the first Rally Fighters also carries a burden, one that early adopters of other gadgets know—that they may suffer more defects than later buyers. At Local Motors, being an early adopter also carries a responsibility: The first customers help improve the model for later customers. Local Motors customers don’t just buy the car. They buy the process.

Toyota’s warranty should be more than insurance to fix my car when it breaks. It should offer me a subscription to a stream of updates and improvements. Toyota could always make its cars better. It costs money to fix problems that may never turn into disasters. But a disaster could cost much more in money, reputation, lives, trust, and brand value than a lot of fixes and improvements along the way. So this practice would be a warranty for the company as much as it is for the customer.

As computers and software control more and more aspects of cars, improvements can be distributed like songs to iPods through the car’s internet connection. Cars will be online, as most every device—TV, refrigerator, washer, furnace, security system—gets hooked up to the net to gather data, make usage more efficient, and deliver improvements. All those devices should have APIs—application programming interfaces, or the sets of instructions that enable independent developers to create programs for them. Imagine going to Food TV’s web site and getting not just recipes but programs for your oven, with the perfect temperature variations to roast your turkey or bake your soufflé. I’ve seen a design-school project from Japan that proposes just such functionality for a next-generation stove. By opening the API, the manufacturer encourages users to become, in Local Motors’ word, cocreators in a process of design and improvement that never ends. Which oven would you rather buy: the one that stays the same from the day you bought it or the one that evolves? The one controlled by the company that made it or the one that opens up some control to its community of customers and collaborators? And which company would you rather be: the one that has no relationship with its customers—unless they’re angry—or the one that works with its customers to make better products?

Local Motors believes it is a part of a movement toward what it calls cocreation. So it played host to a conference of cocreationists at its Phoenix factory in 2011 with talks scheduled by:

• MESH01, a cocreation platform that allows shoe and clothing manufacturers to open competitions among designers.

• Quirky, another platform that brings products to market through collaboration among customers and designers (it has a bunch of cool cord organizers and kitchen utensils).

• Wired magazine editor-in-chief Chris Anderson on the “maker movement” of “small-batch manufacturing” using such innovations as 3-D printers.

• LEGO on consumer-generated products.

• An ad agency on collaborative marketing.

• Huggies on its Mominspired entrepreneurial program, investing in customer-created products from a buzzing, cooling, pain-relieving gadget to a sippy cup that doesn’t force kids to do backflips to drink.

• Hallmark, which has held twenty-five contests attracting thirty-five thousand submissions for six hundred cards made by the public.

Consumers aren’t just consumers anymore when they become co-creators.

Technology: Naked geeks

Google: open or closed? Both. You can’t get into Google’s offices to so much as have lunch with a friend without signing a nondisclosure agreement, a presumptuous policy. Closed. Then again, Google releases products in beta so it can hear from users how these new services should be finished, which is a call for collaboration. Open. Google won’t reveal basic statistics about its size: how many servers it has, how many pages it monitors. Closed. For years, it also refused to tell its media partners that distribute the ads Google sells what share of revenue they were getting. Closed. But after pressure from larger publishers it relented and revealed its cut.7 Open. It uses proprietary software for much of its infrastructure. Closed. But it released its Chrome browser and operating system and its Android mobile phone operating system as open source.8 Open.

Google has the reputation of a fortress, but Eric Schmidt argues that the company is transparent. “People confuse transparency with nakedness,” he says. Corporations have proprietary information. They can’t discuss business results casually. “Often people will say, ‘If you’re a leader in transparency, then why don’t you publish all your source code?’ There are a number of reasons why we don’t do that. One has to do with the algorithms getting gamed. Another has to do with cybersecurity,” Schmidt says. “But hopefully most of the rest of what we do is very transparent. I don’t know how we could be more transparent.” His prescription for transparency is to write down your policy. When the public had questions about some decisions regarding Google’s home page, Schmidt told staff to write down what they do. When they do, they’re held to it. “The credibility of you as a firm will be determined by whether there’s a gap there or not.”

Google, I believe, is opportunistically open. At least it recognizes the opportunity. By releasing its Android operating system for free to manufacturers and phone carriers, Google has used openness to challenge the supposedly invincible iPhone and iPad. Schmidt said in a meeting with editors in Davos in 2010 that the winner in mobile will be the company whose operating system has more users. That will attract more developers, who will create more applications, thus adding more utility and attracting more customers.9 A year later, Schmidt told the Harvard Business Review that Google’s 2011 strategic initiatives were “all about mobile.”10

Openness, though, is in the eye of the beholder. In Germany, at an event on privacy organized by the Green party, I joined a panel that included Thilo Weichert, privacy commissioner for the state of Schleswig-Holstein. He sputtered, red-faced, at the mention of Google. “As long as Germans are stupid enough to use this search engine,” he said of his own constituents, “they don’t deserve better.” He dismissed Google’s claims to virtue. “Google is the worst example of openness, transparency, and the willingness to meet the democratic needs of our society,” he proclaimed. He went so far as to compare Google to China and Iran. How? Because they “surveil without the surveillant being surveilled.” That is the core of a complaint I hear from Weichert and other critics: an imbalance of transparency. Google knows more about us than we know about it. “This data is being exploited by Google for commercial purposes and not for democratic ones,” Weichert argues. Well, yes. It is a company, not a government agency. Weichert resents its size and success. The lesson, I think, is this: The greater a company’s control of a market, the more trust it must earn, and one way to earn it is through transparency.

Cable and telephone companies are practically dictators in their markets. We resent them for it. They force us to pay for channels we don’t watch. They make us wait all day at home to do business with them. They nickel-and-dime-and-dollar us to death. They threaten to decide what we can and can’t do on the internet that we pay them to bring to us. But now we have a weapon to fight back. We have Twitter.

Comcast, the largest cable company in America, learned the hard way that its imprisoned customers could start mobs. Customers used Twitter to complain about outages, bad service, and rude employees. Then in their midst appeared Frank Eliason, a corporate vice president who tweeted under the name @comcastcares. He solved problems. He answered questions. Sometimes, he gave customers answers they might not have wanted to hear, but he built credibility that way. He was candid about Comcast’s problems, with a rare sense of corporate humor. I watched him at a Salesforce.com event when he came onstage and said, “Customer service… We’re well-known for service, aren’t we? … C’mon.” Pause for laugh. “We’re actually working very hard to improve the customers’ service.” After he left Comcast for a bank job in New York, Eliason told me via email that “we are now able to know so much more about our customer. They are no longer a number, group, classification. Instead, they are human beings with specific needs.” And through Eliason, customers also saw his company as more human.

One day on Twitter, I saw Robert Scoble, a blogger, tweeter (with 184,000 followers), and video maker, lamenting that his cable connection had gone down just as he was to make a presentation. He tweeted about his crisis to @comcastcares, knowing Eliason would see it—and see to it. Sure enough, Eliason replied in moments. Scoble himself was a prototype for @comcastcares when, in 2003, he blogged for Microsoft with disarming frankness, especially for the time. Scoble dared to tell Microsoft’s imposing CEO, Steve Ballmer, at a public event that the company needed a more human face. Microsoft hired him to become that face. Not only did he promote and defend his employer, he also criticized and complained about it. He praised competitors. That openness earned him credibility that rubbed off on Microsoft.

“Let’s say you’re a lawyer,” Scoble advises. “In the old world, you were recognized as a lawyer by the books you had in your office and by the degrees you have acquired. But in the modern world, we can’t see that. Instead, we go to Google and ask, ‘injury lawyer San Francisco.’ Who comes up highest? Not the guy with the most degrees but the one who has had the most people link to him or her. How does that happen? Well, the lawyer who blogs and shares his or her information gets linked to more than the lawyer who doesn’t, even if the lawyer who doesn’t has more stored-up knowledge and a degree from a better school.” Pause for ironic emphasis. “The internet is so unfair!” Scoble wants to hire lawyers or plumbers who demonstrate that they know what they’re talking about. “So the lawyer who teaches me how to do my own law will get the business before a lawyer who doesn’t,” he says. “I can look at what they actually do and decide if it’s right for me. Hoarding information isn’t smart anymore.” Sharing information cannot be delegated to a PR firm or a marketing department. Everyone who knows anything that customers care about should be communicating with the public.

At Twitter, the company eats its own dog food. If its employees didn’t use Twitter, that wouldn’t look good. So they do. You can read them all at twitter.com/twitter/team. Naturally they tweet about their work. What are the rules? They’re simple and obvious: Don’t reveal secrets. Don’t be an idiot. There’s one other, more subtle guideline, Evan Williams says: Because Twitter is under a bright spotlight with fans and tech blogs scrutinizing its actions, managers caution employees that a simple tweet can be blown out of context. If an employee says, “Whew, worked all night on our big release!” the geekvine may suppose there’s some revolutionary new product cooking. Instead, this guy may just be working hard on a new bill-paying program for the accounting department.

I ask Mark Zuckerberg, too, about starting and running Facebook so much in public sight. What is his advice for other companies? “Transparency increases integrity,” he says. “In the strictest definition of the word, integrity is basically saying one thing to everyone. That’s true for people, and I think it’s true for companies, too.” As I said earlier, there is some debate whether people should try to maintain multiple identities—for work, home, school—or one. Zuckerberg says that companies can afford only one. They do have different audiences—users and advertisers, in his world—and “it’s really easy to say different things to them. But in a more transparent world, you can’t.”

Media: Just another brick from the wall

John Paton heads Journal Register Company, a poor, neglected newspaper chain milked dry and left to bankruptcy before he took over as CEO in 2010 and brought a fresh wind of publicness. Paton blogs with surprising candor about the state of the company.11 He shares the financial performance of his private corporation—with a broad brush—not just with employees but also with the public. He decreed that his papers must put digital first, print last. Reporters share stories in progress online and involve their communities in reporting, making their process public. They are building their digital future rather than protecting their print past. In his so-called Ben Franklin Project, Paton challenged his staffs to find ways to publish their papers using only free and open web tools—saving Journal Register more than $12 million in technology costs. They shared lessons from Ben Franklin with the industry, including outside developers who volunteered to help solve problems. His Torrington, Connecticut, newsroom moved out of a rotting, claustrophobic building that would have given Charles Dickens shivers and into an open space where the public is invited in to attend news meetings, meet reporters, take classes, have coffee, and hang out. He has webcast once-private meetings of his editors, publishers, and advisers (I am one of them). At a meeting of newspaper publishers in 2011, Paton—@jxpaton—delivered his speech in tweets, the most incendiary of which advised, “stop listening to print people and put digital people in charge—of everything.”12 None of this innovation, in itself, will make Journal Register’s business work. That still depends on the known dynamics of serving the community with journalism and selling ads. There’s a way to go before the company reaches Paton’s goal of 50 percent digital earnings by 2015. Still, after a year of digital first, online revenue is growing fast enough to nearly replace lost print dollars and the company is profitable.

Alan Rusbridger, editor-in-chief of The Guardian in London, talks about the “mutualization of news.”13 In 2010, a court injunction gagged his newspaper from reporting on a parliamentary question regarding the dumping of toxic chemicals in Africa related to the company Trafigura. In frustration, Rusbridger went to Twitter to tell the public that he was not allowed to tell them what was happening. He was confident what would result: In forty-two minutes, the readers dug up the subject of the gag on their own.14 They tweeted it. The news spread faster than a polluter’s toxic ooze as “Trafigura” became a trending topic on Twitter. The injunction became pointless, and the company and law firm that had sought it learned a lesson about the power of publicness. Says Rusbridger, “The mass collaboration of strangers had achieved something it would have taken huge amounts of time and money to achieve through conventional journalism or law.”

When a demonstrator was killed in a 2009 G20 protest in London, The Guardian asked anyone in the crowd who had photos or video to share them. The newspaper received evidence that police had shoved the man to his death. When thousands of redacted documents about the expense accounts of members of Parliament were made public, The Guardian put them all online and asked readers to help find the good bits. Rusbridger is making openness the hallmark of his news organization. “You cannot control distribution or create scarcity without becoming isolated from this new networked world,” he says. “If ever there was a route to building audience, trust, and relevance, it is by embracing all the capabilities of this new world, not walling yourself away from them.”15

In this regard, among others, Rusbridger puts himself in opposition to press baron Rupert Murdoch, head of News Corporation and owner of The Times, The Sun, and the now closed News of the World in London; the New York Post and The Wall Street Journal in New York; and newspapers in Australia.16 Rusbridger sees the benefit in being open—and free—on the web. The internet expanded his reach worldwide. In the 1950s, 650 people in other countries read his paper. Today on the web, a total of 37 million people read The Guardian every day, two-thirds of them outside the United Kingdom. The Guardian, which is owned by a trust, is “profit seeking” but far from profitable. Murdoch, facing the same business pressures, is headed in another direction, building pay walls around his papers. “People reading news for free on the web, that’s got to change,” he said in 2009, and he soon willed it so.17 He became the industry’s chief advocate of the closed net.

It wasn’t always so. In 2005, Murdoch addressed U.S. newspaper editors, celebrating the opportunity the internet gave them to “expand our reach” and to leave behind the “highly centralized world where news and information were tightly controlled by a few editors, who deemed to tell us what we could and should know.” He challenged editors: “We have to free our minds of our prejudices and predispositions, and start thinking like our newest consumers…. They want to be able to use the information in a larger community—to talk about, to debate, to question, and even to meet the people who think about the world in similar or different ways.”18 That sounds like a strategy for social news. Only three months later, News Corporation bought the social home-page company Myspace for $580 million. People inside News Corporation tell me that his decision to acquire the company was practically an impulse buy made in a matter of days. Murdoch was then hailed as a web sage. Michael Wolff, author of the Murdoch biography The Man Who Owns the News, reported that as late as 2009, Murdoch had not used the internet or so much as searched Google. He nonetheless recognized the opportunity—and disruption—brought by this new technology.

Murdoch had already lost money on the internet. In 1993, he bought Delphi Internet Services, the first service to bring consumers to the net, through plain text.19 I spent a topsy-turvy month there as head of content and quit just as Netscape introduced the first commercial web browser in the fall of 1994. News Corporation went on to squander a fortune on a failed and forgotten internet venture with the failed and forgotten phone company MCI. Murdoch sold Delphi back to its founders three years after buying it. Later, the internet bedeviled him again as Myspace faltered through many strategies and reorganizations. His newspapers were losing money online. The banking crisis caused a severe advertising implosion. In response Murdoch changed his rhetoric and strategy. He clamped a pay wall down around his Times in 2010. He pulled Times content from Google News, which he and his aides had demonized as—in descriptions compiled by Arianna Huffington—“parasites,” “content kleptomaniacs,” “vampires,” “tech tapeworms in the intestines of the Internets,” and thieves who “steal our copyright.”20 Les Hinton, then head of News Corporation’s Dow Jones, complained to newspaper publishers, “We are all allowing our journalism—billions of dollars worth of it every year—to leak onto the internet…. They talk about the wonders of the interconnected world, about the democratization of journalism. The news, they say, is viral now—that we should be grateful. Well, I think all of us need to beware of geeks bearing gifts.”21

Google has tried to school media companies in the new economy. “The large profit margins newspapers enjoyed in the past were built on an artificial scarcity: Limited choice for advertisers as well as readers,” Google said in a paper submitted to the U.S. Federal Trade Commission in 2010. “With the Internet, that scarcity has been taken away and replaced by abundance…. It is not a question of analog dollars versus digital dimes, but rather a realistic assessment of how to make money in a world of abundant competitors and consumer choice.”22 No one has found the secret of sustaining news. I am working on new business models at my university and haven’t cracked the puzzle either. I believe the answer will lie in finding new efficiencies through public collaboration and networks (with the partners formerly known as readers), building more engaged relationships with the communities news organizations serve (Facebook gets about thirty times as many page views per user per month as local newspaper sites), exploiting the value of those relationships in new ways (commerce and events, for example), and scaling local sales to serve small merchants in new ways (even helping them master Google and Twitter). The solution will not come from trying to preserve old business models.

Having failed to conquer the new world Murdoch heralded, News Corporation’s executives are attempting to return to the old and familiar, the reality they once controlled. They used to be paid for their newspapers, so they insist they should be paid online. I have no objection to paying for content. I pay for cable, music, videos, books, Howard Stern on satellite radio, The Wall Street Journal online, and The New York Times in print—because each is in some way unique and valuable. The question isn’t whether things should be paid for but whether they can charge consumers when their competition is free—and whether being closed or open will net greater profit.

News Corporation has not been public about the results of its pay wall. There were reports that the wall had cut The Times’ traffic by 90 percent. In the early weeks, a reported fifteen thousand customers signed up to pay £1 a day or £2 a week for The Times online, in addition to those paying for a new iPad app. Meanwhile in the U.S., Murdoch started The Daily, a once-a-day newspaper designed for the iPad behind its own pay wall. Let’s just say that walls will work, that they will pay the bills at The Times and The Daily and free them of dependence on fickle advertising. Let’s just say. Still, the issue for News Corporation is that it has surrendered the larger public space to competitors, including The Guardian, Twitter, Google, Facebook, and The Huffington Post. News Corporation gave up on growth and on reinventing news for the new age. It acknowledged that it would only shrink in advertising revenue, which is the inevitable result of putting up the wall and cutting its audience so much. It declared defeat in understanding the business of publicness.

At this same time, News Corporation’s Wall Street Journal embarked on an alarmist series decrying the privacy perils of online ad-targeting technologies—browser cookies and such—by media competitors and marketers. Mind you, The Journal itself uses these technologies and, because it has a pay wall, gathers more personally identifiable private data—name, address, and credit-card number—than many others do.23 I’m generally not a conspiracy theorist, as I think organizations are rarely well-organized enough to conspire. But it’s hard not to see this series as the company’s shot across the bow of competitors who still depend on advertising. The series has the air of Reefer Madness, attacking web cookies as a gateway drug to privacy violations. The Journal practically invited government regulators—usually editorial anathema to the paper—to step in and control online advertising.

News Corporation is hardly alone in failing to reinvent itself. Other media companies thought they could buy internet strategies—Time Warner with AOL, CBS with CNET, NBC with iVillage, the New York Times Company with About.com, Condé Nast with Wired, the Washington Post Company with Slate—without upending their fundamental business structures. The music, publishing, and telecommunications industries are also desperately holding on to old models. Other companies have attacked Google and Facebook instead of learning lessons from them. Yet more have threatened to extend copyright or hamper the doctrine of fair use to disadvantage newcomers.

The problem for them all is that the old architecture of their markets has been razed by the internet and the publicness it demands. Media used to be built around brands. To get content, we had to go to the brand and buy its publication or watch its show. That put the media owner at the center, in control. Then came search, which flipped the relationship: Now, rather than starting with the media company, the transaction begins with the reader, who asks a question. If your content is there with an open answer—with the score to a game or the latest reports from a disaster—great; if not, you might as well not exist. Then came a force even more powerful: us. Our links, via Twitter, Facebook, blogs, email, and other social tools, now challenge the power even of Google. Content isn’t king. Distribution isn’t king. Relationships are.

But I’m a fine one to talk. Here I have put my content behind the pay wall known as a book. In What Would Google Do? I confessed my hypocrisy for not releasing it as a free, searchable, linkable online-only thing (or whatever we’ll call the successor to the book). I did share and discuss many of the ideas in the book on my blog as I wrote it and after it was published. Now I must confess my sins with this book, too, and with the same excuse: Simon & Schuster paid me and gave me distribution in bookstores, not to mention considerable and valuable help from my editor. The system still works just well enough, and I took advantage of it. But I keep watching bookstores closing and monitoring the sales of digital books as they begin to eclipse those of print books in some categories. I’m concocting a plan for my next project, which would be created in public at events and online. The book, if there is one, would be a by-product and perhaps a marketing tool for more events.

That is the model Seth Godin is pursuing. The author of a string of best-selling business books announced on his blog in August 2010 that Linchpin? would be his last traditionally published book.24 Godin can do that because he already has a strong brand. “I know who my readers are,” he blogged. “Adding layers or faux scarcity doesn’t help me or you.” Godin has other revenue streams. He is in demand as a speaker, and no longer has to wait for agents to book him. He put together his own road trip of seminars, selling hundreds of tickets in each city for up to $895 for a full day, $200 for less time. When Meetup, a company that enables folks to organize in-person get-togethers, announced a new feature helping brands set up simultaneous Meetups around the world, Godin was the first to use it, and his fans scheduled more than a thousand events. Godin set up The Domino Project to produce and sell books directly through Amazon.com rather than a publisher—bypassing bookstores as well. The books are by-products of Brand Godin.25

Godin is to blame for my writing books. He sat me down one day and said I was a fool if I didn’t write one—and I would further be a fool if I thought the book was the goal. No, he said, the book would build my public reputation, which would lead to other business. It has. I’m thinking I should follow Godin’s example again and set up events of my own: seminars to brainstorm ways to gain value from publicness. Anyone game? (Email me.26)

Retail: The social store

If you have a question for the electronics store Best Buy—“How do I hook up my this to my that?” “When are you selling the next new phone?” “Can you fix my broken printer?”—you can call and go through some level of phone-tree fun while enjoying the hold music. Or you can drive to the store and look for the right person to ask. Or you can go to Twitter and pose the question to @twelpforce.27 That awkwardly named account—a contraction of “Twitter help force”—is monitored by three thousand “blue shirts” from the company’s army of retail salespeople. When you ask a question, you can be assured that one of them across the country will have the answer in no time. I went to @twelpforce and asked about the best questions they’ve fielded. Derek Meister (@agent3012) responded (within minutes): “I always find the Twelpforce questions with very specific requirements interesting, like this one: ‘What’s the best TV for watching the Blade trilogy?’” Meister replied to that query with admirable specificity in a series of tweets: “Two things to consider about watching the Blade movies: 1) There’s a lot of action, so you’d want an HDTV to be able to keep up with Wesley Snipes. That means a decently high refresh rate. 2) There’s a lot of vampires, which means a lot of night scenes, and stark, dark colors. You want the shadows to be dark and the blood to be very, very red. So crisp colors, high contrast will help. Taking all that into consideration, you might want to look at plasma HDTVs. And not because of the obvious pun about vampires=blood=plasma. Samsung and Panasonic have some great options for you there.” Another customer asked, “What kind of batteries do u recommend 4 a vibrator?” The intrepid @agent3012’s answer: “Ummmm. Rechargeable ones.”

Best Buy says @twelpforce drove down customer complaints by 20 percent in about a year. If those conversations had occurred one-on-one in the store, the rest of us would not have been able to share in the advice and the wit. But they occurred in public. At bbyfeed.com you can search all the answers the blue shirts have given customers. You can also go to Twitter and converse with Best Buy’s CEO, Brian Dunn (@bbyceo), or its chief marketing officer, Barry Judge (@bestbuycmo). I met Judge on Twitter. He was nice enough to tweet about my last book, and I responded. That led to a few trips to Best Buy’s Minneapolis headquarters, where I got to speak with executives and staff and witness the company’s efforts to adapt to the opportunities and necessities of the public economy.

“It’s a very different way of working than when I was younger,” Judge tells me. “It was very warfare-like then. You had your secrets, and silence was good.” But now Best Buy operates in ever more public ways. “At first it was a little scary because you thought you’d do something wrong,” he says. But he acknowledges that the company is not exactly guarding “the secret potion for long life,” so there’s not much harm that can come from being open.

Besides, Judge says, “Every day we entrust our employees to interact with people across the world. Every day, they’re out saying things. Essentially, that’s all we’re doing on the web.” Trust them in the store, trust them online. The employees become the conduit from customer to company. Best Buy created an app that lets executives ask the blue shirts what they are hearing from customers. Blue shirts can also ask one another questions in all the stores. The employee, in this scenario, becomes “the human search engine.” The company has experimented in Las Vegas stores with handing out preprogrammed tablets to blue shirts. Anywhere in the store, they are connected to more information and to experts from anywhere in the company. Judge suggested that customers could eventually use apps on their phones or be handed loaner tablets so, as they browse, they’re connected with experts and each other—a glimmer of Josh Harris’ vision of customers’ social interaction around products.

On another front, Best Buy opened up its data. Outsiders can build their own applications and stores atop Best Buy as a platform. A bank created a store so its customers can use their points to buy merchandise via Best Buy. Camelbuy.com alerts customers to price drops at Best Buy. Milo.com searches three dozen chains’ inventory—including Best Buy’s competitors Target, Radio Shack, Sears, and Office Depot—to find the lowest prices for products. Best Buy is cooperating with the move to transparent pricing. It might as well. With my phone, I can already scan a bar code in the store and search online for more information and the lowest prices.

Transparent pricing is coming to most any retail category—even marijuana. PriceOfWeed.com compiles grass prices by geography, serving the average price per ounce for high-, medium-, and low-quality product. Because there is no grass superstore with a database API to call on, Price of Weed crowdsources the pricing information, asking customers to share what they paid—anonymously, of course. The site reveals how large the sample size is for each data point: the more information it gathers, the more accurate its averages will be. To prevent gaming, Price of Weed uses an algorithm that throws out outrageously high or low prices and sticks with the bell curve.28

Every company is holding on to data customers could use. In What Would Google Do?, I imagined the Googley restaurant, which would add data to its menu to tell us which dishes are the most popular and which wines are ordered with which entrées. I then tried to imagine the impossible: a Googley airline. I thought it would be based on openness and social relationships that draw out the wisdom of the passengers. Alas, no one has listened. Airline travel still sucks. But I have seen a few instances of opening up. Before its merger with United, Continental Airlines began to allow passengers to check on not only the status of their flights, but also the status of the incoming planes. That lets passengers make more reasonable judgments about whether the airline is lying being unduly optimistic. Continental also shows the waiting list of passengers standing by for seats and upgrades. Thus passengers know more about their fate without having to bug gate agents to share their secrets. There’s no reason why that information should be hidden from us.

At the Burda DLD Conference in Munich in 2011, I emceed a workshop with Lufthansa and a roomful of social-media practitioners and media executives, speculating about the ultimate social airline. The frequent fliers in the room wanted the social airline to automatically give them the seats they like best. They wanted to pick their own seatmates. Offer us the food and drink we prefer, they said. Sync our seats with our iTunes playlists. The airline executives were surprised that these frequent travelers would hand over so much personal information and preferences, which would be golden data for the company. The travelers said they’d open up if they got benefits for doing so.

Could a new relationship with passengers turn an airline into a demand-driven rather than supply-driven business, finding out where people want to fly and flying them there? A bunch of KLM passengers ganged together in Twitter to ask the airline for a nonstop flight to a music festival in Miami. By organizing in public, they managed to fill 351 seats in only five hours and got their plane.29 Changing airline schedules is highly complex, and airports are not set up for flexible routes. But Lufthansa already has a small private air service. That business could scale much larger if it could anticipate and fulfill demand. At the workshop, the owner of a social service for rich folks said he could fill a social flight every week.

How far does this openness go? Would Best Buy reveal, say, relative sales numbers of different television brands? On the one hand, the blue shirts do that already when they tell customers that one model is more popular than another. On the other hand, Judge says, it would be uncomfortable for the suppliers to have information about their sales revealed. Best Buy is the middleman in that transaction. For now. Transparency will disrupt that relationship. What can a retailer do when it can no longer arbitrage ignorance in the imperfect, opaque marketplace? Perhaps, Judge says, “business moves away from being so focused on hardware and more to content and services.” Best Buy’s Geek Squad will install and repair your equipment. The company is offering a buyback program: Pay a fee up front, and Best Buy will buy back your gadget for 20 to 50 percent of the purchase price. And content? Best Buy is already in the media business. Its newspaper advertising circular is media: manufacturers pay to be there. Manufacturers also pay for premium placement on store floors. In that sense, the store itself is an advertising medium. Best Buy gets 1.5 billion visits to its stores a year—more, it says, than to Times Square. If advertising surrounds Times Square, why shouldn’t it surround Best Buy stores? Best Buy now has a staff selling presence in stores as advertising. It is trying to move past the business of selling stuff in boxes.

The bigger question Best Buy and other retailers have to ask is whether they should represent manufacturers to customers or customers to manufacturers. I’d like to see Best Buy bring out the wisdom of its crowd, involving customers in design projects as Local Motors does. Judge says the company is soliciting input for some of the house brands it sells. I think it can shoot higher: Best Buy could be the people’s agent, taking their ideas and needs to manufacturers. If Best Buy’s customers want a TV with ten HDMI ports; if they want the data-only cell-phone plan (because who talks on the things anymore?); if they want a laptop bag with a Kindle pouch, Best Buy can bring together these ideas and show they have critical mass. What manufacturer would ignore that market? Best Buy could engage its customers in a process of public design, ferreting out real demand and turning its relationship with the public on its head.

Going to extremes

The most radical vision for public business may be open-book management. John Case of Inc. magazine spotted the movement and coined the term in 199330 and later wrote a book heralding it as a business revolution.31 The idea is that companies should share financial and performance data with employees so everyone can row together to the same goals.32 It makes sense, but only if the employees see personal benefit—profit sharing, rising equity value, or, in the case of a start-up, success and survival—and if they understand the business dynamics.

Brian Golden, a professor at Toronto’s Rotman School of Management, studied a lab-services company that opened its books—beyond just the bottom line—to get staff on board with workflow changes management was making in anticipation of a cyclical downturn. “The employees were scientists who didn’t understand how to read the books,” Golden is quoted as saying in Profit magazine. Instead of recognizing the downturn ahead, the staff saw no immediate problems. They demanded more pay and rejected management’s moves. “With the staff/employer relationship poisoned,” Profit reports, “the firm failed to prepare for bad times and its sales and staff count soon plummeted.”33 Oh, well.

Could a company open up its process of setting strategy? Surely that is best done behind conference-room doors in secret PowerPoint presentations. Or maybe not. The Wikimedia Foundation, which runs Wikipedia, undertook a year-long strategy project that engaged a thousand Wikipedians in producing twenty-six thousand pages of documents in a few dozen languages proposing and hashing over scores of ideas.34 Sue Gardner, executive director of the foundation, told me they started the project aware of “a high likelihood of failure.”35 It was possible that no one would come to the party. Or the process could have been taken over by fringe interests and nutty ideas. The foundation hired a consultant to give the collaborators “a bedrock of information,” and it hired a facilitator to guide the people and the process. In the end, the participants set priorities to expand Wikipedia in developing markets and to recruit more diverse authors and viewpoints in its developed markets.

OK, that may work for Wikipedia, which is already collaborative and does not face the pressures of profit a corporation does. Can the same process work for a company? There’s only one way to find out. Wouldn’t you like to hear where your customers want you to go next in a way that’s less random and more engaging and empowering than holding focus groups? John Paton invited community members into one of his newsrooms and asked where he should go next. He doesn’t have to do what they say. He’s still responsible for the company’s strategy and success. But now he has another way to listen. And it doesn’t even require technology, only an open door and open mind.

Open-source endeavors also require leadership. When NYU’s Jay Rosen researched open source, hoping to apply the ideas and experience to the news business, David Weinberger advised him that networks of people need wranglers. “The volunteers need their champion (and visionary),” Rosen says. Rosen went to meet Asa Dotzler, the people-wrangler at Mozilla, which produces the open-source Firefox browser. Dotzler told him that “anyone can play” is a key principle of openness. But quality also matters and needs its rewards.36 Tasks are matched with the right person. Results are matched with the right incentives. There’s still an economy in open source, but the currency is social—recognition, credit, status—rather than monetary.

Public broadcasting in the United States raises money from its audience (such volunteer contributions aren’t as common in Europe and other countries because the public supports media through license fees [read: taxes]). Wikipedia and Mozilla also get capital from their users. David Cohn, an inspiring young journalist and entrepreneur, brought the model to local news with Spot.us, which allows individuals to pledge money to independent journalists to report specific stories about, for example, the slaughter of sharks in California and homeless people living in storage units.

Can this kind of public investment support for-profit endeavors? Kickstarter provides a platform that allows people to pledge money to would-be manufacturers, writers, filmmakers, programmers, designers, photographers, and performers. The people who give the money don’t get equity or tax deductions. So why do a few users pay for others to benefit? They want to see the product made. And donors get special privileges. I gave $50 to support Scott Thomas, design director for the Barack Obama campaign, in his plan to produce the book Designing Obama without a publisher. He needed $65,000 to cover the cost of printing the 360-page coffee-table volume.37 For my $50, I got a copy of the book, at a discount. Put another way, I preordered the book (923 people did likewise). If I’d given $10, I’d have had access to the digital version (117 did that). For $100, I’d have had my name printed in the book and gotten an embossed silver sleeve (that attracted 154 backers), and for $150 I’d have gotten a gold sleeve instead (113 did that). Altogether, Thomas raised $84,613 from 1,312 backers whose names are listed at Kickstarter (with links to their profiles, showing the other projects they back). Then he kept selling the book for $79.99. Every step along the way and all the stats I just listed are public, which makes the process a bit of a game as donors cheer for their guy to win and encourage friends to join the effort. Once he raised the money, Thomas kept his community of backers informed of his progress in designing, producing, printing, and distributing the book, even inviting people near him in Chicago to come pick up their copies at his studio.38

It’s not unusual on Kickstarter for projects to receive more than they ask for. An ingenious tripod mount for the iPhone 4 called Glif asked for $10,000 but received $137,417 in orders.39 I had wished such a thing existed. Now I could support it. For $20, I got the Glif when it was manufactured. For $50 I could have gotten one made sooner on a 3-D printer. The most successful Kickstarter fund-raising so far was by a designer who created two variations of a watchband for the iPod Nano. Scott Wilson asked for $15,000 to get started but received almost $1 million in orders.40 So long as he planned his costs correctly, he has created a profitable pop-up enterprise using other people’s production, distribution, and capital. The open Kickstarter model reduces risk. It demonstrates market demand. It allows entrepreneurs and artists to bypass old institutions and filters and get support directly from customers. With adjustment to investment law, I think this model should be a way to raise angel funding for new companies—truly public companies.

At the World Economic Forum in Davos in 2009, I helped organize a brainstorming session about rethinking industries around publicness and open collaboration. We gave the executives and entrepreneurs in the room a list of possible targets to tackle. They chose banking. In the midst of the financial crisis, they said, banking desperately needed disruption and repair. Their solution was the Open Bank. It would practice radical transparency: full disclosure of performance and compensation; collective risk assessment, allowing customers to help decide how to invest capital; open data to help customers compare their performance against others’. Bankers would not be allowed to sell a complex financial product unless they could pass a test proving they understood and could explain it. Customers could not buy the product unless they, too, showed they knew what it was. The company’s tagline: “The Only Bank You Can Trust.”

Publicness is also transforming other sectors, including education. Stanford, MIT,41 and other universities have opened up their curricula, putting entire classes online for free. Why should thousands of teachers every year write the same lecture about analytic geometry when one of the best can be heard for free from MIT on iTunes? Public courses allow students to pick and choose the best teachers from anywhere. Those teachers get more recognition. Local teachers can concentrate on helping students understand concepts. Education becomes more efficient and scalable—which it desperately needs to be. See the amazing Khan Academy, which has hundreds of open lessons in math and science and has served them to students more than 43 million times in a new way to learn online. That is the beginning of a seismic disruption of education.

Think, too, about the radically public foundation. Rather than making decisions in private, why not open up the search for grantees, their selection, and the monitoring of their success? The John S. and James L. Knight Foundation holds an annual challenge to attract hundreds of proposals to update the news industry. Many of the proposals are put online, openly, to solicit ideas and suggestions. One issue with this approach is that the foundation attracts more proposals and has to say no more often. On the other hand, it can attract ideas it wouldn’t have found via the old, closed system. I direct the Tow-Knight Center for Entrepreneurial Journalism at CUNY (funded in part by Knight), and I hope to use this principle to manage support of new ventures. I’m inspired both by Knight and by new, for-profit investment funds—Y Combinator, for example—which hold open competitions among start-ups to award the best of them funding, incubation, and education. In foundations and venture investing, the process of giving out money used to be secret. Now both are opening up.

The best thing about writing What Would Google Do? was hearing afterward from people who applied its principles to their enterprises, taking the ideas further than I could have imagined. I read blog posts by pastors speculating about the Googley church.42 They liked the idea of churches as betas. I spoke with managers of senior citizens’ communities who wondered how they could more generously share their knowledge with families before parents moved in. I spoke with hundreds of truck-stop owners in Las Vegas and imagined how they could create social and information networks among their drivers. Here I’ve given just a few examples of how the principles of publicness can be applied to companies. You will imagine more and more radical ideas, and you can tell me what works and what doesn’t. I urge you to share your thoughts openly at www.buzzmachine.com/publicparts so the brainstorming can continue.


By the People

Killing Secrecy

Government should be open by default, secret by necessity. Instead, too much of government is secret by default, public by force. I’ve joked—well, half-joked—that the U.S. Freedom of Information Act should be repealed and turned inside out so we no longer have to ask government to open up our information. Government should instead have to ask our permission to keep it from us. There are still good reasons for secrecy: security, defense, criminal investigations, privacy, and certain matters of diplomacy. The rest is our information. In addition to appointing privacy czars to protect citizens’ information and security czars to protect governments’, we should have publicness czars who represent the interests of the people in openness.

If the government doesn’t have its own agents of openness, the public will. WikiLeaks is such an agent. It has changed governments’ expectation of secrecy. Since 2006, WikiLeaks has released documents about Icelandic and Swiss banks, Scientology, corruption and human-rights violations in Kenya, chemical dumping in Africa, as well as Congressional Research Service reports that hadn’t been available to citizens.1 WikiLeaks’ impact and influence leaped higher in 2010 when it released leaked video of U.S. helicopter gunships in Iraq shooting people who appear to be civilians, including Reuters news agency employees. WikiLeaks founder Julian Assange called it “collateral murder.”2 Next came thousands of documents about the Afghanistan and Iraq wars, then a trove of U.S. State Department cables that had been available to thousands of government employees and were leaked by one. A selection of the documents—though not all—were opened up to citizens and the world with the help of media organizations, including The Guardian, The New York Times, and Der Spiegel. Those journalistic organizations redacted sensitive information, added context, and promoted the leaks, which is why Assange partnered with them—to get more impact. Commentators debated how surprising the information in the leaks was. The cables revealed small embarrassments—a diplomat criticizing Germany’s Angela Merkel or Russia’s Vladimir Putin. They also revealed, some commentators said, the quality of the diplomatic corps’ work. Cables about Tunisia only confirmed citizens’ already well-founded suspicions about corruption there, it’s true. But those cables became a catalyst of protests that led to the government’s downfall, which in turn led to the storm of protest that soon overtook the Middle East.

On the whole, the leaks demonstrated the banality of secrecy. They showed that government keeps too much secret. The leaks also taught government what it will be like to operate under a presumption of publicness. NYU’s Clay Shirky formulated a law to calculate the vulnerability of secrets. In an organization, he says, any given secret is as secure as the most adverse cost-benefit calculation by the least committed user. A hospital clerk, for example, sees a document revealing a star’s pregnancy. If the clerk sells this information to a tabloid, he’ll lose his job. But he’ll make more money in a day from the leak than he makes in a year from his job. And he hates his job. Cost-benefit good. Commitment low. He leaks. Security expert Bruce Schneier states Shirky’s law more simply: “Secrets are only as secure as the least-trusted person who knows them.”3

That dynamic is hardly new. Daniel Ellsberg leaked the Pentagon papers to The New York Times long before the internet. He had to spend months photocopying the documents and sneaking them out of government offices. What’s different today is that computers and networks make more information available to more people so it can be found, copied, and shared more quickly. The internet provides an architecture of anonymity, which WikiLeaks founder Julian Assange exploits. He also exploits the expanding ethic and culture of openness I’ve chronicled in this book. Together these changes challenge power, shifting influence from presidents and government ministers to the likes of Assange. He sees openness as a way to redistribute control. “Transparency should be proportional to the power that one has,” he says.4 There lies a second law, the one that drives Assange: Those who held secrets once held power. Now those who create transparency gain power.

In The New Republic, Noam Scheiber predicted that there will be two basic responses from governments and businesses to WikiLeaks’ disruption: First, they can shrink into smaller organizations where fewer people know secrets, so the opportunities for leaks are reduced. Second, they can tighten security. That was the reflex of the U.S. government, which went on the attack against WikiLeaks. Vice President Joe Biden called Assange a “high-tech terrorist.” Bradley Manning, the young soldier accused of feeding WikiLeaks the helicopter video, war documents, and cables, was held in solitary confinement. Senator Joe Lieberman pressured Amazon.com into throwing WikiLeaks off its servers. Officials reportedly pressured PayPal and banks to stop funneling donations to WikiLeaks.5 Authorities can try to play catch-up with leaks, but that will prove frustrating—especially as long as they can be accused of keeping too many secrets. They have lost their credibility to classify information. Classifying more is not the answer. The opposite is true. The more secrets you keep, the less you are trusted to decide what is secret and the more leaks there can be. And there is a third law: The only sure defense against leaks is transparency.

The truth will out. In his book WikiLeaks and the Age of Transparency—an excellent survey of the new political landscape around openness—Micah Sifry catalogues projects that use databases, crowdsourcing, networking, social interaction, mapping, and other internet technology to make government open in spite of itself. The Sunlight Foundation, led by Ellen Miller, underwrites OpenCongress, which maintains wiki biographies that track campaign contributions, legislation, and votes for each member of the House and Senate. It backs MapLight.org, a research tool to find correlations between contributions and legislative votes. Similar tools, at OpenSecrets.org and FollowtheMoney.org, also follow campaign money. Sifry tells the story of linguistics graduate student Joshua Tauberer, who built GovTrack.us to scrape open data off government servers and convert it to formats developers can use to analyze it. The U.K. is blessed with many such data activists. mySociety, run by Tom Steinberg, champions open data and builds applications to use it. TheyWorkForYou.com lets citizens track the activity of members of Parliament. WhatDo TheyKnow helps people file Freedom of Information requests.

Technology in itself isn’t sufficient. Reform needs the effort of citizens. One of my favorite transparency projects is Porkbusters, a libertarian/conservative effort to uncover government waste. It joined forces with liberal blogger Joshua Marshall at Talking Points Memo when a secret Senate hold was put on legislation aimed at building a database of federal contracts and grants. This tripartisan group had its readers call senators’ offices one-by-one to ask the simple question: Did you put the hold on the bill? The process of elimination turned up the heat on the culprits, the late Senators Ted Stevens and Robert Byrd, who confessed and let the legislation go through. The bill became law.6

We would be unwise to make transparency just a game of government gotcha, of demanding information only so we can catch the bastards red-handed. Oh, there is no shortage of red-handed bastards to catch. But Harvard Law School professor Lawrence Lessig worries that if we use transparency exclusively to expose misdeeds, without the benefit of context and understanding, we “will inspire not reform, but disgust.”7 He’s not against transparency. He wants to solve the problems it exposes in other ways (by reforming campaign finances before contributions can lead to corruption, as one example). I share his trepidation. If all we try to do with government information is fight government, government will fight transparency.

Openness does not merely expose misdeeds, it exposes value, making open data an economic imperative. Lessig says that making weather data public “produces more than $800 million in economic value.”8 Sharing government-financed global positioning data led to the creation of nowindispensible navigation systems and mapping on our smart phones, which in turn powers such services as Foursquare. Agricultural data save and make money on farms. Data can lead to the creation of new companies. Writing on the blog TechCrunch, executive-turned-academic Vivek Wadhwa tells the story of entrepreneurs who got government to release data on retirement plans so consumers could compare and shop. “There are literally thousands of new opportunities to improve government and to improve society—and to make a fortune while doing it,” Wadhwa says.9 “There is a new compact on the horizon,” declares publisher and tech visionary Tim O’Reilly in the book Open Government. “Information produced by and on behalf of citizens is the lifeblood of the economy and the nation; government has a responsibility to treat that information as a national asset.”10 So cough it up.

Carl Malamud, who runs PublicResource.org, is a hero of the open-government movement.11 In the 1990s, the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission would not make its EDGAR database of public companies’ filings available for free. If you wanted it, you had to trek to a government reading room or subscribe to an expensive private database such as Nexis. In 1993, Malamud received a $600,000 grant from the National Science Foundation to buy the data and put it on a server donated by Eric Schmidt, then chief technology officer of Sun Microsystems. Malamud democratized the data, making it available to journalists, investors, and entrepreneurs as well as corporations and traders with deep pockets. Rather than seeking more funding to keep his service afloat, Malamud offered his technology—along with training—to the SEC for free. He shamed it into taking the service over.12 In the meantime, Malamud has posted more than four thousand videos owned by the government to YouTube and FedFlix. In 2010, Google’s philanthropic arm, Google.org, granted Malamud $2 million (just in time, as PublicResource.org was down to its last $2,000) to help local governments put their building codes online and to fund other projects.13 He is also lobbying for a change in Freedom of Information Act procedures, so that when one citizens’ request is granted, the results are posted online for all to see.

A group of Princeton computer scientists wrote a 2009 paper arguing that rather than making web sites, government agencies should release data in standard formats so that anyone—including the agency itself—can analyze the information and make web sites and applications from it, creating competition to improve the presentation of information.14 Outsiders, they argue, will do a better job of making data useful as they are less hampered by the government’s own regulations. They can perform some functions better than government and save government the effort and money. But first the data need to be available to developers in a usable form. New York City has made three hundred fifty data sets public at nyc.gov/data, including building complaints, a calendar of festivals, data about 9/11 survivors’ health, and restaurant inspections. The U.S. government has released almost three thousand data sets at Data.gov, including campaign finance records, food and drug recalls, and a government purchases database.15 The U.K. government has released more than four thousand data sets at data.gov.uk.16 In the U.K., data liberation activists had to fight to get the government to free up mapping data. The government had viewed the data as a source of revenue, but the activists said it was the property of the people, who’d already paid for it with their taxes. Eventually, the U.K. adopted an Open Government License to make its intellectual property—its data and its software—open and free for reuse.17 Its goals: to promote innovation, to make government transparent, and to facilitate civic engagement. But the battle to liberate data continues. Hard as it is to believe, the taxpayer-supported Smithsonian Institution and some U.S. states still try to copyright their data. Oregon, for example, claimed ownership of the state’s laws until it relented in 2008.18

Once data can be scooped up and analyzed, government and citizens can move past transparency to the next step: collaboration. Wise governments ask programmers to turn their data into applications. New York City has held hackathons—one with $20,000 in prizes—to make the city “more transparent, accessible, and accountable” through writing applications around restaurant inspection reports, traffic updates, traffic cams, directions, consumer complaints, library catalogues, maps to playgrounds, home prices, lists of most-wanted criminals, and a city tree census (142,747 trees grow in Brooklyn19).

Beyond Openness

Beth Noveck wants collaborative governance. She doesn’t much like the phrase “open government.” But it’s her own fault that those words became part of her job title when she headed President Obama’s Open Government Initiative until 2011. Noveck wrote a book called Wiki Government about collaborative democracy. She worried that if she used the term “collaborative” to name the White House endeavor, it would be perceived as an effort to promote her book. “It’s like the time I voted against myself for fifth-grade student council, and I lost by one vote,” she says. So she settled instead on “open.” But the word doesn’t go far enough. It doesn’t say what comes next after opening—namely, doing.

When I sat down with Noveck to talk about her work, she set the stage by repudiating our friend Habermas: “We need to move away from the model of a single public sphere in which everyone participates equally in the same way. So the traditional, deliberative conception that there is some great salon in which everyone is participating is the misconception.” Echoing the Making Publics project, she says the internet allows us each to “join our own public that speaks to our own passions and our own sense of meaning…. It’s allowing people to do things.”

Noveck wants a structure of collaboration that embraces our different abilities, interests, and agendas. She likens it to community organizing. “One person gets the coffee and another person distributes the leaflets and a third person makes the phone calls. It just speaks to people’s different skills and talents.” She also wants to “blow open the concept of what we mean by expert…. We have defined our concept of expert to limit it to a small number of people. What the internet does is treat everyone as an expert.” Well, not everyone. But anyone can prove to be an expert, as Wikipedia demonstrates. Noveck wants to bring that spirit to government with “institutions that take advantage of distributed expertise, distributed passion.”

In her book, Noveck recounts a project she worked on before joining the White House, to bring new expertise to the slow (not to mention anachronistic and dangerous) U.S. patent approval process. The Patent Office employs 5,500 examiners, most of whom are not experts in what they are assessing. They face a gigantic backlog and a lag time of at least three years in a technology environment that considers three years a generation. “All this got me to thinking, what if the patent examiner worked with the broader community?” Noveck asks. “What if the public augmented the official’s research with its own know-how? What if the scientific and technical expertise of the graduate student, industry researcher, university professor, and hobbyist could be linked to the legal expertise of the patent examiner to produce a better decision? What if, instead of traditional peer review, a process of open review were instituted, wherein participants self-select on the basis of their expertise and enthusiasm?”

Thus was born the Peer to Patent pilot project. It published selected patent applications openly, attracting experts to help research them. And it’s working. The Patent Office is adopting the project, and the idea is spreading to other countries. I’d have thought that patent examiners would resist interference, but Noveck says they enjoyed talking with experts in the field. Their jobs used to be lonely. This project made their jobs social, not to mention more efficient. In a speech to the New America Foundation, Eric Schmidt used Peer to Patent as a model: “Why is that not true of every branch of government? It makes perfect sense: Use all those people who care so passionately and who have a lot of free time to help you.”

The National Archives did just that to rethink and redesign its Federal Register. Called the daily newspaper of the federal government, the Register publishes notices and proposed and enacted rules of federal agencies as well as executive orders. It set a landmark in government transparency when Franklin Roosevelt ordered it compiled and published in 1935. Before then, each agency archived its own rules. Finding even the published actions and notices of government was difficult—and much was not published.20 In the U.K., until the eighteenth century, Parliament did not allow the press to report its proceedings.21 In the United States, until 1800, Congress did not admit reporters to its sessions.22 As late as the 1950s, more than a third of congressional committee meetings were held in secret.23 The Register made much of government’s news available. It did not, however, make it broadly and easily accessible. The Register is a festival of fine print, not easy to digest. In 2009, the Sunlight Foundation held a competition to improve it. Three computer-savvy citizens in California thought they could make it look better. “They don’t even know what the Federal Register is,” Noveck says. “What it is to them is the biggest data set in Data.gov.” The developers—Andrew Carpenter, Bob Burbach, and Dave Augustine—used Register data and open-source software to create GovPulse.us. On the site, citizens can explore documents by agency or topic, receive alerts when comment periods are closing, and find documents that mention their towns.24 The site does the impossible: It makes government data cool. The developers won second prize, but the National Archives and Records Administration was so impressed that it hired them to use the same data to build Federal Register 2.0 at FederalRegister.gov. “In three months they create the new newspaper of our democracy,” Noveck says. “USA.gov meets USA Today.”

Noveck would like to bring that kind of effort to other government agencies. “Social Security touches the lives of 60 million Americans a month,” she tells me. “It’s a quarter of the federal budget. And yet it has a web site that is in English and is entirely inaccessible to low-English-proficiency people.” She suggests crowdsourcing translation. Facebook translated its own platform into sixty-four languages (with thirty-two more in process)—with its own users.25 Translating the Social Security site could be done on Facebook with a group for every language taking on its dozen most important sections.

Collaboration is a two-way wire. Government is not the only source of data. Outsiders can also give data to government to help it work better. Ushahidi is a platform built for citizens to gather their own information with their mobile phones. It has been used to track response and recovery efforts after the earthquake in Haiti;26 snowplowing problems in Washington, D.C. (helping city officials target problem areas);27 and voting incidents in Ethiopia, Namibia, and India.28 People know what is happening in their communities. Ushahidi helps them gather, share, and analyze their own information. Then government can act.

These examples are all built—could only be built—on open data. Citizens use government as a platform, as it should be. They bring unique skills, expertise, and passions to the tasks. They solve problems that matter to them—not necessarily the issues government or the press identify. Open government isn’t as simple as releasing data or holding hearings. In these examples, there is often a progression in openness from simpler to harder tasks, from

1. transparency—opening up information as a platform for action—to

2. identifying problems—taking advantage of new ways to listen to the public—to

3. convening parties to address those problems—something the president or the owner of a press can still do well—to

4. identifying solutions—which takes expertise—to

5. executing—which often still requires the authority and resources of government.

But not always. Government need not be at the center of identifying and solving society’s every problem. It cannot afford to be. Its work is expensive, slow, and hobbled by legal and political limitations, not to mention pressure from special interests and bouts of corruption. And it’s hard to innovate inside government. Government is hardly a beta culture like Silicon Valley. “Failure is not an option,” Noveck says. There is a real risk if government messes up in matters of security, health, and privacy. Noveck looks instead for ways to share both the work and the risk with outsiders. “We do some things at arm’s length,” she says. “We’ll come up with a concept of how to do something. We’ll work with a company, a foundation, a third party, to let the thousand flowers bloom, and then we can cherry-pick out of that. It preserves the integrity of the government player when we work with a partner.” In other words, she lets outside organizations be government’s laboratory.

That’s one way to get around politics and improve government. But the bigger question is: Can we also use the tools of publicness to improve the political process? That’s where even I, internet triumphalist and incurable optimist, become gloomy. As long as we still have mass media, we’ll have mass advertising in campaigns and big money’s support of them—and we’ll still see their corrupting influence on political discourse. The institutions of power aren’t motivated to change. They have the means to stop change. That would be a tragic irony: Our tools of publicness shift power in many sectors across society—except in our public sphere. Habermas was right to lament mass media’s impact.

Would it be possible to elect web candidates who use the tools of publicness—the ability to listen, spread messages, organize followers, and create deeper, closer relationships with constituents—to disrupt the parties? I’ve seen no evidence of that yet. Yes, Barack Obama raised a fortune online, but where did that money go? To TV. In Europe’s parliamentary governments, upstart parties can gather attention but little influence (the Pirate Party has two members of the European Parliament from Sweden, otherwise just city-council seats in the Czech Republic, Germany, and Switzerland).29 When I asked about this dilemma on Twitter, someone said that The Movement in Iceland began with blogs and Facebook. But then on that small island one could organize a movement with a mimeograph machine and megaphone.

It’s tempting to see the U.S. Tea Party as a movement made possible by the new tools of public organizing, but I think that would miss the mark. The Tea Party was built more through the power of talk radio and Fox News. It is still the child of mass media, not social media. Then again, Micah Sifry argues that the Tea Party is new in this sense: It is a network rather than a top-down political structure. Like the youth revolts in Egypt and Tunisia, the Tea Party seems to have no clear leadership structure. “Instead of having one central address or leader, it has lots of small groups and no real barrier to entry,” Sifry says. The party has only ten full-time staffers but claims thousands of local organizations and millions of adherents. “Thus no one can control it or stop it by delegitimizing a single leader.”30 Perhaps that is a new, networked model for organizing movements to win elections. But it’s too soon to tell.

Once elected, a movement’s new representatives will still be stuck in the molasses that is Washington. Or, as in the cases of Tunisia and Egypt, we shall see whether the networks that toppled governments will be capable of organizing governments. “The shift of balance from the institutional society to the network society will topple dictators, bring down governments, occasionally create terror and mayhem, create economic risk and opportunity, and quickly eliminate some traditional civic and state institutions,” writes U.K. Labour politician Anthony Painter. “Our success as a movement is determined by our ability to build enduring institutions of change out of networks of outrage.”31

Perhaps we might try building shadow institutions. What if outsiders organized, for example, a parallel Federal Communications Commission that would attract its own experts, set its own priorities and policies, and analyze government data—once open—independently, apart from think tanks and lobbyists? Would it be possible to have an FCC of and by the net culture as a counterweight to the power of government? Can we create new public spheres that act to balance government, meeting not in Habermas’ coffeehouses but online? If we want to try, we need to do more than merely comment and complain.

We need a new sense of what the public is, independent of government and media. Perhaps we see this new sense of a public blooming in Egypt and Tunisia. There and in other nations, citizens are using the tools of publicness and creating networks not to fill the odd pothole but to give birth to freedom and to governments of and by the people. As I witnessed these movements, I reflected on my own assumption that advances in digital democracy would more likely come first in the West, where our democracies and our digital societies are more advanced. I was wrong. Those advances are more likely to come where they are needed most. The Middle East may end up leading the way in rethinking what it means to be a public.

I have also witnessed a debate over the impact of the tools of publicness on civil society. Technological curmudgeons are waging that argument with so-called technological determinists. The alleged curmudgeons include Net Delusion author Evgeny Morozov32 and New Yorker writer Malcolm Gladwell;33 the alleged determinists, New York University’s Clay Shirky,34 The Daily Beast’s Andrew Sullivan, and me. Our critics say we give too much credit to social tools in these revolutions. I know no one who argues that the tools cause or carry out revolution. But they have facilitated and perhaps hastened it. Amusingly, the exact same argument still roils among Gutenberg scholars about the impact of the press as a tool of social change five centuries ago. Elizabeth Eisenstein is labeled a technological determinist by her critics, including Adrian Johns, author of The Nature of the Book 35 and a member of the curmudgeonly camp Eisenstein calls catastrophists. Johns does not buy her contention that print was itself revolutionary and “created a fundamental division in human history.”

It is too soon to judge the full impact of the next Gutenberg transformation, the one we are experiencing now. I believe the changes are only just beginning. It took seventy years for the printing press to serve the cause of Martin Luther’s reformation. John Naughton, a columnist for the Observer in London, asks us to imagine we are pollsters in 1472, seventeen years after the first printed Bibles (we are only that far away from the invention of the web today). We are on a bridge in Mainz asking citizens how likely they think it will be that Gutenberg’s invention will:

(a) Undermine the authority of the Catholic Church?

(b) Power the Reformation?

(c) Enable the rise of modern science?

(d) Create entirely new social classes and professions?

(e) Change our conceptions of “childhood” as a protected early period in a person’s life?

“Printing did indeed have all these effects,” Naughton says, “but there was no way that anyone in 1472, in Mainz (or anywhere else for that matter) could have known how profound its impact would be.”36


The New World

Who Will Protect Publicness?

Who will protect today’s Gutenberg press—our tool of publicness—the internet? Governments? Companies? Someone must. During Egypt’s revolution, the doomed Mubarak regime killed the net. At the same time, China prevented internet users from searching services such as Twitter for the word “Egypt.” That is the least of what China does to restrict internet freedom. It censors sites and search behind the all-too-whimsically named Great Firewall of China, maintained with the help of U.S. technology companies. It outlaws entire services, such as Facebook, that can be used by citizens to organize protests, which the government propaganda office then decrees cannot be reported.1 It uses the net to find and arrest dissidents, once with the help of Yahoo. It uses the web, too, to spread disinformation. Governments are not the net’s proper guardians.

In 2009, Chinese hackers attacked Google and other technology companies. The Chinese government has not acknowledged responsibility. But in a diplomatic cable released by WikiLeaks, a U.S. envoy’s sources said a top member of the Chinese politburo orchestrated the assault. He was upset at what showed up under a Google search for his name.2 Google publicly revealed the hacking. It also used the opportunity to reverse its policy on China. Google had been censoring searches, blocking some results about such topics as Falun Gong and Tiananmen Square. Now it refused to continue censoring search on behalf of the Chinese government. It threatened to pull out of the country. Some company executives had believed that offering a hampered Google to China was better—for the Chinese and for Google—than having none. Others believed it was wrong to do the dictators’ bidding—and they at last prevailed. Google defended its principles.3 At the time, no other corporate victim of the hacking stood by Google, and no government was willing to lend its vocal support. Eric Schmidt told a group of editors in 2010 that Google did not have laws or police or diplomats. It is not a country, he said. But in this case, it acted as a quasi-state, as the internet’s ambassador to China. Is Google the net’s protector?

At the Aspen Ideas Festival in 2009, Schmidt defended “the openness of the internet.”4 Yet a year later, Google entered into a devil’s pact with telco Verizon over the net’s openness. Proponents of net neutrality want to see all internet traffic treated equally. Internet service providers want the ability to discriminate against some kinds of traffic. They argue for the power to govern alleged bandwidth hogs who download more than others. They might also want to favor their own services over a competitor’s. Google and Verizon made a recommendation to the Federal Communications Commission to split the baby with a dull knife, and the FCC followed much of their suggestion. It divided the internet in two: the wired internet (the past) would have neutrality protection, while the wireless internet (the future) would have less. It’s the internet vs. the schminternet. If you use your iPad at home, connecting to the net via your cable company’s wires, then walk outside and reach the net on the same device via your mobile carrier’s signal, you’ll be operating under different regulations. The movie you’re watching could slow down just because the rules are different. Welcome to the schminternet. The debate over net neutrality is often framed in those terms: downloading movies at full speed. But there’s more at stake here. Whether an internet service provider cuts off movie downloads or China cuts off searches or Egypt turns off the entire internet, the question is the same: Who decides which bits get through? Who defends the openness of the internet? Who then nurtures the opportunities we are just beginning to understand? Can companies be the net’s protector? No.

“Changes in the information age will be as dramatic as those in the Middle Ages,” James Dewar writes in a 1998 Rand Corporation paper. “The printing press has been implicated in the Reformation, the Renaissance, and the Scientific Revolution, all of which had profound impacts on their eras; similarly profound changes may already be underway in the information age.”5 Dewar argues that the information age will be dominated by unintended consequences. The wise course, he says, is not to forestall these changes with regulation and resistance but to hasten the path and the adjustment to them. This transformation will be unsettling, sometimes frightening, and monumentally disruptive to the hierarchy of society. Corporations, governments, and old institutions are not built to operate so much in the open. Oh, they could change—and some will—but the transition requires a wrenching and expensive shift. By the time they recognize the need for change and the inevitability of it, new entrants using open platforms will often be ahead of them. Amazon.com disrupted retail faster than retail could shift. craigslist sneaked up on newspapers and shifted $13 billion a year from the companies’ coffers to consumers’ pockets. The regimes in Tunisia, Egypt, and Libya were incapable of reforming in incremental steps; their citizens decided to start over.

The tools revolutionaries and disruptors use to tear down the old order may not be sufficient to build a new one. It is also true that the tools are neutral—they can be used by bad actors as well as good. After the Egyptian revolution, three CDs filled with ID photos of Egyptian security police were found in security headquarters. The photos were put online at Flickr so citizens could crowdsource identifying them. Flickr took them down.6 NPR’s Andy Carvin asked why and was told that they violated the site’s terms of service, which require users to post original photography, and that an unnamed user—a government?—had complained. Then Anonymous, a corps of hackers that often defends WikiLeaks, took the photos and put them online again.7 The truth cannot be stopped. In that instance, the tools were used for good. But Evgeny Morozov also tells the story of security forces in Iran who took photos from demonstrations and put them online so loyalists could identify protestors via crowdsourcing and police could then arrest them. He speculated that facial-recognition software could be used to do the job instantly. These tools can be used for evil purposes as well.

Should we regulate and control the internet so it can be used only for good? Rand’s Dewar says that early modern European nations that tried to control the printing press and suppress its allegedly dangerous aspects not only failed but also fell behind other neighboring nations. “It was more important to explore the upside of the technology than to protect against the downside. In the information age, this suggests to me that the internet should remain unregulated,” he writes.8

I fear the unintended consequences that may come from regulation. Take, for example, European Union Justice Commissioner Viviane Reding’s four pillars of data protection, which she proposed in 2011.9 I have no argument with one of them: transparency. Companies that collect data should be open about when that is done and how information will be used. Another pillar sounds attractive: “the right to be forgotten.” But how far does that go? If I post something about you on my blog or write about you in a news story—a quote I heard, the fact that I saw you somewhere, the fact that you did something in the open—can I be forced to erase—to forget—that? What then of my freedom of speech? Another pillar is rhetorically appealing: “privacy by default.” But is that how we wish society to operate—closing in by reflex when we have so many new ways to open up? Flickr became a success, as I said earlier, because it was set to public by default. On a service designed for sharing—Facebook—what does complete privacy mean? Isn’t completely closed communication just email? Reding’s last pillar would require EU-level protection no matter where a service operates or where data are held. That sets a dangerous precedent. It could mean that we would all be ruled by the most stringent controls in place anywhere in the world—the high-water mark of control.10 Can we bear China claiming the same right as the EU? We see a related problem today with so-called libel tourism in the U.K. Because its libel laws are unfriendly to defendants, targets of published criticism go there to file suit against writers and publishers. In a global internet, the EU’s effort to become privacy’s sanctum could affect us all.

On the one hand, I argue against regulation. On the other hand, I argue that the government should enforce net neutrality, and that is a form of regulation. Am I hypocritical? At South by Southwest in 2011, Senator Al Franken delivered a ringing endorsement of net neutrality. He argued that proponents of net neutrality are not trying to change the internet but to keep corporations from changing it, from making the net less free than it has been since its birth. “This is a First Amendment issue,” he said. “The internet is small-d democratic. Everyone has the same say.”

Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, too, delivered a rousing defense of internet freedom in two speeches in 2010 and 2011. “In the last year, we’ve seen a spike in threats to the free flow of information. China, Tunisia, and Uzbekistan have stepped up their censorship of the internet,” she said in Washington just as the Tunisian revolt was brewing. “On their own, new technologies do not take sides in the struggle for freedom and progress, but the United States does. We stand for a single internet where all of humanity has equal access to knowledge and ideas…. The internet is a network that magnifies the power and potential of all others. And that’s why we believe it’s critical that its users are assured certain basic freedoms. Freedom of expression is first among them.”11 The following year, in 2011, she delivered another speech extolling transparency and attacking censorship. But in the same speech, she also condemned WikiLeaks for its release of cables from her agency. “Let’s be clear,” she said, “this disclosure is not just an attack on America—it’s an attack on the international community.” The leaks “tear at the fabric” of government, she argued.12 Indeed, they soon tore at the fabric of Tunisia’s corrupt government.

We cannot rely on governments—neither democracies nor tyrants—to safeguard the tool of their own disruption. Nor can we expect corporations—not Google, not cable, not telephone companies—to operate contrary to their own self-interest. “Big corporations? They’re not inherently evil,” Franken said at South by Southwest. “Corporations have a contractual duty, a legal obligation to their shareholders to make as much money as they can.” They can make more money by putting some content in the fast lane, relegating the rest to sit in traffic, and favoring their own services—the networks Comcast bought with NBC Universal, for example—over competitors’.

I do not blame them for protecting their own interests. I blame us, the people of the net, for not protecting ours, for leaving the internet vulnerable and jeopardizing the disruption of the old order and the development of our new and open society. Where is our protest at the violation of the Chinese people’s fundamental human rights to speak and assemble? When Chinese citizens, following the example of peaceful movements in the Middle East, used the net to organize events and simply stroll together at certain landmarks, government security forces came to stop them. Did we stand up for them? Where is our concern over the implications of government attacks on WikiLeaks as an agent of transparency? Would we have stood for such intimidation of The New York Times and Daniel Ellsberg? Where is our dismay at the diminishment of the public domain with the Germans’ Verpixelungsrecht? Where are our principles?

As I contemplated those questions, I thought back to the Sullivan Principles, which helped put an end to apartheid in South Africa.13 To be clear, I do not equate the repression and tyranny of apartheid with the censorship of YouTube videos or the throttling of music downloads. But there’s a lesson in the Reverend Leon Sullivan’s proposition that companies must operate responsibly. In 1977, he wrote a set of principles to use as a wedge to pressure companies doing business in South Africa to ensure equality for workers or get out. Business, companies, and capital left the country in a process that helped freedom emerge there.

We need principles to defend our internet and our publicness—fundamental beliefs that we, the users and citizens of the net, can point to when we see governments or companies violate them and threaten our freedoms. I don’t want to establish a set of laws made by the United Nations or the governments that make it up. I want principles independent of those authorities. For the tools of publicness are what empower us to check the powerful. I quote the magnificently over-the-top Declaration of Independence for Cyberspace written by John Perry Barlow, a founder of the Electronic Frontier Foundation (and Grateful Dead lyricist), in 1996: “Governments of the Industrial World, you weary giants of flesh and steel, I come from Cyberspace, the new home of the Mind. On behalf of the future, I ask you of the past to leave us alone. You are not welcome among us. You have no sovereignty where we gather…. Governments derive their just powers from the consent of the governed. You have neither solicited nor received ours.”14

Barlow taunts governments, saying they do not know “our culture, our ethics, or the unwritten codes that already provide our society more order than could be obtained by any of your impositions…. We are forming our own Social Contract.”15 He’s right. Among users of goodwill, we see a force of collective effort to create order, propriety, and justice in the digital world. A new and good society is emerging. We don’t yet know the shape of it. I have tried to use Gutenberg as a frame of reference. Others use economic terms. “Personal data is the new oil of the Internet and the new currency of the digital world,” says Meglena Kuneva, the European Union’s consumer affairs commissioner.16 Marc Davis, a researcher at Microsoft, uses the construct of property. He argues that we do not own the data we create, the data about us, the servers on which our information resides, or the wires that bring it to us. He believes we need a set of property rights and trusted agents to manage them for us so we can gain more control over our digital lives.

When technologists see obstacles, they look for detours around them. Developer and author Gina Trapani says they hack their way out of restrictions. They sometimes flout the law because they know it is doomed to be two steps behind technology. But Lawrence Lessig, of Harvard’s Berkman Center for Internet and Society, sees these questions in terms of law. Code is law, he says.17 When Facebook’s code says what is private and what is public by default, it creates statutes that govern the behavior of its users and communities. When Facebook finds its law in conflict with the norms and expectations of its community, one of them must change. The same is true even of the game company Zynga when it decides how its FarmVille agrarians will interact and how their economy of fake goods will operate. And certainly Google is aware that its code influences the behavior of both good actors and bad—the spammers who try to game its system. That is why Google publishes its software and design principles.18 When Google did the work of China’s censors, it was violating its number one principle, “Don’t be evil.”19 Is the best frame of reference for the principles of publicness history, economics, property, hacking, code, statute, or constitutional law?

Inspired by Barlow’s Declaration of Independence for Cyberspace, I was tempted to wish for the next logical step (for an American, at least): a Constitution for Cyberspace. But deciding who has the right to negotiate for the net and compromising on a set of laws would be limiting and dangerous. It would be too easy for a new and centralized power structure to emerge to enforce that Constitution. Decentralization is what makes the internet the internet. And as Dewar cautions, we should not be too quick to structure the net before we know what it is and what it can accomplish.

Making the next logical leap, I had the hubris to draft a Bill of Rights in Cyberspace on my blog. I was hardly the first to try. In 2009, a group of Chinese intellectuals issued a set of principles covering freedom of speech, including the freedom of opinion and the right to anonymity.20 The Association for Progressive Communications issued a charter starting in 2001 with a detailed set of rights. It was laden with many agendas and the tendency of committees to throw everything in with the kitchen sink.21 The Internet Rights and Principles Coalition drafted a preliminary version of its bill of rights that was similarly broad. But then, collaboratively, the group did a good job distilling it down to ten key rights:22 universality and equality; rights and social justice; accessibility; expression and association; privacy and data protection (including the right to use data encryption); life, liberty, and security; diversity; network equality; standards and regulation; and governance. The Brazilian Internet Steering Committee issued a more succinct set of Principles for the Governance and Use of the Internet.23 A group of Facebook users issued their own social bill of rights that’s quite specific to that community.24 Some have written principles covering just government data.25 These documents answer many needs with much good thinking.

What we need first, I think, is discussion. Through that we will begin to discern our shared principles for the internet and our public society. I doubt we will ever arrive at a single set of principles. But I am convinced that we must have debates around the notion of principles. In the course of that, some truths will become self-evident. We will come to examine what matters to us and what we must protect. We will expose different views, priorities, and needs. Most important, we will have an expression of some principles to point to when powerful institutions try to control our net and diminish our publicness, power, and freedom. “It is time for us to use the internet to save the internet,” Al Franken told the entrepreneurs at South by Southwest.

I return one last time to Germany, bringing the discussion full circle. After reading my proposed principles on my blog, German Justice Minister Sabine Leutheusser-Schnarrenberger responded in the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung. She argues at the start that “the potential of the digital world must not be strangled by anxious over-regulation.” Net neutrality, she declares, is “the only guarantor of the free exchange of information.” She calls for a charter for the internet built on democratic and ethical principles, including human rights and free speech. We agree. Then we disagree. She calls my philosophy “post-privacy” and says that a society’s freedom is reflected in the protection given to a person’s privacy, which she argues needs better safeguarding, updated for a new digital reality. “Personal information is not an abstract concept of ones and zeroes. It is the digital recording of a human being.” We may not disagree as much as she thinks. In any case, we both see the need for this discussion about principles. “The digital world does not primarily need new laws, it needs universal digital values,” she writes. “The internet community must intensify this process of discussion.”26 Right. This is precisely the kind of discussion we need. That is why I submit to you my set of principles—which address more than the internet and privacy—and ask you to share your perspective in an ongoing discussion at www.buzzmachine.com/publicparts.

Principles of Publicness

I. We have the right to connect.

If we cannot connect, we cannot speak. That is a new and necessary preamble to our First Amendment. Finland has declared internet access—high-speed at that—as a right of citizens. Whether countries should subsidize and provide access is a separate question. But once access is established, cutting it off should be seen as a violation of human rights. That’s what a 2011 United Nations report said. “It’s now a basic human right to have internet,” Thomson Reuters CEO Tom Glocer told media executives in the Middle East. “Systematic denial of freedom of accessing information will lead to a revolution.”27

II. We have the right to speak.

Freedom of speech is our cultural and legal default in the United States. That First Amendment protection should extend not just to information and opinions delivered by text but also to information delivered by applications and data. Yes, there need to be limitations—on child pornography online, for example. But beware the unintended consequences of attacking a specific problem with an overly broad response. To fight child porn, Australia proposed mandatory filters to block content—filters that could be used against any content.28 We cannot manage everything to the worst case, to that which might offend someone, to that which could happen. We must not live by the lowest common denominator of fear and offense and the highest watermark of regulation, diminishing our most precious right of speech in the process.

III. We have the right to assemble and to act.

It is not enough to speak. Our tools of publicness enable us to organize, to gather together—virtually or physically—and to act as a group to demonstrate or to build.

IV. Privacy is an ethic of knowing.

We need protection of privacy. We also need to adapt our norms of privacy to new social tools and behaviors so we can better understand when something is said in confidence, when information should not be used without consent, what the harm is of spreading information, and how to give people more control of their information.

V. Publicness is an ethic of sharing.

The foundation of a more public society is the principle of sharing: recognizing the benefits of generosity, building tools that facilitate it, and protecting the product of it.

VI. Our institutions’ information should be public by default, secret by necessity.

Openness is a better way to govern and a smarter way to do business.

VII. What is public is a public good.

When public information or the public space is diminished, the public loses. Secrecy too often serves the corrupt and tyrannical.

VIII. All bits are created equal.

When anyone gains the power to decide which bits, words, images, or ideas can or cannot pass freely through our network, it is no longer free.

IX. The internet must stay open and distributed.

“Let’s give credit to the people who foresaw the internet, opened it up, designed it so it would not have significant choke points, and made it possible for random people including twenty-four-year-olds in a dorm to enter and create,”29 says Eric Schmidt.

Before the 2011 meeting of the G8, French President Nicolas Sarkozy gathered a thousand leaders from government, technology, media, and universities in tents on the Tuileries Garden in Paris to consider governments’ role in the future of the internet. I stood up at this first meeting of the e-G8 and welcomed the discussion of principles but then asked Sarkozy to take a Hippocratic oath for the net: “First, do no harm.” Insulted, he mocked the question, contending that protecting intellectual property, security, privacy, and children would not harm. That’s true, depending on how it’s done—by enforcing laws that already exist or by trying to extend new authority over our new world. Sarkozy had talked of civilizing the internet and was portrayed in the French press as the sheriff riding into town to tame our Wild West. He argued that government must have a role in governing the net. “No one should forget,” he declared, “that governments in our democracies are the only legitimate representatives of the populace.” Well, tell that to the people of Tahrir Square. Their government was most certainly not their legitimate representative and they used the internet, their tool of publicness, to find their own voice. I left the meeting fearful of those who fear the internet and its change.30

I also left doubting the metaphor of internet-as-continent. Sarkozy—who’d rejected the notion of the net as a parallel universe—liked the phrase I used, “the eighth continent.” Perhaps he saw himself planting his flag in its soil. The problem is, we don’t leave our native lands to come to the net. We are all citizens of some nation, subject to its laws. Now we can also be citizens of this new society. This idea of the net as a new society is confounding to nations of politics and laws, for the net’s own sovereignty depends on no one having sovereignty over it. That’s how it was designed. That is its core principle and its disruptive power. The net, I’ve come to see, is a counterweight to the power and authority of government and of corporations. Is this at last the embodiment of Habermas’ public sphere? I think of it more as a platform for the creation of publics. To be that, it must remain independent and free of those whose power it would check—that is, the people Sarkozy called to the Tuileries tents. If the net is our platform, it is up to us, the people of the net, to learn how to use it and to protect it, establishing and defending our own principles rather than waiting for companies to deliver theirs in terms of service or governments in laws.

As we face epochal change, it is fine and necessary to ask what could go wrong and to guard against our worst-case fears. But it is also vital that we recognize new opportunities, envisioning the sort of society we can build upon an ethic of sharing. We have the tools to do it. What Gutenberg’s press brought to the early modern age, these tools now bring to anyone in this, the early digital age. They empower us. They grant us the ability to create, to connect, to organize, and to aggregate our knowledge. They provoke generosity and collaboration. They allow people to make their living in new ways and to build new industries and markets. They lower borders, even challenging our notion of nations. I hope that publicness serves to make us a more tolerant and trusting society. But this future is not assured. The choices are ours. The shape of our new world is up to us, the public.
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The notes and citations here will also appear online—at www.buzzmachine.com/publicparts—whenever appropriate, as clickable links. There, I will add clickable links to most of the web sites mentioned in the book. From time to time, I plan to add further links and updates at the site. I cannot guarantee that all links will operate forever. The internet is unfortunately littered with dead links to dead ends.

At that site and on the Facebook page for this book—on.fb.me/publicparts—I also urge you to join in the discussion about the ideas here. You can find me at my blog, BuzzMachine.com, and on Twitter @jeffjarvis (twitter.com/jeffjarvis).
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* No, “publicness” is not a word in most dictionaries. I don’t care. We invent words and remix definitions every day. Its once appropriate synonym, “publicity,” has come to mean public relations (a phrase that itself has been freighted with marketing meaning). So please allow me to define the word: pub•lic•ness: 1. The act or condition of sharing information, thoughts, or actions. 2. Gathering people or gathering around people, ideas, causes, needs: “Making a public.” 3. Opening a process so as to make it collaborative. 4. An ethic of openness.
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INTRODUCTION
 


  

NEW RELATIONSHIPS, FORMS, AND MODELS FOR NEWS
 

These digital visionaries tell people like me that we just don’t understand them. They talk about the wonders of the interconnected world, about the democratization of journalism. The news, they say, is viral now — that we should be grateful. Well, I think all of us need to beware of geeks bearing gifts. Here we are in 2009 — more viral, less profitable. Because news costs. Because quality costs. Because free sets the price too low. Because free isn’t sustainable. Because free is too expensive.
 

—LES HINTON, THEN CEO OF DOW JONES, SPEAKING TO THE WORLD NEWSPAPER CONGRESS IN HYDERABAD, INDIA, DEC. 1, 20091
 

I am grateful for geeks’ gifts to news. Technology provides no end of opportunities for improving, expanding, reimagining, and sustaining news. Yes, technology has also disrupted the news industry — its relationships, forms, and business models. But in this essay, I will try not to dwell on the fleeting past. In their white paper, The Story So Far: What We Know About the Business of Digital Journalism, Bill Grueskin and his coauthors at Columbia’s School of Journalism examined how our industry arrived at where we are today.2 Also from Columbia’s Tow Center, Post-Industrial Journalism: Adapting to the Present by Emily Bell, Clay Shirky, and Chris Anderson proposed ways for news organizations to exploit the opportunities that technology presents today to update, expand, and improve the craft.3 I now want to look to the future. Or rather, I want to examine many possible futures. I don’t want to predict where journalism will go. But I do want to imagine where it can go next and what is possible in the future.

After the invention of that great disruptive technology, the printing press, it took half a century for the book to take its own form. At the start, printers still mimicked scribes’ work, using fonts designed to duplicate their handwriting. Printing was initially promoted as “automated writing.” We still define the future in the terms of the past. Cars were “horseless carriages” propelled by “horsepower.” Radio was named what it wasn’t: “the wireless.” Today, we still “dial” and “hang up” phones, though those words have long since lost their literal meanings. For that matter, how soon will it be before it seems absurd to call smartphones “phones” when less and less we use them to talk and more and more we use them as — what? — computers, connectors, assistants, brains. . . .

On the internet today, newspapers, magazines, books, radio, and TV are each still substantially recognizable as their own forebears. Many have moved past the first phase of adaptation — shovelware, or simply pouring old wine into new skins — to take advantage of online’s added functionality. There was much oohing4 and aahing5 over a New York Times story about an avalanche with slideshows, video, photographic aerial maps, and graphics embedded in the tale.6 It’s lovely. But it still does what journalists do: It tells a story. It was still possible for The Times to print the narrative in the newspaper with little lost. We have arrived at what some may consider a destination but I hope is merely a way station: the fulfillment of multimedia storytelling. I’d like for us to look past the story; now the article is but one tool available to us to do the work of journalism. We must continue the search for what is possible today that was not possible before, to find new ways to serve the public, and to find new models to sustain that work. In this essay, I will try to rethink media and its opportunities, putting my own stake in the ground to imagine various futures and to respond to the challenge I hear often: “So, smartass, now that your damned beloved internet has ruined news, what next?”

The Columbia Journalism Review has accused me, along with New York University’s Jay Rosen and Clay Shirky and Columbia’s Emily Bell, of conspiring in a Future of News (FON) cabal.7 “At its heart, the FON consensus is anti-institutional. It believes that old institutions must wither to make way for the networked future,” CJR said. “The establishment has no plan. The FON consensus says no plan is the plan. The establishment drones on about rules and standards; the FON thinkers talk about freedom and informality.” When I met the author of that characterization, Dean Starkman, at a Baruch College event in 2012, I readily confessed that I have no damned idea what the future of news will be.8 No one does.

If I had a plan, I’d be eliminating possibilities. I’d be predicting the future and prescribing it. But I’m not trying to do that. If we define the future today, we’ll do so in the terms of our past. Horseless carriages. We still have more imagining to do. That’s what this essay is: an exercise in personal brainstorming — one I’d like to see undertaken by journalism students, journalism teachers, journalists, publishers, media companies, technologists, investors, activists, and anyone who cares about news and society. If we don’t imagine many futures, we can’t build any. We must start by questioning three key industrial assumptions about news, or we’ll never get past trying to preserve them.

 

 


	■   
	First, that the natural role of the public in relation to journalism is as the mass, as an audience — or as my friend Rosen calls them now, the people formerly known as the audience.9 Who are they today? What roles can they play? How does this shift in roles affect the value of the journalist in this new relationship? In the first part of this essay, I will propose different perspectives for conceiving of the role of journalism in society: as a service, a builder of platforms, an organizer, an advocate, a teacher, an incubator. I will argue that journalism must learn how to get into the relationship business; that, I believe, can be a foundation for a new business strategy for the news industry.


	■   
	Second, that the article is the atomic unit and necessary product of news and that journalists are storytellers. Articles, I am sure, will remain a key tool journalists will use to add value to a flow of information — with narrative, organization, context, summary, example, and discussion. But in the second part of this essay, I will try to move past the article or story to examine other forms news may take: as data (our current darling) and also as functionality, as platforms, as sets of information assets with many paths through them, as curation, as conversations.


	■   
	The final assumption: That old business models can be recreated in a new reality, that newsrooms will (or won’t) be preserved, that print won’t (or will) survive, that people will or should (or won’t) pay for news, that advertising must (or can’t) support news, that media companies will control news (or die). I don’t believe that news is in jeopardy. We see increased access to news, interest in it, need for it, means of sharing it, and discussion about it online. I don’t think demand is the problem. Business models most certainly are a problem (though to say that business models are the only problem is to fool ourselves into thinking that the rest of journalism needn’t change). So I will concentrate in the third part of this essay on possible new models, including some we have been studying at the Tow-Knight Center for Entrepreneurial Journalism, which I direct at the City University of New York’s Graduate School of Journalism. The goal is to find sustainable — that is, profitable — support for news. But that is not merely a discussion of replacing lost revenue; we also must examine new efficiencies in what will surely be smaller, post-monopoly news enterprises. Mostly, we must concentrate on where and how journalism adds value to a community’s knowledge and only then consider how it can extract value for its sustenance. So perhaps the news industry must think past the idea that it is in the content, advertising, and distribution businesses. Perhaps we should ask whether — like Google and Facebook — news instead should be a service that helps people accomplish their goals. Here I return to the relationship strategy for news and explore the opportunity to build new business models around value over volume.



 

I ask us to question nearly every assumption about news but by no means to reject them all. In the face of disruption, we need to reaffirm and preserve established values. At CUNY, our founding dean, Steve Shepard, emphasizes that we must teach the eternal verities of journalism, including accuracy, fairness, and completeness. Here I will argue that the key question journalists must ask today is how they add value to the flow of information in a community, a flow that can now occur without mediators — that is, without media. Journalists will continue to do that by trying to answer the questions that aren’t being asked, adding reporting and often using narrative to provide the sense and context that is all the more needed today. As journalists concentrate on where they can bring real value instead of their old production ethos — manufacturing newspapers, magazines, and TV shows — they can rise above the commodification and devaluation of their trade.

I start this exercise using a broad (some may say too broad) definition of journalism, which is: helping a community better organize its knowledge so it can better organize itself. Journalism has always endeavored to do that. But we in the field came to define ourselves less by our value and mission and more by our media and tools — ink on pulp or slick paper, sound or images over airwaves. Now we have new tools to exploit. Those tools require new skills and create new value. But at the core, we serve citizens and communities. As this essay progresses, I will expand and contract that definition of journalism like an accordion. I will narrow it drastically when I seek to identify the essence of journalism, its greatest value and service, that which we must preserve in this time of economic turmoil in the industry. I will broaden the definition when I describe inclusive news ecosystems that can serve many communities, many interests, and many needs and that can band together in networks that can share content, audience, technology, support, and, I hope, advertising sales.

We have much to emulate from the inventors of the net: Vint Cerf’s and his colleagues’ creation of standards and protocols that enforce the principle of enabling anyone to speak with anyone;10 Sir Tim Berners-Lee’s implementation of the simple link to connect people and information; Google’s quest to organize and make accessible the world’s information (not to mention reinvent advertising); Wikipedia’s similar goal (without the advertising); Mark Zuckerberg’s creation of a platform to connect people; the creation of platforms by Blogger, WordPress, and Movable Type that enable anyone to create and share what they have to say; Twitter surprising itself to become a tool for instantly updating the world — with news; Tumblr’s and Pinterest’s insight in making interest the engine of distribution; YouTube for making content embeddable everywhere; Reddit for attempting to channel the energy that fuels comments into collaboration; Kickstarter, Indiegogo and now Beacon Readers for harnessing the generosity of crowds; Amazon for building platforms and learning from the signals we generate to serve us with greater relevance. We also can learn much from these innovators’ instinct to experiment and shift direction (pivot, as they say) and their willingness, even eagerness, to learn and fail. These are geeks’ gifts.

We need to look for the opportunities that technology and its disruption bring. I hope that every reader of this essay outdoes me, finding more and better routes to explore — and exploring them. I hope to hear the discussion about news shift from its lost past to its future — its many possible futures.
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NO MAS MASS MEDIA
 

“There are in fact no masses,” said sociologist Raymond Williams, “there are only ways of seeing people as masses.”11 Without masses, what then of mass media? Media are built to serve people at scale, all at once, all the same. Our industrial wonder is that we could even accomplish that, manufacturing and distributing a complex and timely product in print or harnessing technology to reach untold millions via broadcast every single day. Our organizations and business models are built for bulk. We are invested in the masses. Hell, media invented mass.

I still hear people my age lament the passing of the Cronkite era’s grand shared experience of media, as if we all were meant to sit at the same time watching the same images of the same news. That was a short-lived era indeed, from the mid-’50s — when the arrival of television killed the diversity of voices from competitive newspapers in most American cities, leaving the lone survivors to serve everyone the same — to the mid-’90s and the arrival of the internet, which mortally wounded those monopolistic newspapers and threatened TV’s media hegemony. But the net’s real victim was not one medium or another. What it killed was the idea of the mass.

Should we continue to serve people as a mass now that we can serve and connect them as individuals? I will argue throughout this essay that relationships — knowing people as individuals and communities so we can better serve them with more relevance, building greater value as a result — will be a necessity for media business models, a key to survival and success. Yes, of course, we will still make content. But content is not the end product. It is only one tool we will use to inform and serve our communities and their members. Content may still have intrinsic value as something to sell. But now it also has value as a means to learn about a person: what she is interested in, what she knows and wants to know, where she lives, what she does — all signals that can enable a news organization to deliver her greater value and earn more loyalty, engagement, and revenue in turn. That is how Google, Facebook, and Amazon operate.

Unfortunately, we in news are not built to do that. Offline, we may have readers’ names on subscription lists, along with their addresses and credit card numbers to bill and deliver to them. Online, even if we have collected their email addresses or demanded they register by name, we still don’t have the means to gather, understand, and serve their individual needs and interests. We don’t know them. We count them. We still want these anonymous “unique users” to add up to a critical mass so we can serve them “pageviews” and sell them to advertisers en masse. Those are the mass-media metrics by which we still measure success.

I know of more than one local news site that worked so hard to perfect their search-engine optimization that they ended up attracting millions of users and pageviews from outside their markets. Those users are worthless to the local advertisers that provide almost all the revenue for these sites. These out-of-market users either wreck the performance of local ads — who wants to click on a sale a thousand miles away? — or are served low-value network or remnant advertising. I asked these sites to calculate the value of in-market vs. out-of-market users and they found the former worth at least 20 times the latter. So there is the first cinder block in building a relationship with a user: Does she live in your market? That’s not big data. It’s small data. Next, a news organization should want to learn where she lives and works so it can give her news around her home and restaurant reviews near her office. More small data. Then it may want to learn this person’s interests, gender, age, and marital and parental status. She won’t tell us these things simply because we want her to or require her to — how often have you lied on a pesky registration form? She will reveal herself to us only if she benefits in return, if she engages in a voluntary transaction built on mutual value. If we want to learn where a person lives and works, why not for example build a traffic and transit information service that helps with her daily commute? That may not come in the form of content as we know it: articles in inverted pyramids. Instead it should bring her functionality such as embedded maps from Google or Waze, travel schedules with the means for commuters to fact-check them, and a platform allowing commuters as a community to share tips, frustrations, and warnings about their shared routes to work. See, for example, CleverCommute.com.

Once we do know more about her, we can give her more relevant service as well as more relevant advertising or commerce, wasting less of her time on content she doesn’t care about and wasting fewer merchants’ dollars pitching a restaurant two hours away or trying to sell a stroller to a grandparent. The content and services we give to this person will still, of course, need to include news we believe everyone will want to know — about the governor’s race or the big storm coming — but overall the content should progressively and effortlessly become smarter about the person: personalized by giving priority to news about her town or her children’s school or her interest in tennis and the company where she works.

Media people must learn key relationship skills: how to provide services that give people a reason to reveal themselves; how to build their trust so they will do that; how to gather this data; how to analyze it; how to act on it for for the good of the users; and how to exploit it for economic benefit. It’s critical that we deliver value before extracting it. That is what Google does by giving away free services such as its Mail, Maps, Calendar, Drive, Docs, Plus, Hangouts, and YouTube. And that is why Google has entered into new businesses beyond search, especially mobile. Each of these services generates signals about people that Google can act on to provide relevance and value for users and in turn build untold value for Google. Using Google Maps on my Android phone, I gladly tell Google where I am and where I’m going so Google can help get me there. Thus Google knows where I live and work but my local newspaper doesn’t. I tell Google what I’m looking for so it can help me find it. I tell Google who my friends are in case they have any recommendations. I’m not violating my privacy and neither is Google. I’m choosing to do this. I’m gaining benefit in a relationship built on information, service, and trust. (Doesn’t that sound like the basis of a new mission for news media?)

The next frontier for Google as well as Amazon and countless other companies, from credit-card issuers to coupon services, is to get closer to our transactions. That will offer the most valuable data of all, and is one reason Google and Amazon are experimenting with same-day delivery of goods bought online, pitting them against many of the local retailers who are newspapers’ advertisers (there’s another brick pulled out of our Jenga tower). They are all fighting to know who we are, where we are, and what we want. They are trying to find ways to help us get it. These skills will be key to resurrecting at least newspapers (that is, local media companies) and magazines (that is, interest-based media companies) and perhaps broadcast (the most mass of mass media).

A local online news site should know where you live and what you care about. It should have more opportunities to learn more about you than a gigantic, global company such as Google, because it can help inform you about your town (and thus learn where you live and perhaps which issues there matter to you); it can help you find good places to eat through your neighbors’ recommendations (and so find out you’re vegetarian); it can help you amuse yourself (and learn what sports you follow and what kind of music and movies you like); it can connect you with people in a community (and discover, for example, whether you are a parent or a wrestling fan). News organizations can use this information to personalize the delivery of what they already make — that’s the easy part — but also should use it to inform their priorities and how they use their resources in building services. At About.com, where I consulted when The New York Times bought it, writers studied the search queries that brought readers to their site. If people were asking questions for which About.com didn’t have ready answers, the staff wrote the answers. Witnessing that was a *duh* moment for me. Shouldn’t all news organizations have robust means to listen to the needs and curiosities of the public? Now, some journalists will say that their work should not be dictated by public desires or else we’ll feed people nothing but . . . well, nothing but the gossip and gore we already feed them in abundance. There is nothing wrong with listening to the people we serve. If you discover there are thousands of cancer patients in your market, then why not add an oncologist’s blog and a cancer community? If you learn that people are enraged about train service, that’s the best reason to assign a reporter to investigate.

Relationship skills could be even more important to magazines. Some years ago, I was asked to be on a panel at a magazine industry conference. A few days before the event, its organizer called me and asked, “Uh, Jeff, are you going to say that magazines are doomed?” Before I could answer, he added: “And if you are, could you please not come?” So I asked myself whether magazines have cause for hope. I decided they should be able to make the transition to online because magazines already were surrounded by communities of shared interest and information — and the net serves communities well. But these days, it looks as if I may have been wrong. Gourmet, Mademoiselle, and Parenting are dead. So many titles are shrunken and suffering. The once-vaunted Time Inc., object of desire first for Warner Bros. and then AOL, was exiled from Time Warner to keep its bad karma away from the entertainment empire. I used to love magazines. I bought them by the pound. I worked for them. I started one, Entertainment Weekly. But I don’t buy them now, in print or on my tablet. Like magazine queen Tina Brown, I don’t even read them much anymore.12 Yet I’m not giving up on magazines, just as I’m not giving up on newspapers. They both still have so much potential to convene people around an interest or an idea and to serve and bring value to communities and their members.

As we in media build new skills around relationships, we must first stop seeing people as a mass. We need to know them, then serve them as individuals and communities. And so, as I will further explore in the third part of this essay, we need to shift our metrics of success from anonymous mass measurements — circulation, unique users, pageviews, email addresses — to metrics of relationships:

 

 


	■   
	How many people do we know (even if not by name but merely by location, need, interest, or behavior)?


	■   
	How many reasons do we give these people to let us know more about them (what relevant services do we offer)?


	■   
	How much do we know about each individual — how many small data points about each person have we gathered?


	■   
	How are we able to exploit that information for their benefit?


	■   
	How can we exploit this information for our benefit — through advertising, fees, data, events, or other models (which I’ll explore in the last part of this essay)?


	■   
	What communities exist among our users (for just as they are not a mass, they are not a single public, a single community)?


	■   
	And a very important metric for journalism: How informed are members of our community? As informed as they want to be? That requires that we first ask people and listen to them about their needs and the outcomes they desire and then find the best means to fulfill those needs: through platforms that enable them to share, through education, through data made open, and through reporting and narrative. This leads to our most critical measurement of journalistic value: Did the people we serve accomplish their goals?



 


  



CONTENT VS. SERVICE
 

Is news really a content business? Should it be? Perhaps defining ourselves as content creators is a trap. That worldview convinces us that our value is embodied entirely in what we make rather than in the good people derive from it. The belief that our business is to produce a product called content is what drives us to build paywalls around it — to argue that the public should pay for what we make because it costs us money to make it and, besides, they’ve always paid for it. It motivates us to fight over protecting our content from what we view as theft — using copyright — rather than recognizing the value that content and the information in it can bring in informing relationships. As content creators, we separate ourselves from the public while we create our product until we are finished and make it public — because that is what our means of production and distribution long demanded; only now are we learning to collaborate during the process. Our monopoly over those means of production also convinced us that we could own, control, and wield pricing power over this scarcity called content.

These circumstances left us ill-prepared for a technological era when copies cost nothing; when content and thus competition are abundant; when information becomes a commodity the instant it can be passed on with a link and click; and when the value of information — before it is spread and known — has a half-life now measured in milliseconds. Content, it turns out, is not a great business.

To suggest that we are not in the content business is to argue that journalists are not primarily storytellers: high heresy indeed. That idea pulls the rug out from under everything we assume and hold dear about our craft and trade: our job descriptions, our production processes, our legal status, our measures of success, and certainly our business models. Fear not: Content will continue to be valued. But content’s value may be more as a tool than as an end in itself and certainly not as our only product.

Well then, if we are not in the content business, what business are we in? Consider journalism as a service. Content is that which fills something. Service is that which accomplishes something. To be a service, news must be concerned with outcomes rather than products. What should journalism’s result be? That seems obvious: better-informed individuals and a better-informed society. But who’s to define “informed” and who’s to measure success: journalists or citizens? Jay Rosen challenged me on Twitter, saying that if journalism is a service then it must have terms of service. Shouldn’t it be the public that sets those terms?

Journalists have believed that informing the public is their job and that the role of editors is to decide what the public ought to know. We set the terms of service. We define what it means to be an informed citizen. We often complain as well that too much of society is ill-informed. Let’s put aside that rather paternalistic attitude toward the public we serve. If we do not believe in the will of the public to be informed, then we might as well give up on democracy, free markets, and the ideals of education, not to mention journalism. I am confident that there will continue to be a market demand for the information a society needs to function. That must be an article of faith if we are to hold out hope to sustain journalism.

Let’s also acknowledge that, in the oft-quoted and misquoted words of Dan Gillmor, our public knows more than we do.13 So our job isn’t only to inform the public. It is also our job to help them inform each other. In the past, when somebody knew what others needed to know, we had limited tools to spread that knowledge: a reporter found the expert, witness, or official to answer a question and the news organization distributed what she learned. Now we have more tools at hand that allow communities to communicate directly. So perhaps our first task in expanding journalism’s service should be to offer platforms that help individuals and communities to seek, reveal, gather, share, organize, analyze, understand, and use their own information — or to better use the platforms that already exist, from Twitter to Facebook to Reddit. The internet has proven to be good at helping communities inform themselves, sharing what’s happening via Twitter, what’s known via Wikipedia, and what matters to people through conversational tools. Comments, blog posts, and tweets — nevermind their frequent banality and repetition and sometimes incivility — tap the cultural consciousness.

Of course, there is much that a community needs to know that is not in that exchange of information. That is where journalists can and should add to a community’s knowledge by asking questions that are not already answered — by reporting and investigating; by adding context and explanation; by finding and including expertise in the discussion; by weighing trust and authority; by checking facts and debunking assumptions and rumors; by making information accessible through narrative or visualization; and by packaging and presenting through editing, curation, and discovery. Most of those skills are old: what journalists have long done, only now made faster. Some skills are new, facilitated by technology: presenting data for the public to interrogate; making tools; convening discussion; organizing activities. So, yes, there is a need for journalists. But simply distributing information is no longer our monopoly as gatekeepers and no longer a proper use of our scarce resources. Without that monopoly on information, we can no longer claim that it is up to us to decide what the public should know. People can more easily find out what they need to know without us. Indeed, the more we help them do that on their own, the better: The public is better informed; journalists have more opportunities to add their value; and the entire enterprise of news costs less.

This idea of outcomes-oriented journalism requires that we respect the public and what it knows and needs and wants to know. It forces us to stop thinking that we know better than the public. It leads us to create systems to gather the public’s knowledge. Recall that this was the key insight that led Larry Page and Sergey Brin to invent Google’s search and business: They trusted the clicks of the users. They created a system to observe and learn from those clicks, using that data to help them organize the world’s knowledge and make it accessible and relevant to every user as an individual. Doesn’t that also sound like a restatement of journalism’s true mission?

Let me apply these ideas to a practical example: In 2012, when Hurricane Sandy struck New Jersey, where I live, and New York, where I work, my information needs were clear: I wanted to know which streets were closed, where power was out, where power crews were working, what gas stations were open and stocked, what stores and restaurants were open (and had wi-fi), and which transit lines were operating. Most of that information — that data — is best presented in constantly updated lists. But news media mostly gave me articles, which only summarized that data and guaranteed its incompleteness as well as its staleness and eventual inaccuracy. Narratives informing me that a lot of trees had fallen and many homes were without power — salted with quotes from fellow residents — told me nothing I didn’t already know and nothing I needed. The shortcomings of the article are a necessary condition of our prior means of production and the business model that resulted. We needed to package information into the confines of pages or shows — thus, stories. We could afford only so many reporters and they had only so many ways to gather information directly, so our knowledge was necessarily incomplete. Those conditions no longer apply. We have new ways to gather more information from more sources and to make it available to individuals as they need it. And we have the means to find out what they need.

Imagine if a local news site had put up a simple map allowing residents in town to post pictures of their streets and neighborhoods with captions — metadata — telling us which streets were closed and where power crews were working, with time used as a factor in displaying relevance. The site needn’t have built that map. It could have employed functionality from Google Maps, SeeClickFix (a service that lets neighbors report problems around them), or Ushahidi (an open-source platform to collect and present information on maps). And then the local media organization could have used its power to convene the community’s attention and urge neighbors to share more information. Working in networks with local bloggers, the editors could have combined the knowledge of many audiences, many communities. The news site’s reporters could have contributed more data, obtaining information from the power company and local government about where they said their crews were working — and then asking residents to confirm the truth of authorities’ assertions. (This is an example of journalistic skepticism and follow-through that was sadly missing in coverage in my town.) By providing the means for residents and officials to share data, the news organization can effectively and efficiently check off many of my information needs.

Where there’s a checkmark missing, that is where reporting is needed. That is when the journalist challenges the utility over its inaccurate dispatches or calls the schools superintendent to ask what her requirements will be for reopening. The journalist can ask the people in town what else they need to know. If the platform that the news site provides is flexible enough, then users will take it over to meet their own, unpredictable needs (such flexibility is a necessary criterion of a true platform). My neighbors with generators could have posted offers to let others charge their phones, and neighbors without generators could have banded together to buy them before the next storm (allowing savvy electricians to see the discussion and bid for the business).

This worldview resets the essential relationship of the journalist to the public. It says the public knows more than the journalist. It makes it possible for the journalist to listen to the public’s needs. It not only creates a collaborative relationship between journalist and public, it puts the journalist in the proper role as servant to the public, following its lead. This is more than crowdsourcing — that is, sharing work with the public, asking them to complete the jobs that journalists already do. This arrangement allows the public to use tools as it sees fit to share the information it wants to share. That is a way of envisioning journalism as a service, not as content.

If we see content as a tool in the service of journalism and of our communities — rather than as an end and as the essence of our business — then we change more than our relationship with the public. We change our processes: We listen first and open channels to do so. We build systems that help a community to share what it already knows — the more the better — and we monitor that flow of information and conversation to see where our skills are needed to anoint authority, eliminate repetition, correct errors, improve presentation, fill in blanks. We change our job descriptions: I’m not suggesting that journalists all become coders, the better to build platforms. But we should begin to see ourselves as enablers, sometimes educators, even organizers and, yes advocates. We change how we measure our success — on the number, depth, quality, and value of the relationships we build — and how well-informed and well-equipped people are as a result. Perhaps we reconsider even our defensiveness over copyright, if we are no longer the exclusive creators of all news content but also are redistributors of others’ information. And that, of course, depends on whether we manage to change our business models (which I discuss in the third part of this essay), building value in relationships rather than in merely manufacturing a commodity: content. Once again, that is Google’s, Facebook’s, Amazon’s, and eBay’s bet: that knowing and then anticipating individuals’ needs will generate value, whether through fees or advertising or commerce.

I had lunch sometime ago with a former TV news executive who complained that Google and Facebook use media’s steel to make their cars — that is, that they commoditize content, using it to extract greater profit from their high end of the value chain. “Mark Zuckerberg,” he said, “does not respect content.” I thought about that for a moment and disagreed. “No,” I said, “I think Zuckerberg respects content more than we do. We respect only the content we make. If content people don’t make it, it’s not content, it’s junk.” But Mark Zuckerberg finds value in that supposed junk, as does Larry Page. They recognize that the content the public creates in its sharing and conversation online can generate signals about both the information and the individuals: Who they are, where they are, where they’re going, where they’ve been, whom they know, what they know, what they want to know, what they want, what they like, what they buy. All those signals enable those companies to target content, services, sales, and advertising to users, giving the users relevance and treating them as individuals and not merely as members of a demographic.

I told this executive a story I’d written in What Would Google Do? about seeing Zuckerberg questioned by a powerful media executive at the World Economic Forum annual meeting in Davos.14 “Mark,” the executive implored, “tell me how to make a community. We should be able to own communities. Tell me how.” Zuckerberg, a geek of few words, answered with two: “You can’t.” Full stop. After an uncomfortable pause, he told this room full of media executives that they were asking the wrong question. “You don’t make communities,” he said. “Communities already exist. They’re already doing what they want to do. The question you should be asking is how you can help them do what they want to do better.” His prescription for them was to bring communities “elegant organization.” That’s what young Mark did for Harvard and then the rest of us. That’s what journalism has long attempted to do, and that is how I came to the definition of journalism I shared in the introduction: helping communities organize their knowledge so they can better organize themselves. Now we have many more and some better ways to do that.

If our role as journalists is to help communities better organize their knowledge and themselves, then it is apparent that we are in the service business and that we must draw on many tools, including content, and place value on the relationships we build with members of our communities. We are in the relationship business. So now let us begin to catalog the forms those relationships can take with the people we serve, with the ecosystems in which we work, and with our business partners.


  



NEWS AS PLATFORM
 

Back to Hurricane Sandy. When news sites all-in-all failed to give me the information I needed or the means to get it, I used other tools to turn directly to my neighbors. I went to Patch, the hyperlocal news service then owned by Aol. Patch was one of the news services that gave me articles with stale summaries of too little information. But it also provided a blogging platform that allowed me to publish a brief screed complaining that our town was spreading misinformation by distributing a list of streets where the power company was supposedly working — including ones around me, where nary a truck was to be seen. I criticized the town for taking the utility at its unreliable word. In the comments under that post, other residents joined in, checked the list against their streets, and shared their observations and my frustration. It was through collaboration with my fellow townspeople — not a reporter’s reporting — that we could fact-check the utility’s list. If only a local news organization had provided that functionality with a more organized platform, better than comments, to let us to share what we knew. It could have posted the list in a wiki where we could add notations or to a map where we could add pictures and reports.

My neighbors and I got our chainsaws out to remove about three dozen trees from our street and driveways just so we could get out and so emergency crews could get in. We were all without power. Once freed, some neighbors went to stay elsewhere — my family, luckily, in a hotel; others with relatives or at vacation homes. The neighborhood Sandy diaspora wanted to stay in touch to stay informed. We resorted first to email but the chain became unwieldy. So I opened an account at a new service, Nextdoor, which promised a private network for neighbors with verified addresses. There was a platform! I hit a few snags: Nextdoor’s address database was missing many of my neighbors’ home addresses and wouldn’t let me correct it. The service insisted that I include a minimum of 75 homes in my neighborhood even though, in my semi-rural area, that meant including people I’d never met who lived more than two miles away. And it prescribed topics for discussion — crime and safety, primarily — instead of what we really wanted to talk about: getting power back on or, later, buying generators. A true platform would have allowed users to best define how to use it. So we reverted to inefficient email. In the meantime, I’ve met Nextdoor’s founder, Nirav Tolia, who raised $100 million from an impressive set of investors: Kleiner Perkins, Greylock Partners, Benchmark, Jeff Bezos’ personal fund, Google Ventures, Allen & Co. The company is addressing these issues and building a promising platform for neighbors to connect and share information in a private, trusted environment. I’ve spoken with him about how local media should be involved. Tolia says Nextdoor can exist because Facebook blew its chance to create a platform for verified identity. I’d add that Nextdoor can exist because local newspapers missed the opportunity to be Nextdoor.

After the hurricane, New Jersey suffered a gasoline shortage, because downed trees and flooding blocked deliveries and service stations lost power. When stations did open up, lines formed for miles, so police had to come and direct traffic. The police knew when stations had power and gas and would be open. They could have shared that information with the public, and media could have helped them do that. But they didn’t. So drivers sought any tool that could help while wasting precious gas driving around looking for more of it. Many resorted to another rather unwieldy platform: Twitter, where we shared information around the hashtag #njgas. It was an imperfect system, because it meant reading alerts about open stations too many miles away and because the information had a very short shelf life. Still, it was the best available information and it was useful enough to tell me to head west, toward Pennsylvania, where I would find fuel. In gratitude, I contributed my own updates about open stations.

What if a local news organization provided a platform that could have met our needs post-Sandy — or on any day? What would that look like? I don’t mean that it should build another Twitter or Nextdoor. Note well that in the case of Twitter, the real platform wasn’t so much the technology but the social convention of the hashtag. The idea of the hashtag itself was first proposed by Chris Messina, not an employee of Twitter, who suggested in 2007 that it would be a way to find tweets around events or topics.15
NJ.com claimed credit for starting and promoting the specific #njgas hashtag after Sandy. Platforms need not be made via coding. They can often be made via common, spontaneous conventions. News organizations have the megaphone to help establish those conventions.

There are many ways a news organization can become a platform. It can provide existing technology (wikis, forums, maps, data bases, surveys, and more) and work through existing services its communities already use (culling relevant information and reports from YouTube, Twitter, Facebook, Tumblr, Google+, Pinterest, Vine, Tout, et al). News organizations can explore new technologies (for example, sensors that report the environment around them, wearable cameras, video streaming from phones, data analysis of social conversation) to facilitate the sharing of information. It can also help independent bloggers and community correspondents succeed at covering their own towns — offering them content, promotion, technology, advertising networks, training, and the means to collaborate. News organizations no longer operate alone, in monopolies or silos. They live surrounded by many competitors or collaborators — how you view them depends on your worldview — in a disorganized but growing ecosystem of news.


  



ECOSYSTEMS AND NETWORKS
 

After the invention of the high-speed press, news became a vertically organized industry. Single corporations controlled every step: the entire process of defining, reporting, and producing news; its manufacture, its distribution, its sale, and its support through advertising sales. In the last half of the last century, especially in America, news companies operated in oligopolies or often as monopolies. They maintained pricing power over the cost of content to consumers and advertising to sponsors. They wielded buying power over suppliers. The arrangement was great — for publishers, at least — while it lasted. It’s no wonder those news companies mourn its passing. The single force that powered their empires was scarcity: control over the precious resources of production and distribution.

Now, of course, we all hold the means of production and distribution for news, information, and content in our hands with our keyboards or phones (or whatever devices follow). Anyone can gather and distribute information; anyone can find or join an appropriate public; everyone can be connected to anyone without need of gatekeepers or mediators — that is, media. Abundance rules in digital. As publishers shrink, they may claim that news is becoming scarcer because they make less of it. But in truth news is growing — albeit unevenly and in many ways unreliably — via no end of new sources contributing to a larger information ecosystem.

Let’s examine my home state, New Jersey, as an example of a news ecosystem. We’ve never really had a television station to call our own; instead New York and Philadelphia beam over the border to us. Our little-watched public TV station was handed over by the state to New York’s PBS station, WNET. Our little-heard public radio stations were also taken over by stations in New York and Philadelphia, WNYC and WHYY respectively. Our one notable statewide radio station, NJ101.5, is — how shall I put this with academic rigor and grace? — dreck. We have one once-dominant newspaper, The Star-Ledger, owned by Advance Publications (where I used to work and still advise), and its affiliated news service, NJ.com. There are a few more dailies owned by Gannett and local families, and a slew of weeklies. They all are shrinking. The New York Times used to cover New Jersey but has all but given up to pursue international ambitions. The Philadelphia Inquirer is holding on for dear life. Such is the state of legacy media in New Jersey.

But we do have a growing cadre of local bloggers such as Baristanet in Montclair, Red Bank Green, My Verona NJ, Cliffview Pilot, Elizabeth Inside Out (published by a former CUNY entrepreneurial student, serving a town poorer than the rest), Brick City Live (from another CUNY student, serving Newark), Morristown Green (another CUNYite), Rahway Rising (writing just about redevelopment), The Alternative Press (which covers a handful of towns), and a few dozen more. But I wish for many more than that. We have local communities such as Jersey Shore Hurricane News connecting through Facebook (from yet another CUNY veteran), where thousands of people gathered to share information during two big storms and continue to connect. Neighbors in Maplewood and South Orange still get together in a bulletin board at Maplewood Online. Cranford Radio covers its town in audio. We have what’s left of Aol’s Patch. Nextdoor is growing. Former newspaper people are managing to eke out a living and continue their beat reporting at NJ Spotlight and New Jersey Newsroom. The New York Observer runs the web site PolitickerNJ, a mini Politico for Trenton; its core business is selling a premium newsletter with gavel-to-gavel statehouse coverage called State Street Wire. There are sites serving special interests: Glocally Newark covers culture in the city; Barista Kids serves moms in Montclair; Pharmalot covers the state’s international pharmaceutical industry (it was started inside the Star-Ledger, then run independently by its author, then absorbed into the Wall Street Journal); Jersey Bites reviews restaurants, as do a few other blogs; Clever Commute offers services to long-suffering commuters, including a $35-a-year premium app. Not-for-profit investigative news organization ProPublica does much work in the state. Independent public radio station WBGO is a worldwide jazz brand and WFMU is so independent it’s impossible to describe; each has convened international audiences online. There’s robust but isolated ethnic media in the state. And there’s the appropriately named WeirdNJ, which compiles our many oddities. Finally, let’s not forget the thousands upon thousands of New Jerseyans who share information with each other on Twitter, Facebook, Pinterest, Tumblr, forums on NJ.com and other media sites, and via their own blogs. When I use the words “news organization,” I could mean any of them, not just the big, old newspaper.

There are many nonmedia contributors to the New Jersey ecosystem. State agencies and local governments are slowly getting better at sharing their information, adding to the ecosystem. The Town Stats Project is a humble effort to begin to collate local data. Companies such as utilities share information in spurts. Google obviously offers much information, from traffic to weather to restaurants to news aggregation. Google also delivers audience and, in some cases, revenue (though not much) to sites in the state. Facebook provides audience and in one case — the Jersey Shore Hurricane News — a platform for publishing and for finding collaborators to contribute news. Twitter provides promotion as well as tips and content — ditto Instagram and YouTube. WordPress is the most commonly used publishing system. Apple and Android enable some services to make and sell apps. And I hope someone — an existing participant or someone new — will build an advertising network that can aggregate the audience of many of these sites to reach the critical mass needed to sell to larger, state-wide marketers. (I’m working on that.)

You get the idea. New Jersey — like many markets — now has a growing and disorganized hodgepodge of sites, services, communities, and individuals operating on various platforms with different motives, with more or fewer resources, and with business models from none to not-for-profit to hoping-for-profit to profitable. They all contribute to a larger ecosystem of information in the state and its communities.

This notion of an ecosystem can be confusing as we leave an era dominated by monolithic media — large, vertically integrated companies with tangible products, obvious control over scarce resources, and clear brands. Now we have this untidy hydra we call an ecosystem. No one is in charge. It has huge blank spots — there are 565 towns in New Jersey, each an opportunity for corruption needing a watchdog, and only a few dozen of them covered. There is no longer a single, simple business model: circulation + advertising. Quality and credibility are sometimes question marks. Surely, you say, this is not an improvement. Perhaps not yet, but it can be. My state is a blank slate where innovation and collaboration can bloom, where more voices than ever can be heard, where citizens can end up better informed and more engaged than they were. But to get there, the ecosystem needs help and its members need to help each other. Members of an ecosystem can share content, audience, and best practices. They can share effort on collaborative projects, accomplishing more together than they could alone. They can share revenue through joint advertising sales and other activities, like events. They can also save on expenses by pooling their purchasing power for space, technology, or services. Later, when I explore new efficiencies for news, I will examine the impact of the link on a news ecosystem: how it forces each member to specialize and concentrate on what it does best and how it enables every member of an ecosystem to link to its complementary colleagues. Members of an ecosystem eventually learn a Golden Rule of linking: Linking to others is a service to readers and a courtesy to the site that receives the link. Linking can and should be a virtuous circle.

None of this will happen on its own. Lone-wolf journalists and monopolistic publishers are among the least likely professionals to think collaboratively. In the early days of the commercial web, more than a dozen large American newspaper publishers banded together to create the New Century Network, which was supposed to help them share content, audience, and advertising sales and build market power against the growing, frightening power of Prodigy and Yahoo. The Silicon Valley venture-capital firm Kleiner Perkins thought the network was such a good idea that it wanted to invest. But the newspapers could not agree even to take the money. Instead, the newspapers wasted their own money. In the end, which came quickly, the network died. News organizations must learn that it is in their enlightened self-interest to reach out and cooperate within the ecosystems that now surround them. Collaboration is an imperative for survival.

To lead horses to water in New Jersey and create a structure to foster and support collaboration in the state’s news ecosystem, I have had the privilege of working with Chris Daggett and Molly de Aguiar at the Geraldine R. Dodge Foundation, the John S. and James L. Knight Foundation, and other philanthropies to help develop a New Jersey model for a collaborative news ecosystem. A first building block of the project was to open the New Jersey News Commons at Montclair State University. It was started by the cofounder of Baristanet, Debbie Galant, whom I’d crowned the queen of hyperlocal. The Commons was assigned four tasks:

 

 


	■   
	To train members of the ecosystem in the skills of journalism, media, and business.


	■   
	To curate, distribute, and thus encourage the best work from the ecosystem across its members. The Commons set up a network that allows members to embed each others’ articles and posts on any of their sites; later I’ll explain that in greater depth.


	■   
	To foster collaboration among members of the ecosystem.


	■   
	To provide services members of the ecosystem need. We hope that could include libel and health insurance, though they are difficult to come by.



 

These sites also need business support — to improve advertising sales and develop other revenue streams, such as events — which is coming from the Local News Lab at the Dodge Foundation, run by de Aguiar and Josh Stearns. At first, we thought it was important for Montclair State to provide space so members of the ecosystem — public TV, public radio, NJ Spotlight, NJ.com, bloggers, and technology providers — could work alongside each other. But that turned out to be much less important than other mechanisms for collaboration. So far, members of the ecosystem have joined in a content- and audience-sharing network, learned how to share information on election nights, worked on collaborative reporting projects around Hurricane Sandy recovery and immigration, shared best practices with each other, and taken training in a wide range of topics.

At the same time at CUNY, colleagues Sarah Bartlett and Garry Pierre-Pierre created a Center for Community and Ethnic Media, where they also provide training and translate the work of various publications into English so it can be shared and reach a wider audience. They are helping the New Jersey News Commons reach out to ethnic publications throughout the state. At the Center for Entrepreneurial Journalism, we have undertaken business research to benefit all these entities. In research on the state of the New Jersey ecosystem overseen by my CUNY colleague Chris Anderson, he concluded that networks are necessary for the survival and success of members of the ecosystem — but networks need leaders. Those leaders can be strong-willed members of the ecosystem. They can be foundations or universities. These leaders should also include large, old-media companies that can find new life, new growth, new audiences, and new efficiency by bringing together members of their news ecosystems into formal networks.

There’s one big issue with trying to forge a network out of the emerging ecosystem in a market like New Jersey: There aren’t enough nodes yet to make a fully functioning network. In other words, the ecosystem isn’t big enough; it needs more members to cover more communities. That leads to a new and necessary role for incumbent members of the ecosystems: incubation. The Commons has administered small start-up grants for new sites, but we still need to do much more to encourage new journalists and community members to start their own beat businesses. We need to grow the ecosystem. It is in the enlightened self-interest of the existing entities to encourage, recruit, train, and support new colleagues in the ecosystem. The more nodes in the network, the more valuable the network is for all. The more hyperlocal blogs there are to report on towns in the market, the less reporting large news organizations need to do, the more news they have to point to, and the more these news organizations can concentrate on large-scale reporting and investigations. The larger the ecosystem, the more outlets there are to distribute other members’ content. The larger the ecosystem, the larger the audience that can be delivered to major advertisers that still want to reach an entire market. On and on the list of benefits goes.

Incumbent members of news ecosystems should actively recruit, train, mentor, and support new members. When a newspaper lays off journalists — as happens too often and will continue until news organizations reach their sustainable sizes — why not offer to help these experienced and trusted professionals set up new businesses? Give them a technology platform and assured distribution as well as a base of advertising income until they reach critical mass. Foundations can look at critical areas of coverage that are missing in a market. They can issue challenges to find entrepreneurially inclined journalists to fill those needs, helping them with seed funding and training. Networks can recruit and train people to fill blank spots in coverage. The New Jersey News Commons did just that by recruiting news bloggers in communities ravaged by Hurricane Sandy and giving them seed grants and training, funded by Dodge and Knight. Universities can train journalists in the business skills they lack. They can train local entrepreneurs in journalism and skills that may be new to them. The goal: A larger, better, more effective and sustainable news ecosystem serving a community.


  



ENGAGEMENT, COLLABORATION, AND MEMBERSHIP
 

One of the greatest crises facing news organizations — well, besides disrupted business models, unlimited competition, and eroding trust — is engagement. The indications are pitiful: News accounts for only 6.7 percent of site visits on the internet, 1.3 percent of time spent, and 0.9 percent of pages viewed, according to the newspaper trade association WAN/IFRA. In 2012, the group said, digital engagement was 5 percent of print’s — is it a coincidence that digital revenues were also 5 percent of those in print? At CUNY, our research on new business models for news found that news sites typically garnered a dozen pageviews per user per month. Facebook gets that much engagement from members every day. Consider, too, that when The New York Times put up its pay meter, it allowed 20 free pageviews per month but then dropped that number by half to increase the number of people who would even see a demand for pay. Those readers — a fraction of the total — are considered “loyal.” Thus the vast majority of Times readers see fewer than 10 pages per month — and that is for the best journalism has to offer.

Mind you, these are the most superficial of measurements of engagement: how many people are merely looking at a page of content that we create, and how long they spend doing so. Reach, frequency, unique users, pageviews, shares, likes, attention — these are all measures centered on us and our product, content, rather than on the people we serve. In mass-media economics, more is always better: more people coming more often to spend more time on our content. Pew’s Andrew Kohut has worried — as I just have — about declining time spent with news, particularly among young people. “Younger generations just don’t enjoy following news,” he wrote.16 But as I thought about his complaint, I started to wonder whether less time spent with news is necessarily a bad thing. Perhaps young people are more efficient in getting the news they need than their elders, who still stare at TV screens for an hour to get a few minutes’ worth of information. In any event, our old definitions of engagement are insufficient. There are now so many better and richer means of engaging with those we serve in our communities. Let us consider a range of possibilities.

Acquaintance: Start with just knowing someone or knowing something about him or her. Return to the earlier discussion of small data: Is there sufficient trust and good reason for a person to identify herself — who she is, where she lives, where she works, what she likes to do, what her interests are, whether she has children, and so on? Nevermind how many “unique users” you have. How many people do you know? How many reasons have you given them to reveal themselves? How do you serve them better as a result?

Discussion. After unique users and pageviews, comments are the next most flawed measure of engagement. The problem with bragging about how many comments a forum or an article draws is that too often, a few people are responsible for the vast majority of comments, flooding out the views of others and setting the tone — often uncivil to abysmal — for discussion. Look at a particularly hot thread on Huffington Post or the Guardian’s Comment is Free: hundreds, even thousands of comments are impossible to read, so what does it accomplish? One could argue that hundreds of people cared enough to have their say and the news organization gave them that opportunity. But the commenters may indicate little about the larger public. And besides, in gauging the worth of both conversation and engagement, it’s value we should be seeking — intelligence, reasoned debate, contributions of information and expertise — and not mere volume, in either sense of the word.

When the Guardian started its opinion site Comment is Free, it — like other news organizations — was overwhelmed with the nastiness of much of the discourse. Editors quickly learned that more resources had to be devoted to policing the trolls, killing off-topic and rude comments, banning comments around some inevitably fiery topics (namely the Middle East), and generally cleaning up the neighborhood. In the early days of commenting, I witnessed a misplaced expectation for what comment should be. Journalists expected an online publication to exhibit the same standards as their print product, where every word had worth, where facts were verified, where incivility — without at least the fig leaf of British irony — would be unacceptable. But our first mistake was to see the internet as a medium and what appears there as content. No, the net is a place, a street corner or a bar where oftentimes people are just talking amongst themselves. That has value: to hear the public speak, to understand what people are thinking, to be open, to enable connections. And so comments are worthwhile. But comments are not the end-game of engagement. Indeed, the structure of comments is essentially flawed. The form itself says that we don’t want to hear from the public until after we are finished with our work, and then we will deign to allow them to say something — but by then, we’ve left the office and we’re not listening. Comments are a lower form of interactivity and engagement. There is is a higher form:

Collaboration: Working with the public to accomplish something of worth clearly has greater value than mere blather. It also holds the community-as-collaborators in higher esteem. One common form of collaboration is crowdsourcing, which can accomplish good things but can itself be condescending, involving the public in the process of reporting already underway to accomplish goals we journalists have already decided upon, without the opportunity to hear the needs, desires, and ideas of our collaborators.

The goal — for a news organization or even a product manufacturer — should be to move the public up the production chain from purchase and consumption to design and even conceptualization. A tech company does that when it releases a product as a beta — confessing its imperfection and thus asking for users’ help. Quirky.com, which makes and sells neat gadgets, not only solicits inventions from the public but relies on the public to help decide which products to make and also to improve design as well as branding and marketing. A new car company called Local Motors collaboratively designs cars, involving customers at every step using a smart system to reward the truly engaged, but also requiring the CEO to assure that the end product will be safe and economical. Collaborating in an enterprise of Google’s scale or in the manufacture of physical products is more complex than joining together to comb through documents or share high-school game scores for news organizations, wouldn’t you say?

Membership: News organizations, blogs, and technology companies are members of an ecosystem of information in their communities. They are also members of the communities themselves. They each have a say in the community and in being informed about it. Shouldn’t members of the community have a stake in deciding how journalistic resources are being used? Shouldn’t they have a voice in discussing the priorities governing the work of a news organization?

When we hear the word “membership” in the U.S. it tends to be in the context of supporting public radio or television. Membership is an appealing concept. It allows individuals to stand up and support a media entity with a not-for-profit mission — albeit one that is also still supported by underwriters (read: sponsors) who buy commercials. But what privileges of membership do these loyal viewers and listeners really get, past the tote bag?

Alan Rusbridger, editor-in-chief of the Guardian, has been fascinated with the idea of membership in news. He aspires to the model of the Barcelona football team (and Green Bay Packers), where fans are members and members are co-owners who have a voice in key team decisions. Would we in news be willing to lose some power and control over our scarce resources and ask: “Hi, I’m Sally. I’m your journalist. What should I cover today?” We’ve seen baby steps in that direction: a newspaper streams the news meeting over the net or lists three stories and asks which should appear on the front page. One small news site lets users change the headline over a story, to one of three editor-approved versions. Gawker Media founder Nick Denton goes the farthest, as is his habit, blurring the line between writer and reader. He allows readers to rewrite headlines and ledes on his Kinja conversation service.17 Much of this still smacks of collaboration as exemplified by a children’s science museum: “Here, kids, are the buttons you can punch that will appear to do something, but nothing harmless and nothing of lasting impact will result.”

What would it mean for members of the community to be truly engaged in news? At the high end of collaboration, a news organization and its journalists could stand ready to complete the assignments conjured up by a community: “We need to know this,” the community says, “and we want you to use your power as a convener to bring us together to gather this information and then to add journalistic value to that work.” True, the community could organize its own task through, say, Facebook or Twitter. But the news organization can help by convening the work, by instructing people how to meet their goal, by verifying facts, by adding context and explanation, and by offering organization.

What does a member give to become a member? Membership is seen by some as just another word for subscription: Give us your money and we will give you access to see our content. It’s another way to say “customer.” A member might well give money to support a journalistic endeavor but a true member will likely want some voice in return. Of course, a journalist will want to make sure that she is not co-opted by her patron’s funds. Journalists should also see that members can contribute value in ways other than money: giving ideas, tips, content, promotion, effort. Membership requires an exchange of value, with each side of the transaction giving something to get something.

There is one other way to look at membership, one that does not put the news organization at the egocentric middle of the Venn diagram but at the edge: The community already exists and the news organization is just another member of it, contributing value to receive value. When I spent time working with editors and executives of the Telegraph of London, they saw clearly that they served tribes — their word — of people with shared interests: conservatives, yes, and also travelers and gardeners and people interested in arts or education or history. They properly asked how they could help those pre-existing communities do what they want to do (quoth the Zuckerberg) by providing not just reporting and content but also platforms for them to share what they know or get together or buy things. Membership is not just a tollbooth. It is a two-way street.


  



JOURNALIST AS ORGANIZER, ADVOCATE, AND EDUCATOR
 

“Community organizer” sounds like a punchline to a Fox News joke about Barack Obama. But if news organizations are to serve communities, they often need to act as community organizers to marshal the forces of communities in very practical ways: listening to their needs, drawing their attention to an issue, convening them to gather together and discuss the issue, urging them to action, and helping them reach their goals. That would seem to violate our professional myths of objectivity and distance — that, like the crew of the Starship Enterprise, we operate under a Prime Directive not to interfere with other life forms, only to observe them. But the truth is that news organizations have long convened communities to take action — isn’t that our desired outcome in investigative (that is, crusading) journalism: to get our readers to demand action of government, to have an impact, to bring change? I’ll avoid the tired battle over journalistic objectivity and confess that on this question I have a strongly held belief: We are not objective.

If traditionalists in my field haven’t already crumpled up this essay — or whatever one does in disgust, post-paper, with a digital screen — at my contentions that we are not in the content business and are not first storytellers, this may cause them to strike a match or pull the plug. Still, I’ll go even farther and argue this: If it isn’t advocacy, it isn’t journalism. Isn’t advocacy on behalf of principles and the public the true test of journalism? The choices we make about what to cover and how we cover it and what the public needs to know are acts of advocacy on the public’s behalf. Don’t we believe that we act in their interest?18 As the late Columbia Journalism Professor James Carey said: “The god term of journalism — the be-all and end-all, the term without which the enterprise fails to make sense, is the public.” When the Washington Post — whose former editor famously refused to vote to uphold his vision of objectivity19 — chooses to report on government secrecy or on abuse of veterans at a government hospital or, of course, on presidential malfeasance and cover ups, that is advocacy. When an editor assigns reporters to expose a consumer scam or Wall Street fraud or misappropriation of government funds, that is advocacy. When a newspaper takes on the cause of the poor, the disadvantaged, the abused, the forgotten, or just the little guy against The Man, that is advocacy. When health reporters tell you how to avoid cancer or even lose weight, that is advocacy on your behalf. When an editor decides to cover a crime in this neighborhood but not that one, she is advocating for the allocation of attention to the first. When TV news breathlessly covers lottery jackpots with no mention of the social cost, it is advocating for a regressive redistribution of collective wealth. When a critic pans a movie to save you from wasting your money on a turkey, that is advocacy (though we don’t necessarily need critics for that anymore — and I say that having been one).

What about a TV station sending a crew or a helicopter to give us video of the fire du jour, which has no wider impact than a few blocks around? Is that advocacy? No. When a TV network — not to pick on TV — devotes hours and hours to the salacious details of a crime of passion that affects none of our lives, is that advocacy? No. When an online site collects pictures of cute cats, is that advocacy? Hardly. When a newspaper devotes resources to covering football games, is that advocacy? Sorry, but no. When any alleged news organization “reports” on some celebrity’s inanities, is that advocacy? No. Is any of that journalism? Under the test I put forth here, no. (And I must also confess, I worked for People magazine.)

Of course, there are limitations to advocacy. We don’t want to return to the days when newspapers were the organs of political parties, doing their bidding. What separates us from that past — besides the economic support we receive from advertisers — is our independence and intellectual honesty, our ethics and standards, our credibility. That is what defines journalism versus mere advocacy. Quoting Michael Oreskes, a top editor at The New York Times and then the Associated Press: “Standards, practices, and ethics are the core. Without them, it isn’t journalism.” As an example of maintaining intellectual honesty, I would use the Guardian and its coverage of Edward Snowden’s revelations about the National Security Agency. The Guardian’s stated mission is to be the world’s leading liberal voice; can’t be much more of an advocate than that. Still, its NSA coverage has put a liberal U.S. administration in a most difficult bind. Thus the Guardian advocates for freedom and rights and an effective democracy, not for a political side. As a journalistic organization, the Guardian had to ask whether the public had a right to the information Snowden carried, no matter which side it benefitted (so long as the public’s interests — in terms of security — were not harmed). The next issue for the Guardian was whether and how it added journalistic value. Edward Snowden, like WikiLeaks, delivered a bunch of raw and secret documents to the paper’s journalists. In both cases, the Guardian added value by using its judgment to redact what could be harmful, by bringing audience to the revelations, and most important, by adding reporting to verify and explain this raw information.

So what is it then, this stuff we call journalism that doesn’t advocate for people or principles, that doesn’t serve a public need? At worst, it’s exploitation — audience- or sales- or click- or ratings-bait. At best it’s entertainment. The first is pejorative, the second need not be, for entertainment — whether a journalistic narrative or a book or a film — can inform and enlighten. But if what you do doesn’t carry information that people can use to better manage their lives or their society, I’d say it fails the journalism test. Journalism-as-advocacy has been bundled with journalism-as-entertainment for economic reasons: Entertainment can draw people to a media entity and help subsidize the cost of its journalism. But it was a mistake to open the journalistic umbrella over all the content we created and called journalism. If a newspaper creates journalism, then everything its newsroom employees create in that newspaper is journalism, right? No.

So then why not embrace our advocacy and make sure it is put to good use? Why not measure the outcomes and impact of our work on the basis of what is accomplished? Why not partner with communities to use our abilities to help them meet their needs? If we do that, then we must measure our success by how much we have helped a community accomplish its goals. And we must rethink our job descriptions and the skills needed to fill them.

Alan Rusbridger, the brilliant editor-in-chief of the Guardian, talks about his idea of fast and slow journalism. Fast journalism is the obvious: covering what is happening now with updates and alerts and reports; it’s what we do. Slow journalism can take many shapes. I would not define it as long-form writing; more on that later. I wonder whether slow journalism can include research of the sort universities have done, bringing greater expertise, analysis, and effort to inform the discussion of a topic and the policy developed as a result. Should a newspaper be a think tank? I wonder whether slow journalism can include advocacy: journalists and public joining together to meet common goals. The Guardian does not shy away from the idea that journalism is a cause. Should the paper and its American readers, for example, take on the end of capital punishment as a goal, bringing not only reporting but also opinion and organization to the task?

One more role for journalists to consider: educator. That does not mean we should be lecturers, continuing a one-way flow of content directed at a passive audience. A true educator empowers students to experiment, share, and build on their own, according to their abilities, desires, and needs. So, after discerning an individual’s or a community’s needs, journalists and their organizations can teach people how to fulfill them. As with much I’ve outlined here, there’s not much new at the core of that notion. Service journalism has long taught readers how to accomplish what they want — to get a new job or a mortgage, to use a new technology, to understand an issue. What’s new is that the net provides us with a feedback loop that allows us to see how well we succeed at advancing knowledge, understanding, and impact. Like a good teacher, we must ask whether our work leaves our users and our communities better informed, wiser, better able to meet their goals and their potential.

Earlier, I defined journalism as helping a community organize its knowledge to better organize itself. Was that too broad? Perhaps. Now I define journalism as advocacy. Is that too narrow? Yes. But in a time when journalism as a trade and an industry faces economic challenges — mortal threats, even — it is vital that we understand what we must save: the essence of journalism. Journalism is not covering fires and football and fairs. Journalism is helping citizens and communities meet their needs and accomplish their goals. Journalism is a tool to improve society. Once we have reduced journalism to an understanding of its essence — the journalism we cannot do without — then we can expand again. We need to recognize the new means that geeks have given us to meet those goals. We need to rethink the forms journalism can take to improve its effectiveness and quality. We need to cut newsrooms to their essence, find economic sustainability for that vital asset, and then start growing again. Then we can look past communities’ needs to their desires. Then we can define journalism expansively. Then, yes, we can cover football and fairs. But I still want to convince TV news to stop covering every damned fire.
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THE ARTICLE IS DEAD — LONG LIVE THE ARTICLE
 

I come not to bury the article but to praise it. Machined to near-perfection over a century of production, the article is ideally suited to its form. It has developed a well-defined role for each of its elements: lede imparting the latest — the news; nut graph delivering the essence of the story and telling us why we should bother to read the rest; background graph bringing us up to speed; timelines and catalogues of issues and players to set the stage; explanations to give context; quotes from various perspectives; and as many anecdotes and examples as fit in print. All this is prioritized so readers can easily navigate through and extract information and so typesetters in newspaper composing rooms with scarce time and limited space could lop off lines of type at the bottom of a story — bars of molded lead — without losing the essence of it. This is our inverted pyramid. It is the form we teach in journalism school, and with it the skills of summary and abstraction (what is the story?—perhaps the most difficult skill a journalist learns), of evidence and example, of completeness and fairness, of narrative and engagement, of prioritization and news judgment. This is the form that envelops the essential logic of journalism: that any event, issue, battle, or person can be packaged and delivered in so many lines of type. That is what we do.

Given the gifts of geeks with many new media technologies, we’ve enhanced the digital article, adding not just photos but slideshows, and not just slideshows but video and audio. We’ve added explanatory visualizations and graphics that move and interact with readers’ commands. We’ve curated related links to give readers more from our own archives or from anywhere on the web. For good and ill, we’ve added comments. The article is enhanced, improved, updated.

But now let’s deconstruct the article into its core assets. Let’s unbundle its elements just as news publications themselves have been unbundled. Draw that inverted pyramid and its constituent elements and then imagine each as a separate entity in its optimal form. Take the background paragraph. It ill-serves everyone. If you know nothing about an ongoing story, it gives you too little history and explanation — how can you possibly hope to catch up on, say, the war in Syria in five lines of type? If you know a story well, this paragraph merely wastes your time and the paper’s space; readers have had to train themselves to skip over it and find the spot where current information picks up again. The background paragraph is a compromise demanded by the one-size-fits-all constraints of news’ means of production and distribution — that is, print.

Freed from those limitations, what should the background paragraph become? A link, of course: a link to an ongoing resource that is updated when necessary and not every time a related article is written. This backgrounder should be a resource a reader can explore at will to fill in knowledge. The result is more personalized, efficient, relevant, timely, and valuable for each user. The backgrounder can be created by the news organization that links to it or it can be created by anyone else and still be only a link away. It is often a Wikipedia article. The backgrounder becomes an asset, as can other parts of the old pyramid: not fishwrap that becomes worthless in a day or an hour, but something of value people return to again and again. As for other pieces of the pyramid: The explainer section of a story might be better delivered on video with a whiteboard for an expert to draw on; the timeline could be displayed as an interactive element; the list of players could include links to their bios and sites and incorporate a search for headlines about them as well as their Twitter feeds; quotes could link to the source material they were drawn from; the news, if breaking right now, might best come via Twitter rather than in the lede of a story that lags behind as it is rewritten; and so on.

A story can be made up of many assets. Once separated, the storyteller has the opportunity to present, and the reader to take, many paths through them. The well-informed reader on a topic can go straight to what’s new and then leave. The novice can start with the backgrounder, then click over to an explanatory essay, then pick up on what’s new. The reader need not travel to all those assets via links and clicks. The assets can come to the reader by embedding them, as Google embeds Wikipedia into its search results. Envision how the presentation software Prezi works: This PowerPoint competitor forces the creator to organize ideas into groups and then draw appropriate paths through them, paths that can be changed based on the audience. So imagine that what was an article becomes a collection of assets — the latest, the backgrounder, the timeline, the players, etc. — and that the journalist can create distinct paths among them: one for the novice, one for the expert, another for a student, another for the policymaker. Each of those assets — unlike an article in an archive — can be updated as needed. Each of the paths can be personalized based on knowledge and need.

Again, these assets need not all be created and maintained by a single source. So if Wikipedia or The New York Times has a great backgrounder, why recreate it? Link to it. Perhaps then we end up with news organizations that specialize not just in beats and topics but in kinds of assets: the latest (a wire service) or explainers (weekly publications like The Economist or Vox, a startup dedicated to the form) or relationships (a now-gone startup I worked on, Daylife, had algorithms to chart connections among newsmakers) or data (see The Texas Tribune). Of course, the people formerly known as the audience (quoth the Rosen) can also create elements of news. May the best assets win: Link to whatever best informs a user on a given path. May the best paths win: Curate the assets that best get the story across. Maybe the best editor becomes the best creator of paths. Maybe algorithms help create paths by finding the most recommended assets from the most trusted sources. In the end, articles become new molecules that bind atoms from an ecosystem of information.

What would it take to do this? Cir.ca, a mobile news application and site, takes an important step in the direction of unbundling the article. It separates elements of a news story so that the service knows what you have read — and the next time you come back, it won’t repeat the same information it already gave you. It stores elements, such as quotes, separately, so they can be inserted into other stories — for example, what the president says about the German chancellor can be used in a story about him or about her, and that creates metadata around that quote, showing its relationship to various threads and people. In a Twitter discussion, Anthony De Rosa, then Reuters’ social media editor and later editor of Cir.ca, said rearchitecting the article would require new culture and procedures in a newsroom.20 Instead of thinking that we have to produce a complete article for every event and publishing cycle, we instead find or create assets and build paths, updating each as needed. When I wrote about this notion on my blog, some readers objected.21 Jason Pontin, editor-in-chief of Technology Review, argued that articles must be self-contained. He would not force readers to follow links to get the complete story. I agree with not inconveniencing the reader. But Pontin’s premise — like the presumption inherent in the form of the article — is that every reader is the same and one product can satisfy all equally. That is the core assumption mass media had to make: we shared the same interests, information, and needs. That is the fallacy and the weakness of print.

In that conversation with De Rosa, Pontin, and others, I heard journalists fret that they would need new technology — a new content management system (CMS) — to allow them to do all that I suggest. Cir.ca is built atop such a new structure. But we already have the key technology we need to disaggregate the article: the link. Case in point: A few days after the discussion, I was reading an article in The New York Times about cancers being linked to the September 11 attack on the World Trade Center. The article summarized the findings and linked to the official decision and to source material that listed every one of the 50 cancers. I am personally interested in that list, so I clicked the link. Most people would not be as interested. Their trip through the news need not be cluttered with the details I wanted. The link, in a rudimentary sense, allows The Times to give each of us different paths through the information it delivers: inverted pyramids, crafted and prioritized for each of us. Imagine how far we could take that in reinventing the form and delivery of news. The article is dead. Long live the article.


  



PROCESS OVER PRODUCT: ADDING VALUE TO THE FLOW OF NEWS
 

News is a stream of events, questions (and sometimes answers), debate, increasing information, and evolving understanding. News became a product only because it had to — to fit into publishers’ and then broadcasters’ space and time and production schedules. Now news can revert to nature. News never starts. It never ends. In the image of technology pioneer Dave Winer, news is a river.22 It flows.

When Mark Zuckerberg branded his flow of updates on Facebook a “News Feed,” I’ll confess I was among the newsies who mocked it as a collection of mere chatter, not news. By the time Twitter came along, I knew better. Yet at first even Twitter’s founders didn’t realize its potential as a medium for news. As initially conceived, Twitter was meant to deliver just one constantly replaced status line per user, answering the question, “What are you doing?” According to cofounder Ev Williams, the updates were going to be private by default. Thus, Twitter never would have become a stream for news. Its fate was not self-evident.

Like a true platform, Twitter’s prospects were discovered not by its creators but by its users. Those users weren’t trying to be journalists broadcasting news to the world. They used Twitter simply to share what was happening around them with people they knew. Sometimes, what is happening around you is news. “And that’s why we changed the question from ‘What are you doing?’ to ‘What’s happening?’” Evans recalled in an interview. “We really liked the idea of reporters. I call them information collecting nodes — millions of them all around the world — that are reporting back about what’s happening around them.” When people enduring earthquakes in China or tsunamis in Japan went to Twitter to share what was happening to them, they were mostly trying to inform family and friends. But they did so in public, and so they informed the world. When Janis Krums tweeted a photo of Sully Sullenberger’s plane in the Hudson River,23 he wasn’t a journalist and didn’t have a media megaphone; he merely shared this astounding sight and his audience spread it far and wide and made it news. In the Arab Spring, the revolutionaries in Tunisia and Egypt — and the would-be revolutionaries of Iran before them — did not use Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube to make media. Their ambition was not to become CNN iReporters. They used these tools to find each other and to organize and act together, coordinating activities or warning of government thugs around a next corner. Embedded inside their communication was news, news that reporters, photographers, and TV cameras were not always there to witness.

Andy Carvin recognized the value of the news carried in that flow. Carvin, the former social strategist for National Public Radio, was an early virtuoso of Twitter. If he was at a conference, no one else there would need to take notes because he captured every cogent quote. Carvin had spent time in Tunisia and Egypt and knew people there. So when protests started in each country, he had the ability to call on his acquaintances and ask whether other people he saw on Twitter were really there. Were their reports accurate? Therein lies what I think will be a key skill of journalists in the future: the discernment of nodes and networks. In the past, journalists had Rolodexes of experts they could call to quote. Now those experts, as well as participants in and witnesses to news, can and do share what they know, without the need for media’s intervention. A news organization will want to find and listen to those people and confirm their authority. Carvin could do that. His original contact was the node; the people around that contact were networks.

In the future, journalists must ask: How do we encourage and support flows of information? How do we add value to them? Carvin added value in many ways: He confirmed facts. He debunked rumors. He added context and explanation. He would note a witness’ perspective and possible bias. He supplied background. He asked people to help him translate a video or confirm that a location in a picture was accurate. He discovered stories worthy of coverage and fed them to the NPR newsroom, which couldn’t handle all his incoming tips, they told me. He became a conduit for people with news. Carvin developed tricks to find news and witnesses. For example, he’d search for phrases like “Holy shit!” and “WTF” in tweets that were shared before a news event was reported on TV or wire services. It’s a good bet that those people were witnesses, not just commenters. Then he contacted those people to find out more and reach more witnesses. Nodes and networks. Most of these skills are not really new to journalists. But these skills are exercised in new ways when dealing with a story as a present-tense flow of unstructured and unconfirmed but potentially valuable information.

The Guardian prides itself on another form of news-as-flow: its live-blogging of news events. In a sense, this is a precursor to Twitter. I used to live-blog conferences I’d attend — until Carvin and his like came along and did it better on Twitter. At CUNY, we teach live-blogging because it entails different skills from writing articles after the fact. Live-bloggers must listen for the important facts and quotes flying past, capturing and sharing them while paying little heed to narrative and structure. At the South by Southwest conference in 2011, the Guardian’s then-deputy editor, Ian Katz, said that devoting a writer to live-blog an event — for example, the 2012 hearings about the hacking scandal at News Corp. or a championship sports match or the London riots of 2011 — takes a considerable investment. True, I replied, but doesn’t writing an article as well? Each form is used appropriately to report news. Sometimes, a Twitter stream is sufficient. Sometimes, a live blog with its freedom to write at length and embed media is better. Sometimes, an article that gives form, structure, background, and context to an event is what’s needed. Sometimes, news is best served fresh. Sometimes, it’s better when baked.

Who would have thought that Wikipedia would become a medium not just for encyclopedic knowledge of history but also for a flow of current information in a big news story? The platform and its users turn out to be brilliant at delivering snapshots of what we know now about a rapidly evolving event, such as an earthquake. As we think about flows of news and about news as assets and paths, the Wikipedia model performs one function of the article, bringing the reader up to speed. Unlike the article, Wikipedia is itself constantly brought up to speed by its users.

Of course, there is one other familiar form of news-as-flow: 24-hour cable news. Too often, though, the flow of actual news is insufficient to fill the time available, so cable news vamps with constantly looped video of the story at hand and numbingly repetitive narrative, which adds little.

If we reimagine news, when appropriate, as a flow to which journalists may add substance, then where does that take our work? It becomes necessary for news organizations to develop relationships with people in the places or fields they may cover so they can discern and connect with nodes and networks of witnesses and sources. The bigger and more richly veined a reporter’s network as a journalist, the better position she is in when news breaks and she must call upon those she knows. That’s no longer done in a Rolodex. It’s done in social networks. This is the best reason for a journalist to be social: to connect with sources even before there is news.

Next, the journalist has to develop new listening skills to learn about news as it happens: See Carvin’s WTF rule. This will include technology: the ability to spot news by analyzing flows of information and sensing the anomalies in it — e.g., a sudden increase in discussion of a prominent person’s name should lead to the question: Why is this happening now? The news startup Vocativ says its “proprietary technology navigates the deep web, homing in on the part of the Internet that search engines can’t reach, to discover the stories other news organizations cannot.”24 More and more often, the public is ahead of news outlets in discovering and spreading news . . . or rumors. A death rumor about a famous person is no reason to spread it, but it may be reason to investigate it.

If this flow of information is valuable, then it stands to reason that a news organization should encourage more of it, building or more often using platforms for communities to share information on their own, such as Twitter, Google Maps, Ushahidi, Facebook, and forums. Now imagine even 1 percent of the people walking through Times Square wearing some less-geeky successor to Google Glass, which will let any of them to shoot and share what they see in an instant. The other 99 percent will be carrying phones they can pull out to also capture and share news around them. News organizations’ first reflex used to be sending a photographer to the scene, arriving after the news is over. Now its first reflex is to beg witnesses with cameras to send them their images. When a plane landed on a New York highway, drivers stopped to take and share pictures on Instagram. Once the photos spread via Twitter, it took no time for assignment editors at TV stations and photo editors at newspapers and wire services to leave comments begging to use the images. Finding and verifying witnesses’ accounts on social media is now a core journalistic skill. News Corp. bought a startup, Storyful, that makes its living discovering and verifying such accounts and media assets.

Next, imagine networks of sensors connected to the internet. Look at Safecast.25 Established a week after the Fukushima nuclear disaster in Japan, it equipped volunteers with Geiger counters. In under a year Safecast gathered 2.5 million data points on radiation in Japan and worldwide. Safecast next raised $104,000 in crowdfounding through Kickstarter to manufacture handheld detectors that could be used by thousands more volunteers.26 Search Kickstarter for “sensor” and you will find many more projects to manufacture sensors — or turn phones into sensors — that can be connected to the internet to report on radiation, moisture, light, noise, temperature, humidity, altitude, movement, carbon monoxide and air quality, and other environmental conditions. Consider, too, that our cars are becoming connected computers, and that appliances in our homes and offices can feed back data through the grid. What news could be found in that enormous flow of data? If traffic and noise suddenly spike or disappear at Times Square, turn to a webcam and look for tweets from people who are there to ask what’s going on.

We need to work with flows of information and news both from and to the public. Now that everyone is connected everywhere, all the time, we can keep them updated constantly. I don’t think we have yet perfected the art of the alert. Cable news, of course, is in a constant state of cardiac fibrillation, making anything and everything into “breaking news.” When I got Google Glass, I quickly turned off both The New York Times and Twitter apps because I chafed at being interrupted for the 83rd retweet of a scrap of news or for the Times headline that would follow sometime later. Now I have an Android Wear watch and I am frustrated with alerts The Times sends every morning telling me it has 15 or 20 new stories. Well, I hope so. Jim Brady, former editor of Digital First Media and now founder of a local news startup in Philadelphia, says an alert should be worth stopping a meeting to share. An alert is an interruption. The Guardian is good at issuing alerts judiciously, for news events that are worth it. Ideally, alerts should be personally relevant. Cir.ca, the news application that unbundles news stories, allows readers to follow any particular story for updates — which, again, is made possible because Cir.ca knows what you have read and thus what would be new to you. Cir.ca can alert you about news in a story you have said you care about. Alerts should be aware of the user’s context — that is, you probably care a lot more about a flood if you’re driving toward it than away from it. Relevant alerts are a next frontier for experimentation in unbundled news.


  



CURATION
 

Some say “curation” is one of the most overused buzzwords of the day.27 Guilty as charged. I use the word often because it encapsulates the value of linking in media: finding the best that already exists so you need not repeat the effort; sharing audience with work that deserves attention; complementing your work with that of others.

What does a curator do? In museums, libraries, galleries, and wine cellars, curators search for, gather, select, authenticate, add context and explanation to, present, and recommend whatever it is they collect. These are all skills needed in news today, in a new and messy ecosystem of many voices, some good and some reliable, many not. When mass media found itself competing for attention with the voices of the masses, I heard journalists again and again challenging me with the same question: How will anyone know how to find news to trust? The answer I learned to give to them and to my entrepreneurial students: Where you see a problem, find the opportunity. Engineers look for problems to solve. Journalists too often find a problem, then report on it or complain about it and stop. If there are too many voices, opinions, eyewitness accounts, and information of all sorts, then find the best. Curate.

There are a few flavors of curation: We read so you don’t have to, scouring the web to find the best stuff (whether “best” means highest quality or most authoritative or most relevant); curating eyewitness accounts as Andy Carvin did in the Arab Spring (finding people who are on the scene and who are reliable); and collecting opinion or mood (here are representative, telling samples of what we used to hear on the street but now hear on Twitter). We have various means to do this: manually sifting through piles of words or images and using judgment to select what’s notable; using data as signals of quality, authority, and originality (the Google way); or building platforms that allow a community to collaborate on the task of curation (voting up or down the good stuff, in the community’s view, the Reddit way). In any case, the curator — to be worthy of the title — must add judgment to be more than merely an aggregator.

Sadly, too much of the aggregation and curation we’ve seen to date has been the product of laziness, cost-cutting, or the pursuit of easy money. It’s expensive to make content, so why not just collect and link to everyone else’s, rewriting it just enough along the way to get a click and serve an ad? Why not have an algorithm do what an editor used to do, losing a job and gaining cheap content? Various News Corp. executives characterize aggregation in general and Google News in particular — in descriptions aggregated by Arianna Huffington — as “parasites,” “content kleptomaniacs,” “vampires,” “tech tapeworms in the intestines of the internet,” and thieves who “steal our copyright.”28

As early as 2009, Google Executive Chairman Eric Schmidt responded that Google News was sending one billion clicks a month — Google as a whole three billion a month — to publishers.29 “That is 100,000 opportunities a minute to win loyal readers and generate revenue—for free,” he wrote. Right. Curation — being curated — is a means of discovery and distribution for content. In an ecosystem of abundant content and no end of competitors for a reader’s attention, publishers should want to be curated so that readers may find their content. Later, in a discussion of the link economy and copyright, I will explore the business implications of valuing not only the creation of content but also the creation of an audience for it — sometimes, through curation. 


  



DATA AS NEWS
 

Data is (or are, if you insist30) the darling of the news business these days. Visualizations of data — “data viz” in the parlance — are popping up on news sites everywhere. It’s so widespread that a presenter at an MIT Media Lab event in 2012 showed a slide filled with data visualizations that looked like supernovas, carnival spin art, or ripe dandelions and added the plea: “Make it stop!” Information that could be expressed in a paragraph is being stretched to fill so-called infographics that take up yards of screen space, leading to a new cottage industry in tools to create them.31 (I fear this will do to the science of information what PowerPoint has done to the arts of narrative and discourse.) News organizations, journalism schools, and governments are busy holding hackathons to force hacks (journalists) and hackers (programmers) into arranged marriages so they can take a data set and give birth to a tool around it (everything from bus schedules for our phone to a map app built on a census of the trees that grow in Brooklyn). It’s hard to have a conversation about the future of news these days without someone (often me) citing The Texas Tribune’s success with data, which generates two-thirds of its traffic from users searching numbers about government salaries, prisoners, school comparisons, and much more.32

What we’re seeing is the healthy first phase of fascination and infatuation with a shiny new tool. It’s a good thing. Once journalists and users overdose on cool vizes and huge infographics and highly specialized apps, they’ll be left with a new appreciation of data as a source and form of news and, I’m sure, a continued eagerness to explore new opportunities there. Data is an attitude. It is one tool that can help realize the larger ideal of openness in government, business, journalism, and society. Acquiring data and making it available to the public so anyone can investigate its meaning is an act on behalf of transparency. Before getting one’s hands dirty with tables, charts, and code, journalists need to lobby on behalf of open information. News organizations should be demanding that government at every level open up and release data in standard and manipulable digital form — not paper, not PDFs — to allow anyone to share and analyze it. If they don’t, we must open up government by force. I’d like to see every news organization, large and small, newspaper and blog, sponsor FOIA clubs in their communities to get scores, hundreds, thousands of citizens helping to open up data. I’d also like to see us train government in the value of sharing information so that transparency is used not just as a means to get the bastards but also as a way to work together.33 Done right, opening data is an act of collaboration, of building platforms for shared information.

The first step in working with data, obviously, is gathering it. This means not just getting government data or other data sets that already exist. It means helping to create new data. See the section above about networks of people and sensors producing endless bits of information. See the growing if cultish quantified-self movement of people trying to measure and record everything about their lives to learn lessons from it. Tools like Ushahidi and SeeClickFix — I wish I had more examples — ask the public to gather and share their own data. A news organization collaborating with the public could pool data on local infrastructure (the proverbial pothole report) or how well-equipped schools are or how many people use parks or — here’s the perennial favorite — how much gasoline costs near you. Companies alaso have no end of data that would be useful if made public: Mobile phone providers know how fast phones are traveling from cell to cell along highways; they could deliver traffic reports more accurate than anything on radio. But then Waze beat them to it. Hospitals and insurance companies know about clusters of illnesses; properly anonymized, this data could save lives. Supermarkets could compare how healthy one neighborhood’s diets are versus another’s. Google knows what topics interest us (and lets us compare them).34 Where’s the news in all that data? Who knows unless we can get to it.

The next step is analyzing the data. Here expertise is needed, in technology and in statistics. Some argue that every journalist should become a data jockey (and a programmer, too). I don’t agree. Journalists need to collaborate with experts, knowing what’s possible and being able to express their goals. They need to be technology-literate and data-eloquent. They also need competence in numeracy (a skill too many journalists pridefully lack). A bunch of numbers in a grid is pretty much useless until a viewer can dig in to identify trends, patterns, correlations, and anomalies. Sometimes, data sets will yield their secrets when joined with others — when, say, the incidence of breast cancer in an area is put atop data on pollutants and a correlation emerges. Of course, one must be cautious in reading too much into that correlation; it is not proof of cause. One must also be cautious of fetishizing data and thinking that any observation with a number at its core is worthwhile (I am reminded of Vox’s observation that the Netherlands lost more citizens proportionally in the shooting down of Malaysia Airlines Flight 17 than the United States did in 9/11 — what does that signify?35)

The next task in data journalism is presentation. This, the front-end, is the fun and flashy part. Journalists have a sense for presentation, so it’s no surprise that they’ve taken to visualization, creating big and splashy charts, timelines, and interactive or animated graphics that try to tell a story (without necessarily writing a story). But sometimes the best presentation of data is still in text. Narrative Science uses algorithms, rather than editors, to turn structured data, such as financial reports or sports scores, into readable text articles using sets of rules (if one team scores N points over the other, then use the verb “trounce”). In a sense, text is just another form of data visualization, for we readers have been trained to garner some kinds of information more readily from a narrative than from a statistical table. A more ambitious presentation of data is an application that allows a user to explore and query the information herself, asking for facts about an address or a date or a name. That allows members of the public to ask their own questions, find their own uses and stories, and reach their own conclusions.

News organizations themselves need to be good data citizens, opening up the information they create in forms that can be shared and analyzed by others. That means giving access to archives, because once the flow of news passes into the past, it becomes data. It means adding metadata to our information — for local news organizations, there’s no excuse not to have every location in a story geocoded. It means tagging stories with topics, making it possible for readers to subscribe to updates on those topics. I’d like to subscribe to notifications of corrections on stories I’ve read or linked to. We should also open up information about usage of our content: most popular and most emailed (which are common these days); most recommended and most commented on; and perhaps most impactful.

Data is a critical new opportunity for news organizations. What journalists have to ask — as with the flow of news — is how they add value to data by helping to gather it (with effort, clout, tools, and the ability to convene a community), analyze it (by calling upon or hiring experts who bring context and questions or by writing algorithms), and present it (contributing, most importantly, context and explanation). Witness how WikiLeaks discovered it needed news organizations — the Guardian, Der Spiegel, The New York Times — to add value to its data (which heretofore hadn’t made enough of a splash) with editing and redaction, explanation, additional reporting, and — most important to WikiLeaks founder Julian Assange — distribution and publicity.

Data needs to become a mindset and a skill set in news organizations. Journalists should receive training to become literate in the opportunities and requirements of using data. Journalists also have to work with specialists who can analyze, interpret, and present data, and who can create tools allowing both reporters and the public to work with it. From a business perspective, data should be seen as an asset worth investing in, one that can yield news and new engagement often at a low cost. Data is/are a step past the article.


  



MOBILE=LOCAL=ME: CONTEXT OVER CONTENT
 

The other shiniest toy for news organizations these days is mobile, especially apps for tablets and phones. But beware a few misconceptions.

First, much of what we think of as mobile often isn’t mobile at all. Most tablet usage is in the home. I often use my tablet and my smartphone when I am stationary, on the couch or at my desk or in a boring meeting. Indeed, you had better not be using these devices when truly mobile — on foot or on the road — or else you might slam into a tree. I think of mobile as a transitional term we’ll use as long as we still think of smartphones as phones instead of what they really are: computers, connection machines, memory machines, assistants, toys, entertainers, maps, movie theaters, tv screens, cameras. . . .36 Apple’s Siri, Google’s Glass, smartwatches, and their coming competitors may break the association of mobile with the phone when we can just speak to the air, asking questions and getting answers without having to haul out a device, without having to type or click, without going to a site or, for that matter, without ending up at a page. What happens to our notions of our products and services in news media when they are no longer built with pages at all?

As, more and more, we are able to get easy access to information and service wherever we are, through any device and via many interfaces, I think it will be foolish to organize our work around devices — a desktop product versus a mobile product — and instead we must organize it around the person: Oh, hi, Ms. Smith, we last saw you on your phone and you were asking about weather in Florida and now you are connecting to us via your laptop in Florida so now perhaps you’d like some nearby restaurants and, by the way, you’ll be glad to know that the weather back home is dreary and miserable. (That pretty much describes Google Now.) Ms. Smith is mobile even if she isn’t using her mobile device. Giving her relevant local information doesn’t mean tying her to a postal code.

No, mobile means “around me.” Mobile means context: where I am and what I’m doing. See the earlier discussion of signals — knowing who you are, where you are, where you are going, what you are buying, and so on. Mobile devices provide those signals — that context — and that is the reason Google entered the phone business, to learn more about each of us so it can serve us as individuals. Of course, this knowledge raises privacy concerns that need to be addressed by the companies gathering our signals, and certainly by government in the wake of Edward Snowden’s leaks about the NSA’s hoovering of data about us.37 As I will discuss later, companies collecting data about us must give us transparency and control over data or they will lose trust and permission. But so long as value is added through this knowledge about us — and that value is delivered to us and not just to advertisers — then I believe the market will negotiate transactions using personal data to mutual benefit and with sufficient security.

Another misconception about mobile is that phone and tablet apps will recapture for media companies the control over experience, brand, and business model that the web and its links took from them. Some magazine publishers — notably Hearst — have said that selling apps has improved their post-print businesses; others have been disappointed.38 Newspaper publishers and TV and radio stations have tripped over themselves to make apps. But I have seen private research showing that apps are frequently downloaded but rarely or never used. Bragging about the number of downloads is like bragging about how many email addresses you have, regardless of how many of your missives go unopened. I have downloaded many of the whiz-bang apps that garnered oohs with their smoothly swiped pages. They’re all pretty, and we in news have much to learn from them about rethinking our idea of the page and of navigation through information. I enjoy the experience of Flipboard, Pulse, et al, and I do indeed use and like the New York Times and Guardian apps (though mostly because I can download their complete content before I get on a train that runs through a tunnel without connectivity). But I still find that I most often come to my news not through packaged experiences but instead through social links.

Apps have not proven to be news’ salvation. They have many limitations. They tend to cut content off from links out to other content and links in from outside recommendations. They are expensive to make. They require marketing to get users to find, download, and use them. Though they provide a clean and controlled environment for ads, apps on the whole have not been embraced by advertisers — mostly because the audience for each app remains small. One news executive lamented to me that his mobile ads are selling for five cents per thousand views vs. $24 on his web site. It’s true that when they began, apps gave designers and editors better tools to create sleek and responsive pages, but HTML5 and responsive design now make mobile web sites more appealing. On the whole, I believe making apps has proven to be a distraction for many news companies.

Am I suggesting that we ignore mobile? Hardly. Usage and traffic for mobile is fast outpacing the web. Many news sites see or are about to see a majority of their traffic from what is classified as mobile. I had a conversation with a Google executive in which I whined about functions I wanted to see added to their web services and he pshawed me, dismissing the old web as practically passé. Google is devoting itself monomaniacally to mobile, where it provides us with no end of useful and specifically built apps — mail, maps, documents, calendar, photos, entertainment, communication — that all know me as a single user. Mark Zuckerberg, meanwhile, told The New York Times that he is deconstructing his big, blue mobile Facebook application and buying or building a chain of specialized new apps — like WhatsApp, Instagram, and the beautiful Paper — to lay atop his relationships with users and his data about them.39 Facebook’s apps are built for specific uses — one for checking updates, another for instant messages and chat, another for sharing pictures, and so on. Facebook’s apps all offer connections. Google’s apps all offer services. Both companies’ apps are built atop their relationship databases. Google and Facebook are in the relationship business. We are not.

Perhaps our problem in media is that we offer but one thing: content, or at least that is how we present what we offer. We make users come to single portals so crammed with our stuff it’s hard for them to find what they want, especially in cramped mobile screens. What Google and Facebook offer instead is context in the user’s terms: When you want to mail, you use the mail app; when you want to drive, you open maps; when you want to check in on friends, you open Facebook; and so on. Interestingly, both Google and Facebook have so far failed in their attempts to deliver news on web or mobile. Perhaps that was because they were trying to deliver our content without personal context.

What happens if we rethink the value of news expansively in the contexts of its many uses?

Sometimes, news is about getting alerts to the latest information. There, Twitter is decidedly beating us. I’ve heard TV news executives confess that they have lost ownership of breaking news (thus, when nothing is breaking, everything on TV becomes breaking news). As a platform that empowers witnesses to share and users to discover stories, Twitter is amazing. As a news product, Twitter has its weaknesses: Taken on the whole, it is disorganized; its quality depends on whom you follow and whom they retweet in turn; what you read on it is too often unreliable; it is repetitive; it overdoses. I think there is an opportunity to build services that specialize in the alert — the real alert, the kind of update that, as I said earlier, is worth the interruption, that makes the user say, “thanks for bugging me.” News organizations tend to abuse the license to bother with too many headlines, too many promotions and teases carrying too little information in them. Breaking News, a Twitter account started in 1987 by Michael van Poppel, a Dutch teenager, did a remarkably good job of staying on top of big news; MSNBC.com bought the service in 2009. Since then, as we’ll see next, Cir.ca has advanced the art of the breaking news alert.

Sometimes, news is about following a story. That is Cir.ca’s real specialty. When you click the “follow” button on a story there, the service knows what you already know and bothers you only with what’s new. One issue is that Cir.ca’s small startup staff can themselves follow only so many stories, so the service cannot be personalized to every interest. With its dependence on its own staff to use its own content management system to break down the article in its unique way, Cir.ca could have trouble scaling. Or perhaps the way for Cir.ca to expand is for all news organizations to take on its structure of news and its CMS, offering updates for the stories individual readers want, only when there’s something new. That would require newsrooms to radically change how they produce news — cutting it up into pieces, as Cir.ca does, to separate old bits from new bits — and how they relate to users, keeping profiles on each one to know what each wants to follow and what each has has already read. That would sound like a recipe for a reborn wire service — the update company — but when I’ve spoken with executives at legacy wire services about this notion, their heads explode: the utility is apparent but it is too much to imagine the work needed to change how every reporter in the field gathers and produces news.

Sometimes news is about diversion. Many presumed in the early days of mobile that everything on a phone must of course be short and quick because the screen is small and the time available brief. That is true in many contexts. That desire for nuggeted content and social sharing have given birth, for good and ill, to BuzzFeed and the listicle. But some news sites have also found that long articles can receive better readership — more time and attention — on mobile than on computers. In context, that stands to reason: stuck in a doctor’s waiting room, how much better it is to dig into an article you’ve wanted to read than into a six-month-old issue of People (BuzzFeed beats that). So sometimes mobile is the right medium for taking in a long article. I can hear the proponents of “long-form content” hazzahing. Not so quick. I dislike “long-form content” as an organizational schema for journalism. Length is too often a criteria of editorial ego, of the hope to attract time and attention to our content. That is not the criterion that matters to the user. Quality and relevance matter. The winners in what we call long-form are services that let users collect pieces from anywhere that they don’t have time to read right now, saving them for the moment when they are in that waiting room. Our challenge is making content that is so good it’s worth saving and coming back to.

Sometimes news is about getting up to speed, filling in missing pieces, understanding a story that got ahead of you, getting an explanation. That is what has driven some good proportion of the usage of Wikipedia. That is what inspired the creation of Vox.com and FiveThirtyEight, new services devoted in great measure to providing explainers and backgrounders.

Sometimes news is about answering questions. When I worked as a young cub on the midnight shift at the Chicago Tribune, guys in bars would call the city desk to settle bets because libraries were closed. My editor insisted on always giving them an answer, “and preferably the wrong one,” amusing himself with visions of the fights that would break out the next day when the truth emerged. Google does a great job of giving us answers to the kinds of questions we used to ask of libraries or Yellow Pages. Wikipedia does an impressive job of answering the kinds of questions we used to ask of encyclopedias. Is there a business opportunity in creating a premium service to replace the librarian and my old night city editor, or maybe employ them as human beings who can reliably answer urgent or hard questions?

Sometimes news is about recommendations — where to eat tonight, which movie to see, which phone to buy — if news media have not already ceded that function to Yelp, TripAdvisor, Foursquare, Rotten Tomatoes, Epinions, Amazon reviews, et al. Early in its web days, in 1999, The New York Times bought a service called Abuzz devoted to readers asking readers questions, such as, “Where is the best ice cream in Boston?” It folded, perhaps because it was ahead of its time or it emphasized the wrong kinds of questions or it was too limited in its scope; I don’t know. I created the magazine Entertainment Weekly but if I had the same idea today — helping people decide how to spend their scarce time and money on entertainment — I wouldn’t start a magazine and hire critics and make content to fill pages in print or even on the web. I’d build a platform for shared opinions among like-minded souls — thriller fans over here, romantics over there — perhaps adding a critic or two as convener and curator of the best discussions.

Sometimes news is — or should be — about connecting with others in a community of shared interest, like our neighbors. After Hurricane Irene hit the Jersey Shore, a city planner and surfer with no journalistic experience named Justin Auciello started a Facebook page called the Jersey Shore Hurricane News. It became an incredibly active hub for neighbors at the Shore — a quarter million at latest count — to share news every day. Earlier, I discussed Nextdoor as a platform to connect neighbors.

Sometimes news is about instructions — how to find a bargain or grow a garden or win at golf. There’s an opportunity to rethink such so-called service content around the context of mobile devices. One of the few plausible reasons I’ve seen to don Google Glass is to deliver instructions while the wearer is in the midst of a task.

Sometimes news is about discussion. Sadly, much of the discussion we are subjected to — on cable networks or in website comments — is vitriolic, venal, or banal at best. Too often, it is hijacked by trolls. A 2014 study found that trolls are in fact sadists and it’s nigh unto impossible to exterminate them.40 Still, I have not given up on the art of conversation online. There have to be ways to encourage and reward productive discussion about issues that matter among sane, reasonable, smart people. In fact, our democracy depends on it.

Sometimes news now is about sharing — and sharing is about news. People share what they witness, whether that’s as momentous as a plane landing in the Hudson River or as unfortunately common as a fire (alert TV news!). People share news, passing on links — often manipulated to do so by the likes of Buzzfeed and Upworthy — to inform friends or just to rack up social capital. Sharing is often misused and misinterpreted — more on that later. Nonetheless, sharing is a social trait that the internet fosters and amplifies and there are many opportunities and benefits for news organizations to help their communities share what they see, what they know, what they need to know, and what they think with each other.

Sometimes news is about taking action, helping the public or a community within it to vote, to be heard, to affect law or policy, to help others.

Whew. That is a long list of distinct uses of news: updates, followups, explanation, diversion, answers, recommendations, connection, instructions, discussion, service, sharing, action. Any of those uses can be mobile. None of them has to be. Isn’t that too much to expect of one site or one app? No wonder readers constantly complain of news sites: “It’s so hard to find what I want.” That’s because we are still trying to cram a big, old newspaper into a bottomless portal on a little, tiny screen and then add all kinds of new functions and different media. We hope it will be appealing and worth the bother because it carries our brand. Perhaps we can use mobile as an excuse to rethink the value of what we offer and as a means to unbundle our services into their useful bits — as Google and Facebook do. If we allow users to declare their own needs at a particular time or in a particular place or because of a particular mood, we can better serve those needs. Perhaps mobile will force us to get better at building profiles of our users as individuals so we can serve each of them better. Mobile can make us reorganize what we offer around our users rather than around our content. Mobile isn’t just another content-delivery mechanism. Don’t try to be mobile first. Be user first. Context over content, that’s the lesson of mobile.


  



REINVENTING TV NEWS
 

I don’t want to dwell on this but I have to say that TV news — especially local TV news — sucks. It favors heat over light. It repeats much, saying little. It goes overboard on weather, sticking rulers in the snow to show how it grows or standing in the wind to prove it blows. It adores fires — which, though terrible for those in their path, usually affect few — because TV news values video über alles. It delivers BREAKING NEWS that isn’t breaking at all but is too often long-over, repetitive, obvious, or trivial. It gullibly and dutifully flacks for PR events created just for TV. It presents complex issues with false and simplistic balance. It picks fights. It talks with only the usual suspects. It speaks in the voice of plastic people. It stages reality (the shot of the reporter nodding — called a “noddy” in the UK — is for the camera only, as is the subject’s stroll down the hall to nowhere in particular — that’s “B-roll”). Worst of all are the location-shot stand-ups, as when network and local reporters trudged with their satellite trucks and crews to the George Washington Bridge to talk about New Jersey Gov. Chris Christie and a scandal around closed traffic lanes there — even though there were no sources, no officials, no witnesses, and no victims to speak with; in short, there was no journalism to be done there. To TV news, all the world’s a stage and its people merely props. TV news wastes precious journalistic resources without holding itself accountable for the value it delivers.

But I don’t want to dwell on that. Instead, I want to examine what TV could do well.

TV can convene the public to action.

TV can summarize, sometimes too well perhaps. But delivering a quick overview of what’s happening is a useful function of news.

TV can curate, bringing together divergent reports and viewpoints.

TV can explain a complex topic and doesn’t have to dumb it down.

TV can demonstrate.

TV can foster collaboration, having witnesses share what they are seeing and what they know.

TV can discuss and needn’t shout.

TV can give voice to countless new perspectives now that everyone has a camera on laptop or phone.

TV can humanize without cynically patronizing or manufacturing a personality.

TV on the internet can now be freed from the need to fill a clock. It can expand past video.

TV can be two-way.

TV can now create assets of lasting value instead of just talk that fills time.

When TV does those things, is it still TV? I know people who are innovating with the form online and who object to calling what they do “television” because they don’t want the word’s baggage. But I say they should co-opt the word, revolutionizing the concept of television instead of letting it languish in its past. It’s true that there’ll soon be no way to distinguish among media. What used to be a text article in a print publication now, online, has video and audio; what used to be a TV story can now carry text and photos online; both can include interactivity and discussion and more. Still, I see value in commandeering the word television because I want innovators to take over the medium itself, pressuring its legacy owners to cast off their orthodoxies and idiocies. Those not-so-old broadcast companies, though weakened by the ceaseless growth of new competitors, still have good businesses and still attract the largest news audiences. They have had little motivation to change. Even newspapers and magazines, finally able to make video, have made the mistake of trying to ape broadcast TV. Change will have to come from outside media. Allow me to speculate on a few forms this new TV news could take:

TV with many eyes and many ears: When he canceled Piers Morgan’s prime-time show, CNN President Jeff Zucker said there just weren’t enough people — enough “big gets” — left to interview.41 How sadly absurd. TV keeps talking with the same big gets, the few usual suspects. But now, thanks to the fact that millions of people have TV cameras — a webcam, a laptop camera, or a smartphone camera — it is possible to interview most anyone and to bring an endless diversity of new voices to TV.

Picture, if you will, Wolf Blitzer’s gigantic CNN Situation Room video wall filled by Brady Bunch boxes with someone in each square. Imagine that below their faces are their latest tweets, so we can see what each has to say. Now imagine that a host — Wolf perhaps — can point to any of those people so we can hear their views. Or fire Wolf and let the audience take over, deciding who should be heard from next. The folks in the boxes could be experts from anywhere. They could be a panel of senior citizens talking about the impact of a change in Social Security law on their lives. They could be citizens questioning a government official. Any of the people watching could, in turn, see each others’ tweets or comments in a chat. Indeed, if any viewer has something worthwhile to add to the conversation, he or she could be invited to turn on the cam and join in. The prototype platform for this already exists in the form of Google+ Hangouts.

I’ve long wanted to make that show. Consider the genius of Fox News founder Roger Ailes. His brilliance wasn’t political and it certainly wasn’t journalistic; it was economic. He realized that gabbing about the news rather than gathering it would often be more compelling and get higher ratings at a much lower cost than making packages and stories — than reporting, in other words. His scheme had just one weakness: The Fox folk need someone to gab with. I know because I used to work a block away from their studio in New York and was often called in at a moment’s notice to opine — until their first choice arrived and I would be given the bum’s rush. When webcams were introduced, I was talking with an old friend and former boss who was a corporate executive at News Corp., and I suggested that Fox could put a cam in the home and the office of frequent commentator Andrew Napolitano. When news in a big trial broke, they could get his face and opinions on the air, avoiding chat-free silence or middlemen like me. My friend had me talk with a network VP about the notion, but the VP dismissed it out of hand because the quality was not [hear stentorian TV voice when reading this] broadcast quality. (I am relieved I was rescued from the prospect of aiding Ailes.) But soon thereafter, Fox itself was using a small camera and a satellite phone to put Oliver North on the air from the warfront in Iraq. Soon after that, I was doing regular segments on MSNBC from my den at home, talking about what those odd new beasts called bloggers were saying. Sadly, cams were a fad. They lost their cool. That’s because TV used them to be hip, not to hear new perspectives.

TV can now use the cameras the public carries with them everywhere to witness news with greater immediacy and authenticity. The trick in the future will be finding and verifying the presence of people at the scene of news so they can share what they see. Tim Pool — who made a name for himself broadcasting #OccupyWallStreet protests to the web for more than 20 hours straight via his iPhone — says he was the first journalist to use Google Glass to broadcast live TV while he was working for TV’s most notable innovator, Vice. Next, I think, we’ll see the audience able to direct coverage remotely, asking a witness or a correspondent to go here or there or ask this question or that. On Google+, a young woman named M. Monica, whose disability makes it difficult for her to travel, has been able to enjoy trips vicariously, using Hangouts to ask someone with a camera to point it this way or that on, say, a canoe trip.42 I’d hope that TV news would celebrate the explosion of cameras brought on by mobile technology to break down its walls.

The (very) latest: Cable news’ greatest strength — breaking news — is also its greatest weakness. After an anchor has read to us what’s known, she is given nothing to do but keep repeating the same facts (or speculations) and looping the same video, trying to fool us into thinking we’re up to the minute when we were up to date hours ago. Well, she could go onto other news, but cable won’t do that for fear that a competitor will catch a twitchy viewer’s attention. Cable’s addiction to fake breaking news reached its nadir, of course, in 2014 with CNN’s shameless exploitation of the loss of Malaysia Airlines Flight 370, filling air 24 hours a day for weeks with absolutely no news and with humiliating speculation about black holes. “I think that if people want to be critical of CNN for over-covering a story, that’s totally fine with us,” CNN’s Zucker told Mashable even after the network had been ridiculed by everyone from Jon Stewart to President Obama. “Clearly, the audience has spoken and what CNN did was correct.”43 Except that CNN lost that bump in audience and its credibility along the way.

Online, breaking news doesn’t have to be this way, for there is no clock to fill. A news organization can tell us what it knows and then not say another word until it knows something new. Imagine if an online news service offered us the promise of (a) summarizing what is known about a breaking story now, (b) updating only when something new is known, and (c) alerting us when that occurs and giving us the choice whether to watch the latest. Video news could steal a beat from Wikipedia. So long as the provider does not abuse the privilege by sending us constant alerts — the boy crying “breaking news!” — then we can go about our business doing other productive things until there’s something new to learn. The business model of cable news — imprisoning us with the false hope of something actually happening while showing us more commercials — may not support such a high-value service. But by motivating us to make frequent visits with alerts that matter, the net could make this business model work.

Explainers and backgrounders: Recall my discussion about unbundling the article into assets and paths. Wikipedia, once again, shows the way by providing background on news stories and topics. Vox.com is making that into a business. There’s also an opportunity to make a business of backgrounders in video. Video is good at explaining and demonstrating; it can take us by the hand and guide us through a complex story. One of our entrepreneurial journalism students at CUNY, Christian Fahrenbach, has done just that, using video to explain stories with complex ideas or histories for a German audience (because they are animated, his videos can be easily translated for other markets). Explainers need not go crazy with computer graphics. Sometimes, a smart person simply talking with us can be effective. One of the greatest uses of graphics on TV that I’ve ever seen was Tim Russert explaining election scenarios on his tiny whiteboard. The business advantage of explainers and other such enduring video assets is that their value does not disappear into the wind as soon as they are seen; they gain audience, reputation, and value over time as more and more people link to and come to watch them.

Silent (mobile video) movies: Media of all sorts are looking at mobile as just another content-delivery mechanism. TV thinks this means making shorter videos. But I wonder whether the issue with video news on mobile is not time but sound. If I need to kill a few minutes waiting for a train or want to get the latest on a story via video, I’ll likely not want to haul out and connect my earphones. I won’t turn on the phone’s speakers (and I hope no one else on the train does). This makes me think that one appropriate model for mobile video is the silent movie: text and moving images that impart information and tell a story without having to hear.

Depth: It’s often said that video for the web must be short because viewers will abandon a play after — this is a moving target — three minutes. Or a minute and a half. Or 30 seconds. Vine has taken this notion to its inevitable absurdity: six-second videos. So video, the shallowest medium, gets even shallower. In certain circumstances, this quest for brevity makes sense. But online video can also be longer, much longer than TV. I watched, riveted, Vice’s 42-minute report from inside ISIS. There is no shortage of documentary filmmakers who would like your attention online since they can’t get it on TV or in theaters. Interviews that would be cut to two minutes or less on the air can be played out to any length online.

Every week, I appear on This Week in Google, a show produced and hosted by Leo Laporte on his TWiT (This Week in Tech) network. Leo, our cohost Gina Trapani, occasional guests, and I can spend an hour, often an hour and a half, sometimes even two hours yammering on about Google and related technology news. This could — and should — never be done on the mass medium of broadcast TV. But online TWiT’s stable of about two-dozen shows can find their interested, loyal, and highly targeted audiences, ranging from 50,000 to 250,000 per week. You’d think that making shows for such small audiences would hardly be worth the effort. But consider that often MSNBC’s audience runs only about double TWiT’s, and many cable networks have audiences so small they don’t show up as blips on Nielsen’s measurements.

The freedom of format allows Laporte — like the interview master, Howard Stern, on his satellite radio show — to talk with someone interesting until he has satisfied every curiosity, no matter how long it takes. Online tools also help Laporte drastically reduce his cost, using inexpensive but high-definition consumer cameras in his studio (which started as one very small room in a cottage in Petaluma, California) and using webcams on laptops for cohosts such as me to join the conversation via Skype or Hangouts. Laporte breaks more rules of broadcast TV. When he makes TV, he is simultaneously making radio as some members of the audience watch live, some watch later via streaming, and a good proportion listen to audio downloads of his shows in their cars or while jogging or at work. And Laporte tears down the wall between TV and its audience via a chatroom that is always running on his network, allowing us on-camera to talk with folks who are watching, getting their questions and ideas and often relying on them to answer questions we pose — for, as Dan Gillmor has said, our audiences know more than we do. Thus TV becomes two-way at last.

TV news has so many opportunities to reinvent itself. We are starting a series of events at CUNY and my colleagues there are teaching a course devoted to reinventing TV news. Its rebirth is about to begin.


  



UNTAPPED TECHNOLOGIES
 

I began this essay saying that I would not predict the future, but rather suggest a few. There are so many futures I cannot yet imagine. At CUNY, we get people to imagine new opportunities by having them play a game created by Dr. Nick Diakopoulos, now a professor at the University of Maryland. He conducted research for us cataloguing new technologies that have not yet been explored deeply for news.44 The game has small groups of players take one card with a need that news consumers share, one card with a journalistic goal, and two cards with different technologies to brainstorm new journalistic services. Just as journalists need to find opportunity in problems, so do they need to find opportunities in technologies: the geeks’ gifts of the title. Every time we see something new, we should ask whether it could serve journalism. The answer, most times, will properly be no. But sometimes opportunity, need, and innovation will conspire.

Take Rap Genius. It is a platform built to allow the annotation of hip hop lyrics (and surprisingly, it did not bring cries of copyright violation from artists, many of whom were wise enough to see that Rap Genius gave them a new way to engage with their fans and explain their art). Who’d think that this platform could have application for news? Its offshoot, News Genius, has been used to annotate presidential speeches and government statistical reports and interview transcripts. Authors have put up chapters of books to supply a back story.

Medium, a new content platform created by Blogger and Twitter cofounder Ev Williams, similarly allows readers and authors to comment not at the end of articles but next to any phrase or any idea, making commenting more civil and writing more collaborative. At the same time, Reddit — an open platform that inevitably fosters the best along with the worst of online commenting — created a new Live Thread stream to allow a limited group of editors to curate the best of the web and add information to conversations around news. Who could have imagined that silly little Twitter would become a tool for gathering and disseminating news in revolutions and natural disasters? Its own creators did not. These platforms were not created for news but have application for it if we are open-minded enough to imagine the possibilities. This way, innovation lies. 

I don’t want to see us use technology for its own sake. I have long-since overdosed on cool. This is why I like Diakopoulos’ approach of using technology to answer a need. He identifies four news consumers needs:

 

 


	1.   
	staying informed;


	2.   
	gaining personal identity (through, for example, reinforcing one’s values);


	3.   
	integrating and interacting socially (finding the basis for conversation); and


	4.   
	being entertained.



 

He next defines 10 key journalistic functions:

 

 


	1.   
	truth


	2.   
	independence


	3.   
	impartiality


	4.   
	public interest


	5.   
	watchdogging


	6.   
	organizing forums


	7.   
	informing


	8.   
	storytelling


	9.   
	aggregating


	10.   
	sensemaking



 

Players in his game receive one each from those two lists and then receive cards explaining two of 27 dimensions of computing. A few examples:

 

 


	■   
	social computing (e.g., online communities and social networks);


	■   
	natural user interfaces (e.g., gesture, touch, speech);


	■   
	mobile and ubiquitous computing;


	■   
	wearable computing;


	■   
	information visualization;


	■   
	virtual reality (for example, goggles that allow the user to believe she is walking in another environment);


	■   
	augmented reality (e.g., adding information to the scene a user sees through Google Glass or a phone’s camera);


	■   
	games;


	■   
	robotics;


	■   
	machine learning (that is, “algorithms that allow for the recognition of generalizable patterns or categories from data which may facilitate intelligent decisions based on such data”);


	■   
	natural language processing (“algorithms that allow for the parsing and understanding of human language”)


	■   
	speech recognition;


	■   
	activity recognition (for example, using sensors in a user’s phone to determine where she is and how she is moving);


	■   
	data mining.



 

Try it yourself. Pick one news consumer need, one journalistic goal, and two random technologies. Invent, say, a social game to explain and gather solutions to a community issue. Or a network of sensors on users’ phones to identify where crowds gather and to contact witnesses to whatever is happening there. Rinse and repeat.45


  



[image: images]

  



THE STORY SO FAR
 

I hear it often: News doesn’t have a journalism problem. It has a business-model problem.46 I will disagree on two counts. It is willfully blind and suicidally deaf to say that journalism doesn’t have a problem when its institutions are all suffering falling audience and plummeting trust — only about a fifth of Americans have “a great deal” or “quite a lot of” confidence in news media, according to Gallup.47 More important, to pose journalism’s plight as a problem is to suggest that journalism as it was needs saving, that there’s some fix out there that will make everything all right again if only we can find it. I prefer to state the quandary from an antipodal point of view: Journalism has no end of new opportunities and our problem is that we have not yet explored nearly enough of them.

In the first part of this essay, I explored the new relationships journalism can have with the public that it never could have before:

 

 


	■   
	understanding, interacting with, and serving people as individuals and communities rather than as a mass;


	■   
	shifting our goals, organizations, and cultures from manufacturing content to providing service, helping the public we serve meet its needs and goals;


	■   
	using, building, and offering new tools and transforming journalism into a platform with greater utility, often at scale;


	■   
	working collaboratively with the public and with fellow members of growing news ecosystems and networks;


	■   
	recasting the journalist as more than storyteller: as convener, partner, helper, educator, organizer, even advocate.



 

In the second part, I began to explore new forms for news that cascade from these new relationships. We can recast the article with new-media tools, then move past the article with new means of providing service: news through links, news via data, news as a flow, news through tools, news as a tool. More important than reconsidering the forms news can take is the value we can provide. Our new and richer relationships with the public we serve give us the opportunity to offer greater relevance in the context of their needs; to specialize in the journalistic skills that are most needed; to improve the quality of our work; to explore new methods to fulfill our mission. News can take on countless more forms I cannot begin to imagine because I am too old and the technologies are too new.

Now we arrive at the big question: how to sustain journalism. In this last half of the essay, I will explore business models for the new layers of news ecosystems that are supplanting the old, vertically integrated corporations that dominated news for more than a century: beat businesses, new news organizations (some of them rebuilt from the ashes of the old), networks, and platforms. For old or new news companies, I will suggest how to implement the relationship strategy as a business strategy, knowing our users better so we can increase the value we provide them and thus extend their use, engagement, and loyalty. I will suggest that knowing our users better will also yield greater value and revenue in advertising — using data about users not as a commodity to sell but as a tool to build worth. I will explore other revenue streams at small and large scale: events, digital services, ad networks, commerce, memberships, patronage, and consumer payment. I will suggest new metrics to drive our media businesses and new perspectives to consider regarding such protective concepts as copyright and intellectual property. In the end, instead of asking the question I so often hear — Who will pay for journalism? — I will ask the one that troubles me more: Who will invest in innovation? Who will help us explore journalism’s many and promising but certainly unsure opportunities?

But first, we have some unpleasant business to get through. We must examine the weaknesses of the present business models for news and why they cannot carry over to our new digital world. And we need to explore further cost efficiencies, difficult as that can be. For journalism must finally reach the point at which the cutting ends so it can find ways to grow again.


  



DIGITAL FIRST — WHAT THEN?
 

When John Paton was employed by hedge-fund investors to manage two large newspaper chains and to make sense of the combination’s costs, ownership structure, and strategy, he named the enterprise Digital First Media.48 Paton readily acknowledged that no truly modern media or technology company — no Google, Yahoo, Twitter, BuzzFeed, or Business Insider — would ever use such a phrase because they all were born digital.49 But his newspapers — making up the second largest newspaper group in America — weren’t digital. His task was to get them over what Guardian editor-in-chief Alan Rusbridger once called the big, green blob of economic uncertainty and on to the path to their digital futures.50

Here’s how I translate the catchphrase “digital first” into a business strategy for legacy media proprietors: They must transform their companies into fully sustainable digital enterprises before the day when print becomes unsustainable. And for the most part, print will become unsustainable. I needn’t explore in depth the causes of death, as the essence of mass media’s plight is now apparent: Publishers as well as broadcasters controlled scarcities — limited space in print and time on the air, each in a closed distribution channel — which afforded them enviable pricing power. The net creates abundance — no shortage of content and no end of advertising availabilities, not to mention the opportunity for brands and merchants to bypass media altogether and build direct relationships with customers. That abundance drives the value of content and advertising toward zero.

Google, by contrast, has built its empire not on controlling scarcity but instead on creating and exploiting abundance. If Google had structured its business model the way legacy media companies did, it would have taken a scarcity — say, the number of people who search for “smartphones” each day — and charged what the market would bear for access to them. Instead, Google offered advertisers a better deal, charging them on performance — that is, only when a user clicked on an ad. Google built an auction to determine the market price for any search term. Google also prioritized ads on a page not on the basis of premium payment but instead on performance — the more times an ad is clicked in a given search, Google assumed, the more relevant and useful and thus productive the ad would be. Thus Google aligned its interests with those of the advertiser (and to some extent the user) and assumed the risk in the transaction — no click, no money for Google. Instead of controlling its scarcity, Google was motivated to create an abundance with its AdSense program, placing ads on any site anywhere on the net. Google analyzed the content of the site where its ads appeared, vastly improving the relevance of those ads and thus increasing the clickthrough and the revenue. And importantly, Google shared revenue with these sites, motivating them to take the ads and exploding Google’s distribution at essentially no risk. The net commodified media companies’ one key asset, content. Google commodified the other, distribution. Google offered media companies’ advertising customers a better, safer deal, and on that foundation, Google built the behemoth that now controls more than 40 percent of digital advertising.51

Meanwhile, back at the ranch, publishers not only tried to protect their old-media properties, they tried to carry their old business models, assumptions, and metrics to the new, digital world. They still made content. They still sold space next to it, charging what the market would bear, which turned out to be less and less every day. When that digital advertising revenue proved insufficient to replace lost print revenue and support even a shrinking cost structure, publishers resorted to trying to charge for access to their content — and for most, that turned out not to be their salvation. Publishers tried to create and control scarcities where scarcities no longer existed. When they did try to act expansively and exploit abundance — by gathering new and larger-than-ever audiences online — they were accused of committing the “original sin” of giving away their content, their scarce commodity, for free.52 I’ll explore the arguments about paywalls below. In any case, preservation and protection turned out to be no strategy for the Google age.

The solutions for media companies may not be obvious, but the arithmetic of sustainability is: Start by reducing costs to their most essential and efficient level — assuredly a fraction of what they were for an old, vertically integrated monopoly. Then maximize digital revenue — advertising volume, yes, but I will also argue for building greater advertising value through deeper, richer relationships with consumers. Build new products and services appropriate to the new opportunities that technology presents: digital services for advertisers, mobile applications, newsletters, and so on. And explore additional revenue streams, including events, direct commerce, and consumer revenue via patronage or paywalls. Digital revenue surely will not cover the legacy costs of a deposed monopoly, but one had better see a path to digital profitability. The alternative is just to milk the old print cow until she keels over.

Print is a seductive if geriatric mistress. As I hear over and over, print still brings in the lion’s share of revenue for newspaper and magazine companies. That’s because advertisers and their agencies are slow to change and publishers have not been eager to educate the people who hold the checkbooks. But we must get ahead of the inevitable, which means driving the remaining advertisers to digital before they are gone. Paton started to do that by changing the bonus structure for his sales staffs — if they didn’t make their digital goals, they didn’t earn their print bonuses — and by getting into new advertising businesses like digital marketplaces in the belief that it is better to cannibalize thyself.

Print advertising in newspapers imploded from $65.8 billion to $17.3 billion in inflation-adjusted dollars from 2000 to 2013, with digital adding back in only $6.3 billion.53 Classifieds are long gone. Retail continues to consolidate and in some categories collapse, a process begun well before the internet when department stores fell into each other and big-box chains replaced the local merchants that had been loyal if imprisoned customers of newspapers. Of course, the collapse of retail is only accelerating thanks to Amazon and online commerce. The result thus far: Print newspapers across America are so thin you could shave with them. The last, best economic reason to continue printing and distributing newspapers in America is to carry coupons and circulars, called free-standing inserts (FSIs) in the trade. This is precisely why you see some newspapers reducing their print frequency to the three or four days a week when they distribute FSIs. But this, too, may soon pass into oblivion. Retailers want their circulars to continue, for they can be a profit center: an opportunity to charge manufacturer brands for promotion as well as a way to sell consumers merchandise. But many of these chains are suffering because Amazon and the web have siphoned off customers, killed their pricing power, and sliced into their already-thin profit margins. Customers treat stores as showrooms and buy online. Mobile makes the situation only worse, as a potential buyer can easily comparison-shop and then order from a competitor even while standing in the store; that scenario is the raison d’être for Amazon’s Fire phone. Consumers are also getting more accustomed to using coupons on their phones rather than clipping them — giving stores or brands more data about their customers and an opportunity to target pitches and build a stronger relationship while also saving money on printing and distributing fliers. All the while, newspaper circulation keeps falling, from a high of 124 percent penetration when Americans bought multiple papers in a still-competitive market in 1950 to 37 percent penetration in 2013.54 I asked executives at one big retail chain when newspaper distribution would drop below the point of critical mass that makes it worthwhile to continue using FSIs. They gave me a timetable that is now ticking near midnight. The real question is what will go first: the circulars or the retailers themselves.

Just to add one more kick to the kidneys for papers: Legal ads — the dense, unreadable, but highly profitable55 public notices many governments are required to publish in publications of general circulation — are also sure to go away even over the lamentations and lobbying of newspaper publishers, as the open-data movement demands transparency of government information online. Besides, with only a third or less of Americans still reading newspapers, it is no longer possible to argue that papers are the largest distribution channel for these notices. It will soon be worth asking whether newspapers still qualify as mass media.

Magazines and television face similar pressures as newspapers, though, of course, in different circumstances. As discussed in Part 1, magazines might have squandered their opportunity to become platforms for their already-gathered communities of specific interest. General-interest magazines are suffering — what would you do if you were in charge of Time or the latest iteration of Newsweek? — while the more specialized and high-gloss magazines are being kept afloat for a while longer because they are a medium for brand advertising rather than retail or performance-based advertising. Brands and their agencies traffic in smoke, mirrors, and masses. Luxury brands particularly — inflated with marketing mystique as they are and thus cautious and slow to change — still support some magazines. But how long will that last, especially as magazines’ circulation, like newspapers’, is caught in a downward spiral, particularly on newsstands.56

On television, even as broadcast network audience shrinks like a cheap sweater and local TV news audiences follow,57 advertising rates increase because, oddly, mass is the last scarcity in media. That is, there’s nowhere else for unambitious ad agencies to get their clients’ messages in front of millions of eyeballs at once — even if it is now possible with additional effort online to more precisely target advertising with greater relevance for consumers and more demonstrable return on investment for brands. It’s still true that nobody ever got fired for buying Thursday night on NBC. Well, so far; upfront ad buys on TV are starting to decline.58 Television has other artificial means of life support: mandatory retransmission fees from cable companies. Nevermind that we, the people, gave networks our broadcast spectrum in return for free and public-service programming. And nevermind that cable companies have us imprisoned with their bundles, forcing us to subsidize channels that could never make it on their own in the market. These legacy forces — brands’ cognitive dissonance, ad agencies’ caution, cable’s monopolies, nonmarket regulation — will carry on as long their beneficiaries can squeeze another breath out of them and until new competitors like Netflix and YouTube reinvent the form and retrain the audience to be more than just an audience.

Digital will out. That reality is being exploited by no end of digital — not digital-first — competitors that can (a) start and operate at much lower cost and risk than their forebears and (b) nimbly steal away consumers and advertisers with better deals at lower cost. It’s not my job here or in my university role to favor one over the other: legacy vs. startup, old vs. new. Nor is it my job to protect or fix the incumbents. It would be hubristic of me to think that I could. Still, I have my suggestions.

I will argue that publishers must set a date sooner than later when they project that print will be unsustainable or at least optional. That is, they might not dismantle their presses (unless they already, wisely, pay somebody else to do that dirty work). They could continue printing products that still bring in profit. But they must acknowledge that print will neither drive nor sustain the company past that date. And so they must push every sector of the enterprise — staff, audience, advertisers — to the digital future. As long as print survives, it should become a byproduct — not the core of the business model, not the center of the operation, not the focus of its culture. Imagine it this way: The entire staff is devoted to creating the best digital service it can. A few people in a basement room take the best of that service and repackage it, freeze-drying it for print. Print becomes a promotional vehicle for the brand’s online services and a supplier of cash flow to subsidize research and development. That has been happening at some newspaper companies, including two I’ve worked with, Advance and Digital First, as well as some in Europe, including Axel Springer at Die Welt. The New York Times, too, is saluting the digital-first flag. Its leaked, 97-page report by a newsroom innovation committee in 2014 got the definition of digital-first almost exactly right:59
 

Around the newsroom, this phrase often is used to refer to publishing articles on the web before putting them in print. But outside our walls, digital-first is an all-encompassing strategy.


Digital-first means the top priority is producing the best possible digital report, free from the constraints of the newspaper. The last step is repackaging the best of that digital report for the next day’s paper.


This transition requires rethinking staffing, structure and work processes from top to bottom.


Companies with no legacy platform have the advantage of being able to focus entirely on creating the best digital reports. For newspaper companies, making this transition can be so challenging that several of our competitors have handed responsibility for the daily paper to small, stand-alone teams so that everyone else can focus on digital.

 

I might quibble with still focusing on a “report,” which itself carries a number of legacy assumptions about product over service: news as content. Still, it is impressive to see the young turks behind the innovation report call upon their elders to recognize the assumptions that rule the institution. “The newsroom is unanimous,” the report said. “We are focusing too much time and energy on Page One. This concern — which we heard in virtually every interview we conducted, including reporters, desk heads, and masthead editors — has long been a concern for the leadership. And yet it persists. Page One sets the daily rhythms, consumes our focus, and provides the newsroom’s defining metric for success.” Not just at The Times but across the industry, publications online continue to be recognizable as publications: They still make content. They still want to attract audience to that content. They still sell advertising around that content. That’s less digital-first than digital-last: We will take what we know, what we have always done, and then make it as digital as we can.

Back to John Paton: I remember the day in 2012 when he charted for his advisory board — at the time, Jay Rosen, Emily Bell, and me; Clay Shirky joined later — his path to fixing Digital First’s corporate structure, reducing costs to the minimum (selling every printing press, fleet of trucks, and office building that was not profitable on its own), and driving maximum revenue to digital. He explained the dynamics of working with hedge funds — a crucial factor to keep in mind when we see later how his story ends. Paton drew his projections on the whiteboard and said: OK, let’s imagine that at a date only a couple of years out, we get there — the company will be substantially sustainable as a digital enterprise. Then what? he asked. What are we then?

That question inspired this essay. Trying to answer Paton’s question forced me to reexamine my own thinking about the future of news, to identify and push harder against my own assumptions that sprang from my experience in legacy media: the Gutenberg context, or pressthink, as Jay Rosen would call it. Paton was asking what news could be, what news should be. What is the strategy that takes us past mere survival to reinvention? Can we get there? I realized that until we reimagined our destination, we would be stuck recycling the past. What’s required to get to that goal is considerable imagination, experimentation, risk, failure, courage, and urgency — as well as patience.


  



EFFICIENCY: THE FINAL CUT
 

Most discussions of the state and fate of the business of news start with revenue and a search for the means to recover what has been lost to the internet so we can pay for and thus protect newsrooms as they were. Sorry, but I will begin on the other side of the ledger with the cost of journalism. It has plummeted, not just because we have less money to spend but because we can now spend less to get and disseminate the news. Thanks to technology, specialization, and collaboration, news can be much more efficient today.

Many technologies have saved news organizations a fortune. I enjoyed reading a 1901 piece in The New York Times recounting how photographers were displacing the illustrators who used to rush to the scenes of news to sketch what they saw and who, on deadline, would describe their drawings over the newfangled telegraph to other illustrators who’d render their images.60 A bit closer to our era, when I started in the business in the ’70s, computers replaced Linotypes with digital and photographic processes to set type.61 Next, computers allowed news organizations to “save keystrokes,” in the jargon of the day, meaning that typesetters — both people and machines — were no longer needed to retype text once it had been written on a reporter’s keyboard. Next, computers consolidated design and production functions, eliminating the need for large backshop operations to compose pages. All those savings, eliminating entire job descriptions, labor forces, and unions with them, came before the ’80s were out. Others followed: Facsimile reproduction of pages allowed printing presses to move out of expensive city real estate into remote printing plants. Facsimile reproduction tied to satellite transmission led to the birth of USA Today and the spread of The New York Times and The Wall Street Journal as America’s first national newspapers. Digital photography eliminated the need for film processing. Microfilm and then digital storage killed newspaper libraries, aptly called morgues. Technology was very good to the news industry, until it wasn’t.

Even with all that disruption and downsizing, still greater efficiency and savings have been brought to news by the internet — particularly the web and its essential invention: the link, which rewards both specialization and collaboration. “Do what you do best and link to the rest” is my most quoted, retweeted, and PowerPointed utterance (it helps that it rhymes).62 Out of that dictum flows a series of new efficiencies and necessities for news. The first is to specialize. There’s little sense wasting your time writing the 25th-best account of a story when it will appear on the third page of a search request and in only a few tweets; mediocrity and repetition don’t pay anymore, at least not for long. But there is considerable value in creating the best, for others will end up linking to you.

Back in the day, any metro newspaper in the U.S. had to deliver the world to its audience, who were spread just as far as trucks or trains could take the paper’s early edition in a day without butting into the next city and its newspapers. (When I worked at the Chicago Tribune, our early edition, inexplicably called a “bulldog,” would travel as far as Canada. Because the paper was conservative, my Republican grandmother who lived 200 miles to the south was nonetheless a loyal subscriber.) Today, of course, the world is but a click away: A reader in Chicago can get to the coverage of the Guardian, The New York Times, the BBC, or native news reports in faraway lands. So the Chicago Tribune must specialize in Chicago. It must deliver the most useful, impactful, insightful reporting on Chicago that it can. It must build a stronger relationship with the people of the region than anyone else could hope to do. If it is not the best, then the door is open to new competitors. With dwindling resources, there’s no time anymore to worry about rewriting an AP story about doings in D.C. just so readers (and writers’ grandmothers) will be impressed with the reportorial reach of the paper. It must do only what it can do best.

The link forces us to reexamine the scoop culture of news — the belief that being first is always worthwhile. Today the half-life of a scoop is measured in the time it takes to click. It simply doesn’t pay anymore to be the first to report what will happen in a press conference when that will then be reported by hundreds of competitors, each a click away. Neither does it pay to “match” a competitor’s scoop, duplicating its reporting when linking to it will do — unless your reporting does take a story further. A true scoop, something that is worth our precious resources, is an investigation that breaks new ground or an insight from a reporter who knows her beat and her community better than anyone else. The rest is just the next minute’s fishwrap, digital dust.

In an age of specialization, a local newspaper — for example — will end up having to jettison most anything that doesn’t serve that local mission. I don’t regret the loss of local newspapers’ international and national bureaus. The New Yorker’s media writer, Ken Auletta, once challenged me on this point. Doesn’t it make sense, he asked, for the Los Angeles Times to have an Asian bureau? Listen to that notion, I replied: one person to cover all of Asia? Considering the cost of such a bureau and the fact that it produces only the occasional report from a correspondent who is helicoptered in, wouldn’t the paper’s money be better spent and wouldn’t it be a better service to international business executives and diasporal readers in Southern California to hire a few multilingual journalists in L.A. with specialties in business and politics to monitor, translate, summarize, contextualize, and link to original media from Asia? I would argue that — long before the ruination of Sam Zell’s ownership — the Los Angeles Times began to lose its way and its sense of mission when it decided to shift ambition from covering its gargantuan city — which was hard enough — to opening bureaus around the country and the world in hopes of competing with The New York Times as a national power. That was its ego speaking.

As Andrew Pettegree chronicles in his painstaking history, The Invention of News: How the World Came to Know About Itself, the first reporters were foreign correspondents who sent their private dispatches from distant ports to their business and political patrons. The first private manuscript newsletters — made possible with the building of the first postal networks — and then the first newspapers continued to deliver foreign news in part because local news was too hot to handle with monarchs warily breathing down the necks of the earliest publishers. The invention and spread of the telegraph led to the growth of the job description of foreign correspondent, as Robert H. Patton describes in his book, Hell Before Breakfast: America’s First War Correspondents Making History and Headlines, from the Battlefields of the Civil War to the Far Reaches of the Ottoman Empire. But those correspondents often covered events not out of relevance to the audience back home but instead for the exoticism of describing a world beyond sight and imagination. The telegraph also led to the creation of the first wire services and thus the first commodity news that many outlets could distribute at once. Yes, international and national reporting are a time-honored tradition in our business. I still hear the moans that without these bureaus newspapers will never be the same. But we mustn’t limit our definition of quality to what we used to do. And where there is a vacuum, there is opportunity. I attended a meeting at Harvard’s Berkman Center for Internet and Society in 2004 at which Ethan Zuckerman and Rebecca MacKinnon founded Global Voices Online, a platform that allowed so-called bridge-bloggers to read, translate, and link to bloggers reporting news all around the world.63 Nearby, Charlie Sennott, a decommissioned foreign correspondent for the Boston Globe, founded Global Post to install reporters in cities around the world so that it could provide news to a network of publications that could, in turn, assign and thus help support these correspondents. Foreign reporting does not go away just because some newspapers can’t afford to do it. If we are still lucky enough to have a few great outlets — The New York Times, The Guardian, the BBC — reporting from abroad, then we should reward them and our readers with our links to them.

Many job descriptions have already been eliminated or should be eliminated in a hard-nosed analysis of what is necessary to fulfill the targeted mission of a local publication. There’s little need for the old national editor or wire editor. I will raise much dander with this statement: We can’t afford copy editors any longer. Oh, I wish we could; I used to be one myself and many a copy editor saved me from many a humiliating mistake. They unquestionably assured better quality and accuracy in the work of any news organization. But if you were an editor faced with the need to cut back while still producing as much value as possible for the public, would you lay off a reporter or a copy editor? If you have the rare opportunity to hire someone new, will you hire a community engagement editor or a copy editor? The prudent editor-in-chief must think twice before retaining other luxuries once considered necessities — production editors, page designers, news editors, rewritemen,64 movie and TV critics, business columnists, golf writers, assistant managing editors, or the expense accounts that have sent 4,000 reporters to Rome to cover the choice of a new Pope (no scoops there) or 15,000 journalists to the American political conventions (no real news there, either) — instead of keeping, or better yet adding to, the ranks of local reporters who cover and serve the community. It is unfortunate that so many people — from typesetters to arts reporters, from mailers to movie writers — have lost their jobs. But our economic reality demands harsh prioritization.

We need to reexamine whether entire sections of newspapers and magazines that were created to build audience or revenue are still worth the resources that go into them. Take — just for the sake of illustration — sports. Unless you are a paper known for sports like the New York Daily News, or you work in a sports-mad market like Alabama, odds are that your sports section attracts a minority of readers — about 20 percent in my outdated experience. When mass-media economics were in force (namely: that all readers see all ads so we charge all advertisers for all readers, a myth whose implications I will explore) then that 20 percent of incremental readership was quite valuable. But today, online, we get paid only for the ads readers actually see. And sports sections, historically, drew few ads — mostly for tires (under the sexist logic that men read sports and men buy tires). Further, there are now plenty of sites that specialize in sports — from ESPN to SB Nation, from fan blogs to the teams and leagues themselves — and most times they can do a better job of game coverage than stretched newspapers can. If pro sports coverage no longer draws audience to the rest of our reporting, if it draws fewer advertisers than other specialties, and if our coverage is inferior to what readers can find a click away, why do it? If coverage of high-school sports brings in many readers who look at that and nothing else, if there isn’t advertising revenue to support it, and if the effort does not fulfill our journalistic mission, then is it better to devote reportorial resources to the topic or to build platforms that allow schools and fans to share their own scores and reports? Would those resources be better spent elsewhere, in an area of coverage in which the paper specializes?

When I’ve had such discussions on Twitter, I get in trouble with fans of sports coverage who point to some great writing done in its service or to investigative journalism uncovering dangers or corruption. Stipulated. But I respond by asking them what percentage of the total cost, space, and time devoted to sports qualifies as such critical journalism. How much amounts instead to game reports that could be produced by Narrative Science, the service whose algorithms take structured data like sports scores, financial results, and government information and turns them into narrative? Can we still afford to be all things to all people? We can perform similar tough-minded analyses of business, entertainment, and various lifestyle categories of coverage. Some of them certainly do bring value to readers — for example, I still want news and reviews of local restaurants, though Yelp, Foursquare, TripAdvisor, OpenTable’s menus, and other platforms do a better job of giving me more information about restaurants than a lone newspaper critic ever could. It’s tragic that newspapers lost out on the opportunity to build such services; if only they had thought like platform-builders instead of storytellers. Legacy news organizations need to examine everything they do and ask whether they can specialize and endeavor to be the best in each category. Then they need to ask whether the resources spent in each category will still earn sufficient revenue and audience to justify the effort. Am I suggesting that every newspaper oust its sports department? No. I am suggesting instead that every news organization perform a starkly honest audit of both the journalistic and economic value that all its activities bring under its current, unbundled business models. I use sports as a provocative example.

Just as specialization allows large enterprises to become more efficient, it also opens up opportunities for newcomers to start businesses at a small scale. Baristanet started covering just Montclair, New Jersey, then Barista Moms started serving just the mothers in town. Rather than thinking he had to start the next Wall Street Journal to cover business, journalistic entrepreneur Rafat Ali started the site PaidContent.org to cover only digital media and later Skift.com only for the travel industry. PinkNews.com covers news for gays, and before going to work for them, our entrepreneurial student Sara Sugar proposed a business to serve only lesbians — New York lesbians at that. Because you can now find your public and they you — thanks to the link — it’s possible for journalistic entrepreneurs to find the sweet spot where efficiency and critical mass of audience meet at a much smaller scale than before.

Entrepreneurial journalists can now specialize not just in the subject but also in the form of news. Wikipedia happened upon its role providing backgrounders for most any topic in the news, then Vox.com saw the opportunity to create a slickly packaged commercial competitor. Cir.ca and BreakingNews.com specialize in updates and alerts. There are more business opportunities to be had in unbundling the inverted pyramid.

The other great force of efficiency brought about by the web and the emergence of news ecosystems is collaboration. Its benefits are far from fully realized. A metropolitan paper cannot afford to have reporters in every town and every town council in its circulation area — of course, it never could. But now a local news ecosystem can support many independent, hyperlocal bloggers covering suburban towns or city neighborhoods. Thus the big, old paper can link to or even embed the work of the upstarts. And the little guys can do likewise with the big paper. They complement each other, and in New Jersey we are beginning to see them collaborate with each other on reporting.

News enterprises large and small should also collaborate with the publics they serve. That volunteerism — the desire to share what neighbors know with each other, the willingness to chip in on a project of mutual benefit — is a source of nonmonetary value creation in news that is all but untapped and unmeasured, but we see the beginnings of it. In the early days of blogging, I remember many a disapproving or disbelieving editor asking how I or any journalist could have the time to devote to my site. I said that done well, blogging — and later tweeting — saved me time, for it allowed me to get help from my readers, my small but generous public. My readers give me tips and answer my questions and all too often correct me. Collaboration is not just a nice and neighborly thing to do. Collaboration is an economic necessity for the survival of journalism. But we shouldn’t think of collaboration as just asking the public to do our work, crowdsourcing it. True collaborators help each other. We should help the public share and work with each other, providing platforms that allow people to connect and gather their knowledge with journalists adding value where we can. There is another layer of efficiency: The more the public can share its own information without effort and expense from us, the more information exists in a community, the less we have to do to get it, and the more we can specialize in our highest value activity: reporting. I will argue that in such an ecosystem, we can end up with more reporting than we used to have.

The news organization of the future should be specialized, expert, collaborative, efficient — and as small as it can be so it is sustainable. The bottom line: News enterprises that become profitable on their digital revenue are bound to be much smaller than their print forebears because, for all the reasons explored above, there’s simply less digital revenue to be had. This hard fact forces us to redefine the core of our value and to rebuild from there rather than trying to hold onto the functions we used to perform because we’ve always performed them. We must cut the waste. Go to Google News, search for any current news subject of note, and see how much redundancy that exposes. On the day that I write this in 2014, I find 7,301 articles on Germany’s World Cup victory, 477 on the floating of the shipwrecked Costa Concordia, 7,959 on LeBron James’ return to Cleveland. As an industry, we are wasting a sinful proportion of our shrinking resources on such repetition when a link to the two or three best specialists would give users better service and save money to devote to coverage worth linking to — and to building a business based on quality, engagement, and attention rather than just volume.

What are we trying to save of journalism? I have heard many editors challenge me over the years: “How are you going to support my newsroom?” I respond that there’s nothing to say their newsrooms should stay as they were. I still hear concerned citizens worry that with shrinking newsrooms, we will lose investigative reporting and watchdogs over government and powerful institutions. I worry, too. But just because we are losing jobs in large, legacy organizations — a drop of 35.5 percent from a 1989 high of 56,900 newsroom employees to 36,700 in 2013, according to the American Society of News (née Newspaper) Editors65 — that doesn’t mean that we need to lose their most important work. Here we need to continue our audit of the resources spent in what we call journalism and the return on that investment in terms of impact and value for the public. How small is the proportion of news budgets — including TV and magazines — that goes to investigations and keeping watch on the powerful? What proportion of the loss in jobs came simply through the efficiencies that resulted from new technologies? How much do we still spend today on repetition, stenography, and fluff?

This calculation leads to the obvious but critical question: What is the journalism that matters? In this essay, I have accordioned my definition of journalism as it suits the discussion at hand. I started by defining journalism quite broadly: helping a community organize its knowledge so it can better organize itself. Then I narrowed the definition of the journalism sharply to focus on the journalism that matters, arguing that if it is not advocacy, it is not journalism — that is, if it does not strive to have a positive impact on the lives of citizens, then it is not journalism. If it does not hold power to account on behalf of citizens, it is not journalism. If it merely covers the baseball game or the county fair or the latest fire, that is not necessarily journalism. Journalism changes its world. I will readily concede that is too narrow a definition of journalism. I can and shortly will expand the accordion again and argue that news should include most any means of helping communities get whatever information they need or want and, yes, that can include entertainment, sports, food, lifestyle, service, and more. But for the purposes of the harsh audit I suggest at this moment, we must use the narrow definition, identifying the journalism we must not lose or else our informed society and thus our democracy are imperiled. This is an economic calculation, a zero-base analysis of what we must protect, what we must support and sustain financially.

What is included in such high journalism? Most people begin with investigative journalism. I agree. But I don’t think investigative journalism is economically imperiled for three reasons: First, it’s still attention-grabbing, so news organizations old and new (see: Vice and First Look Media) will continue to do it for the gratification, engagement, awards, and branding it brings. Second, there are lots of new nonprofits — ProPublica, the Center for Investigative Reporting, The Texas Tribune, the Center for Public Integrity, to name the most prominent — now contributing to the news ecosystem with their investigations. And third, given the limited absolute dollars actually spent on investigations, it is conceivable that the investigative reporting produced now could be covered by philanthropy and patronage. But maintaining the investigative status quo is a low standard indeed; I hope that by carefully allocating resources and collaborating with others, we can increase the effort put into investigations.

Note well that investigative journalism springs mostly from two sources: whistleblowers’ leaks and beat reporters’ expertise. I will argue then that the most critical brick needed to rebuild the temple of high journalism is the beat. The beat reporter gains expertise in a coverage area — a town, a city hall, a cop shop, a federal agency, a field of medicine, a slice of science, an angle of the economy, an underserved community. She knows what to ask — and today, after building the new relationship with the public as I described in the first part of this essay, she can be better equipped to know what her community needs to know. She can listen for the community’s questions. She knows where to find the answers — and today there are more places to look because many of the people with answers (for example, economists) have taken to blogging and speaking directly to the public. Thus it’s easier to find experts or witnesses. The beat reporter gets to know the norm so she can identify the anomalies where stories lurk: For example, the lanes closed for no reason at the George Washington Bridge, a story dug up by beat reporters at The Record of Bergen County and The Wall Street Journal who weren’t classified as investigative reporters but who investigated New Jersey’s governor and his staff tenaciously. The beat reporter is accountable to the community she serves and — as I will explore later — can be held to account on the basis of metrics more worthwhile than pageviews and likes; she is valued on the utility she delivers and the trust she earns.

Here at last is the start of good news for the business of journalism. Once the industry has been pared to its essence and its essentials, once we determine what matters most and needs protection, once we find the means to support that work, then journalism can grow again. And I think there is a good chance it will scale not from the top down with new giants replacing the old but instead from the bottom up with beats. The reason I say that’s good news: because a beat can be a business.


  



BEAT BUSINESSES AS BUILDING BLOCKS OF NEWS ECOSYSTEMS
 

In research conducted at CUNY’s Tow-Knight Center in 2009 and again in 2014, modeling the news ecosystem of a market the size of Boston and then of New Jersey, we found that beats can indeed be businesses.66 We found examples scattered across the country — and I emphasize the word scattered — of hyperlocal blogs covering towns or urban neighborhoods of about 50,000 people that were earning upwards of $250,000 to $350,000 a year, mostly in advertising revenue. It is grindingly hard work. To serve, attract, and maintain a loyal audience of sufficient size within the community, the blogger must feed the beast not merely daily but many times per day. She must constantly be out in the community, talking with people. She has to perform not just journalistic functions but also commercial functions, getting over the journalist’s common phobia of business — specifically of arithmetic, advertising, and sales. To do all that alone is nigh unto impossible, so the hyperlocal blogger often works with partners — sometimes spouses — and has to earn the trust and affection of members of the community as collaborators. She also has to grapple with conflicts of interest more easily compartmentalized in large news organizations with their still-sprawling organization charts and lawyers on call — namely, how to deal with a local merchant as a reader, a subject, a source, and often an official of the town as well as a customer, while maintaining her own independence and credibility. It’s tough. It’s exhausting. It defeats many who try it. But still, there are many examples of success — from Baristanet to the West Seattle Blog to Red Bank Green, from The Batavian to The Lo-Down to Watershed Post.67 These are people who care about their own communities, who want to serve them, who sacrifice their days and any prayer of vacations, who pour sweat equity into their enterprises with no hope of the exits that other entrepreneurs work toward. And thank goodness for them.

They are, as I said, a scattering. I hope to see considerable growth in these atomic units of the nascent news ecosystem. That is why at CUNY we are beginning training in beat businesses, helping journalists and others to identify communities to cover, to create their content and service, to build their advertising plans and get experience in sales, to build their marketing plans, and to get proficient at their technology platforms. In our research and modeling, we believe hyperlocal sites could increase their revenue — getting a larger share of the money that has gone to local weekly newspapers, which can exceed $1 million a year — by improving their advertising offerings, joining revenue networks, and developing ancillary revenue streams, including events and contributions. Here is what their businesses can look like:

Advertising: Most of these sites make the lion’s share of their revenue selling ads to local merchants and services. Of course, these are not CPM-based (cost-per-thousand impressions) branding advertisements of the sort that large marketers and agencies buy from large media outlets. They tend to be banners and buttons and sponsorship messages — many to a page, often rotated — or enhanced directory listings for which customers are charged simple, flat fees of anywhere from $20 to $200 to $2,000 per month, depending on the size of a site’s audience and the courage and negotiating ability of its proprietor.

Local blogs are innovating with ads forms. Perhaps we can blame blogs for inventing the plague now called native advertising. Bloggers invented what they called sponsored posts, which flowed in with the stream of other posts, though on responsible sites they are clearly labeled. Some sites, such as Watershed Post, are creating separate feeds of Twitter-length updates from advertisers for their home pages (real-life examples: “New Mini-Hors d’Oeuvres & Dessert Molds for All Your Summer Parties!” and “Make Perfect Whoopie Pies!”). Broadstreet Ads, an ad-serving platform based in New Jersey, invented editable ads, making it easy for merchants to change their messages often. One of my former students in Elizabeth, New Jersey, has found considerable success making videos for local restaurants and merchants, which they can use not only as ads on her site, Elizabeth InsideOut, but also on their own sites and YouTube and Facebook pages. The Tow-Knight Center is preparing a report on best practices by beat businesses in ad offerings.68

Digital services: Media organizations small and large need to move past selling space — no longer the scarce commodity they once controlled — to selling service, starting with the needs of the advertiser and using more tools to help them meet those needs. In this sense, media companies begin to look like advertising agencies, helping clients improve their digital lives. At Tow-Knight, we looked at the digital presences of 1,000 local merchants and services in a New York City neighborhood and a New Jersey town in 2012; what we found was opportunity: About a third of these consumer businesses and services did not have web sites and of the rest that did, only about 10 percent had been updated in a month. Almost half the businesses had no Facebook presence. About three-quarters had no Twitter account. Even more had nothing on YouTube and yet more had no email newsletter.69

A local blogger or newspaper could help these businesses by building and helping to maintain feeds on Twitter, Facebook, YouTube, Instagram, Google+, Foursquare, et al — not to mention Google search. Larger newspapers have been helping clients with their SEO — search-engine optimization — for sometime. The advantage: media sites can offer fuller services with a greater share of an advertiser’s spending and can gain revenue that isn’t fully dependent on the site’s own traffic (especially useful for a startup whose traffic hasn’t yet grown to critical mass). The disadvantage: This work could be time-consuming and costly. This is why, as part of the New Jersey model, we are looking at the feasibility of shared production services for local sites.

Another issue: Many media sites don’t have great digital presences themselves and there’s nothing to say that agencies or new consultants couldn’t beat them to the punch, offering small businesses such digital services. Media sites have a limited window of time to learn these skills and then capitalize on the trust they have with their advertising customers, offering them more services to solve more of their problems and get more revenue in the process.

Ad networks: In our recommendations for growing the business of local sites, we at Tow-Knight envisioned networks both large and small. No hyperlocal blogger can go marching into a sizable regional advertiser hoping to sell an ad that will reach a few thousand readers. But a network seller — such as the daily newspaper in a market — could aggregate the audience of all the small sites there and sell them as a package. Aren’t I trying to bring mass-media economics that I’ve decried to these small sites? Yes, I am, because there’s still money to be had in selling advertising at scale. These local sites can also sell each others’ ads, so that a furniture store, say, could reach customers in five nearby towns by placing ads in five local sites for a reasonable package price.

Nascent local ad networks are emerging in some markets. Connecticut’s Independent Media Network employs a salesperson to represent more than 70 independent sites and 100 local papers with an aggregate 4 million pageviews a month, splitting revenue 50/50 with network members. BroadStreet Ads in New Jersey has built functionality into its ad-serving software that allows one site to sell ads on others’ sites, creating ad hoc networks to suit advertisers’ needs. Of course, local sites also avail themselves of Google AdSense and national ad networks, which tend to sell remnant advertising that can cheapen a site with irrelevant and junky ads, bringing in enough to pay for not much more than coffee. The best networks will be built on local value, giving advertisers the opportunity to reach engaged audiences for far less than monopoly local newspapers have charged. In New Jersey, we are aggregating data on the audience of the ecosystem’s many sites in the hope that it can be sold to larger advertisers, allowing the network to supplement the revenue of each site in it.

Now if hyperlocal networks are such a good idea, you might ask: Why was Patch such a flame-out? Patch sounded like a good idea. Its founders saw the economics of hyperlocal: Local weekly newspapers could earn $1-3 million, starting a local blog with an inexpensive reporter — paid $25-40,000, plus a small freelance budget — and having groups of sites share sales staff to steal away even a modest proportion of what the papers earned. It seemed like a sure win. Patch had complex and secret formulas to pick the most lucrative towns to serve, starting with places that had well-to-do residents and healthy downtown commerce. But Patch didn’t get its own model in shape before multiplying its mistakes across more than 900 sites. The content in Patch’s sites was — pardon me — patchy. Unlike local blogs run by local people who cared about their towns, much — though not all — of Patch’s content was dull, generic, and voiceless. Its audience numbers were spotty and its ad prices too high for local merchants for the performance they saw, according to advertisers I spoke with. Local sales turned out to be more difficult and expensive than Patch’s founders had forecast. Toward the end of its tortured run before being sold to a private equity firm, Patch tried to compete instead with the larger daily metro newspapers, aggregating Patch sites’ audiences to sell to larger advertisers. But that was no salvation.

Before they launched, I suggested to Patch’s founders that they would be wise to work with the sites already in place, starting an ad network across them, sharing content to be more efficient, and concentrating on towns where there was no local blog — there are still plenty of them. This would have enabled Patch to scale across the country much faster at vastly lower cost and risk while also learning valuable lessons from local partners. But Patch refused to play well with others. I heard its executives vow to kill their small competitors. Pity. In the end, Patch was sold by Aol and denuded of staff, doing nothing to help the reputation of hyperlocal, I’m afraid.

Events: One surprise in our research of local sites’ businesses — for me, at least — was how much some of them were earning through events. In Brooklyn, the Brownstoner blog started a flea market that became the core of its business and expanded into a food fair, renting stalls to vendors for $100-$220 per day. Brooklyn Based brings in sponsors and then partners with local businesses to play host to neighborhood shopping, bar, and restaurant crawls. Morristown Green runs an annual film festival and sells ads in its printed program. Other sites have held craft fairs, block parties, and other local get-togethers, which have the bonus value of marketing their services and deepening their relationships with neighbors in their communities. Brick City Live, a site in Newark run by Andaiye Taylor tried holding an event to teach local merchants how to better use the internet with the hope that she could prospect them for advertising sales. She found that the training was so valuable she could charge businesses for it, and so a new revenue stream opened up. In New Jersey, the Dodge Foundation’s Local News Lab plans to run an experiment to see whether a network of sites can support a shared, itinerant event-runner to handle the time-consuming logistics of organizing events in many of their towns.

Larger sites are using events at a different scale. The Texas Tribune hired away The New Yorker’s event specialist to run roundtables, debates, and festivals, earning the site $1.2 million in 2013.70 These events have the advantage of bringing in not just a consumer clientele but also a business-to-business market (including politicians and lobbyists) and big-ticket corporate sponsors. Business-to-business sites from TechCrunch to GigaOm to Re/code to Skift, Rafat Ali’s startup covering the travel industry, are holding conferences that earn both ticket and sponsorship revenue while also creating content and promotion.

Commerce: There’s little money to be made in ecommerce for small or local sites now. Specialized interest-based sites can earn respectable revenue through affiliate fees by selling relevant products to their users — shoes on a shoe site, books on a book site. While Amazon has dealt death blows to local merchants with its greater efficiency and lower prices, experiments in same-day delivery by Amazon, Google, and eBay may bring some business back to Main Street. If, for example, Google or eBay allows local merchants to sell their stock to local customers online, they will need outlets to advertise. And so maybe — just maybe — there will be an opportunity for local media, large and small, to earn back revenue from retailers they had lost to the net.

Patronage: And then there’s begging. Is it possible for a small site to get revenue from users? I’ll discuss paywalls — charging for access to content — below. But what about voluntary contributions — patronage? In New Jersey, the Local News Lab is planning to run experiments in membership campaigns for local sites, with the aid and expertise of helpful listener-supported radio stations. We will see whether patrons will pony up to help support the work of local sites as they do for public broadcasters. Will it help to offer membership benefits: deals with local merchants; free tickets to events; matching donations from a generous patron; or, yes, T-shirts and totebags? We will find out.

We do know that some sites have run successful crowdfounding campaigns on Kickstarter or Indiegogo to launch or to pay for specific projects. Our Tow-Knight graduate Noah Rosenberg started his successful New York content site Narrative.ly by raising $54,000 on Kickstarter. The Dutch site deCorrespondent.nl raised $1.7 million on Kickstarter to launch its ambitious, subscriber-only reporting site, leading to a sequel in Germany called Krautreporter raising $1.38 million on its own. A key to these campaigns is that they give donors a choice in where to put their money and thus a greater sense of involvement and accomplishment.

Print and special reports: Because I urge news organizations to shift to their digital futures, away from their doomed print models, some think I have something against paper. I don’t. Print still has its place even with beat businesses. Some of the sites we have worked with at CUNY — The Lo-Down in Manhattan, New Brunswick Today in New Jersey, and Watershed Post in New York’s Catskills, plus other sites across the country — are publishing local guides and even newspapers. They find it easier to convince conservative advertisers to buy ads in print than online. Some find that print products, distributed freely in their towns or neighborhoods, are a way to promote their brands and either increase online traffic or add offline audience. Business-to-business sites similarly produce one-time or infrequent reports or white papers, delivered online and sometimes in print, as new sources of revenue.

I have concentrated here mainly on local beat businesses. But it is important to keep in mind that beat businesses, also known as single-topic news sites, can cover and serve many sorts of communities. There are a host — perhaps even a few too many — blogs and podcasts covering technology and its industry. There are blogs by economists and doctors. There are blogs covering various industries and agencies of government. The Guardian has long worked with a network of blogs covering the environment and Vox built its SB Nation business around sports blogs.


  



BUSINESS ECOSYSTEMS
 

As specialists, beats are efficient. But they are hardly sufficient to meet the complete needs of the larger community. Other, larger entities are required to complement and bring quality and scale to coverage, distribution, and advertising. These additional entities can become efficient and sustainable because together, all these enterprises, large and small, can benefit one another — if they learn to collaborate. These entities can include new news organizations, reformed legacy institutions, not-for-profit investigative organizations, public media, specialists of various sorts, networks, and enterprises I’ve not yet seen or imagined. Together, they make up the new news ecosystem.

In our economic modeling of this news ecosystem at CUNY, we still envisioned what we called a new news organization, also known as the “norg,” a reorganized metropolitan newspaper or a successor to it.71 The norg would find a business of scale in continuing to provide coverage of city, metro, or regional issues and news. It would be supported mostly by regional advertisers still looking to reach a large audience, in addition to new revenue streams, such as events. It could share its audience with other members of the ecosystem by curating and linking to them. Thus it would also become more efficient: probably made up of a score or two of beat reporters and editors plus technologists, where the newsroom of old was filled with hundreds of people fulfilling many job descriptions now fading from view.

In our modeling, we gave the norg another task and opportunity: network advertising sales across the ecosystem. It would aggregate the audience of the other, smaller sites and services and take that added reach to marketers that still want audiences at a metropolitan or regional scale — or national advertisers that want the opportunity to target their messages locally. This is one way that the smaller beat businesses supplement their primary revenue from the ads they sell. And it is one way that the norg supplements its own advertising revenue associated with its own content and audience, thus supporting more journalism. We’ve yet to see such a network emerge, but I believe it is a clear opportunity and a critical step in the development of a healthy and sustainable local news ecosystem.

Ecosystems are already supporting nonprofit, investigative news operations: ProPublica nationally; the Center for Investigative Reporting across multiple markets; The Texas Tribune and NJ Spotlight in their states; and so on. They are important contributors to the news and reporting available to the public. These operations often subsidize larger news organizations by contributing their articles to newspapers and in some cases broadcasters. Thus the investigative units get distribution and exposure — and greater impact — as well as the imprimatur of the larger organization’s authority. And the larger news organization gets what amounts to free labor and free content. What’s not to love?

Public media organizations — public radio and TV in the U.S. and public-service broadcasters elsewhere in the world — would do well to follow the example of these startups and collaborate as much as possible with others in their ecosystems, making finished content available to others; making raw content available for others to mine and remix; promoting and thus supporting the best work of others; and providing technology and platforms for others’ use. We are seeing examples of such efforts: WNYC in New York has been working with members of the New Jersey ecosystem on reporting projects and with members of the public on information gathering (about everything from hatching cicadas in the ground to sleep patterns of users). WNYC and the not-for-profit NJ Spotlight jointly hired a reporter to investigate post-Hurricane-Sandy recovery. WHYY and WFMU, two listener-supported radio stations, have volunteered to help us in New Jersey test membership campaigns with other sites. Public-service broadcasters in Germany are sharing content with legacy newspapers.

Whether for-profit or not-for-profit, we are also seeing the rise of what are being called single-subject news sites: something bigger than a breadbox or blog but smaller than a general-interest newsroom. Syria Deeply has gained considerable admiration for its focused, quality coverage of Syria, leading to the creation of News Deeply to make its platform available to others. Inside Climate News won a 2013 Pulitzer for national reporting. One of my favorite single-subject news sites is Chalkbeat, which covers schools — mostly in disadvantaged neighborhoods — in an odd hodgepodge of markets including New York City, Colorado, Tennessee, and Indianapolis. Its cofounder, CEO, and editor-in-chief, Elizabeth Green, has been generous in her candor with our entrepreneurial students, telling them of the pressures and conditions than can come attached to philanthropic funding. So she has worked hard to balance her funding with advertising — including for education jobs — and, to a lesser extent, events. Under her leadership and with the work of one of our graduates, Anika Anand, Chalkbeat has also been an innovator in developing new metrics of impact; more on that later. Chalkbeat raised the competitive juices of The New York Times, which started its own version, Schoolbook, which it later gave up for adoption to WNYC. Cutbacks at the New York papers reduced education coverage, but with the start of both services, that beat may now be better served than before.

Business-to-business services also play a role in larger news ecosystems. Sites like TechCrunch and Re/code for the startup world are meant to serve readers in their industries. But they also add coverage to the larger pool of news and information and offer depth that no general-interest or even financial newspaper could provide. They give those legacy institutions somewhere to discover stories and, optimally, link to for news that would be of interest to their larger audiences. The business models are different: B-to-B sites will have smaller, more specialized audiences, which enables them to attract more focused but higher value advertising. They also run lucrative conferences, gaining revenue at the door and from sponsors. They can sell content in in-depth reports or newsletters. They sometimes offer job services and even consulting. And some of them syndicate selected content to mainstream news organizations in return for revenue or branding and promotion. It’s a nice business. The more of them that exist, the more coverage of developments in business, the richer the ecosystem.

Curators and aggregators — from Google News to Huffington Post to Business Insider — also play what I say is an important role in the ecosystem. Rupert Murdoch and his loyal lieutenants have disagreed, arguing that they steal content and thus audience. In fact, these aggregators bring audience to content. They also provide an important service, scanning the ecosystem — with editors and algorithms — to find the good stuff, saving readers that laborious task and bringing attention to the best of what they find. I’ll discuss the pros and cons of the link economy in greater depth below.

Of course, the people formerly known as the audience play many critical roles in the ecosystem, using various creation and social tools: WordPress, Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Pinterest, YouTube. The public discovers, shares, and promotes news content. Given half an opportunity, the public collaborates, contributing eyewitness reports, photography and video, effort, inspiration, and more than enough opinion. The economic value of such volunteerism in the news ecosystem is criminally underestimated and underexploited. Huffington Post allows thousands of contributors to do just what the job title implies — contribute content to its site, inspiring the occasional protest that Ms. Huffington enslaves writers and devalues content. But in truth, it’s the net that is the agent of content’s devaluation. Huffington Post brings its audience and their attention to writers. I frequently crosspost what I write on my blog onto Huffington Post because I want the larger audience and potential influence and impact I can find there. Thus the currency I seek from Huffington Post is not dollars; it’s distribution and attention. Similarly, when a reader contacts a news site with a tip, a picture of an event, or a question, she isn’t necessarily seeking money — though it’s still possible to sell the rare photo of the ubiquitous celebrity in tabloid-worthy pose — but may simply want to generously share information with others in the community. Or she might want others — journalists or community members — to look into a story or to offer support to a cause. Or she might just want the credit — the social capital — that comes with attention to her contribution. We must look past the unfortunate labels of “crowdsourcing” and “user-generated content,” which imply that we get the public to do our work or make more stuff for us. We must realize that the public’s contribution to the work of news can be valuable. The potential economic value of the public’s effort is so large it seems incalculable — until some smart startup provides a platform to capture that value as, say, Twitter had done. Twitter is much more than news, of course; it’s also cats. But Twitter found the way to enable and capture the value of voluntary contributions; as of this writing it’s worth $22 billion. I believe there are still more and better Twitters and Instagrams and Pinterests and YouTubes to be built.

I wish I could report more success in the building of ad networks in ecosystems to facilitate the aggregation of audiences for advertisers. Some sites use remnant ad networks but those are bottom feeders, lowering the value of online advertising. Google AdSense works wonderfully for Google but in truth, most small sites I know that use it earn enough to buy the occasional latte — and they are subject to hiccups in Google’s algorithms. Metropolitan newspapers have only half-heartedly tried to build such networks in their markets.

There are many roles legacy news organizations from local (a metropolitan newspaper) to international (a Guardian or New York Times or BBC) can and should play in their ecosystems besides — damnit — building ad networks. They can and should share content and audience to mutual benefit with others in the ecosystem. They should collaborate to create more journalism together than they can alone. They should promote the best work of others in the ecosystem, better serving their own readers in the process. But the greater opportunity is to rethink the very structure and work of a news organization around the existence of an ecosystem, to become a platform that enables and supports the work of others, helping communities share what they know on their own and adding journalistic and commercial value to that exchange as a supporter rather than a gatekeeper.

There’s nothing to say that the legacy players — from newspapers to wire services, from photo syndicates to broadcast stations to cable channels — deserve to survive. In 2009, when we at Tow-Knight did our initial modeling of a hypothetical news ecosystem in a market the size of Boston — five million inhabitants — the Globe was threatened with sale or, failing that, folding. Though we are delighted that in the interim, the Globe has survived, innovated, and found new owners and life, we nonetheless wanted to see what its ecosystem could look like without it. A team including Nancy Wang and Jeff Mignon of RevSquare and business analyst Jennifer McFadden, led by Tow-Knight’s Peter Hauck, researched and projected from known economics — revenue in advertising and other sources for successful hyperlocal bloggers; advertising rates on local sites; audience reach and frequency. They built a model with 100 small, medium, and large blogs covering towns and neighborhoods of 20,000 to 60,000 population each; plus a new news organization with a smaller but highly efficient newsroom (50 editorial employees and 90 total versus hundreds of each at the time for the Globe); plus an advertising network; and consideration for the value of the contributions of public media and volunteerism. We analyzed revenue from the bottom up — what sites of a given size were known to earn on given audience at market rates. Then we analyzed from the top down, using the Globe’s own proportion of digital revenue, which at the time, like most newspapers, was running at about 10 percent of print. For that amount of proven revenue, we projected that the market could end up with an equivalent number of editorial workers to what was in the Globe newsroom at the time — almost 300 across the blogs and the new news organization. All of them would be dedicated to local coverage and would be closer to and more accountable to their communities.72

That vision has not been built, not yet. This is a long game and it will include — it already has included — many missteps and detours. I’ve already chronicled the fall of Patch. Blogs have come and gone and come still. I was particularly enthusiastic about TBD.com, a local effort in Washington run by Jim Brady. He started modeling that innovative service on a whiteboard at CUNY in a conference we held on collaborative news as he reimagined a newsroom built in an ecosystem, working with and helping support the bloggers around it. Sadly, TBD suffered at the hands of corporate politics and was never given a chance to succeed, folding only a few months after launch. But Brady won’t give up on local; as I write this, he is working on a local news startup in Philadelphia, BillyPenn.com. And in New Jersey, we are working to build the pieces of a successful, sustainable, higher quality local news ecosystem. We are getting sites large and small to collaborate and share content and thus audience — and soon, I hope, advertising revenue. We are recruiting and training beat businesses and helping them improve their advertising offerings and sales as well as site marketing. We are experimenting with events, membership campaigns, and shared backshops for advertising and marketing services. We will keep trying.


  



ADVERTISING, THE MYTH OF MASS MEDIA, AND THE RELATIONSHIP STRATEGY
 

The myth of mass media, lovely while it lasted, was this: All readers see all ads, so we charge all advertisers for all readers. The unbundling of mass media and the rise of endless competition punctures that myth and robs legacy companies of the pricing power — and monopolies — they had so enjoyed. Today, I believe we need to shift to a business built on the relationship strategy I began outlining in the first part of this essay. There, I argued that knowing people as individuals and communities — no longer as a mass — will allow us to build better services, and that, in turn, pushes us to develop new forms of news. Now I will look at how that relationship strategy can form the foundation of a stronger advertising business for news and media.

To start, if we provide our users with better relevance and value, that surely will build greater engagement, loyalty, usage, and attention, and that in turn will create more ad inventory to sell (though, granted, hardly any media company sells all the inventory it has today anyway). More important, the relationship strategy gives us the opportunity to increase the value of what we sell to advertisers. By knowing more about who our users are, we can sell and deliver more targeted advertising that is more relevant to their customers and thus more effective. Rather than serving only one-size-fits-all “impressions” to anonymous “eyeballs” by the thousands as advertisers and media companies do now, we can offer more productive measures of value like attention, engagement, action, impact, and even sales. We can serve specific groups of users to advertisers who value them highly. With privacy properly protected, we have the opportunity to become a trusted broker of data we gather about our users. And if we get good at the relationship business, we have a brief window of opportunity to teach and sell these skills to advertisers as a service — presuming they don’t wake up and learn them before we do. We also have the opportunity to move past selling advertising to selling products and services directly to users, venturing into commerce — which really is just a truncated form of marketing and advertising. The relationship strategy is one defense against the commodification of media’s old content business by new competitors and new technologies.

Before exploring that chain of value enabled by the relationship strategy, allow me to return to dissect the myth of mass media, for it still has a profound impact on how we view and operate our industry. Of course, the myth was never fully true. Marketers built their own discounts into the advertising media they bought: A cosmetics brand values only the women it reaches in People magazine, not the men, so People doesn’t sell all readers to all advertisers; the men are just waste. And, of course, there’s the old saw from legendary retailer John Wanamaker: “Half the money I spend on advertising is wasted; the trouble is I don’t know which half.” Nonetheless, we can see the impact of the myth on media still. By selling all readers to advertisers, we end up valuing all readers equally and treating them all the same. This is why newspaper editors have long dreaded the day when the publisher would call and ask to cut syndication and paper costs by axing the least-read comics. The editor would commission a more-or-much-less-scientific survey to determine the laggards and then would announce the death of, say, Beetle Bailey — World War II having ended a few generations earlier. Then the editor’s phone would ring, allegedly off the hook, with so many old codgers threatening to cancel their subscriptions. The paper didn’t want to lose even one old subscriber, so valuable was she — just as valuable as any other. So with an abject, public apology from his executioner the editor, Beetle would inevitably be resurrected. In 2001, Star-Ledger Editor Jim Willse killed the paper’s stock tables. Even after investing some of the savings in an improved business section, the paper netted $1 million to the bottom line from lower paper, ink, and syndication costs. Most others in the industry hadn’t dared take this step for fear of losing subscribers. In the end, the Ledger lost only a handful of subscriptions — not even a dozen. At a dozen, that would mean that before the change, the paper had been spending $83,000 each on stock tables to hold onto those readers — some of them likely near death anyway. Earlier, I questioned the economic value of the sports section to news organizations. How many newspaper features are kept alive to retain incremental readers who may not be as valuable as other readers?

The notion of the variably valued reader represents a fundamental change in the media business model and springs naturally from a relationship strategy: We know some people better than others; we thus serve some better than others; some value our service more than others; some are more valuable to advertisers than others; some are more valuable to us than others. This should not be about rejecting less valuable readers — old Beetle Bailey, stock table, and sports fans — or redlining journalism to serve just the affluent. Instead, this equation should help us maximize the value of each relationship and let that drive our business growth. I’ll explore this concept further when I discuss the idea of a reverse pay meter and the new metrics that should drive how we build value.

While busting myths, it’s worth asking whether advertising itself is a myth waiting to die. You might argue that all the improvements in advertising I suggest here are mere incrementalism, adding a few dimes to the price of ads whose value is falling by dollars — and you’d be right. But to quote John Paton, when faced with earning dimes instead of dollars one has little choice but to start stacking the dimes. You might also argue that:

 

 


	■   
	media’s value as a distributor of advertising is imploding under the weight of an abundance of advertising availabilities and thus plummeting prices;


	■   
	brands are themselves becoming media and producing content to both bypass and compete with publishers;


	■   
	brands are learning to build direct relationships with customers, again eliminating media as middleman;


	■   
	advertising auction marketplaces and programmatic and retargeting advertising (those ads that eerily follow you around the web trying to sell you that camera you just looked at on Amazon — more on that in a moment) are commodifying the value of both media placement and media brands;


	■   
	and Google has won the online advertising war anyway.



 

And you might be right again. Here’s a blunter and even more obnoxious way to put the dystopic case: Advertising is failure. That is, marketing nirvana today is defined as having a great product or service that your customers sell for you. Thus the only reason to advertise is if that fails. Paradoxically, there’s no better demonstration of this advertising-as-failure theorem than the rise of Google as the king of the advertising industry. Google exploded to be the most valuable brand in the world73 not by marketing itself but by letting us users do it for them.

But here, for once, time may be on our side. Advertisers and their agencies are conservative hobgoblins of habit. Because nobody wants to argue with the guy who holds the checkbook, they are not being educated quickly. They are still buying network TV even though its audiences are shrinking rapidly — and even more surprisingly, they are paying higher rates to buy TV because they think that the mass is now becoming a scarce commodity. We will be able to sell advertising to marketers for many years to come as they continue to dragoon, brainwash, bribe, cajole, fool, beg for, and sometimes even reason with potential customers. The problem is, we in media will be able to charge them only lower and lower rates for the advertising that remains as new technologies and new competitors with new business models continue to commodify and erode the value of media.

Perhaps the ultimate blow in this commodification of media is the emergence of programmatic and retargeting advertising. Programmatic ads are bought by advertisers through artificial intelligence systems that analyze data about users — behavior, demographics — across many sites. These AI systems test ad placements and performance, automatically increasing the effectiveness of a flight of ads across the entire web.74 Retargeting ads are the ones that follow you all around the web after you look at, say, a pair of shoes on Amazon or a hotel room on Expedia; those marketers paintball you with a cookie that lets it be known on other sites you visit that, “Here’s the lady who looked at those red shoes — quick! bid to show her that ad.”75 It used to be, in both old and new media, that the advertiser had to find an appropriate, endemic environment for an ad — a fashion story for the shoes, a travel story for the hotel. Or they had to buy an ad placement based on demographics — that is, people who read Fortune can afford more expensive shoes and hotels. That’s the closest they could come to making their ads more targeted and efficient. But programmatic and retargeting advertising can now deliver a specific digital ad to a given individual no matter what site she is visiting. Thus the context that media provides is worth much less than the specific knowledge that this potential customer looked at those shoes or that hotel. If Marriott knows you are interested in going to Atlanta, it doesn’t care whether it serves you its ad for the Atlanta Marriott Marquis on a travel site or a business site or a sports site or a food site; ad placement on those media sites is a fungible — interchangeable — commodity. First-party data trumps mere media. This, once more, is why I am pushing a relationship strategy — so we in media can know more about our own users with our own information about them. Our relationship with individuals could end up having greater value than the content, the context, and the environment for advertising that media have long provided. We used to sell our content as premium. Now we must learn to value our relationships as premium.

If we are to improve the value of what we sell to advertisers based on more knowledgeable relationships with their customers, those relationships will be based on data. Advertisers and agencies do love data. But the data we in media have is still mostly a vestige of our mass-media business model: how many people look at our stuff how often. Tony Haile, founder of web analytics platform Chartbeat, argues that time spent with content and ads — attention, that is — is a better measure of value and is something quality media can still deliver.76 In most cases, I think he’s right. Chartbeat, which tracks users’ pixel-by-pixel behavior on web pages, found in research that users have trained themselves to scroll right past the top of web pages — where sites’ branding, navigation, promotion and supposedly premium banner ads reside — to get down to the meat of the matter: the content. Thus Chartbeat found that readers spend more time exposed to an ad that appears lower on a page, in the middle of a long article with which a reader is fully engaged. In internal research Chartbeat also found a correlation between time exposed to an ad and the user’s recall of the ad’s brand and message. This would indicate that the ads we thought were of less value, down the page, are actually of greater value than the banners we sell at a premium. Thus, Haile argues, we should be raising our prices for what we had considered secondary ads. It also tells me that news sites have been fools to cut up articles into many pieces to get more pageviews and more banner ads, which readers only scroll past — if those readers even bother with the inconvenience of clicking on the fourth or fifth page of a story that should be served on one page.

Perhaps as penance for cocreating the short attention span theater that is Twitter and the bottomless pit of content that is Blogger, Ev Williams’ latest venture is Medium.com, an elegant platform meant to encourage quality writing and engaged reading of longer pieces about ideas. Medium’s key metric is total time read (TTR) and Williams proposed the idea of charging advertisers by time, more like a broadcaster than a publisher. The Financial Times jumped on that bandwagon, working with Chartbeat to experiment with time-based rates.77 Its director of digital advertising and insight, Jon Slade, told The Drum:
 

We can now report back to a client and say we served you a thousand ads, and of those, 500 were seen for one second, 250 were seen for 10 seconds and 250 were seen for 30 seconds. The next obvious step is to sell blocks of time. We can sell a thousand hours of exposure to a chief executive audience in Germany, for example, or we can give clients 500 hours of exposure to finance directors in Belgium. That currency has a lot of merit.

 

These are new advertising models that try to move past mere ad impressions to a more valuable metric — aggregated attention — and also past an anonymous mass of users to a set of known and valued people we can deliver to marketers for more money. But we can do that only if we know them well. In the first part of this essay, I spoke about newspapers that found in-market readers were worth at least 20 times the value of out-of-market readers. I suggested that they work hard to gather not big data but small data: Do you live in my market? Where do you live? Where do you work? Speaking with other companies that, like the FT, serve business executives, I asked them to name the first data point that would help them increase both the value of their service to their users and the value of their users to advertisers. Their common answer: the industry the user works in. The next data point: the user’s job title. Then followed a cascade of other still-small data points: interests (what they read), actions (whom they hired), holdings (what they own), ambitions (what job they want next), qualifications (what education and jobs they’ve had), and so on. Again, we in media are not built to motivate people to reveal themselves to us. That’s because we are not built to give them back relevant service for that revelation. We don’t have the infrastructure to collect data and maintain user profiles and then to analyze them. Media companies use behavioral data to target advertising but rarely content. They use services such as Salesforce.com to keep detailed profiles of advertising customers but not of readers. We must start with knowing people as the basis of a new business strategy, not only targeting content but creating services in response to demonstrated interest and need.

Obviously, these ideas — and the entire relationship strategy I propose — raise questions of privacy. Around the world, especially in Europe, we are witnessing a backlash — sometimes bordering on a social panic . . . or a technopanic — around fears that the internet makes it too easy for companies, governments (especially after Edward Snowden’s revelations about the NSA), and nosy or ill-intentioned individuals to take our data without our knowledge and violate our privacy. I won’t get into a detailed argument about the balance of privacy and publicness here; I wrote a book about that.78 I will concede that our allied industries — media, advertising, and technology — blew it by not being open about how they were using targeting technology. That allowed The Wall Street Journal in its scare series “What They Know” to demonize the targeting cookie.79 I’ve cautioned publishers from the Dow Jones to Germany’s Axel Springer that by jumping on the privacy panicwagon, they may be decrying practices that are not only usually benign but that also could form the basis of a new business strategy for media companies.

The better way to approach this issue of trust is for media companies to do privacy right, to set the standard for openness: Make it clear that personal data is a currency customers can choose to use — or not — in a transaction that gives them value: greater relevance, less noise, connections with others, and (as I will suggest in the next section) discounts and other benefits. Give users transparency to their own data — what is collected and why and how it is used, and for what benefit — and the opportunity to edit that data for accuracy and comfort (making it, by the way, only more accurate and useful). Media companies can become trusted intermediaries, marketplaces, and perhaps even protectors of data.

Let’s say we did these all things, that we in media become expert at building relationships. Then we also have the opportunity to take this skill to our customers, our advertisers, helping them build their digital presences and their customer relationships online. Some larger media companies do bits of that today. They help advertisers with such tasks as search-engine optimization. That’s not really a core competence; truth is, media companies usually just resell the services of SEO specialists. If we in media truly knew people as individuals and understood their communities, we could help marketers break out of their bad habits of forcing messages on customers. This idea is easiest to illustrate at a small scale, say with a beat business, a hyperlocal site that serves a town. Mimicking the behavior of the local newspaper, these sites march into local merchants and sell them space on pages that advertisers then fill with their messages: “We’re good electricians.” But now those merchants can reach out to customers where they live online — through Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, email, Google Maps, Yelp, Instagram, and wherever customers gather next — and not just feed them messages but enter into conversations. I sat down with one family-owned business in my town and learned how the proprietor and his wife found success bringing in a new customer base — high-school students — by trading Facebook likes for discounts. The proprietor, who’d recently taken over the business from his father, also told me about the customer database he had inherited: boxes and boxes of index cards in the basement. I saw an opportunity to help him build that into a real database he could use to make targeted pitches to customers in town. I saw the opportunity to help him exploit Twitter to announce sales; YouTube to show off new styles; Google Maps to make sure his shop would be displayed well on search results there. He is far too busy to do all that. So there’s the opportunity for the local beat business: It can help that merchant with his digital life. And there’s a bonus. By using Facebook, Twitter, et al, the beat business can get credit for reaching more customers than its site alone can deliver, which is especially helpful as a new site grows. The disadvantage: it’s all a helluva lot of work, requiring production skills and time a local site probably doesn’t have. This is why, in New Jersey, we have been exploring creating shared backshops to do the work so local sites can resell their services, just as large sites resell SEO work. Thus media sites begin to look like and compete with advertising agencies, selling services and not just space.

Personal, transactional data is also key to what I believe is another revenue opportunity for media: commerce. I’m not suggesting that we open stores and warehouses, only that commerce is the ultimate and obvious extension of advertising: We help cause demand that merchants fulfill. We are compensated either via advertising or via a share of revenue; the difference is risk, whether we are paid upfront or on performance. Some media companies are beginning to sell products to the public. The New York Times is marketing not only branded merchandise — framed newspaper pages, New York Times hats, and New York Times jigsaw puzzles — but also wine and now even travel. London’s Telegraph for years has sold merchandise directly to readers in categories where it would not compete with its advertisers. The Telegraph is a leading retailer of clothes hangers in the U.K., in addition to nightshirts, Panama hats, garden sheds, and — they don’t much like this being known — knee braces. (I imagine the Telegraph reader is easy to spot: well-pressed, well-rested, with a jaunty hat but traces of dirt under the fingernails and a vague limp.) With one more line of direct revenue from consumers that is not available to American publishers — sports betting — commerce has added up to a considerable chunk of the Telegraph’s profits. Years ago, I thought I would be fired by my newspaper employer when I dared to suggest that we should go into the real estate business, becoming a broker ourselves to acquire access to the data about homes for sale that was becoming a valuable commodity; to compete with the real-estate agents that were leaving us anyway; and to serve the customers who’d long since left for craigslist. Years later, Dean Singleton, then publisher of The Salt Lake Tribune, experimented with doing just that, becoming a discount listing broker. The experiment petered out in the midst of other challenges in the company, but it was a brave attempt to restructure the relationships in the market.

Next: Amazon, Google, and eBay are experimenting with same-day delivery. Years ago, I remember sitting in an industry brainstorming meeting about the future of newspapers when someone suggested that newspapers should repurpose their trucks and start delivery businesses (though given the condition of those trucks and the union status of their drivers, they probably would still be wise trying to get rid of their fleets). I wonder whether there is opportunity in retail’s restructuring. Some company is going to crack local, same-day delivery, either from its warehouse (that’s Amazon’s model) or from local partners (that’s Google’s) or from any local retailer (that’s eBay’s). Someone will crack the far-from-trivial problem of getting local retailers’ inventory computerized such that customers can find out which store has an item in stock. Pricing competition will be fierce. Margins will be even thinner than they are now. Nonetheless, someone will still have an opportunity to help create demand and benefit from it.

Could that be magazines? I was part of the team at Condé Nast that built Style.com as an online retailer. That experiment didn’t succeed for a host of complex timing reasons: our fulfillment partner retrenched after the early-2000s crash; consumers weren’t ready to buy expensive clothes online — though later they would be; retail wasn’t our core competence; and so we were probably too soon. But if any medium would be good at sales, it should be magazines. Newspapers, too, could help drive demand, working with local partners to fulfill products as a new generation of local, retail marketing. Local media can help local merchants in other ways. On her Newark site Brick City Live, Andaiye Taylor created a loyalty program for local businesses.


  



NATIVE ADVERTISING: FIEND OR FOE?
 

Note that I have come this far in a discussion of advertising without addressing what is lately seen as the salvation of advertising and media: native advertising, sponsored content, content marketing, or whatever name it goes by this week — even  brand journalism. That is because I think it is dangerous, the wolf in sheep’s clothing. When I started Entertainment Weekly, someone plopped onto my desk the magazine industry guidelines for advertising and advertorials. A wise, old Time Inc. sage said he could summarize the entire book in one sentence: “The reader must never be confused about the source of content.” But native advertising often seeks to confuse the reader, trying to trick her into clicking on what may look, sound, and smell like a headline leading to editorial content but ends up being a long and wordy marketing message. As my dean emeritus, Steve Shepard — who happened to be an author of that big book of magazine rules — complains: They refuse to use “the A-word.” Advertising.

Forbes, one of the pioneers in native advertising, calls the content created by or for advertisers “brand voice” and puts a link next to that label that says, “What is this?” Well, if you have to put that link there then clearly the label isn’t clear. I fear such unclear labeling could dilute the brand. In Forbes’ case, the brand and company were dying when Lewis DVorkin arrived with a solution. He used the brand as candy to attract more than a thousand contributors to supplement a few score editorial staffers, reducing the average cost of content to near nil. Though I’m all in favor of publications opening up to new voices, it must be said that this tactic reduced the average quality of Forbes content. Meanwhile, on Forbes’ business side, president Mike Perlis sold advertisers the opportunity to write (or have written for them) articles or posts to appear next to those written by staffers or contributors; theirs appeared under that label, “brand voice.” After sometime, whenever I saw a link to Forbes on Twitter, LinkedIn, or Facebook, I came to hesitate a few beats before clicking, unsure whether on the other side of that click I’d find (1) a good piece by a Forbes journalist, (2) a good piece by a contributor, (3) a bad piece by a contributor, or (4) the wordy shilling of an advertiser. All of them lived at Forbes.com. That, to me, is the definition of a diluted media brand. The real lesson of Forbes is that there are no easy answers and quick solutions for transforming legacy media companies. DVorkin did what he could — a near miracle — with a diminished brand. He became a key tourist attraction for media executives touring New York. I know because I took many of them to meet him. He generously shared his means and methods. But I also told these executives that the path was not without peril. There are no silver bullets.

When The New York Times entered the native advertising game, it chose its words well, labeling advertisers’ content as a “paid post.” The Times sends more signals that this content is different by presenting it in fonts other than, well, Times New Roman — though I’m not sure what that means to readers. The company’s first foray into sponsored content came from Dell. Though I was impressed with the labeling — even the URL reflects the status: paidpost.nytimes.com — I still wondered why anyone would want to read an essay from this advertiser about entrepreneurial government. What I want from Dell is insight about technology or, more to the point, information about its computers. A later exercise for the Netflix show Orange is the New Black80 received considerable praise. This article about women in prison was well-written and interesting and the feature was well-designed. But I still have to ask what this enterprise says to the reader. If this story was so compelling, why didn’t the editors assign it? I have to wonder — and can never know — whether the content was softer, choosing not to tackle the roughest stuff about violence and drugs or race and sex in prison because it was meant to subtly market a comedy. I have to ask (and hate sounding haughty doing so): Is this journalism? The Times must worry whether readers will ask just that question about what they read under The Times brand. And if The Times isn’t worried about confusing readers, well, that would worry me.

Perhaps I shouldn’t be quite so concerned. Chartbeat has found that when readers come to a page of what I’ll call, for lack of a better label, real content, they engage with it — that is scroll down through it — 71 percent of the time. But when they come to sponsored (dare I say fake?) content, they scroll only 24 percent of the time.81 That would indicate that many see the difference. In 2014, the Interactive Advertising Bureau and Edelman, the public relations firm, conducted research with focus groups in New York and Washington and interviews with 5,000 consumers to start to define what it means to do sponsored content right.82 Asked to distinguish sponsored from editorial content, consumers identified each correctly about 80 percent of the time in entertainment and business sites, but only half that in news sites — a troubling number. I hope to do followup research at CUNY on best practices in labeling, asking how to better assure that readers are not confused. If well-labeled, then sponsored content appearing in the flow of a web site is little different from the advertorials that filled many a page and subsidized the cost of many a journalist over the years in print. I will still wonder why, if readers ignore five words in a banner ad they are more likely to pay attention to 500 words in a paid post. But if publishers can sell it and advertisers want to buy it, if it sells products and burnishes brands and doesn’t confuse readers, if done properly, should I complain?

Nobody sells native advertising better than BuzzFeed, with an entire staff devoted to creating its trademark listicles and quizzes just for sponsors: “How To Rank Your Happiness By Jars Of Nutella®” or “12 Ways Everyone Should Eat Chicken Fries, promoted by Burger King” or “13 People Who Totally Lucked Out, promoted by the New York Lottery” or “Stop Everything, IKEA Names Have Meanings.” (Oops, that last one isn’t sponsored content; hard to tell, eh?) Is this the secret to our salvation? In July 2014, according to Quantcast, BuzzFeed had 120 million people making almost 400 million visits.83 In the year it was projected to earn a reported $120 million revenue.84 It received a $50 million investment from sterling venture capital firm Andreessen Horowitz at a reported valuation of $850 million.85 It planned to use that capital to staff up to 550 employees, a newsroom’s worth of them doing decent journalism under the leadership of editor-in-chief Ben Smith. I don’t buy the argument I hear that the listicles draw audience to the serious reporting; I don’t see anyone breezing by BuzzFeed for “19 Cats Who Are Definitely Planning to Murder You”86 and sticking around for the coverage of Syria. But I will buy the arguments that the journalism adds a sheen of respectability to BuzzFeed to appeal to some advertisers and that the listicles bring in the revenue to subsidize the journalism, just as journalism has always been subsidized on TV by entertainment and in newspapers by lifestyle, entertainment, fluff, and, of course, classified ads. Cats are the new classifieds.

“Ben Smith, BuzzFeed’s talented editor, does not buy the argument that BuzzFeed is recreating a cross-subsidy, with frothy lists subsidizing the Russian coverage,” Steve Waldman wrote in Washington Monthly. “He believes that excellent journalism is very much in their financial interest. Personally, I think he’s kidding himself — and I hope he keeps on doing it.”87 Like Waldman, I doubt that listicles are journalism’s salvation. I’m sure you don’t want to see the The New York Times indulging in cat slideshows. Besides, as Chartbeat’s research indicates, native advertising is not as effective as faddish advertisers or desperate media companies would like to believe. I’ll soon cite further Chartbeat research showing that sharing isn’t the indication of engagement it’s been cracked up to be, either. By the time BuzzFeed’s native-advertising and shared-content bubble bursts, I’ll bet its founder and CEO, Jonah Peretti — the genius who also built Huffington Post into a traffic machine — will pivot to his next keen insight about media. I fear media companies will be left still trying to copy his last act.

Sponsored content is not the solution media have been dying for. Neither are listicles and quizzes. Neither are ad marketplaces. Neither were tablets. Neither, as I’ll argue next, are paywalls. Media continue to grasp for straws. In one too many conference panels on this topic, I’ve shouted at rooms of marketers, advertising agencies, and PR people that they should not want to get into the content business. It’s a crappy business looking to be rescued — hell, that’s the reason I’m writing this essay. Stay away, I advise.

“So what is the answer, smartass?” I can hear you asking. I still don’t know. I’ve suggested a few paths to explore. But that’s just the beginning. We must reimagine advertising just as we rethink our core products and services and the essence of media itself: from the ground up. What does marketing look like when stores become showrooms for online marketplaces where prices and profits approach zero? I’ve worked with a retail executive named Shawn Samson who believes that stores and malls will become space for marketing instead of fulfillment. He’s building that vision. What will marketing look like when marketers can know and even anticipate the needs and wants of customers? Yes, it’s creepy to know that Target can sense when a customer is pregnant88 but with proper and respectful transparency and control in consumers’ hands, I can imagine preemptive marketing being useful — e.g., Amazon knows that when I buy a chainsaw I need oil. What could retail become when — as one of our entrepreneurial journalism graduates, Brianne Garcia, postulated in her groundbreaking business concept at CUNY — customers gain control of transactions, reaching out and asking to be sold: “Hey, fashion companies, I’d like a blouse like the one I just pinned here. Who has something nice? Who has the right price? Who wants me? I’ll share the winner with my friends.” What becomes of design, manufacturing, marketing, and distribution when customers become collaborators, when they move up the chain, to help select, even design, and then sell products, as they can at Quirky and Kickstarter and Local Motors? Advertising? What’s that then?

In The Atlantic, Ethan Zuckerman of the MIT Media Lab declared that taking advertising was the web’s original sin, leading to listicles, click bait, dark-art SEO, click fraud, and surveillance by media and technology companies. So he longed to give up on advertising and atone for the web’s other alleged original sin — giving away content for free — by charging for content. I’ll grapple with that suggestion next.89 But first, I want to respectfully disagree with Zuckerman that we should give up on advertising. Apart from computerizing the purchase and serving of mass-media impressions, giving advertorials new names, and inventing the popup (for which Zuckerman confesses some unintended responsibility), we’ve seen precious little innovation in advertising. So even from the vantage point of a journalism school, I want to encourage and support more invention in the field. For I’m not ready to give up on advertising’s support of news media.

But I will confess that my one great fear about advertising and media is that they, too, will become irrevocably unbundled, that marketers will no longer have need of media, that they will have their own direct relationships with customers without us. That is my doomsday scenario. Let’s pray it doesn’t happen.


  



PAYWALLS
 

If doomsday does come, who will pay for news? Someone has to, right? Who else will pay then but its consumers, yes? Isn’t that the common belief?

There is no more emotion-laden topic, no fiercer battleground in the hunt for new business models for news than the discussion of paywalls. I have personally been taken to task in the once-august Columbia Journalism Review90 and by no less than The New York Times’ media critic, David Carr,91 to name only a few, for challenging the wisdom of the wall. The arguments in favor of paywalls are apparent: Readers used to pay for content when they bought newspapers and magazines and so they should still. It was an original sin for content ever to have been given away for free online.92 The people who use news sites the most value the content there and would be willing to pay for it, and so they should. News organizations should have multiple revenue streams so they are not so dependent on advertising alone (see: doomsday, above). And news — quality news — is expensive. Who should pay to maintain the newsroom and the Baghdad bureau? Besides, it’s working at The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, and the Financial Times, why shouldn’t it work elsewhere?

My responses: I have never seen a business model built on the verb “should.” Customers pay for products and services based on the value to them in a competitive market. The arguments in favor of maintaining paywalls around content tend to ignore the new reality of a media ecosystem built on abundance, no longer on a scarcity controlled by media proprietors who have long since lost their pricing power. In such a market, someone will always be able to sell a product like yours cheaper than you. Some spoiler might even figure out a way to make that product free, and it’s impossible to compete with free. Nevermind that the competitor’s product may not be as good. In the market, what matters in the end is this: Is it good enough? In such an ecosystem of abundance, I say it was wise, not sinful, for news organizations to open up and build an audience — bigger online than ever in print — before it could be stolen away by more efficient new competitors: from CompuServe to Yahoo, from a million bloggers to Huffington Post, from Business Insider to BuzzFeed. I will argue in a moment that if we’re going to charge anyone, perhaps it should not be our most loyal, engaged, and valuable customers on whom we make money through advertising, but instead the occasional visitor and freeloader. As for the argument that news is expensive: Well, yes, it was, but we know it can be more efficient today. Besides, thanks to advertisers’ support and subsidies, the truth is that readers never truly paid for news, never fully supported the cost of the newsroom. And in a competitive market, one cannot price one’s offerings based on cost plus profit; that works only in a monopoly, which news organizations have now lost.

That is how the argument has gone, round and round, hotter and hotter, demonstrating little. As it has raged, newspapers have instituted paywalls by the hundreds. By this time, I think it’s safe to say that the Financial Times and The Wall Street Journal should be excepted from this argument because, whether expense-accounted or not, they are bought by people who have money and need these publications and their information to make more money. The New York Times did succeed at its second attempt to build a wall — or rather, a meter — gathering more than 800,000 paid online subscribers and changing the dynamics of the business to the point that readers now support the company more than advertisers (though, of course, advertising revenue has been falling steadily all the while). At about $200 each, the company’s 800,000 digital subscribers produce a new revenue stream estimated at $160 million a year. In 2014, digital advertising revenue about equalled that amount.93 Together, these digital revenue streams exceed the reported $220 million cost of The Times’ newsroom, and that is an impressive milestone on the path to becoming a fully sustainable digital enterprise. Martin Nisenholtz, the business executive who started NYTimes.com, has told my classes that giving away Times content online was not an original sin but a foundational necessity, for The Times needed to compete with other new players and to build market share.94 In fact, being free allowed The Times to become a truly international brand with a huge audience: almost 60 million monthly readers online vs. less than 1 million buyers daily in print.95 Having that large an audience is what made it possible for The Times to put up its meter, for its conversion rate from online user to digital subscriber is only a bit over 1 percent, but 1 percent of almost 60 million is a lot of subscribers.

When it started to charge, The Times allowed users to see 20 stories a month for free (with various additions, including links from social media) before encountering the meter and getting hit up to pay up. But not enough people hit the wall and got the pitch. The Times lowered the barrier so customers would see only 10 stories a month for free. That means the vast majority of The Times’ audience doesn’t read so much as one story every three days. That is a shockingly low level of engagement for the pinnacle of a profession that considers itself vital to the maintenance of democracy and society. For lesser newspapers, the numbers are worse. According to Jeff Hartley, vice president for consumer revenue at the Morris Publishing Group, experience with Press+, the leading provider of paywall services, shows that on average 3–4 percent of users will come often enough to hit the wall and about half a percent of those stopped will pay.96

The Times was also well aware that by losing some audience when it turned on its meter, it faced a risk of losing advertising. By very rough rule of thumb, media companies these days make something like 80 percent of their revenue from 20 percent of their users — that is, their most loyal 20 percent, who come back more often and generate more pageviews and thus more ad sales opportunities. By putting a wall in the face of those loyal users, a news organization — especially one less worthy than The Times — risks losing the most valuable audience for advertisers. Two more points about the economics of The Times’ meter: First, there are other costs. The Times spent millions on research and technology. There are also ongoing marketing costs for subscriber acquisition and costs for customer service. Second, the way The Times prices its offering artificially bolsters print: It’s cheaper for me to subscribe to the paper and get digital “for free” than to cancel the print product we don’t read anymore and pay for digital alone. Now as long as print continues to have greater advertising revenue, that makes sense, right? Yes, except one could argue that this pricing tactic only delays the inevitable, the transition to a truly digital enterprise. Witness the concern in the leaked Times innovation report about print still being central to the operation of the newsroom and the business. I wonder whether the meter could bring a hidden innovation opportunity cost by extending the life of print. Still, I give The Times considerable credit for making its pay meter a success. I value The Times and want it to succeed and continue. I happily pay my subscription every month. But just as Apple can succeed at breaking rules because it is so damned good, so The Times could succeed at not only building a paywall but also at attracting high-value branding advertisers because it is that damned good. But the Pondunk Daily Disgrace? Not so much.

According to analyst Ken Doctor, about 40 percent of America’s 1,400 daily newspapers have erected paywalls. The country’s largest chain, Gannett, did so and said the wall contributed $100 million in digital subscription revenue.97 That’s the good news. But after a year, its digital subscription growth rate fell to about 1 percent.98 And its sites lost audience to free competitors. Three years after introducing its pay meter in 2011 and gathering its 800,000 digital subscribers, growth of that core digital subscription base for The New York Times — apart from new premium products — stalled at just over 1 percent.99 John Paton infamously called paywalls “as dumb as a bag of hammers” but implemented them on his papers at Digital First, acknowledging that it was a short-term tactic to bolster cash flow. (Remember who Paton’s bosses were — hedge funds — and what they expect — improved balance sheets.) I worry that other newspapers will look at themselves in the mirror and think they can do what The Times has done. But they don’t have more than 50 million users every month as The Times does. Will a 1 percent conversion rate — or likely less — against a much smaller audience be worth the expense and risk of also reducing audience and thus advertising? They don’t have the loyalty that The Times has. Will they have the opportunity to make a pitch that’s welcomed? They don’t have the higher value branding advertisers The Times has. They must depend instead on a suffering local retail industry. And let’s be honest: They’re just not as good as The Times, not worth the price. That is why I have taken the slings and arrows of my detractors and continued to question the business efficacy of building walls and limiting growth.

An industry facing woeful numbers in engagement and loyalty is ill-advised to be putting up barriers to audience, especially to those fewer and fewer surviving loyal users and more especially to a younger audience that has never read a newspaper. We should be finding ways to attract more people to us with better service. We should be finding new ways to go serve users where they are rather than making them come to us and then charging them once they arrive. We should be building rich relationships with the people we serve and building our businesses atop that.

Can we earn money from the people we serve? I believe we can — but not necessarily just by charging them for access to content.


  



PATRONAGE
 

So far, we have examined direct revenue from users as a matter of access and ownership: a copyright-era model. And we have dealt in one currency: money. There are other models that exchange value with users in currencies including but not limited to cash. Consider for illustration’s sake the idea of a reverse pay meter, which values not just content but also values people and relationships with them.100 Let’s say I pay The Times a deposit of $20 this month to get access to its content. But then let’s imagine I can earn down my fee next month by bringing value to The Times in ways that help the company make or save money, receiving so many points for:

 

 


	■   
	coming back often and seeing its ads;


	■   
	sharing my demographics and other data with The Times so it can sell higher-value advertising and better target its services to me to increase my use and engagement;


	■   
	bringing content — news tips, photos, engaging discussions, assignments in crowdsourced projects — to The Times;


	■   
	buying products from or through The Times;


	■   
	marketing The Times by recommending its good work on Twitter and Facebook (acknowledging the moral hazard that people may game the system and link just to earn points) or even selling memberships to my friends (acknowledging the risk that The Times could turn me into a spammer).



 

If I bring sufficient value to The Times, I get it for free and possibly earn other benefits; if I don’t and come just once or twice a month, then perhaps I should no longer be allowed to freeload. Perhaps I should pay (unless, of course, The Times can convert the freeloader into a valued customer).

My point with this illustration: We need to understand that a relationship is an exchange of value. Our users bring value of different sorts and at varying levels. We need to find ways to calculate that value and we need currencies other than just cash to exploit and reward it. The Times can reward valued users with more than content: admission to events; special status in online discussions (because I put my money where my mouth is and converse under my actual identity); special status and thus social capital in real life (why do you think NPR listeners carry public radio tote bags?); and even a voice in some of the decisions of the paper (I know that will make journalists nervous but such a model is being explored on Kickstarter, with members of the public supporting one reporting initiative over another).

These ideas bring us to the edge of patronage, philanthropy, and crowdfunding — from the pledge to an NPR station to the pledge for a journalist’s project on Kickstarter:101 Some people will support the journalism they want to exist. Their reward is not necessarily access. Our motivations could be many: generosity, altruism, activism, justice, credit, social capital, or just warm fuzzies. Journalists — including many of my students before I’ve had the chance to corrupt them and turn them into capitalists — tend to love this model because it seems so easy and clean (no need to sell advertising, they think) and because it plays to their editorial ego: My work has worth and it deserves this support. But patronage has its issues. First, there simply isn’t enough generosity, whether from foundations or individuals, to pay for all the journalism the nation needs. Foundations will warn you that they will not support operations forever; they expect grantees to find other means of sustaining themselves. Second, there is no free lunch; charity often comes with strings. We have seen plenty of cases of fat cats wearing white knights’ armor “saving” newspapers only to try to use them as their personal and political bully pulpits. I have watched journalistic not-for-profits forced to deal with the demands of philanthropists and foundations. Before assuming that advertising is corrupting, we would do well to remember that it was advertising that freed newspapers from the ownership and control of political parties.

That said, direct contributions are a potential source of support for the creation of journalistic enterprises as well as their ongoing operation. When venture capitalist John Thornton founded The Texas Tribune, I begged him to use his considerable capitalistic skills to make it a for-profit business instead of a not-for-profit, but he insisted that if Texas could support a ballet company or two, it could support his Texas Tribune. The Knight Foundation leads other media funders in subsidizing the creation of important journalistic experiments and infrastructure (Knight is a funder of my work at CUNY). New platforms such as Patreon enable fans of a lone journalist’s work to pay for each piece of work delivered. And in New Jersey, we will experiment with campaigns to allow neighbors to contribute support to their local bloggers.

The Guardian worked for a few years to develop its membership plan. In announcing it, Alan Rusbridger, the paper’s editor-in-chief, recounted a discussion with readers at a large Guardian event: “Most readers said they would happily contribute money to the ‘cause’ of the Guardian — but an overwhelming majority also wanted the journalism to be free, so that it could reach the maximum possible audience. A fair number were happy to be subscribers, but the most hands shot up when asked if they would like to be ‘members’.”102 The Guardian offers three levels of membership — friend for free, partner for £15 a month, and patron for £60 a month with varying benefits, featuring discounts and priority booking to events in new space near the paper’s London headquarters. I think membership can develop a richer definition around the idea of joining a cause and helping it succeed.

At CUNY, I get to brainstorm new revenue opportunities with our students: Youyoung Lee developed a platform called Gourmeet for people to organize and pay for dinner parties with friends and strangers (if you were to start a newspaper food section today, wouldn’t you want to help readers do what they want to do: cook and eat?). Brianne Garcia worked on turning the fundamental marketing relationship on its head, enabling a customer to say what she wants so marketers could come to her and compete for her business. At Informerly, Ranjan Roy and his cofounder are building an impressive business delivering personalized news feeds to executives.103 They started with customized email newsletters and found that with the right data about users and the right content in return, they could increase the open rate for email newsletters to an astounding 70 percent. At the Tow-Knight Center, we are publishing research on best practices for revenue — advertising products and sales, events, membership, and print — for small-scale sites. Companies old and new, big and small, as well as universities need much more experimentation with revenue and business models built around more than just the tried-and-true: charging readers for access to content and charging advertisers for access to readers. Slate’s editor at large David Plotz tweeted 71 ways for digital media to make money and then, in his 72nd tweet, asked, “What did I miss?”104 I’ll ask the same question as we challenge a few more fundamental assumptions about the news business.


  



THE PRICING PARADOX OF INFORMATION
 

In Adam Smith’s paradox of value, he wondered why, if water is vital to life and diamonds are not, diamonds are worth so much more than water.105 The pricing paradox of information presents a similar quandary: If information is so much more valuable to society than entertainment, why is it so hard to build a business — namely, journalism — around selling access to information? Journalism at its most useful is information-rich but information is quickly commodified. Entertainment, on the other hand, is unique and engaging and — for reasons I’ll explain in a moment — receives greater legal protection under copyright than information does. We have conflated journalism as an information business with entertainment as an engagement business in large part because both are are built on “stories.”

Information is less valuable in the market because it flows freely. Once a bit of information, a fact, appears in a newspaper, it can be repeated and spread, citizen to citizen, TV anchor to audience: “Oyez, oyez, oyez” shouts the town crier. “The king is dead. Long live the king. Pass it on.” Information itself cannot and must not be owned. Under copyright law, a creator cannot protect ownership of underlying facts or knowledge, only of their treatment. That is, you cannot copyright the fact that the Higgs boson was discovered at CERN in 2012, you can copyright only your treatment of that information: your cogent backgrounder or natty graphic that explains WTF a boson is.106 A well-informed society must protect and celebrate the easy sharing of information even if that does support freeloaders like TV news, which build businesses on the repetition of information others have uncovered. Society cannot find itself in a position in which information is property to be owned, for then the authorities will tell some people — whether they are academics or scientists or students or citizens — what they are not allowed to know because they didn’t buy permission to know it. Therein lies a fundamental flaw in the presumption that the public should and will pay for access to information — a fundamental flaw in the business model of journalism. I’m not saying that information wants to be free.107 I agree that information often is expensive to gather. Instead I am saying that the mission of journalism is to inform society by unlocking and spreading information. Journalism frees information.

Entertainment operates under an entirely different business and legal regime. Entertainment is a unique treatment of knowledge, ideas, and creativity. Its products can be owned and controlled. Entertainment can flourish behind a paywall, protected by copyright (though, of course, digitization of content makes the copying of it without the right to do so easy; I’ll explore that matter next). There is only one Sopranos and so I happily paid HBO to enjoy its stories. Journalists tend to believe that their work should be treated in the market and by the law like an episode of the Sopranos because journalists are storytellers. There’s where our confusion lies: In journalism, we came to conflate information and entertainment because we used a common form of both — storytelling — to convey information. Gutenberg’s press, the book, the newspaper, the magazine, and the TV show forced us to create a format for filling their pages or minutes and presenting information in the form of a story. We built our business on the presumption that readers were engaged with our storytelling. But let’s be honest: Most news — the sewer board hearing, the price of pork bellies, the appointment of a new parks commissioner — isn’t inherently entertaining. When we try to make it engaging, we often corrupt our mission. We create tabloid headlines that play up conflict. We look for the edge case that makes a compelling yarn with villain and victim. We turn every political action into a drama — or a horse race, if you prefer — whose ending we want to foreshadow. News — day-to-day, useful, practical, and important news and information — isn’t entertainment and does not operate under entertainment’s business model.

Mind you, entertainment can be informative and enlightening and news can be engaging and even entertaining. See most any issue of The New Yorker. I bought Michael Lewis’ Flash Boys: A Wall Street Revolt to be engaged and came away informed. One of our graduates, Samantha Gross, founded a business called Story Tour to take stories to the streets, so storytellers can engage the listeners formerly known as readers where the tales occur.108 Another graduate, Noah Rosenberg, built Narrative.ly to produce engaging, mixed-media narratives about New York that would each fill a week online.109 In her latest of many professional incarnations, Tina Brown promises to develop what she calls live journalism: “summits, salons, flash forums, and debates,” all forms of informative entertainment.110 And I will happily sell you my previous books.111 Each of us is competing for customers’ attention and dollars with other forms of media and entertainment: novels, movies, TV, music, games, sports. Just because news can occasionally be entertaining and be sold as a product doesn’t mean the workaday stories of the Podunk Daily Disgrace should be sold like a movie. This confusion about the lines between information and entertainment — their business models, value propositions, and legal status — has contributed to the will to build paywalls. If Tony Soprano can have a wall, then why can’t Tom Friedman? Just because information and entertainment have shared a format — the story — doesn’t mean they are in the same business. Useful information is still the key asset we offer in news and as I explored in the second part of this essay, we can now offer it in forms besides the story.

I have argued that journalism should remake itself as a service that helps people accomplish goals rather than as a production line that makes content to fill products that can be sold. So what would a business built on information as service look like? You might well argue to me that customers do pay for services. I pay my plumber to install my sink. If a journalist informs me, shouldn’t I pay her? Some people do pay for information: the customers of Bloomberg or Thomson Reuters, for example. Tom Glocer, former head of Thomson Reuters, used to say that the information his company sold was most valuable in its first three milliseconds of life — which happens to be the basis of the story Michael Lewis tells in Flash Boys. Everything else that Thomson Reuters produces from that information — from its wire service to its web site — is a byproduct worth fractionally less. This tells us that if you have information that is uniquely valuable to a customer and you can deliver it before anyone else, you can charge for access to it. But what you’re selling then isn’t so much information as speed. Here we face the factor of time in the pricing paradox of information: The more valuable the information, the faster it will spread and the faster it spreads, the less valuable it becomes. Where does this leave us? It leaves us with the need to consider new ways to conceive of media, audience, content, and intellectual property.


  



THE LINK ECONOMY AND CREDITRIGHT
 

There have long been two creations of value in media: the creation of content, yes, but also the creation of a public — an audience — for it. In legacy news media, the two were usually attached: the creator and the distributor were one in a vertically integrated enterprise (read: a publication). We often debated whether content or distribution was king. The answer didn’t much matter because they were inseparable; they shared the throne. Now these two tasks are — like so much else online — unbundled. Anyone can make content. Anyone can distribute content: its creator (inside or outside an institution), a reader who recommends it, an aggregator or curator who collects it, a search engine that points to it.

Media people tend to believe that content has intrinsic value — that is why they say people should pay for it and why some object when Google quotes snippets from it. But in an ecosystem of links online, new economics are in force. Online, content with no links has no value because it has no audience. Content gains value as it gains links. That formula was the key insight behind Google: that links to content are a signal of its value; thus, the more links to a page from sites that themselves have more links, the more useful, relevant, or valuable that content is likely to be.

The problem for us in the media industry is that we have no marketplace to value the gathering of links and audiences. Our systems are still built primarily around extracting the value of content: paying creators to make it; buying or subscribing to publications that contain it; or syndicating it from one publication to the next. These models are being made obsolete. Huffington Post and Twitter can get thousands of writers — including me — to make content for free because it brings us audience and attention. Selling content is difficult when you compete against others who offer content for free. And syndication is all but outmoded, for why should I buy a piece of content if instead I can link to it for nothing?112

Consider an alternative to syndication. I’ll call it reverse syndication. Instead of selling my content to you, what say I give it to you for free? Better yet, I pay you to publish it on your site. The condition: I get to put my ad on the content. I will pay you a share of what I earn from that ad based on how much audience you bring me. That model values the creation of the audience. When The New York Times complains about Huffington Post summarizing its articles, perhaps The Times would be better off offering Huffington Post this deal: Take our stories but keep them intact with Times branding, advertising, and links. We’ll give you a share of what we earn for each story based on the size — and perhaps quality, as measured in attention and demographics — of the audience you bring to it.

For that matter, why should media always force our readers to come to us? Why shouldn’t our content go to them? Before Gutenberg’s press, scholars had to travel to books; after Gutenberg, the books traveled to the scholars. We’ve long had home delivery for newspapers, magazines, and TV, so why not extend that service to content on the web? For years, I had wished for a means to make articles and blog posts embeddable on other sites, just like YouTube videos. If content could travel with its business model attached, we could set it free to travel across the web, gathering recommendations and audience and value as it goes, and thus ending at least part of the fight over the question of whether aggregation is theft. I was about to build a demonstration of the embeddable article at CUNY when Debbie Galant, head of the New Jersey News Commons, did what the author of a book about Google should have thought to do: She searched Google for “embeddable article” and up came Repost.us, already created by entrepreneur and technologist John Pettitt. Repost very cleverly allowed embeddable articles to travel with the creator’s own brand, advertising, analytics, and links. So if you like something on my blog, rather than just quoting and linking to it, you could embed the entire post on your own site with my complete text, my brand, my advertising, and links back to my site. Thus you get free content and I get more audience.

In early experience with partners including The Christian Science Monitor and Agence France-Presse, Pettitt discovered two surprising facts about embedding: First, he found that the overlap in audience between a creator’s and an embedder’s sites generally ran between 2 and 5 percent. That is to say, the embedders brought a mostly new audience to the creator’s content. Second, you might think that the click-through from an embedded article would be nil because the reader has been sated, having consumed the entire piece. Instead, Pettitt found that click-through ran amazingly high: 5 to 7 percent — and these were highly qualified clicks of people who knew what they were going to get on the other side of a link, not just drive-bys from search engines or Facebook. In New Jersey, the News Commons used Repost as the basis of a content- and audience-sharing network among dozens of sites big and small in the state’s new ecosystem. The big site, NJ.com, brought new and sizable audience to smaller sites’ content — for example, the government reporting of NJ Spotlight. NJ.com also made its articles available for smaller sites to use. Each creator’s ads traveled with its content — though that wasn’t necessarily optimal, because an ad for a North Jersey hairdresser wouldn’t perform terribly well with South Jersey readers brought in through embedding. So my next ambition was to create an ad network to maximize the value of this traffic.

But then, in mid-2014, Repost shut down its service. So much for a happy ending to my quest for a network built on the value of the link economy. A key factor in its failure: Repost could find many sites willing and eager to make their content embeddable. It didn’t find enough sites to embed the content. As an evangelist for the link economy, I should have seen the problem sooner: We were still valuing the creation of content over the creation of audiences. Content makers fared well in the transactions Repost enabled: They got more audience for their content and ads, and more revenue as a result. But the embedders got nothing aside from the free use of content — content that was just a link away anyway. I now see that we should have arranged to pay the embedders a share of the revenue, thus valuing their creation of audiences. My duh. There’s a happier ending, though: A competitor called iCopyright is providing New Jersey’s network with its embedder, repubHub, which also enables content sales.113 And I was oddly gratified to see some members of the ecosystem who had to be dragged into the embedding network screaming louder when it went away. The New Jersey model proves that embedding works as the basis of a network.

Our ultimate problem in media is that we do not have sufficient technical and legal frameworks for alternate business models. Copyright is built for one model: the Gutenberg-era notion that creativity equals content that can be bought and sold as intellectual property. What of the other models the internet now enables? I have been part of a project at the World Economic Forum that has been seeking to update our understanding of how to support creativity and to move past the bitter and unproductive fight over copyright and the net. That fight played itself out in the battle that defeated SOPA and PIPA — proposed laws meant to punish copyright violators online — as a war of Northern California vs. Southern California, Silicon Valley vs. Hollywood. Hollywood’s side: People who download our content without buying it or who remix it without our permission — and the platforms that facilitate these behaviors — are stealing from us and must be stopped and punished. Silicon Valley’s: Those people are your fans who are bringing value to you by sending you audiences and by contributing their creativity, and you’d be wise to build your businesses around making it easier, not harder, for them to get and share your content when and how they want it. Around and around this argument has gone — like the fight over paywalls — arriving nowhere. It has been a clash of eras, of worldviews and economies.

The Forum stepped in to convene a series of discussions in New York, London, Djakarta, San Francisco, and Davos (some of which I moderated) to try to get a diverse set of constituents — creators, publishers, studios, platforms, technologists, lawyers, academics, and government officials — to break the rancorous deadlock of the copyright fight and find common ground to move forward. It informed these discussions with research on audience behaviors and attitudes in the U.K. and Indonesia as study markets, exposing widely divergent views and norms. For example, when given the statement “anything I download from the internet should be free,” only 17 percent in the U.K. agreed but 54 percent in Indonesia agreed. To my surprise, the discussions have made progress. In private, media moguls would concede that copyright was outmoded and technologists would admit that their systems were inadequate. Together, they heard creative artists describe new models they used to support themselves, some wanting their work to spread widely so they could sell tickets to events, find patrons to volunteer support, or gather data about their fans and their behavior to understand them better and build richer relationships with them. And so, we came to agree that we need new technological and legal frameworks flexible enough to enable multiple models to support creativity.

I call this creditright. We need a means to attach credit to content for those who contribute value to it so that each constituent has the opportunity to negotiate and extract value along the chain, so that each can gain permission to take part in the chain, and so that behaviors that benefit others in the chain can be rewarded and encouraged. A scenario from outside news: Imagine you are a songwriter. You hear a street poet and her words inspire you to write a song about her, quoting her in the piece. You go to a crowdfunding platform — Kickstarter, Indiegogo, or Patreon — to raise money for you to go into the studio and perform and distribute your song. Another songwriter comes along and remixes it, making a new version and also sampling from others’ songs. Both end up on YouTube and Soundcloud, on iTunes and Google Play. Audience members discover and share the songs. A particularly popular artist shares the remixed version on Twitter and Facebook and it explodes. A label has one of its stars record it. The star appears on TV performing it. A movie studio includes that song in a soundtrack. There are many constituents in that process: the subject, the songwriter, the patrons, the fans, the remixer, the distributor, the label, the star, the show, the studio, and the platforms. Each contributed value. Each may want to recognize value — but not all will want cash. There are other currencies in play: The poet may want credit and fame; the songwriter may want to sell concert tickets; the patrons may want social capital for discovering and supporting a new artist; the remixer may want permission to remix; the platforms may want a cut of sales or of subscription revenue; the show may want audience and advertising; the studio will want a return on its investment and risk. If we transferred this scenario to news, a publisher may want data about users’ interests and behaviors from others in a chain of links to better serve them with more relevant content and to receive greater engagement in return. The publisher may want demographic data about users to serve them more valuable advertising. Or the publisher may want to reward some contributors to a collaborative project for their work and others for their recommendations and promotion.

German news publishers have fought Google in courts and legislatures as well as media and political forums, seeking a share of Google’s revenue in the belief that Google steals their content when it quotes from them in the listings it uses to send publishers billions of clicks a month. Relying on on copyright, they lobbied government to enact a new law — a Leistungsschutzrecht or ancillary copyright — to demand payment. I have argued with these publishers that Google will not — and should not — pay them. Google is creating value for them with the audience it sends their way. Instead, I’ve suggested they would be wiser to seek another currency from Google: data about the users, helping build better services for readers and advertisers and thus better businesses. I also fear that the Germans — and Spanish politicians who proposed a law to in essence tax links — will undermine the very essence of the web just to protect entrenched, legacy institutions.

What system will do all that we need in a new universe of digital creativity? We will need a way to attach metadata to content, recording and revealing its source and the contributions of others in the chain of continuing creation and distribution. We need a marketplace to measure and value their contributions and a means to negotiate rewards and permissions. We need payment structures to handle multiple currencies: data as well as money. And we need a legal framework to allow the flexible exploration of new models, some of which we cannot yet imagine. It so happens that I am writing this on the plane as I head to moderate another meeting the Forum has convened in San Francisco to discuss these questions. We won’t solve these problems and design these systems in an hour. It took more than 150 years after the invention of the press before the Statute of Anne — that is, copyright — was enacted. At that time some governments awarded licenses to sanctioned monopolies for the right to use the press in an attempt to limit publishing’s power and disruption. It took many more years for society to develop principles of free speech to balance the economic and political interests of those who would attempt to control a new tool of speech. And, of course, even with laws governing copyright, fair use, fair comment, censorship, and speech, we are still fighting over all these issues. As Harvard Law School Professor Lawrence Lessig has said, the right to fair use is the right to hire a copyright attorney.

What this process needs is first the willingness to question our Gutenberg-age models and assumptions, valuing not just content as a commodity that fills publications but also valuing the people who contribute to a creative process and the gathering of those people, formerly known as an audience. Second, it requires discussion, such as those organized and informed by the World Economic Forum, which is uniquely suited to convene many constituents to serious consideration of new opportunities. And finally, it demands experiments, such as John Pettitt’s Repost.us. Pettitt did a great job thinking through a myriad of copyright issues (e.g., whether a news site had the right to redistribute a wire photo that accompanied a story) and technical issues (e.g., how to make an embedded article look compatible with the embedder’s site). But he may not have grappled sufficiently with the human matter of motivating people to embed others’ content (that is, paying them). Nonetheless, Pettitt contributed valuable ideas, data, and lessons to the process of rethinking the notions of content, copyright, and intellectual property.

The link — the insight of Sir Tim Berners-Lee, the Gutenberg of our age — changes media at such an atomic level that it is impossible to believe we can continue to operate under old business models, old legal frameworks, old metrics, and old technologies. We must reimagine the business of media and news from the first penny, asking where value is created, who contributes to it, where it resides, and how to extract it. Creditright is one model for this reimagining. It is hardly a unified theory. And it would be foolhardy to think that we know enough yet to be able to develop complete theories. This is why I started this essay urging us all to rethink the relationships journalists and media have with the public they serve in the age of the link. It is why I next challenged us to rethink the possible forms of the services we provide. Only then, after much exploration and experimentation, can we discover our business models. I suggest we start not by following the money but by following the value. Thus, we need new measures of value.


  



METRICS
 

We get what we measure and we are measuring the wrong things in media. Our old, mass-media metrics of reach and frequency — translated into their digital equivalents: unique users and pageviews — turn out to be profoundly corrupting. They drive media outlets to do anything to bulk up their numbers, prioritizing quantity over quality of service and engagement and motivating some to game the system with dark-hat search-engine optimization and click bait, not to mention click fraud. Now I don’t mean to suggest that we from legacy media were pure as arctic ice. I worked for the New York Daily News. I wrote tabloid headlines to entice readers to buy my newspaper — coin bait rather than click bait. But online, small temptations can turn into systems of corruption at scale. Three illustrations:

About.com was the first media company built for the Google age. It produced the answers to questions commonly asked in Google searches. Thus its content rose up high in Google search, getting it huge traffic from Google as well as highly relevant Google ads and millions of dollars a year in revenue. That was a virtuous circle until Demand Media and other so-called content farms came along to game the system, creating a platform to pay writers with a few spare minutes the minimum possible to make content that was barely good enough but would still rise in search, attracting easy audience and easy advertising. Google ended that gravy train — throwing About.com’s baby out with Demand Media’s dirty bathwater — to protect the quality of its search results.

Buzzfeed and Upworthy perfected the listicle and the grabby headline (You won’t believe what happened next but it will change your life!) to manipulate not Google’s search algorithms but instead us, enticing people to share and “like” their content. But that bubble, too, is set to burst as Chartbeat found that people share before they read — if they ever read at all.114 There’s a reason that Huffington Post, for example, displays links to share — to Facebook, Twitter, Reddit, StumbleUpon, Tumblr, Google+, and email — right next to its headlines rather than at the bottom of its posts. Sharing a link turns out not to be an indication of engagement — as in, “they liked my story so much they had to share it with their friends.” Sharing pumps up mentions and maybe unique users and pageviews but not attention. So what good is it?

Finally, consider the newspapers that got so good at SEO and social links (not to mention the occasional and unpredictable burst of pageviews that comes from a link by Drudge) that they exploded their traffic but ended up with large proportions of users from outside their markets. That distant traffic is next to worthless — as I mentioned earlier, an in-market user can be worth 20 times what an out-of-market user is worth to a news site that has only in-market advertising sales. But most newspapers I know got caught in an egotistical traffic game: size for the sake of size and bragging rights.

These examples of the corrupting nature of unique users and pageviews make the case to build a new set of metrics upon which to build news and media businesses.

The Demand Media example argues for starting with basic engagement metrics: not how many people glance off a site and then disappear like a meteor shower hitting the atmosphere, but how many people return, how often, and how long they stay and engage. The interactivity of online allows for many more acts and measures of engagement, some of which I listed earlier in my reverse-pay- meter scenario: from joining in a discussion to contributing content to collaborating in the work of a site.

The case of shared and liked links producing little engagement and value augers for switching to attention metrics. Chartbeat’s Tony Haile has argued convincingly that attention is a much more productive measure of media value than traffic. I told how Medium and FT.com plan to charge advertisers for the total attention minutes they get instead of mere impressions. Bonus: TV advertising is also sold on time and advertisers love buying TV, so we can hope that selling time online will help draw dollars away from TV to online news ventures.

And my newspaper example is evidence of the need to shift to relationship metrics: How many people do you know? What do you know about them? (Start with finding out whether they live in your market.) What reasons did you give them to reveal themselves to you? What relevance and value did you return to them for the data they shared? What value were you able to recognize as a result? What do you know about the interrelationships of people inside your community? How can you help them to better connect with each other, sharing knowledge, helping, and transacting with each other? What do you know about their behavior because you have a relationship with them? How does that knowledge drive not only usage, engagement, and loyalty but also revenue? What more do you know about their demographics and buying behavior because you’ve built trusted relationships and how will that increase the value of what you sell to advertisers? If the relationship strategy offers an opportunity to rethink journalism as a service business that builds real and lasting value, we need to measure the things that will drive that strategy.

In the long run, attention, engagement, demographic, behavioral, and relationship metrics will beat mere mass measures. That’s because advertisers are waking up to realize that they, too, must operate by such new measurements. But all the metrics I have listed so far still tend to be mediacentric: How many people read, returned to, spent time with, liked, or interacted with us and our stuff?

There is a richer set of metrics that matter to the mission of journalism — metrics around impact and accomplishment. These metrics must start not with us but with the people we serve. They must measure whether they meet their needs and accomplish their goals. Thus journalism built around impact doesn’t start with producing media’s content; it starts with listening to the public’s wants, needs, and goals so we can measure our success ultimately against whether those goals are achieved. (Therein lies the heart of our rationale for starting a new degree at CUNY in social journalism, a journalism built first on listening to and understanding and then serving a community; more on that in the afterword.)

Impact is terribly difficult to measure. It cannot easily be reduced to a number in a chart. But that is precisely why we should pursue these measures, because they force us to see people as individuals again; they force us to listen. Columbia University scholar James Carey argued that media were corrupted by the desire to reduce people to mere numbers — pro vs. anti, red vs. blue — as exemplified by the public-opinion poll. Polling, he said, “was an attempt to simulate public opinion in order to prevent an authentic public opinion from forming.”115 His alternative: conversation with the public. “I believe we must begin with the primacy of conversation,” Carey wrote. “It implies social arrangements less hierarchical and more egalitarian than its alternatives.” Yes, we have conversations online now, plenty of conversation in bottomless comments sections under our articles. But those comments are still mediacentric, reacting to the content we produce. No, the proper conversation journalists should have must start with the public. These conversations must start not with us speaking but with us listening. Thus I come to better understand my friend Jay Rosen’s interpretation of Carey’s admonitions to journalists: “The press does not ‘inform’ the public,” Rosen said. “It is ‘the public’ that ought to inform the press. The true subject matter of journalism is the conversation the public is having with itself.”

Now I return to amend the relationship metrics I proposed above: How many people have we met — where possible, face-to-face? How rich and informative were our conversations with them? How well do we understand them and their communities? How well have we heard or discerned their needs and goals? That is the starting point.

Only then, only when we have listened well, can we ask the next questions: What does an individual or a community need to accomplish its goals? How can we help? Is it information you need? How can we help you share what you already know? If what you need is not known, then how can we bring reporting to the task? Is it understanding you need? Then how can we bring explanation and context or education? Is it functionality you need? Do we have the skills to implement or build that? Is it organization you need? Can we help convene a community to deliberate and accomplish its goals?

Only after we have contributed to a community’s efforts to reach its own goals can we begin to think of measuring success — that is, impact. Chalkbeat, a beat business that covers schools in a scattering of cities across America, asks whether its communities have improved their schools. Founder and CEO Elizabeth Green emphasizes that Chalkbeat does not say how that should be done or even how that should be measured (for its users will debate long and hard about, say, the efficacy of testing as a metric of educational quality). But Chalkbeat can listen to whether the community says its schools are better. The investigative reporting enterprise ProPublica asks whether corruption is reduced and thus equality enhanced. A local blog might ask whether neighbors see improvements in the quality of life in their communities.

These questions are not easily answered — if at all — with numbers. The answers are by their nature qualitative and made up of signals that can be gathered in ongoing conversations. That may seem like a quixotic equation that will frustrate an industry and its financial supporters — whether investors or philanthropists — accustomed to running the business according to easy numbers. But the more valuable journalism and the services it provides are to communities, the more valuable those enterprises will be. That is an article of faith that guides Silicon Valley startups: Start with making yourself useful and value will follow. If it’s good enough for them. . . .


  



CAPITAL: INVESTMENT IN THE FUTURE
 

It took a half-century after Gutenberg’s invention of the press for the book to take on the form we know today. It took a full century, according to Gutenberg scholar Elizabeth Eisenstein, for the book’s impact on society to be fully realized.116 I’m astounded that it took 150 years — and the development of postal networks — before someone thought to use the press to print the first newspaper, the Strasbourg Relation, in 1605.117 “The newspaper, as it turned out, would have a difficult birth,” writes Andrew Pettegree in The Invention of News: How The World Came to Know About Itself. “Many of the first newspapers struggled to make money, and swiftly closed. . . . [I]t would be well over a hundred years from the foundation of the first newspaper before it became an everyday part of life.”118 In The Transformation of the World: A Global History of the Nineteenth Century, Jürgen Osterhammel adds: “Not until four centuries after Gutenberg did the printed news media enter the daily lives of more than a tiny educated stratum of society.”119 The term “journalism” did not even come into use until the year 1833.120

In the development of the internet and of news in its age, we are — as I write this — only two decades past the introduction of the commercial browser and web in 1994. In Gutenberg years, this is 1470. I doubt we can yet imagine how society will inform itself. We have been too busy trying to save the news we knew to invent what news will be. As far as the newspaper was from the town crier and the balladeer, so will news of the future likely look unrecognizable to us today. There is much innovation, invention, development, risk, and failure yet to come. I am more concerned about funding that work than keeping afloat the ongoing operations of legacy news organizations, for it’s that investment that will build the future.

I teach my entrepreneurial journalism students that Gutenberg was the first technology entrepreneur. He had to solve a complex matrix of technology challenges. His crucial invention was the handheld mold that enabled him to manufacture fonts with precision and speed at scale. He concocted the right metallurgy — lead, tin, and antimony — so each molded letter would cool quickly and aid that speed and scale. He had to find paper, imported from Italy, of just the right thickness to take impressions on both sides. He experimented with the proper amount of moisture on the paper to help the ink — which he also formulated — set with the rich blackness we can still see on his pages today. While working on what were for him beta products — a grammar book — to perfect his process, he operated with Jobsian secrecy to prevent others from stealing his invention. To bring his idea to reality and to market, Gutenberg needed capital. He had to build all that technology, acquire space in Mainz, heat it, pay workmen, and acquire considerable stocks of paper and metal. He went to one Johann Fust to get funds for what Gutenberg interpreted to be equity and Fust took to be a loan. Just as Gutenberg’s Bibles were to come off the press and just as he was finally to benefit from his cash flow, Fust called the loan. They ended up in a court fight, which Gutenberg lost, along with his primary printing plant and most of his business. After I told this tale in a Kindle Single, Gutenberg the Geek,121 a waggish geek I know summed up the moral of the story with this cringeworthy question: “Would you rather be first or Fust?”

Media startups face similar issues of investment capital and cash flow; that’s why I teach Gutenberg as a case. Every term with my students, I draw on the whiteboard a simplistic chart with what I call the C.A.R rule: A media business starts with nothing and must build its content until it has enough of a critical mass of value to gather an audience until it has enough of a critical mass of people to attract advertising revenue. Content. Audience. Revenue. Until that point is reached, the media business needs investment — cash and sweat equity — sufficient to subsidize its birth. Opening a bakery, on the other hand, one can start earning cash with the first cronut.

Where will the innovation we require come from? It will spring from many levels: from startups that come from classrooms and garages, from the scattered technological Valleys, and, I hope, from some brave legacy companies and their owners. I refuse to give up on the incumbents, though many of my friends in the industry say I should. The old institutions do have assets: cash flow (though in some cases that’s trickling), brand recognition (though that will be fleeting as younger people move through the population python), a measure of trust (though not nearly as much as journalists would like to think), experience (though that can also mean habits that are hard to break), infrastructure (though that can be an economic albatross around their necks), and a system of ethics and standards (isn’t that what defines journalism in the end?). I suppose another asset is desperation and we know whose child that is. Some have given up. The Graham family, who had nurtured, sustained, supported, and protected the Washington Post from 1933 to 2013, surrendered and sold to Jeff Bezos (who, I pray, will bring his expertise in relationships to the enterprise). The Philadelphia Inquirer, once a magnet for Pulitzer Prizes, went through multiple owners and torture of such a sadistic scale that I cannot see it ever recovering. A number of media conglomerates built on a foundation of news spun off their old news and print divisions to keep those financial cooties away from what had become their core business; that is, separating struggling information businesses from profitable entertainment businesses — Scripps in 2007, Belo in 2008, News Corp. in 2013, Tribune Company in 2014, Time-Warner in 2014, Gannett in 2014. Unlike many of these owners and to his credit, Rupert Murdoch did not saddle his legacy spinoff with debt; his new News Corp. started its life with no debt and $2.6 billion in cash122 — enough to fund considerable innovation.

I have worked with a number of legacy companies during this period, this age of disruption. I was an executive at Advance Publications for a dozen years beginning the month before the release of the commercial browser in 1994. After leaving to teach, I continued working with them on projects in Michigan and New Jersey that resulted in the disbanding of newspaper companies and the formation of new digital companies. Advance reduced frequency of some of its papers to reduce costs. It truly made the transition to digital first when its papers became byproducts produced by small staffs drawing from the digital work being done at the heart of its new online operations. I’ve advised the Guardian starting after it installed what editor-in-chief Alan Rusbridger acknowledged were its last presses123 and as it began to reimagine itself as a digital enterprise. The Guardian sold assets to build its endowment to over $1 billion and it continues to innovate and grow audience as an international brand, though it also chooses to invest and forego profit. I was on the board of advisers of at Digital First Media as its CEO, Paton, merged together, rethought, and restructured two large and suffering newspaper companies into one more efficient, more digital corporation — America’s second largest chain — that could finally bring returns for its hedge-fund owners. In 2014, to save money, Digital First shut down its centralized hub of innovation, called Project Thunderdome. None of these tales culminates in what journalists would consider a happy ending: more money for more journalists. Each company lost many jobs along the way. Blame me as an adviser, if you will, for not finding the fairy-tale ending. But in spots, I do see progress.

Across many industries, the old, vertically integrated companies operating inside oligopolies are being challenged and replaced by ecosystems built on three layers: platforms at the base that make it possible for entrepreneurial ventures to start and run with less capital and less risk, and networks that bring those ventures to critical mass for sharing resources. To look at an ecosystem such as New Jersey, the platforms — Google, WordPress, Twitter, Facebook, et al — make it possible for a broad array of entrepreneurial ventures to exist — as local blogs or beat businesses, mostly — and now they are coming together in networks to share content, audience, advertising, technology, training, and other services. Today, in these new ecosystems, the platforms gather the scale and the largest share of profit but as the ecosystem develops, its other members will gain strength. Each of these layers is an opportunity for innovation, growth, and investment.

News’ rebirth requires investment at every level: to get beat businesses off the ground and multiplying to scale (tens of thousands of dollars each); to build new and larger-scale news enterprises (low millions of dollars); to innovate and experiment in and rebuild the legacy news companies that survive (tens of millions of dollars each); and to build the technologies that will facilitate the development of new forms of news (anywhere from from a few thousand dollars in a Kickstarter campaign to hundreds of millions for the next Twitter or Google). Where will this money come from? We don’t have enough friends-and-family money and enough charitable and philanthropic dollars to support all that needs to be done. Private equity and hedge funds will not have the long-term perspective needed for this work and the stock market certainly does not. Venture capital? When I visit VCs in Silicon Valley or Alley and argue that there are opportunities in the future of news and journalism, I am often met with polite, sad smiles. Yes, some say, you have opportunities, but not as worthy as those from technology companies. We don’t invest in content, they say. Venture capital is predicated on earning huge returns building disruptive technological platforms that scale. Journalism — content — doesn’t scale. They’re right. This is one reason why I think we must get out of the business of primarily making content and get into the business of building, adapting, or distributing platforms that enable people to share their own information, adding journalistic value to that process (sometimes with content). This is the relationship strategy. I also believe that in many areas — especially local news — scale will come not from the top-down (à la Patch) but instead from the bottom up with the messy, disorganized proliferation of beat businesses: free-agent-nation, mom-or-pop news bakeries. I do not imagine — and do not want — to think that a single behemoth, a Google or Facebook or (heaven help us) a Comcast or Verizon of news, will suddenly rise up to meet all our journalistic and information needs. Venture capital has indeed funded some media ventures, like BuzzFeed, Business Insider, Vox Media, and Vice. Some of these are transitional companies that cleverly exploit opportunities and vulnerabilities in the present marketplace — search-engine optimization or social optimization, for example — but still largely operate under the old, mass-media economics of volume.

When the new dean at my journalism school, Sarah Bartlett, and I met with a series of technology CEOs and investors in Silicon Valley, I urged them not to give journalism their pity and charity. Instead, we told them we need their innovation and investment and a transfer of skills from the West Coast to the East Coast. We need them to build platforms that enable an informed society. We need them to reinvent advertising (and, I hope, find a role for media in that).124 We need them to invest their fortunes in the future of news.

Journalist and entrepreneur Steve Waldman, founder of Beliefnet and author of a Federal Communications Commission report on the future of news,125 has argued for some time that we need a new pool of capital for smaller, less-scalable, and — let’s be honest — less-profitable news ventures. Those who care about the future of news — including foundations — would do well to invest in beat businesses to get them over that C.A.R hump, in larger news enterprises that still won’t be large enough to attract venture capital, in new technology-based companies related to news, and in new ventures even from legacy media companies.

Waldman as well as the Knight Foundation also proposed making it easier for news organizations to get not-for-profit status with the IRS. You have probably noted that I have devoted little to no attention in this essay to not-for-profit news organizations. They play a critical role in our news ecosystem, especially as so many legacy institutions suffer. But I want to caution that not-for-profit news, charity, and philanthropy are not our salvation. Often, students arrive in our entrepreneurial journalism class at CUNY thinking that if their ventures are not-for-profit, they needn’t worry about advertising, revenue, profitability, and all those slightly distasteful pursuits that I teach. But, of course, they still must be profitable; whether they put that profit back into the enterprise or into equity-holders’ pockets is mostly a distinction of tax status and ownership. This is why I insist that our students’ businesses in CUNY’s entrepreneurial journalism program be for-profit, because it is the higher business discipline, the better lesson for them. Most times, I succeed at converting them. Once they leave, it’s up to them whether they want to run a not-for-profit business, but then I point them to role models like the head of WNYC public radio in New York, Laura Walker, who is a brilliant businesswoman and tough business negotiator. She most certainly runs WNYC as a business, and a good one. Not all not-for-profit news enterprises operate like hers, though. I see too many not-for-profit news organizations devoting too little attention to their own sustainability, investing nothing in raising the revenue they need to keep their good work going and betting their futures on the hope that God or foundations will provide. Not-for-profit news organizations need to exist in a news ecosystem to do those things the market will not do, to cover the broccoli news that matters but won’t necessarily attract sizable audience, to patiently dog the stories that need dogging, and to experiment. Organizations such as WNYC, NPR, ProPublica, The Texas Tribune, Chalkbeat, and the Center for Investigative Reporting do that.

There is a role for philanthropy in the development of a future for news. I do not want their charity to interfere in the market and support that which should be sustainable on its own. I do want them to help support the exploration of new journalistic models, technologies, infrastructure, and ventures as well as business models. They can provide patient capital to fund aggressive attempts to explore new relationships, forms, and models for news. What about government support of news? I see danger in government intervention in speech — in journalism — especially in the United States, where it inevitably leads to political pressure and conflict. In Europe and other countries, I have argued that public media already supported by mandatory fees (read: taxes) should become a supporter of the best of market media and an open-source laboratory for innovation in news. Universities, too, should play a role, not only by training tomorrow’s journalists and entrepreneurs and retraining today’s but also by creating laboratories where innovators can build and explore.

At the start of this essay, I said I would not and could not predict the future of news. But I will make a few bets. Given (1) the strategic straits of large, legacy news companies and (2) the negative attitude toward news as a business held by sources of capital — VCs and the market — and (3) the necessity of inefficient human effort in journalism, I will bet that news will no longer be the domain of vertically integrated corporations. Instead, news will come from distributed ecosystems of specialized enterprises of various sizes, business models, and motives. News will be messy and uneven for sometime to come. But there will be a constantly growing demand for news and information. And now that the public has more means of sharing information, there will also be more sources of news. So I will bet that there will more need and opportunities for journalists. If I didn’t believe that, I shouldn’t be teaching in a journalism school.

Beside that rather safe bet, I can only make recommendations. I believe journalism should recast itself not as a mass medium or a content producer but as a service built on a foundation of engaged and collaborative relationships with individuals and communities in the public. Journalists should listen first, helping the people they serve meet their own needs and goals. Journalists should question the assumptions and orthodoxies, the culture and organization that arose from their Gutenberg- and industrial-era means of production and distribution and take advantage of the many new opportunities geeks have given them to meet their mission of informing society in better ways.

From a business perspective, legacy news companies need to finish cutting and build their digital futures now. I believe any news enterprise — small or large, new or old, profit or not-for-profit — will benefit from a relationship strategy based on value over volume for both users and advertisers. I wish that every constituent and layer in the new news ecosystem — news organizations of every description, advertisers and their agencies, universities, foundations, and civil society — would invest in innovation to find new futures for news.

I’ve given you one view: mine. In the beginning of this essay, I asked you to share yours. What futures do you imagine for news? Building the future of journalism requires both urgency and patience. There is no time to waste to recognize the disruption that is upon us, to question old assumptions, to cast off obsolete ways and their costs, to find and exploit new opportunities to better serve our public, and to find new sources of revenue. We also require patience so we have the time to experiment and to fail. We need to support the work of innovators who are not burdened with the assumptions of my generation, who will define news in ways we cannot yet imagine. Their inventions may shock and surprise us — until, like the book and the newspaper, they seem to be such self-evident products of their era. Remember, this is 1470 in Gutenberg years.

Now I return to my friend John Paton, with whom I began this part of the essay. John is controversial because he tries to be. He shakes up people in this industry because they need to be shaken up. Some say he promised too much. Perhaps he did. Or perhaps they put too much hope in him when his time was necessarily limited. Paton did precisely what his hedge-fund investors expected him to do: increase the value of what they saw as troubled assets and we see as treasured institutions of news. He accomplished more as well: bringing a new culture, new expectations, new methods, and even new hope to his newspapers. Then he asked what would come next. But he did not have the patient capital that could get him there. The hedge funds put the company up for sale in 2014. As a colleague of mine observed: Paton was not the Messiah. He was more Moses. He got his newspapers through the desert, making them more digital and sustainable. But he and his owners were not destined to reach the Promised Land. That responsibility and privilege will fall to my students and perhaps to their children: to invent the future of news. That is why I teach, to watch and perhaps help them do that.


  



AFTERWORD
 

A NOTE ON JOURNALISM EDUCATION
 

These three areas of exploration — relationships, forms, and models — play themselves out in the curriculum and programs at the CUNY Graduate School of Journalism in various ways. I offer a description of the areas in which I work as an example of a few ways in which one school is trying to work in this age of change.

To begin with business models: When the school opened its doors in 2006, we offered a course in entrepreneurial journalism. It was really just my pedagogical ploy to teach journalism students the business of journalism in the belief that — especially now — we must produce more responsible stewards of the trade. Having each student build a plan for a new enterprise was a device to have students explore the dynamics of the business and how to sustain it: how news organizations must build a product and an audience before they will have the critical mass necessary to garner advertising revenue; how Google had disrupted the advertising business by exploiting an abundance rather than controlling a scarcity; how much journalism costs. At the start of every term, we list on the whiteboard the questions that most every startup — from Gutenberg on — needs to answer. The students must prepare a plan with:

 

 


	■   
	An elevator pitch. If you can’t succinctly describe your business to customers, users, employees, and investors, then you don’t yet know what it is.


	■   
	Problem statement. What problem will your business solve? I don’t care what you want to do, I tell students. I care what the people out there (dramatically pointing finger at window) need you to do. That is why their first assignment is to go interview those people, not about the students’ ideas but about the users’ needs.


	■   
	Market analysis. Who are your customers? How large is your market? What ties them together? Where do you find them?


	■   
	Competitive analysis. Often students will say they have no competitors. But, of course, they do. Competitors offer startups the opportunity to improve on what they do and to learn from their mistakes.


	■   
	Product or service plan. What is this thing you’re offering? What does it do for users? How does it work? What does it look like?


	■   
	Revenue plan. This is usually advertising — and we spend more than one class each term on how advertising works today. It can include other revenue streams, of course, depending on the business.


	■   
	Marketing plan. How will people find your service? Saying “it will be viral” is not sufficient.


	■   
	Operations plan. What will your costs be as a minimally viable product and as a sustainable business? What are your staffing and technology needs?


	■   
	Launch plan. No longer does a product need to come out fully birthed. Now it can start with one feature and grow from there.


	■   
	Capital needs. If you have a rich uncle or an investor, what are you asking for? What will those funds pay for?



 

I was fortunate from the start to receive a grant from the MacArthur Foundation that allowed us to give up to $50,000 per year in seed money to students’ businesses as juried by a group of entrepreneurs, journalists, publishers, investors, and technologists. Money can be a much better motivator than grades. Of course, it also can be corrupting. I learned many lessons in those early classes: First, the awards of money tended to overemphasize the theatrics of the final presentations in students’ minds. Second, juries sometimes compromise on safer choices. Third, giving money to students with nothing more than a plan is like throwing a hothouse orchid onto Times Square and expecting passers-by to water it. They need much more ongoing mentoring than that. But the money did make this class more than just an exercise; many students were serious about starting a business.

The discussions around their businesses and the crisis in the industry led us to perform research about new business models for news, modeling what the business of a metropolitan ecosystem of news would look like after the death of the daily paper (not that we’d wish for such an occurrence, but so we could examine what the ecosystem — from beat businesses to new news organizations to networks — could provide). This work was done by Jennifer McFadden, Nancy Wang, and Jeff Mignon, led by Tow-Knight’s Peter Hauck. We presented the work at a Knight Foundation event at the Aspen Institute in 2009.126

In Aspen, Alberto Ibargüen, president and CEO of the Knight Foundation, asked our founding dean, Steve Shepard, what his new school would stand for uniquely. Steve replied: entrepreneurial journalism. Knight soon matched a generous, $3-million challenge grant from Leonard Tow and Emily Tow Jackson at the Tow Foundation, allowing us to create the Tow-Knight Center for Entrepreneurial Journalism. We then had the great fortune to bring in Jeremy Caplan, a journalist and a holder of an MBA from Columbia, to spearhead the educational work of the entrepreneurial program, creating the nation’s first M.A. and an Advanced Certificate in Entrepreneurial Journalism.

Jeremy is a wonderful and hard-working teacher who keeps cramming more learning into the program. He teaches a course that offers in essence an MBA-in-a-box in the context of media. He arranges meetings and discussions at an amazing list of New York start-ups in media and technology. He recruits mentors for every student and we both take great advantage of working in the center of the universe, bringing in an enviable list of guest speakers from New York’s media and technology communities to share their experience and advice. Jeremy also recruits experts to teach workshops in technology skills. If students need special skills, they may take classes at General Assembly, a coworking space turned school for entrepreneurs. Together, Jeremy and I meet with the students as a group to discuss issues, such as the ethics of being both church and state in a startup, and to collaboratively solve students’ problems. My favorite part of teaching at CUNY is the time I get to spend one-on-one with these students at the whiteboard, identifying their opportunities and problems and next tasks. I think of it as being on a dozen startup boards. Jeremy handles the recruiting. We have found that the best students come into the program with an idea for a business. But the best students also often change that idea when confronted with the real needs of real customers or the reality of competition or a new opportunity that presents itself. In entrepreneurship, as in journalism itself, the key skill we must teach today is the ability to listen and to change. As I write this, we are also planning to offer specialized and intensive three-week training in how to start and run a beat business.

I am pleased to report that eight years after starting our first class in entrepreneurial journalism, we held an event at CUNY for others teaching in the field in 2014 and had about 60 professors in attendance and more watching online. The field we helped start is growing.

Tow-Knight also has a mission to conduct useful research, benefitting both the industry and our students. Dr. Nick Diakopoulos examined the unexplored opportunities for new technologies in news and created a brainstorming game for use by students at CUNY and elsewhere and also for media executives.127 Peter Hauck ran a study looking at the digital presences of 1,000 local merchants and services in a neighborhood of New York and a town in New Jersey, revealing many opportunities for local media companies to help customers improve their online efforts.128 Now Tow-Knight’s Hal Straus is managing the creation of a series of papers on best practices for local beat businesses — in advertising products and services, sales techniques, marketing, events, and print.129 And I have been devoting a great deal of my time to working in the local news ecosystems of New Jersey as well as New York to try to find ways to sustain, improve, and grow them. I described much of that work and its lessons thus far earlier in this essay. In New Jersey, I have been working with the Dodge Foundation — Chris Daggett, Molly de Aguiar, and Josh Stearns — and Montclair State University — Debbie Galant, Ju-Don Marshall Roberts, and Merrill Brown — and in New York with CUNY’s Center for Community and Ethnic Media, run by my colleague, Garry Pierre-Pierre.

Now to forms: I would say that we — at CUNY and in journalism schools across the country — have been remiss in not doing more to invent and incubate development of new forms of news. If anyone should support innovation and if anyone can afford to experiment and fail, it is universities. But we face a paradox in professional schools at a time of disruption in our field: Students still come to schools such as ours to learn the fundamentals and the eternal verities of the craft, as our founding dean, Steve Shepard, puts it. They aspire to be what they see rather than what they cannot yet imagine. They still get jobs in the field as it is. And so we must prepare them for that. But we also must prepare them as leaders, as inventors and entrepreneurs, and as disruptors themselves. We have found at CUNY that a three-semester program (plus a paid, summer internship) is barely enough time to teach all that we must teach. How do we carve out time to challenge the thinking behind some of the skills we have just taught so they can invent surprising new ways to accomplish journalism’s mission?

We do have opportunities for innovation in our curriculum: My colleague Sandeep Junnarkar and the teachers he leads in our interactive program encourage students to bring all relevant media tools to bear to tell their stories in new ways. My colleague Steve Strasser is moving the student magazine he runs, 219 Magazine, to Medium so students can work in a new form, find an audience, and be motivated to think graphically. And Travis Fox, the head of our visual journalism program, is instituting a course in reinventing TV news with professors Bob Sacha and Simon Surowicz at the same time that Tow-Knight is starting a series of events to offer visions for what TV news could be.

Finally, to relationships: Since our school began and I started in our interactive program with Sandeep Junnarkar, I have said that we had one fundamental challenge: It is difficult to teach students interactive journalism when they don’t have a community with whom to interact. In the old days, when I attended journalism school, we wrote our stories for an audience of one: the professor. Now, students can indeed reach the public online. But one can’t just gin up a community out of nowhere. This is why Eric Newton of the Knight Foundation champions the teaching hospital model for journalism schools — not only so students get experience working on real stories but more importantly so they can serve and be answerable to real communities. We tried to address this at CUNY when we started The Local, a blog serving Fort Greene, Brooklyn, in partnership with The New York Times. That proved to be both too small and too challenging for many reasons. We have been looking at more ways to open various teaching hospital wards.

Then, on a trip to California to introduce our new dean, Sarah Bartlett, to technology leaders including Reid Hoffman, founder of LinkedIn and a partner at the venture capital firm Greylock Capital; Dick Costolo, CEO of Twitter; Ev Williams, cofounder of Blogger, Twitter, and now Medium; the strategy team at Google; Craig Newmark; and others, I subjected her to a draft of the first part of this essay, on relationships. She got off the plane and said she didn’t disagree with my thesis about reimagining journalism as a service business built on relationships. But then she asked whether I thought we were teaching that in depth at CUNY. She suggested creating a new degree.

In January 2015, pending New York State approval, we will offer the first M.A. in Social Journalism, the study and practice of engaged communities in the time of social media, under the direction of Dr. Carrie Brown, formerly of the University of Memphis.130 You have just read the thinking behind that program. It will include two courses in listening (starting with the community and its needs rather than our content), two in journalism (reporting collaboratively), two in data (data as a means of listening, data as news, data as a means of judging impact and success), and two in tools (how to understand the dynamics of how people use such platforms as Twitter), with an intense business training, and a full-time, mentored practicum working in the community each student elects to serve (whether that community is based on geography, demographics, interests, needs, or even an event — real or virtual). We will also conduct research and hold events in engagement and journalism.

I’ve described only the ways in which the thinking in this essay is borne out in our programs at CUNY. Obviously, these are just slices of our program, which changes constantly around new needs and opportunities. We face the challenges every journalism school faces today: how to teach change; how to teach enough tools so students leave proficient in them without letting that rob vital time from the teaching of the basic skills and verities of journalism; how to stay ahead of change in the field while still preparing students for the jobs that exist today. It’s not easy. But there is no better time to teach journalism and no better time to become a journalist. Youth, I tell my students, used to be something to get over. Now youth is an asset. Our students today are not only more technically skilled than we could be, they see the world in new ways. I urge them to guard that fresh perspective and to use it to question and challenge all of our assumptions so they can imagine and build a new future for journalism.
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1

  All the world acknowledges that the invention of Gutenberg is the 

 greatest event that secular history has recorded.  

 Gutenberg’s achievement created a new and wonderful earth, but at 

 the same time also a new hell. During the past 500 years Gutenberg’s 

 invention has supplied both earth and hell with new occurrences, new 

 wonders and new phases.  

 It found truth astir on earth and gave it wings; but untruth also was 

 abroad, and it was supplied with a double pair of wings.  

 Science was found lurking in corners, much prosecuted; Gutenberg’s 

 invention gave it freedom on land and sea and brought it within reach of 

 every mortal.  

 Arts and industries, badly handicapped, received new life. Religion, 

 which, during the Middle Ages, assumed tyrannical sway, was transformed 

 into a friend and benefactor of mankind.  

 On the other hand, war, which was conducted on a comparatively small 

 scale, became almost universal through this agency. Gutenberg’s invention, 

 while having given to some national freedom, brought slavery to others.  

 It became the founder and protector of human liberty, and yet it made 

 despotism possible where formerly it was impossible.  

 What the world is to-day, good and bad, it owes to Gutenberg. 

 Everything can be traced to this source, but we are bound to bring him 

 homage, for what he said in dreams to the angered angel has been literally 

 fulfi lled, for the bad that his colossal invention has brought about is 

 overshadowed a thousand times by the good with which mankind has 

 been favored.  

— Mark Twain, June 27,  1900  1 

2

 1 

 The Parenthesis 

Gutenberg’s era—print’s era, the era of the book for the last 550 

years—was a grand exception in the course of history. That is what 

Tom Pettitt, Lars Ole Sauerberg, and Marianne B ø rch, professors at 

the University of Southern Denmark, assert in the theory they name the 

Gutenberg Parenthesis. It goes like this: 

On the other side of the Parenthesis, before printing, stories and 

information were passed along mouth-to-mouth by family, friend, traveler, 

town crier, and balladeer. News, rumor, verse, and song would evolve along 

the way. Knowledge and memory were collective, collaborative, and often 

performative using rhyme and lyric. There was little sense of authorship or 

ownership of information or tale. The business of books was expensive but 

simple: one manuscript, one scribe, one patron, and much time. The scribes’ 

higher mission was to preserve the knowledge of the ancients. 

Then, halfway through the fi fteenth century came Johannes Gutenberg 

with his Bible and the development of movable type. His Parenthesis 

opened. With the printed book, knowledge came to be bound in covers, with 

a beginning and an end. Our cognition of the world became linear; as 

Marshall McLuhan would say, “The line, the continuum—this sentence is 

a prime example—became the organizing principle of life. ”  1  Text evolved 

to become fi xed, unchangeable, permanent. Eventually, texts were identical, 

consistent, no longer subject to the idiosyncratic edits, amendments, whims, 

and errors of scribes. That is how print gained trust. Society gravitated 

from collective credibility to that of the certifi ed expert, honoring the 

graduate, the professor, the published writer. Print gave birth to the author 

as authority. Institutions were challenged: popes and princes. And institutions 

were reborn: new ideas of publishing, religion, education, childhood, the 

public, and the nation emerged. It took more than two centuries, but the 

industry found its economic foundation with the enactment of copyright 

law in England in 1710. Then writing, text, and creativity were seen 

as products and property: a commodity we call content. Content is that 

which fi lls the container, the book. Society no longer conversed so much as 

consumed. 
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Now comes the internet and the closing of the Parenthesis. Today, as the 

world moves past the Gutenberg era, knowledge is again passed along freely, 

link by link, click by click, remixed and remade along the way. The value of 

authorship and ownership of content is diminished—thus we fi nd ourselves 

in rancorous legal and political battles over the enforcement of copyright. 

We no longer communicate just in text but now in images, moving images, 

and modern ideograms: memes and emoji. “The individual word, as a store 

of information and feeling, is already yielding to macroscopic gesticulation,” 

said McLuhan.  2  Our memories are not trapped in pages but are held for us 

in a fi gurative cloud that is material but distant, a search away. Our 

perception of the world is no longer contained in the dimensions of the line 

and seems to be exploding in a constellation of clicks and links, search and 

social, data and algorithms, erupting occasionally in epistemological 

warfare. We no longer honor the ancients and, as is all too apparent lately, 

less and less does society heed expertise. Now, observed philosopher David 

Weinberger, the smartest person in the room is the room itself: the network 

that connects everyone and their knowledge. 

 3  Society’s institutions are 

challenged, and it is by no means certain how media, journalism, copyright, 

education, privacy, authority, law, policing, the public, the nation, and our 

sense of knowledge itself will emerge. 

A few years ago, I sat at a table in New York with Pettitt, the man who 

brought the Gutenberg Parenthesis to the United States in a presentation at 

MIT.  4  I had watched a video of the talk and was enthralled with his idea,  for Gutenberg had long fascinated me as the master inventor, the ur-entrepreneur, 

the mysterious hero of the story of stories, and the creator of what printers 

call the art preservative of all arts. After conversing via email and blog post, 

Pettitt and I met for lunch. He is a charming, intellectually excitable, and 

British gentleman who taught in Denmark for years. He speaks in the grand 

abstractions of the academic. He is politely blunt. 

“What a coincidence it is,” I said. 

“What?” he asked, brows tensed. 

“How you say the future looks like the past, before and after Gutenberg. 

Amazing, the parallels.” 

“No,” Pettitt said, holding himself back from calling me a dunce. “This is 

why we call it the Parenthesis.” It is a return to what was before. The 

resemblance of the net’s age to the scribes’ is not coincidence—nor is it 

necessarily progress—but instead represents the potential restoration of the 

state of things before Gutenberg. Thus Gutenberg’s era is the Parenthesis—

the enclosure of an exception. (Pettitt explained that while in the United 

States “parenthesis” means the symbols themselves, in Britain it means what 

is inside,  such as this.  5 ) 

With his theory and his talk at MIT in 2010, Pettitt became, somewhat to 

his consternation, a demicelebrity in the ranks of internet scholars, bloggers, 

and digital journalists. He is not a nerd himself, at least not one of the digital 
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variety. Pettitt is a medievalist, fascinated with how information traveled in 

ballads of the period. “A medievalist can be a futurist, because the Gutenberg 

Parenthesis tells us the future is medieval,”  Pettitt told an interviewer.  6  Or 

as he argued in a paper: “The future, it seems, will be a mirror image of 

the past, the changes inherent in the shift from print to the cinematic to the 

electronic media to the digital media reversing the changes inherent in the 

shift from scribal copying to print. ”  7 

Agree or not with the particulars of Pettitt & company’s view of history, 

their theory calls attention to the opportunity we have to examine our recent 

and not-so-recent past—the epoch of print—in contradistinction to the 

digital present and the change it portends. That is, through the perspective 

of this contrast of ages, we have the chance to defi ne and judge what was, 

how we got there, how it is transforming, what should be discarded as 

archaic, what should be preserved as valuable, and what needs to be created 

for a new reality—with lessons from the past, good and bad, to inform us. 

We also must interrogate our present-day presumptions about the past, 

particularly who was and was not included in society’s fi rst-person plural. 

The internet invites to the table where norms are negotiated and power is 

dealt the many communities that had been excluded from the circumscribed 

public conversation held in print and mass media, in the purported public 

sphere of the Gutenberg age.  8 

Standing on the cusp of a new age allows us to better understand the era 

we are leaving—not back to the future, but forward to the past. “The latest in 

technology is always the occasion of metaphysical voyages outward in space 

but backward in time: a journey of restoration as much as of progress,” said 

the late Columbia University professor James Carey.  9  Said book historian 

Adriaan van der Weel: “Recognizing historical continuities and discontinuities 

can enlighten an understanding of the new phenomena that are now taking 

place. Conversely, a study of the digital forms of textual transmission may 

throw new light on earlier technologies and offer unexpected insights into 

the history of the book. ”  10 The history of the book illuminates the central role print had in the building of every modern institution—in culture, 

education, bureaucracy, commerce—and now the role the internet is playing 

in challenging each. 

Print has been implicated in so many tectonic displacements in society. 

Gutenberg was the early industrialist who brought scale, speed, and 

standardization—an assembly line—to craftsmanship. He was the early 

entrepreneur who sought risk capital from his partner, Johann Fust, to pay 

for the paper, metal, labor, experimentation, and space needed to produce 

books before customers could buy them. Printing is often called a catalyst of 

capitalism. In Benedict Anderson’s theory of print-capitalism, the market for 

vernacular publishing standardized dialects as languages, which helped 

draw the boundaries and concepts of the nation and nationalism.  11  (“A 

dialect,” in Umberto Eco’s defi nition, “is a language without an army and 
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navy. ” 12 ) Thus one of the most momentous decisions made by the fi rst bestselling author, Martin Luther, was to publish in German rather than Latin, 

gathering a public around his ideas and standardizing the language. The 

printing of indulgences, starting in Gutenberg’s shop, provoked Luther to 

wage his Reformation, and print was the weapon he wielded to challenge 

the authority of the Church. The book seeded new methods in research and 

science as scholars no longer needed to travel to information; it could travel 

to them, eventually providing distant minds the same information around 

which they could compete and collaborate to advance knowledge. Printing—

with the important and coincident development of postal networks—opened 

the way for a culture of news, information, and debate that, according to 

J ü rgen Habermas, fostered the public sphere in the coffeehouses and salons 

of eighteenth-century England and Europe. Others say publics emerged 

earlier and elsewhere, but print played a role in any case. Print stoked the 

engines of bureaucracies in the modern state with forms, records, laws, 

proclamations, and other ephemeral documentation and data collection. 

The book revolutionized education—allowing students to read themselves 

rather than be read to—thus, it is said, transforming our idea of childhood. 

And reading, once it became silent and solitary, drew us into ourselves, 

altering our interaction with others and our view of our world. 

Here I will not argue that history repeats itself or even sings in harmony, 

only that we have lessons to learn from what has come before. I will not 

predict, for I cannot imagine a more hubristic and fraudulent self-anointed 

job title than “futurist.” As Jean-Claude Carri è re said in conversation with 

fellow French novelist Jean-Philippe de Tonnac: “The future is not a career.” 

De Tonnac agreed: “We cannot predict the future. These days the present is 

constantly shedding its skin. ”  13  I will not argue that technology in the past 

or in the present seals any particular fate; I am no technological determinist. 

Nor will I pine for what we are losing; I am neither a nostalgist nor a 

revolutionary but instead aim to be a realist about the change occurring. I 

am hopeful (some would say to a fault), for I believe that with fi ts and starts, 

disruption and pain—and no scarcity of wars—we as a society demonstrated 

that we eventually could manage and ultimately exploit the changes that 

print brought for our benefi t. In 1900, 450 years after the advent of movable 

type—on the occasion of the opening of a museum honoring Johannes 

Gutenberg in his birthplace, Mainz—Mark Twain thought it time to judge 

the balance of books’ impact on society. In terms we hear now about latter-

day technologies, Twain weighed good against bad—truth vs. untruth, 

liberty vs. despotism, science and art vs. war—and he judged that the good 

books brought had triumphed a thousandfold over the bad. I agree. 

It is too soon—and I’m sorry to say that I and perhaps you are each too 

old—to hope to live long enough to see how the transformative technology 

of today, the internet, will turn out. Said Nietzsche: “The press, the machine, 

the railway, the telegraph are premises whose thousand-year conclusion no 
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one has yet dared to draw. ” 14 We cannot know whether the net will become 

as fundamental a fulcrum in history as the printing press proved to be, 

though I imagine it could be. For the fl ow of change we are experiencing is 

just beginning; it will not end in years or decades or perhaps even generations 

or centuries. 

If we cannot know what is to come, we do know what is past. We are 

witnessing the sunset of Gutenberg’s day. This is not to foretell the death of 

the book, nor the obsolescence of text. Instead, it is to say that the era of 

print and text are being eclipsed in their infl uence by the age of the internet 

and data, which provide us with new means of connection, new mechanisms 

to analyze our world, and new modes of memory. We are fortunate to live in 

a moment of contrast when—by examining what is different, what we might 

lose, what we are fi ghting to save, and what we may invent—we can better 

examine what has been: what it meant to live in the time of text and what 

freedoms, limitations, and presumptions it implied in our worldviews. We 

live in a moment of choice, and it is good and necessary that we examine 

what we might gain and lose. 

We have time. Consider the chronology of print, which I will recount in 

these pages: By about 1450, Gutenberg was printing his Bible, having 

developed the mechanisms to design, engrave, and mold letters as metal type 

and to impress their images on paper. His masterpiece came off the press in 

about 1454. In its fi rst half-century, print lived to mimic what had come 

before: the work of the scribes. The book in the form we know today—with 

title pages, page numbers, and indexes—did not emerge until about 1500, at 

the close of what is known as the incunabular or infant phase of print. In 

1517, Martin Luther printed his Ninety-fi ve Theses, challenging the Church 

and upending the world. A century and a half after Gutenberg’s Bible came a 

rush in innovation using print. In 1570, Michel de Montaigne began publishing 

what he was the fi rst to describe as essays. Miguel de Cervantes wrote what is 

called the fi rst modern novel,  Don Quixote , in 1605. In that same year came 

the fi rst regularly published newspaper. Copyright and an economic model for 

this industry came into being in England yet another century later, in 1710. 

The fi rst major technological developments in printing—the iron press; steam 

power; inexpensive, machine-made paper made from wood; and stereotyping 

to mold and duplicate pages for print—did not arrive until the early nineteenth 

century. The typesetting machine came at century’s end. Print faced its fi rst 

competitor, radio, early in the twentieth century, with television following. 

And here we are today, 570-plus years on. 

What I have left out of that timeline is, of course, the birth of the internet. 

Though a predecessor network had been in existence since the 1970s, I mark 

the net’s debut as a public, popular enterprise with the introduction of the 

fi rst commercial web browser, Netscape Navigator, in the fall of 1994. As I 

write this, we stand just over a quarter century past that moment. In 

Gutenberg’s timeline, that puts us at roughly the year 1480. This is just to 
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say that if these momentous inventions, print and digital, turn out to be 

anything nearly alike in their progress and impact, then consider the idea 

that we may be at only the beginning of a long period of vast and profound 

change. Some say the disruption we are experiencing today is fast. But what 

if it is instead slow? What if there is much more change to come? What if we 

are only at the start? The net is far from fi nished. Developing the technology, 

learning how to exploit and control it, and understanding the changes made 

possible by it could take a very, very long time. 

The history of print begins long before Gutenberg, in China—where 

movable type, woodblock printing, and paper were pioneered—and in 

Korea, where movable type was in use before Gutenberg but did not spread, 

perhaps because of geography or the complexity of the languages or simply 

timing. The story I tell here tracks Western print culture to its origins: to 

Gutenberg and the opening of his Parenthesis, primarily in Europe. When 

printing spread elsewhere, it was often—as in Latin America and India—due 

to colonialism. The rise of printing in the Arab-speaking world and Africa 

followed later. Women entered the narrative slowly, as printers in convents 

or in the businesses they inherited from husbands. As readers, women were 

the subjects of moral panics about the corrupting infl uence of reading, 

particularly fi ction. With the beginning of the magazine, women were fi nally 

recognized as a valuable audience and market. In North America, enslaved 

Black people often worked in printers’ shops, and with Frederick Douglass 

fi nally became publishers and authors, though too much Black history in 

print is lost as it was not valued and preserved. 

The history of printing is a history of power. The story of print is one of 

control, of attempts to manage the tool and fence in the thoughts it conveyed, 

to restrict who may speak and what they may say through gatekeepers, 

markets, edicts, laws, and norms. And so the opportunity facing us now is 

to use our new tools to redress that crime and pay reparations, at least in 

attention and respect, to the people too long not heard. Or will incumbent 

institutions instead succeed in protecting their past, dismissing those the 

powerful see as rivals, invoking fear and panic, and passing laws—as princes 

and popes did a half a millennium ago—to restrict who may use these new 

tools and what they may say and do with them? That is our choice as we 

decide what the net should be and how we should use it: to what end? 

What is the net? My colleagues in media see the world, Godlike, in their 

image and call the net a medium: a new, third subset of media alongside 

print and broadcast. I say the opposite is true: media are becoming a subset 

of the network, together with most every other sector of society, all drawn 

into its black-hole gravity. Communication is now entirely inside the net, as 

is what we call social media, which was born there; retail, fi nance, education, 

politics, government, even crime are also being subsumed into the net (all 

the faster when the “real” world shut down in favor of the “virtual” in the 

COVID pandemic beginning in 2020). This is why, as a journalism professor, 
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I am more interested in studying the internet than media. Media are a 

creation of Gutenberg’s age. The net is something else. 

A fi rst, sensible refl ex when faced with something so new is to try to 

adapt what came before, to revise and redesign old forms, asking: What is a 

newspaper that can change by the minute? What might a book be without 

the confi nes of material covers? In an earlier book, I called for evolving the 

book so that any volume could be updated, searched, corrected, linked, and 

discussed. I now see this was the wrong way of thinking, and at the end of 

this book, I shall repent. I live at the end of text’s era; I still see the world 

through Gutenberg glasses. Gutenberg himself did not live in his own age; 

he lived in the scribes’ time, which did not end until long after his death. He 

replicated the copyists’ style, automating and perfecting their work. Likewise, 

publishers today insist on publishing books, newspapers, magazines, shows, 

and advertisements on the internet, each still fundamentally recognizable as 

an old form realized in a new technology. It was Gutenberg’s descendants 

who created the next age at the opening of the Parenthesis. It will be our 

descendants who build what succeeds it. 

Again, what is the net? Thus far, I see it as a mechanism of connection. It 

connects people with information, people with people, information with 

information, and machines with machines. What is different about that? This, 

I think: 

Everyone can be connected. One-to-many is replaced by any-to-any and 

any-to-many. The mass is dead. Communities and movements rise (and with 

them sometimes conspiracies and insurrections). 

Everyone will be able to speak. When and if connection is universal, 

speaking need no longer be a mark of privilege, which is just what upsets 

those who held the privilege. Voices too long not heard in mass media now 

can speak by new means, raising fresh opportunities and issues. Who will 

listen? Will all this talk remain cacophony or can it be productive discourse? 

Information is connected, too. Data that were locked in fi ling  cabinets 

and spreadsheets—as text was in the pages of books—can now be combined 

with more data to expand the scale and scope of information and knowledge 

and to teach machines. Some ask whether it is possible to know too much. 

And machines can fi nd insights. With enough data and with enough 

processing power, computers can fi nd connections in information and predict 

human behavior often better than humans, which could have unsettling effect 

on our cognition of the world. 

Today we think the internet is a story of technology. That is why, in the 

coming chapters, I will explore the story of print as a technology: its 

invention, spread, development, exploitation, and control. Yet the real story 

of print is not about the machines but instead about what people could do 

with them, what they could invent—from fi ction to essays, encyclopedias to 

dictionaries, newspapers to magazines, bureaucracy to propaganda. In the 

fi rst two sections of this book, I will trace print from its beginning to its 
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eventual eclipse and examine the debate over its meaning. In the third and 

last section, I will turn to the internet and ask what we can do with it, using 

the lessons we learned in print’s age. 

Fundamentally, this is the story of society relearning how to hold a 

conversation with itself. The early days of print were conversational in nature: 

Martin Luther in disputatious dialogue with the Church in pamphlets and 

books; Dutch philosopher Desiderius Erasmus conversing with Sir Thomas 

More via the   Adages  and   Utopia ; Montaigne deciding whether he was holding 

a conversation with himself, his friends, or the world in his   Essays ; John 

Milton, Benjamin Franklin, and John Wilkes defending the importance of 

public debate in their publications—all carrying on the grand traditions of 

Plato, Socrates, and Cicero in valuing conversation as a tool of friendship, 

of learning, and ultimately of democracy. The public conversation was 

drowned out as media became top-down, one-way, one-size-fi ts-all. That, too, 

is a story of technology: of steam-powered machines bringing scale to printing 

to create the mass market, mass media, mass culture, mass politics, and the 

idea of the mass. For half a millennium, the mediators of media—editors, 

publishers, producers—controlled the public conversation. Now we may 

break free of their gatekeeping, agendas, and scarcities—while at the same 

time risking the loss of the value these institutions have brought in 

recommending quality, certifying fact, and supporting creativity. What must 

we create to replace these functions? The internet fi nally allows individuals to 

speak and communities of their own defi nitions to assemble and act, killing 

the mass at last. I celebrate the closing of the Mass Parenthesis. As for 

Gutenberg’s Parenthesis, I do not cheer its end. Instead, I believe this is the 

moment to honor its existence and all it has brought us, and to learn from it 

as we enter a next age. 

 2 

 Print’s  Presumptions            

Tom Pettitt cautions that the close of the Gutenberg Parenthesis is not 

a sharp border but a transition, not a moment but a passage of time. 

“The thin lines of the brackets convey an inappropriate abruptness, 

since both the opening and the closing of the Gutenberg Parenthesis may each 

encompass many decades or even centuries: the opening at least from the 

invention of printing . . . to its widespread cultural deployment in the early 

seventeenth century; the closing from the introduction of electronic recording 

& communication to our Google revolution and doubtless beyond. ”  1 

Having advocated and popularized the categorization of an age, Pettitt, 

like other historians, is nevertheless wary of periodization. “The master 

narrative fi rst put in place by the Renaissance is the cause of all our woe,” 

said fellow medievalist Lee Patterson, lamenting that everything before the 

Renaissance, back to the dusk of Greco-Roman civilization, has been 

dismissed as a void, as “Dark Ages.” 

According to this universal scheme, the Renaissance is the point at which 

the modern world begins: humanism, nationalism, the proliferation of 

competing value systems, the secure grasp of a historical consciousness, 

aesthetic production as an end in itself, the conception of the natural world 

as a site of scientifi c investigation and colonial exploitation, the secularization 

of politics, the idea of the state, and, perhaps above all, the emergence of the 

idea of the individual—all of these characteristics and many others are 

thought both to set the Renaissance apart from the Middle Ages and to 

align it defi nitively with the modern world. As the name with which the 

Renaissance endowed it declares, the Middle Ages is a millennium of 

middleness, a space that serves simply to hold apart the fi rst beginning of 

antiquity and the Renaissance rebeginning. And ever since the Renaissance, 

medieval premodernity has with few exceptions been experienced by 

modernity as “Gothic”—obscure, diffi cult, strange,  alien.  2 

“Disparaging the ‘Dark Ages,’ ” wrote Seb Falk in   The Light Ages , “has 

always been about making ourselves seem better by comparison. But we 
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should not award points for being like us. Viewing the past as an imperfectly 

developed version of the present day can lull us into complacency about the 

state of our own knowledge, allowing us to ignore what we still do not 

know or cannot do. ” 

 3  In his thousand-year history, 

 The Middle Ages , 

Johannes Fried blamed Kant for epochal snobbery, railing as the philosopher 

did against “childish and grotesque” gothic barbarians. “In the 

Enlightenment,” Fried wrote, “everyone was in agreement that the Middle 

Ages was a backward era that exhibited no yearning for enlightenment, no 

sense of dynamism, and defi nitely no spirit of rebellion. This attitude is a 

curious phenomenon; no other advanced civilization on Earth has ever 

dismissed and denigrated a period of its own past so comprehensively, or 

even wished to airbrush it out of existence entirely through neglect, in the 

way that Europeans have done with the medieval era. ”  4  Many others can be 

blamed for the darkened visage of the Middle Ages. “Petrarch was the fi rst 

person to talk about the era after the Roman empire as a separate, bad 

period of shadow, misery, darkness, and decay,” wrote historian Ada Palmer. 

Humanist Leonardo Bruni’s   History of the Florentine People , published in 

1442, “for the fi rst time formally divided history into three parts: ancient, 

middle, and modern, which we now call Renaissance,” Palmer added. French 

historian Jules Michelet coined the term Renaissance in 1855. In his 1860 

 The Civilization of the Renaissance    in Italy , Jacob Burckhardt popularized 

“modernity” and “modern”  and gave the Renaissance a cause: individualism.  5 

Before, man suffered a “ban laid upon human personality,” said Burckhardt, 

and “was conscious of himself only as a member of a race, people, party, 

family, or corporation—only through some general category. ” 6  In short: a 

crowd. 

The problem with periodization—like the problem of mass theory, which 

I will examine later—is that labels erase the humanity of the labeled. To 

regain a sense of the life of medieval people, to understand their defenders’ 

zeal, to counteract their appropriation in noxious myth by the forces of 

present-day white supremacy, 

 7  read Dutch historian Johan Huizinga’s 

masterwork, newly and sonorously translated by Diane Webb as   Autumntide 

 of the Middle Ages . In it, he characterized the era this way: “So fi erce and 

clamorous was life that it could endure the mingled odour of blood and 

roses. Between hellish oppressions and the most childish amusements, 

between horrible hard-heartedness and tearful tenderness, the populace 

staggers like a giant with a child’s head. Between the complete renunciation 

of all worldly joy and an insane attachment to property and pleasure, 

between dark hatred and the most gleeful good nature, the people lived in 

extremes. ”  8 

Humanists, beginning with Petrarch, sparked their era, their Renaissance, 

by rediscovering and preserving the wisdom of the ancients, creating a 

demand for books and thus for scribes and perhaps for printing itself. In 

doing so they detoured around and devalued that which came in between. 
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My point here is not to label and separate the ages—ancient, medieval, 

Renaissance; Early Modern, modern, postmodern; Dark Ages, Enlightenment; 

scribal culture, print culture, internet culture—but to fi nd and rediscover 

their continuities. James Carey reminded us that writing was important in 

the Middle Ages and print was an effort to improve its quality. The printed 

book, then, is “an agent of the continuity of medieval culture rather than its 

rupture. ”  9 

To declare our age modern (or worse, postmodern) is a prideful dead-end 

that leaves no room for growth (or regression). As Spanish philosopher Jos é  

Ortega y Gasset complained: “The very name is a disturbing one; this time 

calls itself ‘modern,’ that is to say, fi nal, defi nitive, in whose presence all the 

rest is mere preterite, humble preparation and aspiration toward the present. ”  10 

Medievalist Kathleen Davis wrote that “the term ‘modern’ should be dropped 

altogether as an analytical tool to understand any aspect of history,” 

maintaining that the concept of the Middle Ages “was   not  the brainchild of 

‘Renaissance’ humanists, rather it came into being with and through 

colonialism, intertwined with nationalism, primarily in the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries” so that European colonizers could attribute “medieval” 

(that is, racist) characteristics—“superstitious, religious, feudal, backward, 

irrational”—to not only their forebears but also to those they wished to 

subjugate.  11 

I am not a historian, just a journalist. Among my fi eld’s many arrogant 

claims is that we “write the fi rst draft of history.” That is to say that we 

ignore history; to us, everything must be new, thus news. I wish us all to 

learn from the experience of those who made the transition from one side of 

the Parenthesis to the other, into Gutenberg’s age, as we now make the 

transition out of it. We will not do away with the past. Print is not superseded, 

replaced, or killed. The book will not die. Newspapers might die, for in their 

material form they are ineffi cient and economically unsustainable, and 

journalism as an institution may better meet its goals in new ways. In any 

case, print and text will live on in the net age, just as manuscripts and script 

continued for some time in print’s age. Leaving the Parenthesis, we retain 

everything that was built and learned in print’s time while also having the 

opportunity to restore values and a lost worldview from the time before. 

As for that worldview: Lars Ole Sauerberg coined the term Gutenberg 

Parenthesis with a university colleague, Marianne B ø rch, in the mid-1990s. 

He said that movable type and print “affected not merely the material 

appearance of information and knowledge dissemination but also, in the 

process, the very nature of cognition”—how we think about the world. 

Today, that same process is occurring in inverse. “The closing of the 

Gutenberg Parenthesis symmetrically implies the opening up to a completely 

new and so far only partially glimpsed—let alone understood—cognitive 

situation. ”  12 This is not to say, as some who are fearful of new technology contend, that machines will alter human brain cells and genes. It is only to 
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say that as our media ecosystem changes, so too do our terms of reference 

for explaining our world. In the simplest expression, it will become 

progressively less meaningful to say that we “turn a page” in our lives, that 

our transparent selves are “open books,” even that we have “the complete 

story” when we read on screens in scrolls that never end. 

-

Consider print’s presumptions. 

The time inside the Parenthesis is characterized by containment. 

Parenthesis, then, is not merely a metaphor but a worldview. 

Print made publics and drove toward capitalism. Benedict Anderson 

combined those ideas in his theory of print-capitalism. It was in the economic 

interest of printers to fuse disparate dialects into formal languages, to sell 

more books. Thus print drew boundaries. Print helped establish the imagined 

communities we call nations. 

Print, its culture and economy, gave birth to the concept of content: that 

writing, ideas, and creativity are commodities to fi ll a product, a publication, 

which can be sold. Print led us to the notion of creativity as asset, to the law 

of copyright and the doctrine of intellectual property, building a fence 

around the commons that was conversation. 

Print pioneered industrialization, for as McLuhan would say, Gutenberg’s 

invention was the “ditto device. . . . It provided the fi rst uniformly repeatable 

‘commodity,’ the fi rst assembly line—mass production. ”  13 

Print is one size for all. With mechanization, industrialization, and scale, 

print marched us toward mass media and the idea of the mass. 

Print fostered a will to categorize in encyclopedias, botanicals, dictionaries, 

and libraries. 

Print gave us a sense of abundance—too much to know—as it 

simultaneously traded on scarcity: only so many books, so many columns in 

a newspaper, so many pages to be published. 

Print supported the ideal of freedom of speech. Throughout history, 

authorities have feared too much speech, leading them to many means of 

control: censorship, licensing, banning, burning. 

Print provides fi xity and the illusion of permanence, even the promise of 

immortality. In our present-day consciousness, print’s immutability 

contributes to our cultural presumption that text-on-page carries greater 

authenticity than the spoken word. 

Authority springs from the materiality of print as well as from the author’s 

name and publisher’s brand on the spine. Out of such a need for certifi cation, 

these institutions were born: editor, publisher, critic, and author, in league 

with the university and the library. 

Print gives special status to the author over the reader, separating them. 

For print is one-way, with no means for the reader to speak back or the 

author to listen. 
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Print led us toward silence and isolation, thus privacy, and away from 

performance in public. 

Print favors completeness, a beginning and an end, so everything will fi t 

within its covers. And so print loves the story, with its author, its narrative, 

its alpha and neat omega. Print fosters the illusion of endings. 

French historian Roger Chartier said we could witness the contrast in 

pre- and post-print expectations of narrative played out in   Don Quixote  as 

Cervantes’ hero became impatient with Sancho Panza’s telling of a   cuento 

 de camino , a traveler’s tale. 

“If you tell your story this way, Sancho,” said Don Quixote, “repeating 

everything you say two times, you will not fi nish in two days; tell it in a 

continuous way, and speak like a man of understanding, or do not say 

anything at all.” 

“The way I’m telling it,” responded Sancho, “is how tales are told in 

my village; and I don’t know any other way to tell it, and it isn’t right for 

your grace to ask me to do things in new ways.” 

“Tell it however you wish,” responded Don Quixote. “Fate has willed 

that I cannot help listening to you, and so continue. ”  14 

Said Chartier: “A man of books par excellence, even to crazy excess, Don 

Quixote becomes irritated by a story that lacks the form of those he 

ordinarily reads; Quixote really wants Sancho’s recitation to conform to the 

rules of linear, objective, hierarchical writing. The distance between these 

expectations of a reader and the oral practice as Sancho learned it is 

insurmountable. ”  15  Quixote,  man of print, succumbed. Sancho continued 

his tale, which became a shaggy dog—or rather, goat—story as Sancho 

recounted a goatherd ferrying his herd of 300 across a river, one by one, 

directing Quixote to keep count, thereby to collaborate in the telling. 

Quixote lost count and patience and so Sancho stopped his telling. 

“Do you mean to say that the story is fi nished?” said Don Quixote. 

“As fi nished as my mother,”  said Sancho.  16 

Consider the fl ow of a story today. The net turns the narrative form 

inside-out as web sites, blogs, and social-media feeds start in the middle, 

with the latest in tales and conversations on top of streams that may never 

end, whose beginnings cannot necessarily be found. Perhaps that is a truer 

representation of reality: life as messy process rather than packaged 

narrative. Which should we trust now: the tale with its destination, or the 

stream of uncertainty? In the early days of print, word-of-mouth and rumor 

were more reliable and credible than the printed page, for one knew by 

name and reputation travelers with tales but knew nothing of who made 

books. Today, we worry about the internet as a source of disinformation, 
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but we have yet to invent new institutions to address the problem, to 

suppress that which is wrong or better yet to fi nd that which is true. 

In the last section of this book, I will examine some of the choices we 

face: conversation versus content, the birth and death of the mass in 

opposition to community, control over creativity, and our institutions of 

trust and knowledge. On the way there, we will journey through the history 

of print—beginning with fears of it, tracing its invention and progress, 

examining its meaning, and witnessing the beginning of its end, viewing 

print fi rst as a technology—for that is how we view the internet today—and 

then as an invitation to create. 

 3 

 Trepidation 

To inform our journey out of the Gutenberg Parenthesis, let us hear 

from writers of two sorts—scribes and authors—who wrote about 

their experience of the transition into it. When one considers the 

epochal disturbance in the world order that would be brought on by this 

new technology, print, people of the time had plentiful cause for concern 

and scarce assurance of hope. 

Scribes could be, for good and obvious reason, fearful of a mechanized 

competitor. Some looked forward to the opportunity to drop their pens. 

After copying part of Aquinas’   Summa Theologica , a worn and drained 

scribe exclaimed with relief: “Here ends the second part of the work of 

Brother Thomas Aquinas of the Dominican Order, incredibly long, verbose 

and tedious for the scribe. Thank God, thank God,  and again thank God!”  1 

Others were not so eager for relief. Filippo de Strata was a Benedictine friar, 

a poet, a master of theology, a scribe,  and a curmudgeon for the ages.  2  He 

was in Venice in 1469 when the fi rst printer arrived and watched 150 more 

follow, the most renowned of whom would be Aldus Manutius, who 

produced books of eternal beauty and grace. Venice in this time became the 

center of quality printing in the world. But de Strata would have none of it. 

In 1473 or 1474, he wrote a polemic against printing, addressed to the doge 

Nicolo Marcello, begging on behalf of fellow writers (that is, scribes) for 

help to blunt the invasion of printers: 

They shamelessly print, at a negligible price, material which may, alas, 

infl ame impressionable youths, while a true writer dies of hunger. Cure (if 

you will) the plague which is doing away with the laws of all decency and 

curb the printers. They persist in their sick vices, setting Tibullus in type, 

while a young girl reads Ovid to learn sinfulness. Through printing, 

tender boys and gentle girls, chaste without foul stain take in whatever 

mars purity of mind or body; they encourage wantonness, and swallow 

up huge gain from it. . . . They basely fl ood the market with anything 

suggestive of sexuality, and they print the stuff at such a low price that 

anyone and everyone procures it for himself in abundance. And so it 
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happens that asses go to school. The printers guzzle wine and, swamped 

in excess, bray and scoff. The Italian writer lives like a beast in a stall. The 

superior art of authors who have never known any other work than 

producing well-written books is banished. This glory pertains to you, 

Doge: to lay low the printing-presses. I beg you to do this, lest the wicked 

should triumph. 

Writing indeed, which brings in gold for us, should be respected and 

held to be nobler than all goods, unless she has suffered degradation in 

the brothel of the printing presses. She is a maiden with a pen, a harlot in 

print.  3 

There was much occurring in de Strata’s screed. There were economic 

complaints. As Martin Lowry explained, printers not only threatened to put 

scribes out of work, but printing’s scale also ruined the market for rare and 

valuable books of the sort de Strata would have traded. De Strata exhibited 

a patrician snobbery: that the books he loved would be handled and 

mishandled by these grubby men who chose to publish gutter literature—

Ovid!—and corrupt youth. He betrayed prejudice aimed at the mostly 

German intruders who brought printing with them from Gutenberg’s land. 

He worried for the culture, for printers “were vulgarising intellectual life. 

The city was so full of books that it was hardly possible to walk down a 

street without fi nding armfuls of them thrust at you, ‘like cats in a bag,’ for 

two or three coopers.” He warned—with prescience—that printing 

threatened the Church. Said Lowry, channeling de Strata: “Vernacular 

translations of the scriptures dimmed the beauty and twisted the subtle 

meaning of the Latin: now that cheap printed versions, prepared by 

unqualifi ed  profi teers, were circulating throughout society, simple people 

were bound to be led astray towards heresy, damnation, and hell.” 

De Strata has been quoted over time to represent the Luddites of his day. 

“Fra Filippo is a caricature of the reactionary: at one point he actually says 

that the world has got along perfectly well for six thousand years without 

printing, and has no need to change now,” wrote Lowry. “When we set his 

words against their backdrop of surging expansion in press activity, it is easy 

to treat him with pity or ridicule as the last survivor of a doomed generation, 

screaming in the faces of a solid phalanx of nobleman, intellectuals, and 

artisans who march shoulder to shoulder towards enlightenment and a 

better life. But he cannot be brushed aside so easily. ” 4  For his attitude toward 

printers and their products was not unique in his time. 

An often-quoted defense of the scribes came from another Benedictine, 

Johannes Trithemius, the abbot of Sponheim, near Mainz, who wrote   In 

 Praise of Scribes  (  De Laude Scriptorum Manualium ) in 1492. He did praise 

scribes, saying that “however useful the fi ndings of the scholar may be, they 

would never reach posterity without the skill of the scribe. . . . It is the 

scribes who lend power to words and give lasting value to passing things 
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and vitality to the fl ow of time.” But his essay was less a defense of scribes 

against the press than it was an admonition to scribes not to rest their quills. 

“Monks should not stop copying because of the invention of printing,” he 

wrote. “There is no monastic work more appropriate, more useful, and 

closer to our vows than the offi ce of copying. ”  5 

Trithemius worried about the longevity of a printed book, claiming it 

could last at most 200 years, and complaining that they are “often defi cient 

in spelling and appearance,” which was a fair criticism in the infancy of the 

craft. Yet he was no enemy of the printing press. He valued books as a 

“tower of knowledge” to ward off evil and celebrated the fact that printing 

made them less expensive and more accessible. Earning his reputation as the 

father of bibliography—the study and classifi cation of books—Trithemius 

collected about 2,000 volumes in Sponheim, which was, according to his 

biographer, Noel Brann, “one of the best collections of texts in Europe 

before the fi fteenth century was out, the great majority of them made up of 

printed incunabula”  (the earliest printed books).  6 Trithemius warned against the “immoderate” love of books, a covetous temptation with which he 

clearly grappled. He was a humanist, dedicated to fi nding and preserving the 

work of the ancients in the hope of returning to a golden age of ancient 

monasticism. “Read against this larger backdrop, the   Praise of Scribes  will 

be adjudged as little more than a   pi è ce d’occasion  directed at a specifi c 

problem of the cloister posed by the invention of printing, provoked by 

obstreperous monks seeking an excuse to evade the strenuous duties of the 

scriptorium,”  said Brann.  7 

Trithemius wrote a history of printing, proud to debunk the myth that 

the industry had begun in Italy and affi rmed “that marvelous and previously 

unheard-of art of printing and the impression of books” was “invented and 

devised by the Mainz citizen Johann Gutenberg.” He heaped praise on the 

technology: “O blessed art of printing, long to be remembered as belonging 

to our age!”  8 Trithemius was torn about this still-new technology, just as we are about the new technology affecting our lives. In his outline for an 

encyclopedia of demonology he never got around to writing, he planned a 

chapter under the title, “Whether the art of printing is more useful than 

injurious to the Church. ”  9 

- 

Advance another century, to the early seventeenth, and Miguel de Cervantes 

was grappling with the effects of the book, good and bad, on his creation, 

Don Quixote. The good knight spent all his time reading books and “in his 

rash curiosity and folly he went so far as to sell acres of arable land in order 

to buy books of chivalry to read, and he brought as many of them as he 

could into his house.” The books included such wisdom as this: “The reason 

for the unreason to which my reason turns so weakens my reason that with 

reason I complain of thy beauty.” 
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Cervantes diagnosed Quixote’s condition: “In short, our gentleman 

became so caught up in reading that he spent his nights reading from dusk 

till dawn and his days reading from sunrise to sunset, and so with too little 

sleep and too much reading his brains dried up, causing him to lose his 

mind. His fantasy fi lled with everything he had read in his books, 

enchantments as well as combats, battles, challenges, wounds, courtings, 

loves, torments, and other impossible foolishness, and he became so 

convinced in his imagination of the truth of all the countless grandiloquent 

and false inventions he read that for him no history in the world was truer. ” 10 

Quixote succumbed to the immoderate love of books, of which Trithemius 

had warned. In the determination of his niece and his priest, it was Quixote’s 

devotion to reading about the lost art and ethic of chivalry that enchanted 

him and would drive him to his insane quest to slay his beasts. They sought 

to protect him. “The priest asked the niece for the keys to the room that 

contained the books responsible for the harm that had been done, and she 

gladly gave them to him. All of them went in, including the housekeeper, and 

they found more than a hundred large volumes, very nicely bound, and 

many smaller ones; and as soon as the housekeeper saw them, she hurried 

out of the room and quickly returned with a basin of holy water.” In what 

followed, Cervantes brought judgment on authors who had come before, 

with the priest acting as his agent, sifting through the books, and the barber 

representing the reader. They began with the fi rst book on chivalry printed 

in Spain. The priest judged it “the doctrine of so harmful a sect,” but the 

barber defended it as “the best of all books of this kind ever written, and as 

a unique example of the art, it should be pardoned.” “That’s true,” said the 

priest, “and so we’ll spare its life for now. Let’s see the one next to it. ”  11 

- 

Victor Hugo, too, judged the consequences of print in   The Hunchback of 

 Notre Dame , itself a call to respect and restore what came before the 

Parenthesis—the gothic. That word, “gothic,” became as much a dismissive 

insult to a time and a people as “Dark Ages,” coming to connote the 

destruction by the Goths, the barbarians blamed for the fall of Rome. Gothic 

became an architectural model and name for the dark, ornate typefaces 

Gutenberg inspired with his Bible. 

“The Revolution of 1789 brought the desanctifi cation, decay, and often 

the destruction of cathedrals and churches,” wrote Julie Lawrence Cochran. 

France was buffeted from revolution to restoration, regime to regime, but in 

these gothic buildings Hugo saw a national identity worth restoring. “He 

associated the glorious ruins with a time of belief, kingdom, and greatness 

for France. ” 

 12  Hugo wrote articles lamenting the destruction of gothic 

buildings. “The hammer that mutilates the face of the country has to be 

stopped,” he declared in an 1825 essay that established him as one of the 

inspirations for the heritage preservation movement.  13  In 1832’s “War on 
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the Demolishers,” Hugo wrote: “Every day some old memory of France goes 

away with the stone on which it was written. Every day we break some 

letter of the venerable book of tradition. ”  14  And so, in   Notre-Dame de Paris— published in French in 1831 under that, his preferred title—Hugo 

placed the building and the book in opposition: “The archdeacon silently 

gazed at the gigantic edifi ce; then with a sign, stretching his right hand 

towards the printed book which lay open on the table, and his left hand 

towards Notre-Dame, with a melancholy glance from book to church, he 

said, ‘Alas! The one will kill the other.’ ”  15 

The following chapter, “The One Will Kill the Other,” was one of three 

left out of the original edition of the novel. It is a beautiful meditation on 

society in transition from one means of self-expression to the next. Hugo’s 

story was set in 1482, only a dozen years after the fi rst book was printed at 

the Sorbonne. It was published in 1832, two years after the July Revolution, 

just as steam power would bring the book to the masses, the mobs, the 

vagrants who would people Hugo’s plot. 

Hugo contended that from the beginning of time, or at least building, 

architecture was “the great writing of mankind.” He wrote that “every 

popular idea as well as every religious law has had its monument in fact, 

that the human race has never had an important thought which it has not 

written in stone. And why? It is because every thought, whether religious or 

philosophic, is interested in its own perpetuation; because an idea which has 

stirred one generation desires to stir others, and to leave its trace. Now, what 

a precarious immortality is that of the manuscript! How far more solid, 

lasting, and enduring a book is a building! A torch and a Turk are enough to 

destroy written words; it takes a social or a terrestrial revolution to destroy 

the constructed word.” And then: 

In the fi fteenth century everything changed. 

Human thought discovered a means of perpetuation, not only more 

durable and more resisting than architecture, but also simpler and easier. 

Architecture was dethroned. To the stone letters of Orpheus succeeded 

the leaden letters of Gutenberg. 

“The book will destroy the building.” 

The invention of printing was the greatest event in history. It was the 

primal revolution. It was the renewed and renovated form of expression 

of humanity; it is human thought laying off one form and assuming 

another; it is the entire and fi nal changing of the skin of that symbolic 

serpent which ever since Adam has represented intellect.  16 

Perhaps not the fi nal. 

Hugo empathized with the archdeacon’s melancholy. “It was the terror of 

a true ecclesiastic at the sight of a new agent—printing. It was the fear and 

confusion of the man of the sanctuary at sight of Gutenberg’s light-giving 

22

THE GUTENBERG PARENTHESIS

press. It was the pulpit and the manuscript, the spoken word and the written 

word, taking fright at the printed word.” It was the loss of control. When the 

architect loses control, the artisans gain liberty. “Carving becomes sculpture, 

picture-making becomes painting, the canon becomes music.” Hugo 

celebrated the new but wished to preserve that which it displaced. Of course, 

the priest was right to be frightened and Hugo understood: “Before the 

invention of printing, the Reformation would have been but a schism; the 

invention of printing made it a revolution. Take away the press, and heresy 

is unnerved. Whether it be due to Providence or to fate, Gutenberg was the 

precursor to Luther. ” 17 

Hugo ended his story with the mob storming the cathedral. “Moreover, 

the vast edifi ce remains forever unfi nished. The press, that gigantic machine 

which untiringly sucks up all the intellectual sap of society, unceasingly 

vomits forth fresh material for its work. All mankind are on the scaffolding. 

Every mind is a mason. . . . Here, too, there is a confusion of tongues, an 

incessant activity, an indefatigable industry, a frantic co-operation of all 

humanity; it is the refuge promised to intellect against another deluge, 

against the fl ood of barbarians. It is the second Tower of Babel of the Human 

race. ”  18 

I will begin our saga of the transition into the Parenthesis with the 

inventor. I will end this book with all humankind on the scaffolding, building 

what comes next. 

 PA RT   I I 
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 Johannes Gutenberg opened a door to the conceit of the modern. He was 

a technologist. For printing to succeed, he had to experiment with and 

solve myriad problems of metallurgy, chemistry, and mechanical 

engineering. He was an archetype of the entrepreneur. He started, raised 

funds for, and risked his livelihood in multiple businesses. He pioneered 

industrialization. Latter-day concepts of standardization and scale, not to 

mention the assembly line, owe much to him. He did not cause the 

Reformation, the Enlightenment, the Scientifi c Revolution, the fl owering of 

humanism, the Thirty Years’ War, a revolution in education, the emergence 

of popular literature, the birth of journalism, the roots of capitalism, or the 

rise of nation-states—each of which has been attributed in some part to his 

machine. Yet each in its way exploited and depended on his invention. 

Nothing was made inevitable by Gutenberg, but much was made possible. 

We cannot know Gutenberg’s motive for creating the industry of printing. 

Was it to unite the Catholic Church with the production of standard missals 

and Bibles? In Martin Luther’s hands, printing accomplished just the 

opposite, tearing the Church apart. Was it to get rich? Gutenberg did not 

become wealthy, though neither did he die penniless, as legend has it. Was it 

for posterity? It appears not, for we have no evidence that Gutenberg ever 

used his own machines—which would feed the vanity and fame of countless 

authors—to print his thoughts, let alone his own name. What we know of 

the man is inferred from the work of those who followed him and from 

scant documents of his time. 

Just as we today would not have the internet without prior invention in 

computing and communications, likewise Gutenberg depended on earlier 

technology and art, on new mobility opening new markets, and on social 

progress and unrest that gave rise to displacement and opportunity. Even a 

few generations earlier, the pieces of printing’s puzzle might not have fi t 

together. A bit later and someone else might have been credited as the 

inventor of the craft. Movable type, said Gutenberg biographer John Man, 

“was an invention waiting to happen. ”  1  Perhaps.  Even so, it was an invention that required ingenuity and untold experimentation. Said another biographer, 

Albert Kapr: “Gutenberg can only be understood as a man of his age—

caught up in the tensions between the Middle Ages and the Renaissance. His 

personality brings together the devout yet superstitious representative of the 

old established order, and the inventive, steadfast seeker and striver after 

more knowledge typical of a new, middle-class and mercantile society. ” 2 

Surely without knowing it, Gutenberg stood atop a watershed of history 

and played his role in shifting its fl ow. 
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 What Came Before 

Much innovation had to be in place before Gutenberg. For example, 

there is the space between words. Until the later days of the 

Roman Empire, words in Latin and ancient Mediterranean 

languages had been separated with spaces or dots raised to the middle of the 

line, called interpuncts. Both gradually disappeared in about the second 

century AD, coincident with the introduction of written vowels. For half a 

millennium in Europe, Greek, Latin, and vernacular languages were written 

without spaces. Text was recorded as   scriptura continua , a relentless parade 

of letters in heavy scribal penmanship without separation, punctuation, or 

capitalization to delineate words, making to our modern eyes an unintelligible 

puzzle. As literacy was the province of an elite—and the highly skilled 

scribes and the scribal slaves who wrote and read for them—there was little 

motivation to make reading any easier. “Indeed,” wrote a scholar of the 

space, Paul Saenger, “an ambiguous text format enhanced the mystery and 

power of clerics.” 1  As book historian Elizabeth Eisenstein said: “Closed 

systems, secretive attitudes and even mental barriers served important social 

functions. ”  2 

In the scribes’ time, the purpose of writing was primarily oral, recording 

and prompting spoken language and aiding in the memorization of scarce 

and sacred texts. Doing so without spaces makes some sense, Saenger 

maintained, when one realizes that children learning to write often omit 

spaces; they are recording a string of sounds that to their ears is continuous. 

Hearing people speak a foreign tongue before learning it, it is diffi cult  to 

make out words from a rapid stream of syllables without break or apparent 

breath. The spoken word is continuous; so was the written. “Languages that 

exist only in oral form do not have a word for ‘word.’ ” Saenger asserted, 

“because they do not have a conception of the linguistic unit that constitutes 

a word. ”  3 

Inspired by Arabic and Semitic writing, which used spaces, scribes in 

Ireland in the seventh century began separating words again in Latin and in 

the earliest surviving English books. The practice spread across Europe—

sometimes fi rst separating phrases rather than words—becoming the 
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standard by the twelfth century. With  

 scriptura continua , the job of 

separating words had fallen to the reader; now, it was the task of the scribes. 

By inserting spaces, they gave shape to the word. We do not read a letter at 

a time; we recognize words quickly by their familiar and complete contours. 

Saenger referred to this as the Bouma shape. When one sees the word 

“existence,” for example, an experienced reader does not parse its letters or 

sound out its syllables but instead instantly recognizes the shape of the 

whole of the word’s letters. 

Using spaces to separate words “freed the intellectual faculties of the 

reader, permitting all text to be read silently, that is, with the eyes alone,” 

Saenger wrote. Separating words also gave defi nition to the word as an entity 

distinct from the sound and the letters representing it, from the syllable, and 

from the phrase. Once the word was defi ned as an independent unit, then 

distinct parts of speech could be identifi ed, word order could be standardized, 

and punctuation could be created to give cues as to both sound (how long to 

pause) and sense (for example, humanist scribes invented quotation marks 

and parentheses). And spelling no longer needed to be phonetic, leading to 

the borrowing of words with their native spelling from other languages, the 

medieval invention of the dictionary,  and the discipline of grammar.  4 

Saenger correlated the spread of the space with private and silent reading. 

There is some debate about the early practice of reading aloud. In   A History 

 of Reading , Alberto Manguel cited St. Augustine in his  

 Confessions , 

marveling at having watched St. Ambrose, bishop of Milan, in the year 383: 

“When he read, his eyes scanned the page and his heart sought out the 

meaning, but his voice was silent and his tongue still.” Manguel concluded: 

“Augustine’s description of Ambrose’s silent reading (including the remark 

that he   never  read aloud) is the fi rst defi nite instance recorded in Western 

literature. ”  5  Princeton medievalist D. Vance Smith, on the other hand, 

maintained that Augustine was instead “surprised by his rudeness at not 

reading out loud to share with him. ”  6 

In any case, as reading became easier, such that more people could engage 

in the skill, they wanted more to read. That rising popularity, Saenger said, 

led to other changes, which “included the beginnings of individual authorship 

as we know it, the textual expression of intimate feelings, including erotica, 

as well as private writing for one’s own purposes and the possibility of a 

new intimacy linking author, text, and reader.” Word separation “also 

produced innovations in book production, grammatical theory, and the 

language of mathematics: technological improvements in the furnishings of 

the scriptorium”—moving texts from the scribes’ knees to tables—“the 

copying of texts without conceptually processing them, in the manner of the 

modern typist, grammatical refi nements based on the new sense of the word 

as an integral unit, and the enrichment of mathematical notation. ”  7 

Note the relationship of the simple space with privacy and individuality. 

In the time of   scriptura continua , authors tended to dictate to scribes; thus 
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writing occurred before an audience. When authors began to inscribe their 

own words, they could do so in privacy. Private reading gave way to private 

writing, which made way to private thoughts—as well as private heresies, 

religious skepticism, political subversion, and pornography—and to a new 

age in education, as students were expected to read silently. “Psychologically, 

silent reading emboldened the reader because it placed the source of his 

curiosity completely under personal control,”  Saenger said.  8 

As words took on new shape, so did the letters used to build them. Just 

when the space between words was reappearing in some parts of Europe in 

the eighth century, the emperor Charlemagne, never completely literate 

himself, “commissioned the fi rst standard lowercase letters to create a 

unifi ed script that all his literate subjects could read. ”  9  Scribal text had been 

made with thick strokes appropriate for scribes’ quills or stonemasons’ 

chisels. The monk Alcuin of York designed the Carolingian miniscule, a 

scribal font that—together with inscriptions of capital letters from Rome—

would inspire the design of roman typefaces seven centuries later. 

- 

In the fi rst century AD in Rome, at the same time that the space was 

disappearing, a new form of the book was emerging: the codex. The scroll 

that had been dominant in many cultures was now cut into uniform pieces, 

bound at the side rather than end to end, giving shape to the book and the 

page as we know them. The codex was more convenient, allowing the reader 

to move forward and back effi ciently and randomly to any point. As a 

product, the codex was more effi cient and economical than the scroll because 

writing could now cover both sides of expensive parchment. Here is the 

start of a lovely cycle in the development of text: fi rst the continuous scroll; 

next pages in the codex and eventually pages on Gutenberg’s press; then the 

invention of paper-making machines that could produce the continuous roll 

of paper to feed powered rotary presses at high speed; eventually to the 

online web “page”; and fi nally (for now) to apps that scroll continuously, 

practically forever, so as to never let loose of a reader’s attention: scroll to 

page to scroll to page to scroll. 

The codex bound various writing surfaces. Gutenberg printed on both 

vellum—treated calfskin—and paper. Without the development of high-

quality paper, smooth and able to absorb ink evenly, printing at scale 

would not have been feasible. Before paper—and besides cave walls and 

stone—people wrote on portable means including clay tablets, papyrus 

(peeled layers from reeds hammered into sheets and pasted into scrolls, 

often twenty sheets long), bamboo, tree bark, pieces of wood, wax tablets, 

silk, and various animal hides (parchment). To watch the making of 

parchment—treating hides, scraping off fur and meat, stretching and drying, 

scraping again and smoothing—is to appreciate the value of the written 

word.  10 
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Credit for inventing paper has been given to a Chinese man named Cai Lun 

in AD 105—by distant coincidence in the same period as the codex appeared 

and the space disappeared. However the legend is ruined by discoveries of 

paper fragments in China that date their creation to two or three centuries 

before him.  11  Nevertheless,  the Chinese get credit for discovering how to chop and hammer fabric, hemp, fi shnets, and tree bark into a cellulose soup, diluting 

it with clean water, and then dipping a mold into the mixture to come up with 

paper, its fi bers overlapping and interlocking to create a smooth surface. The 

Chinese used paper for clothing, wrapping, lanterns, fans, prayers, ceremonies, 

kites, cups—and yes,  the toilet—as well as for art and words.  12  Within a century, paper spread to East Asia, then by the seventh century to Japan (where 

it quickly took off) and India (where it didn’t immediately). It is through the 

Arabs that paper eventually made its way to Europe. 

After the founding of Islam in the seventh century, writing spread, as did 

the need for paper. With the Muslim conquest of the Iberian Peninsula, 

paper arrived in what is now Spain. Andalusia became a center for the 

manufacture of paper, which was exported to Sicily and Italy as well as 

France and England. Italy took up the mantle of paper manufacture, with 

new mills in Fabriano in the latter half of the thirteenth century, where two 

key innovations were made: the water-powered hammer, to make the process 

of manufacturing pulp more effi cient, and the wire-mesh mold, to make the 

production of paper more uniform. Thus scale came to paper-making, with 

a Fabriano papermaker expected to produce more than a million sheets a 

year.  13 The citizens of Fabriano complained about the noise and smell of the paper mills, and so some craftsmen left town and the trade spread. In 1390, 

the fi rst mill in Germany, in Nuremberg, was established. That would seem 

to set the stage to supply Gutenberg’s business, but some book historians say 

he imported high-quality paper for his Bible from Italy, while more recent 

research into watermarks in Gutenberg’s Bible indicates that his stock might 

have come from closer.  14 

Gutenberg was by no means the fi rst to invent movable type. The Chinese 

led here as well. Seals, a precursor to block printing, were mentioned in 255 

BC, after coming to China from the Babylonians and Sumerians. Shelton 

Gunaratne recounted other early Chinese developments included bronze 

casting, a precursor to founding movable type, as early as 600 BC, and 

rubbing engraved stone tablets by 175; ink followed. The fi rst known work 

of block printing or xylography in China was a Buddhist charm scroll 

printed as early as AD 704. The fi rst known printed book, the   Diamond 

 Sutra , a Buddhist prayer book, was made with blocks in 868. By then, block 

printing had spread to Korea. Some say the fi rst printed newspaper was   Jing 

 Bao , an offi cial publication begun in 713. Playing cards were made with 

block printing in the late tenth century. 

The Chinese also created movable type in the eleventh century when Bi 

Sheng experimented with porcelain type stuck to a heated iron plate with 
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resin, wax, and ash; after the plate was reheated, letters could be removed 

and reused. Of course, Chinese efforts to develop the technology were 

complicated by the need to produce so many characters. In the late thirteenth 

century, Chinese magistrate Wang Zhen had a font carved from wood with 

60,000 Chinese characters, a subset of the 200,000 in use at the time. At 

about the time of Gutenberg’s birth, in the early 1400s, Korea’s King Taejong 

had bronze type molded in sand. As Gutenberg began printing, King Sejong 

the Great ordered the creation of a simplifi 

ed, 28-character (now 

24-character) Korean alphabet called Hangul to encourage higher literacy 

among the lower classes. Some scoffed at it, calling Hangul “sound writing,” 

and the elite continued to prefer writing with Chinese characters, called 

Hanja or “true letters.” Still, a metal-type foundry in Korea produced a font 

of 100,000 characters made in bronze in 1403.  15 

Gunaratne justly complained that “the evolution of printing began in 

ancient China, even though the Eurocentric interpretation of history 

attempts to trace it to European ‘exceptionalism’ that supposedly emerged 

in the 15th century. ” 16  In his book   1434: The Year a Magnifi cent Chinese Fleet Sailed to Italy and Ignited the Renaissance , Gavin Menzies emphasized 

that Venetians were printing cards and other items on paper and cloth before 

1441. He contended that ambassadors aboard the Chinese fl eet must have 

wanted to educate “the stupid barbarians” of Venice about the benefi ts of 

printing.  17  Did Marco Polo’s mention of Chinese printed money in 1298 

seep into Gutenberg’s consciousness and inspiration? Is there a direct line 

from Wang Jie or Bi Sheng to Johannes Gutenberg? We do not know. 

Printing produced not only text but images. Woodblock printing of 

drawings was an important predecessor to movable type. Wood engravings 

and etchings on metal appeared in books soon after Gutenberg. “It is too 

often forgotten that images replicated on wood and metal were introduced 

at more or less the same time as Gutenberg’s invention,” said Eisenstein. 

“On this point we ought to follow George Sarton’s advice and think of a 

double invention: typography for text and engraving for images. Otherwise 

we are likely to reinforce the mistaken notion that printing entailed a one 

way movement from image to word. ”  18 

One might argue that any number of inventions could be credited as a 

tipping point in the history of text, reading, writing, and illustration. 

Augustine, following Aristotle, saw that letters were “signs of sounds” that 

were “invented so that we might be able to converse even with the absent. ”  19 

In notes for his unfi nished masterwork on the history of communication, 

Harold Innis gave considerable weight to the invention of paper, quoting 

historian Prosper Boissannade, who observed that paper would “facilitate 

the diffusion of the works of human intelligence. ”  20  Roger Chartier advised 

that we “must reinscribe the emergence of the printing press in the long-

term history of the forms of the book,” from scroll to codex, from book to 

screen.  21  Each of these inventions,  in its way, displaced a scarcity with 
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abundance, brought new means for communication to more people, and 

spread and recorded more information. 

Chartier provided two reasons why printing practices are critical to the 

study of European culture. “First, they fi x or convey speech, which means 

that they cement sociabilities and prescribe behavior, cross into both private 

and public space, and give rise to belief, imagination, and action. They 

overturn the whole culture, coming to terms with traditional forms of 

communication and establishing new distinctions.” Second, Chartier wrote, 

“they permit the circulation of writing on an unprecedented scale. Printing 

lowers the cost of the book’s manufacture because the cost is distributed 

among all the copies of an edition rather than being supported by a single 

copy. In addition, printing shortens the time of production, which was very 

long for books in manuscript.” The result, Chartier maintained, is that “after 

Gutenberg, the entire culture of the West could be considered a culture of 

print, because the products of presses and typographical composition, rather 

than being reserved for administrative and ecclesiastical uses as in China or 

Korea, themselves infl uenced all relations and practices. ”  22 

Without the inventions that came before, there would be no Gutenberg. 

They set the table for him, as did the disruption of his time. The fourteenth 

century had brought famine and the Black Death to Europe. “In the 

worldview of those living then it was an age of approaching apocalypse and 

for most a wretched time,” wrote Gutenberg biographer Kapr. “War, hunger, 

plague and other illnesses, lice and fl eas, tormented people.” Also in the early 

fourteenth century, Petrarch gave spark to humanism, recalling and honoring 

the wisdom of the ancients and thereby creating a demand for the means to 

discover, study, preserve, duplicate, and distribute their writing—and in that 

pursuit, respecting the human ability to learn and improve. And in 

Gutenberg’s powerful and prosperous birthplace of Mainz, power struggles 

among the city’s patriarchs, the rising commercial guilds, and the Church 

brought discord and dispute, creating a fertile ground for Gutenberg’s tools 

of disruption. It was into this time and place that Johannes Gensfl eisch was 

born a few years this side or that of the start of the fi fteenth century. 
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 And here the reader will fi nd just cause to wonder, that this Art, 

 which has been stiled the nurse and preserver of arts and sciences 

 should (if I may use the expression) be so forgetful of itself, as not 

 to leave us the least sketch of its history.  

— London printer Samuel Palmer in the 1730s.  1 

We have no direct evidence of how Gutenberg did his job except 

from knowing how printers who came after him—and for the 

next four centuries—did their work; from clues in a few legal 

documents involving him; and from evidence gleaned from the books he 

printed. The process of printing by movable type and hand-press was not 

documented until long after Gutenberg’s work in the 1450s. The fi rst known 

letter describing some of the process was written in 1534 and the fi rst 

complete manual of printing, by Joseph Moxon,  was published in 1683.  2 

Accordingly, some book historians accuse others of projecting later 

experience onto earlier gaps in knowledge. Researchers have gone to 

stunning lengths in forensic analysis of type, paper, watermarks, the position 

of registry pinholes in printed pages, the chemistry of the ink, and the 

sequence of printing, to gain any clues as to the process in Gutenberg’s shop. 

Here I will describe the method as best it might be pieced together. 

We often speak about Gutenberg inventing the printing press, but that 

was the least of it. Presses were already used to manufacture wine, olive oil, 

and paper and to bind books. Astonishing innovation and meticulous work 

were required in many other disciplines: methods of casting type; experiments 

with metallurgy and ink chemistry; planning of page composition; selection 

and preparation of paper; and press construction. It is impossible to tell how 

Gutenberg began, where his inspiration lay, and which was the fi rst problem 

he attacked. We do know he had experience working with metals and had a 

prior business making objects of tin and lead. So let us start there, with the 

metal letters. 
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Gutenberg needed to mold an estimated 100,000 individual letters—called 

sorts—to print his Bible on multiple presses. He chose a scribal exemplar to 

copy the shape of each letter; some credit one of his assistants, a scribe named 

Peter Sch ö ffer, as a possible designer of the Bible’s font. Gutenberg’s aim, as 

we see from the end product, was not to eliminate the scribes but to replicate 

and automate their work, even to perfect it. “The manuscript books of 

Gutenberg’s time were not . . . primitive precursors of printed books,” said 

M.T. Clanchy. “On the contrary, they presented an image of perfection, 

encapsulating a thousand years of experience. ”  3  And so Gutenberg’s font 

mimicked the letters from a scribe’s hand: heavy and dark, made of thick, 

downward strokes such that a page fi lled with it resembled woven cloth. The 

resulting typeface was known as textura,  also as gothic or black letter.  4 

On one end of a rod of a hard metal, likely steel, a letter was traced in 

reverse, as mirror image. So the metal would be workable, the steel fi rst had 

to be softened or annealed by heating it up and cooling it slowly. The type 

founder used a set of tools, including fi les (to shape and smooth), gravers (a 

sharp device to carve), and counterpunches (another piece of hardened 

metal with which to hammer shapes, such as the empty spaces in a “B”). The 

resulting product, with the single letter standing out in relief on one end, 

was the punch, sometimes called the patrix. How long would this work 

take? A century later, publisher Christophe Plantin’s contract with his punch 

cutter called for a day’s labor to cut a single letter.  5  Once the letter was 

complete, the steel was heated again and then quickly cooled in water to 

harden it so it could take the many blows it would soon make. 

The next step was to hammer the punch onto a smooth piece of softer 

metal, usually copper, creating a positive impression of the letter with precise 

dimensions: up and down, right and left, and in depth. This was the matrix, 

or the mold. The founder needed to justify it, fi ling away the excess metal 

that had been displaced in hammering, to assure an even surface. Princeton 

librarian and book historian Paul Needham calculated that the Bible’s font 

was made up of 270 distinct matrices and sets of sorts. Of these, only about 

fi fty-fi ve were needed to set the text of the Bible with a full complement of 

capitals, lower-case letters, and punctuation. Of the rest, sixty were ligatures 

(as when the cross-stroke of the “f” connects directly with the top of an “i” 

to create the aesthetically pleasing and space-saving pair “ fi ”), and 120 were 

abbreviations, which would have been familiar to readers of scribal text. For 

example, “qm” with a fl at line over the “m” was short for   quoniam ; its use 

saved effort for the scribe and space for the compositor. For comparison, in 

the late nineteenth century, near the end of the era of hand typesetting, a 

printing offi ce’s full complement of sorts for a given font would include 

about 125 letters, numbers, and punctuation,  plus spaces.  6 A standard order of 800 pounds of lead type from the foundry included a range of quantities 

for individual sorts from 12,000 pieces for the most-used letter in English—

the lower-case “e”—to 400 each for little-used “x” and “j. ”  7 
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Now came the true ingenuity of printing with movable type: the handheld 

mold needed to manufacture each sort. The mold that was used well into the 

1800s is a mystifying gadget of brass or steel and insulating wood in two 

pieces held together by screws and a long, curved metal rod acting as a 

spring. The two halves are taken apart so the matrix—the mold—can be 

inserted in the bottom. The width of the empty space into which the metal 

will be poured is adjustable to account for the varying width of letters and 

punctuation: an “i” or a period taking up much less space than a capital 

“M.” The founder pours molten metal in the mold and swiftly jerks up to 

force the metal into every crevice of the matrix. Almost instantly, the metal 

is cool and hard, so the spring can be released, the mold breaks in two, and 

the sort is plucked out, with the letter perfectly formed—in reverse again—

on the top. Excess metal on the bottom is broken off. Then many sorts are 

placed together on a stick so their rough and uneven edges and bottoms can 

be scraped off, making them all of uniform measurement; this is again called 

justifying the type. By 1740, founders using this mold could cast up to four 

pieces of type a minute. Accounting for a slower pace, Kapr estimated a 

founder in Gutenberg’s shop could have made 600 a day and that it likely 

took six months to produce all the type needed to keep multiple compositors 

and presses busy on the Bible.  8  Each punch could be used to make multiple 

matrices, each matrix could be used to make multiple sorts, and each sort 

could be used to print multiple pages. That is why McLuhan called printing 

the ditto device. 

In 1885, more than four centuries after the hand mold I just described 

was fi nally abandoned in favor of type-casting machinery,  The American 

 Bookmaker  described with admiration the disappearing artistry of the type 

founder wielding his tool: “To witness for the fi rst time the operations of 

twenty or thirty hand-casters, and notice the various contortions of body, 

limbs and even features, produced while casting type, would suggest the 

thought that they were all affl icted with the worst forms of St. Vitus’ dance. 

The incessant and rapid motion of the body to act in sympathy, made hand-

casting a very exhausting labor, yet by this method it was no uncommon 

occurrence for an expert caster to average 9,000 to 12,000 types of, say, 

brevier”—a small size of type—“per day, or at the rate of about 15 to 20 per 

minute.” When the process of pouring metal into molds was at last 

mechanized in the nineteenth century, “the machine running by steam power 

is capable of casting 70,000 per day, or about 120 per minute. The hand-

mold is now seldom used except by fi tters testing the matrices. ”  9 

Whether Gutenberg used the hand mold is debated. In 2001, Princeton’s 

Needham and Blaise Ag ü era y Arcas, a recent graduate in physics who went 

on to become a leader in machine intelligence at Google, performed 

photographic and computational analysis of every letter “i” in a 1456 papal 

bull printed by Gutenberg. “The most obvious conclusion consistent with 

our evidence is that each physical piece of type was manufactured 
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individually, and was not the outcome of a mass-reproduction process at 

all. ”  10 They theorized that Gutenberg used another method: sand-casting, in which the letter would be carved into fi ne, densely packed sand to make 

molds that would end up destroyed after each use.  11 “Thus,” declared book 

historian Joseph Dane, “what print historians have for over a century 

described as the ‘essence’ of the invention, the adjustable hand-mold, 

disappears from printing history. ” 12 

Not so fast. Stephan F ü ssel—the leading Gutenberg scholar of our time 

and holder of the Gutenberg Chair at Johannes Gutenberg University in 

Mainz—and a university colleague, Christoph Reske, protested that the 

Princeton study did not take into account the heavy viscosity of Gutenberg’s 

ink, which was made in batches of varying formulae; uneven inking of 

letters, page to page and letter to letter; imperfections in the handmade 

paper; and varying pressure from the press—all of which, they said, could 

account for the idiosyncrasies of each “i. ” 

 13  Researchers working with 

replicas of Gutenberg’s type and studying type designer Nicolas Jenson’s 

fonts used by various printers found that letters cast from the same molds 

could vary with differences in inking, casting, wear, and the dampness and 

quality of paper.  14 

The earliest documented references to type punches and matrices came 

in the record books of a Florence monastery in 1477 and in Jenson’s will in 

1480.  15 The earliest image of a mold came in a woodcut by Jost Amman in 

1568, showing a gentleman pouring hot metal into a tiny container over his 

hand and knee, jeopardizing both with severe burns; as a result, some doubt 

the authenticity of what it portrays. The fi rst  defi nitive description of the 

hand mold—and of the entire process of printing—did not come until 1683 

with Moxon’s painstaking manual for printers,  Mechanick Exercises on the 

 Whole Art of Printing .  16 We will never know for certain how Gutenberg molded the type to print his Bible. But mold type, he did. 

The molten stew of metals presented its own challenges, no doubt 

requiring considerable experimentation by the metallurgist Gutenberg. In 

his 1940 book,  Gutenberg and the Strasbourg Documents of 1439 , Otto 

Fuhrmann explained the criteria by which metals had to be chosen: “Those 

with a low melting point, easy to cast, are too soft; the harder ones have a 

high melting point which makes rapid casting impossible.” If the metal needs 

to be too hot, then it will be diffi cult and dangerous to work with and the 

process will be slowed dramatically waiting for it to cool and harden. And 

hard metals will oxidize when washed with the lye likely needed to clean ink 

off type between printing impressions. Metals that are too soft will be 

smashed under the pressure of the printing press. So, Fuhrmann said, this 

eliminated tin, lead, zinc, copper, and iron on their own. An alloy combining 

metals and their properties was needed. The two alloys that come immediately 

to mind—brass and bronze—would not work because they shrink upon 

cooling and thus will not be uniform, letter to letter. Antimony does the 
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trick, for it does not shrink on cooling and adds strength to lead and tin. The 

resulting recipe—determined from analysis of sixteenth- and early 

seventeenth-century metal type unearthed from latrines and other sites in 

Mainz, Wittenberg, and elsewhere in Germany—was eighty to eighty-fi ve 

percent lead, two to nine percent tin, and eight to fi fteen percent antimony, 

with traces of copper. 

 17  That approximate formula was used for fi ve 

centuries, until the very end of the “hot type” era in the last Linotype 

machines of the twentieth century. 

At the Gutenberg Museum in Mainz, the process of molding type is 

demonstrated every day for tourists and schoolchildren. Each time, the 

stand-in Gutenberg takes a ladle of the molten metal cooking at about 

500°F, dramatically splashes it across a table, and then instantly picks it up, 

to gasps of horror from parents and chaperones in the crowd. The metal 

cools that quickly. That is what allowed a type founder to work at great 

speed. “  That  was accomplished by Gutenberg, whose lengthy and costly 

experiments have a modern counterpart in Edison’s more than three hundred 

attempts to fi nd a fi bre suitable for his incandescent lamp,” boasted 

Fuhrmann.  18 

- 

Once completed, the thousands of individual pieces of type, the sorts, are 

distributed in a two-part type case with compartments for each letter—capitals 

in the upper case, language that continues to the typewriter and the word 

processor. The compositor selects one letter at a time to place on a composing 

stick set to the width of the column. (Joseph Dane doubted the use of 

composing sticks this early.  19 ) Then the compositor justifi es the type—using the word justify again in yet another context, in this case meaning that the type 

is set so that it lines up perfectly along the right and left sides of a column. To 

do this, lead spaces of varying width are added between words. If the last word 

on the line needs to be hyphenated, in Gutenberg’s beautiful Bible that hyphen 

protrudes past the right column, making the columns appear even more 

uniform. Once multiple lines are set, they are added to the growing column of 

type in the galley and then into a page form, which is locked in place by wood 

blocks and metal wedges called quoins. This work is done on a table called the 

stone. A complete page of the Bible included about 2,600 letters. 

The work of the compositor—who needed to be as literate as he was 

dexterous, able to spell and punctuate correctly—continued virtually 

unchanged until the advent of the typesetting machine, the Linotype, at the 

end of the nineteenth century. Near the end of the age of handset composition, 

in 1878, Philadelphia type founder and publisher Thomas MacKellar (his fi rm 

cast the fi rst dollar sign in type  20 ) described the task in his manual for printers: 

The left hand, which contains the composing-stick, should always follow 

the right, which takes up the letters. If the left be kept stationary, 
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considerable time is lost in bringing each letter to the stick, because the 

right hand has, consequently, to traverse a much greater space than is 

necessary. The eye should always precede the hand, constantly seeking for 

the next letter while the fi ngers are picking up one just selected. Each 

letter should be taken up by the upper end. This method will effectually 

prevent any false motion, and preclude the necessity of turning the letter 

when in the hand. If possible, a sentence of the copy should be taken at 

one time, and, while putting in the point [punctuation] and quadrate 

[spacing] at the end of the sentence, the eye may revert to the copy for the 

next. It is to dexterity in these particulars that compositors are indebted 

for swiftness. The time thus gained is very considerable, while all 

appearance of bustle or fatigue is avoided. By taking a sentence into the 

memory at one time, the connection of the subject is preserved, and the 

punctuation rendered less diffi cult.  21 

Using analysis of typesetting, ink, and paper, Needham estimated that the 

Bible’s text was separated into a dozen units, allowing separate compositors 

to work independently to feed pages into the estimated six presses working 

simultaneously. The composing room had to employ a set of tricks to assure 

that the end of one segment of pages, put together by one compositor, would 

fi t exactly with the start of the text in the next pages, which were put together 

by another compositor and might already have been printed. These tricks, 

Needham said, included greater or lesser use of abbreviations (from nearly 

300 per page to half that number in one instance) and adjusting interword 

spacing.  22 

The fi rst and best-known Gutenberg Bible, known as the B42, is set with 

forty-two lines of type in two columns, except for the fi rst few pages, set 

with forty and then forty-one lines. Gutenberg might have changed 

midstream because of cost—saving an estimated fi ve percent of paper and 

vellum—or aesthetics. When he decided to increase his press run and print 

more Bibles, he had to reset early pages, and those were set at forty-two 

lines. Gutenberg was most generous with white space, leaving deep margins 

on the top and left and double that on the right and bottom; as time would 

progress, white space would disappear from printed work on expensive 

paper. Magazine and newspaper designers—and particularly advertisers—

brought white space back into vogue in the middle of the last century. 

In the earliest stages of his work, Gutenberg went back to print each page 

again with red chapter headings, but soon abandoned that as it must have 

been diffi cult to get the placement exactly right a second time through the 

press. Instead, he supplied a   Tabula Rubricarum  or table of instructions for 

the rubricators who would by hand add headings, smaller dropped initials, 

and red marks at each sentence after printing was done. 

 23  “Gutenberg 

succeeded in automating the scribe, but not the illuminator,” said Clanchy.  24 

Gutenberg left sizable spaces for artists to paint large, elaborate initials and 
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page decorations on owners’ copies, each unique. His fi nished Bibles were 

not bound; binding, like rubrication and illumination, was a service 

performed elsewhere for the eventual owners. 

Gutenberg’s ink was itself the result of careful chemistry and art. Water-

based ink would not do as it was runny and would not adhere evenly to 

metal type. The ink needed to be viscous: thick and sticky but smooth and 

workable. Early printers mixed lamp black carbon with varnish—as with oil 

paints—and possibly albumen (egg whites) and human urine. Thanks to his 

ink, said Kapr, “Gutenberg’s printing exhibits the same velvety and gleaming 

black as it did over fi ve centuries ago. ”  25  There is something stunning—

luminously, mystically black—about the Gutenberg Bible’s ink when beheld 

up close. 

Beginning in the 1980s, scientists have subjected the ink in Gutenberg 

Bibles to nondestructive analysis with cyclotron beams. “The results were 

wholly unexpected, for we found an extremely high concentration of lead 

and copper,” said a 1983 paper by four authors from the University of 

California at Davis, adding that “we have yet to fi nd an ink that is anything 

like it in metallic richness in the many analyses we have made of inks from 

the Middle Ages through the incunabula period [1450–1500] to the present.” 

They speculate that the metals could have enhanced the ink’s blackness, as 

some copper oxides turn black and some lead oxides turn dark purple when 

heated. Or perhaps the metals had some useful impact on the ink’s viscosity 

or drying time. Could their addition account for the ink’s sustainability over 

500 years while some inks from the period fade, turn brown, or bleed 

through pages?  26  More than four centuries later, in an 1885 feature on the manufacture of modern printing inks,  The American Bookmaker  lamented: 

“We are gravely informed that the ink of Gutenberg’s time was blacker than 

the scientifi cally prepared products of our leading modern manufacturers. ”  27 

Gutenberg’s magical ink was spread onto the type by a “beater” likely using 

two ink balls: wooden handles with leather balls (the hides of dogs by some 

accounts) stuffed with horsehair or wool.  28 

Gutenberg’s paper could be identifi ed by the distinct watermarks, the 

faintly visible manufacturer’s logos left on paper by metal designs woven 

into paper molds. Needham examined sixteen copies of the B42 and found 

variations—Bull’s Head, Grape Cluster of two kinds, and Ox—which likely 

came in four batches of 100 reams of paper. Needham believed the paper 

came from near Turin, more than 250 miles by mule and barge from Mainz, 

though later studies by Isabel Feder McCarthy theorize it came from paper 

mills in Basel or the Duchy of Savoy.  29  Gutenberg needed paper that was 

sturdy enough to take impressions on both sides, fi nished with a coating 

called sizing that allows the ink to dry on the surface and not spread into the 

paper. Before printing, the paper needed to be dampened, softening it to take 

the impression. An estimated 120 to 140 copies of the Bible were printed on 

paper. Another forty or so were printed on vellum, which was seen as more 
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luxurious and which cost four to fi ve times as much as paper. That would 

have required 3,200 to 5,000 calfskins.  30 

- 

Finally to the press. The wooden press Gutenberg is assumed to have used 

was likely adapted from that which papermakers utilized to squeeze water 

out of fi nished sheets after they were molded—or perhaps presses used to 

make wine or olive oil or bind books or press linens. The fi rst known image 

of a printing press comes from a woodcut from 1499 depicting death—in 

the form of three creepy skeletal beings—haunting a compositor, a bookseller, 

and two pressmen. The next known image was in the printer’s mark or logo 

of Josse Bade, also known as Badius, in 1507, and then in a drawing sent to 

a friend by Albrecht D ü rer in 1511.  31 To adapt the papermaker’s press, Otto Fuhrmann said, the bed had to be raised to a working height; the screw had 

to be adjusted to give suffi cient and even pressure on the type with only a 

quarter turn; a mechanism needed to be built so heavy pages made up of 

type could be rolled in and out of the press; and a mechanism had to be 

invented for holding the paper or parchment in place without getting ink 

onto the rest of the page.  32  The wooden press seen in the fi rst images is essentially the same as that in use until presses were made of iron at the start 

of the nineteenth century. 

Before getting to the operation of the press, allow me a brief, technical 

excursion regarding the size of pages and how that relates to the press and 

the set-up of composed pages feeding it. Fair warning that printing jargon 

will follow; I will explain. Start here: Take a book, open it, and hold one 

piece of paper with a page printed on each side; that is a leaf. The largest 

books—like Gutenberg’s Bible—are folio sized. That is what you get when 

you take a full sheet of paper—often measuring nineteen by twenty-fi ve 

inches—and fold it once, ending up with two leaves, thus four pages. A 

quarto (abbreviated as 4to) is folded twice, yielding four leaves—thus quarto 

in Latin—with eight pages. To continue: an octavo (8vo) yields eight leaves 

and sixteen pages on a sheet—at about six by nine inches, the size of the 

standard modern hardback; the duodecimo (12mo) a dozen leaves and two 

dozen pages; the sextodecimo (16mo) sixteen leaves and thirty-two pages; 

all the way down to the sexagesimo-quarto (64mo) with 128 tiny pages—

two by three inches—from a single sheet of paper. 

Imagine you are printing a quarto with two folds, four leaves, and eight 

pages per sheet of paper. To visualize this, take a single, blank sheet of paper. 

Draw one vertical and one horizontal line intersecting at the center; repeat 

on the other side. Easy enough so far: four pages on one side of the sheet, 

four on the other. Now mark the lower left box on the front side page 1. 

Hold your fi ngers there as you turn it over and mark the quadrant where 

your fi nger is as page 2. You see where this is going. Mark your sheet of 

paper according to these instructions: In a common quarto, the outer form 
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has page 1 in the lower-left corner, page 8 in the lower right, page 4 in the 

upper left (upside down) and page 5 in the upper right (also upside down). 

The other, inner side of the sheet has page 7 on the lower left, page 2 on the 

lower right (the opposite side from page 1), and pages 6 and 3 upside down 

on the upper left and right. Now fold the paper vertically and horizontally. 

Cut the top edge of the paper. Turn it to page 1 and you should have pages 

1–8 in proper order. This is the arithmetic of imposition. Add multiple sheets 

to make a signature and the positioning and numbering becomes more 

complex. Printers’ manuals devoted large sections to imposition. 

At last, with all pieces in place, we print on the press. At its heart is the 

“mighty screw,” in Kapr’s words, carved of wood and attached to a handle 

that would bring a platen—a two-inch-thick wood slab—down onto the 

form of the page that held inked type, with equal pressure all around. The 

thick and sturdy sides of the press are its cheeks, held in place with four 

pieces of wood across: the head, the winter, the till, and on the top the cap. 

The cap is likely anchored against fl oor joists above and in some cases the 

walls to the side, so great is the pressure exerted on it. Hear a wooden press 

work and it creaks in agony with every pull. The form of type sits on a stone 

called the bed—usually marble lying itself over a base of sand, bran, or 

plaster—in a wooden enclosure called the coffi n.  33  Atop that is a hinged assembly that folds open and back, away from the press, to hold the paper; 

that is the tympan and while it is open it is held up by a support called the 

gallows. The paper—which had been dampened the night before to better 

take the impression—is held in place and protected by the frisket, a frame of 

paper to protect the rest of the page from ink smears. Register pins are used 

to assure that the paper is sent into the press into the same exact position on 

one side and then the other. Once the form with type is inked; once the 

paper is put in place and lowered just above the type; once the form is rolled 

into place under the platen on a carriage that is wheeled in and out with 

leather straps attached to a roller turned by a handle called a rounce, then 

the mighty screw is pulled with less than half a turn. The form is rolled out; 

the frisket is raised; the paper comes off the type with a sticky slurp, and the 

printed page is hung to dry. 

Gutenberg biographer Aloys Ruppel estimated that in Gutenberg’s 

operation, two printers—one inking the type, the other cranking the rounce 

and pulling the handle—could produce between eight and sixteen impressions 

an hour. Printing 1,282 pages in more than 180 copies of Gutenberg’s Bible 

equals about 230,760 pulls of the press. Figuring for many religious holidays 

and for the operation starting slower with four versus six presses, Ruppel 

calculated that it took two full years to print all the copies of the Bible. A 

scribe, on the other hand, might have taken up to three years to make a 

single copy.  34 

Altogether, the complexity of these tasks is stunning: formulating the 

metal; formulating the ink; experimenting with papers; adapting the press; 

40

INSIDE THE PARENTHESIS

manufacturing tens of thousands of letters to precise dimensions; mapping 

out and calculating the setting of type to fi ll 1,282 beautifully composed 

pages; running concurrent press lines to manufacture about 180 copies. On 

top of all that, when each page was set and done with, the type had to be 

cleaned and returned, laboriously, to type cases, a task that would pester 

printers for centuries. 

I have given you a standard version of the mechanisms of printing, not 

dissimilar to that set forth by Moxon in 1683, more than two centuries after 

Gutenberg’s work. So it is supposition whether this is exactly how Gutenberg 

operated. Did he use the handheld mold to manufacture his font as 

documented decades later? Did he manufacture type according to a 

metallurgical recipe used for the next fi ve centuries? Did he operate the press 

as others did for three and a half centuries after his invention? We cannot be 

certain. 

Of one thing, we can be sure: Gutenberg published a Bible of unparalleled 

beauty and trained or inspired the printers who would soon spread the art 

and craft across Europe and the world. This was not an accident or an 

inevitability or a fl ash of inspiration; it had to be the result of years of vision, 

experimentation, and invention. “No amount of speculation about the 

‘Gutenberg Galaxy’ coming to an end can diminish his achievement,” 

said Kapr. “It still appears miraculous that this fi rst typographic book in 

Europe . . . should be of such sublime beauty and mastery that later 

generations up to our own day have rarely matched and never excelled it in 

quality. For regularity of setting, uniform silky blackness of impression, 

harmony of layout and many other respects, it is magisterial in a way to 

which we can rarely aspire under modern conditions. Behind such an 

achievement can only have stood a personality inspired by a passionate 

commitment to excellence, and able to communicate this drive and 

enthusiasm to his fellow workers. ”  35  In a lamentation about the state of 

printing in 1894, J.M. Bowles declared, “There is no doubt about this 

statement, that artifi cially the fi rst books printed have never been 

surpassed. ”  36 

 6 

 Gutenberg 

We do not even know what the man looked like. Portraits and 

statues of Gutenberg we have were made at the earliest 180 years 

after his death and bear little credibility, since most show him 

with a long, forked beard while patricians of his time were clean-shaven; 

such beards were the mark of a pilgrim or a Jew, said Aloys Ruppel.  1  A 1584 

engraving with an archetypal image of a bearded Gutenberg holding a box 

of punches might have been a copy of a 1530 portrait, which modernized 

Gutenberg to the style of the time, when long beards were in vogue; that 

might, in turn, have been based on some long-lost contemporary portrait or 

memory.  2  Beneath all that hair and history, it is impossible to discern the visage of the man. 

As I said earlier, there is no record of Gutenberg ever printing his name, 

and the practice of publishing colophons—statements at the end of books 

recording the identities of authors, publishers, and printers—did not begin 

until after Gutenberg made his Bible. What is known of his life comes almost 

entirely from documents memorializing his various and numerous legal 

disputes, but they are fragmentary and sometimes second-hand, giving us a 

tantalizing but thin story of the person. None of this has stopped latter-day 

chroniclers from attempting to romanticize Gutenberg and add to his legend 

with drama of feuds against unscrupulous and greedy fi nanciers  and 

partners, a jilted lover, and death in penury—none of which appears to be 

true. “Perhaps somewhere in every historian a novelist is hiding, trying to 

come out,” said Lotte Hellinga,  a historian of the book.  3  None of this deters 

me from admiring the man as an inventor, artist, visionary, and businessman, 

nor am I frustrated at being unable to discern his motives, personal, spiritual, 

or fi nancial. What we see of him—his book, his Bible—is suffi cient reason to 

examine what we know of him. And this is what we know: 

The Mainz of Gutenberg’s birth was a well-to-do, independent, imperial 

city of 6,000 inhabitants on the Rhine. It was the home of a powerful 

archbishopric, one of a handful that held the privilege of electing the Holy 

Roman Emperor. During Gutenberg’s lifetime—long before the start of the 

Reformation his invention would fuel—the city would be the scene of 
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religious and political civil war over reform in the Church. At the start of the 

fi fteenth century, class struggles were rumbling. The city’s dynastic, patrician 

families, known as the ancients, had claimed power and privilege from the 

archbishop, receiving monopolies for trade in cloth and precious metals, 

many tax breaks, and rich annuities from the city, which had put the 

municipality deeply and perilously in debt. The growing guilds of craftsmen, 

who were excluded from running the affairs of the city, were covetous of the 

ancients’ privileges and would struggle to claim their rights and demand 

that both the ancients and the priesthood pay taxes. 

The marriage of Friele Gensfl eisch to his second and much younger wife, 

Else, was a representation of that class confl ict; he was a member of the 

patrician class, she the daughter of a mere merchant. Together, sometime 

between 1394 and 1404—the year 1400 has been adopted for the 

convenience of centenary celebrations since—they gave birth to a son. He 

was known in records through the years by the fi rst names of Johannes, 

Johan, Henchen, Hengin, Henne, and Henn and by the last name Gensfl eisch 

(his father’s name; it means goose meat) and then Gudenberg or Gutenberg.  4 

The last was the name of the family home where it is believed Johannes 

would one day also set up his print shop: Hof zum Gutenberg (  guten  means 

good and   Berg  means mountain, and there are some lovely hills across the 

Rhine from town). Taking the name of one’s home as one’s surname was a 

common practice in that place and time. Friele possibly worked in the cloth 

trade like his forebears and was a member of the prestigious Companions of 

the Mint—a position Johannes could not hold due to the lower birth of his 

mother, though some say his proximity to minters of coins gave him 

experience in metallurgy he would put to good use. Else was the daughter of 

Werner Wirich zum Steinen Krame (which means, of the stone store). 

Gutenberg left Mainz a number of times. He presumably joined his family 

when Friele deserted in 1411 and again in 1413 along with other patricians 

avoiding the guilds’ threat of taxes. It is believed that the family might have 

gone across the river to the town of Eltville, where Gutenberg’s mother’s 

family had property. He might have left again for Erfurt University, as Kapr 

believed a registration there under the name Johannes de Alta villa (a variant 

of Eltville or old town) may have been him.  5 This Johannes graduated in the 

winter semester of 1419–20, soon after the death of Friele Gutenberg. In 

offi cial documents from 1427, we learn that Johannes and his brother had 

inherited an annuity their father held from the city of Mainz for twenty 

gulden a year, which was cut in half a decade later as the municipality neared 

insolvency. Their mother died in 1433 and the children split their inheritance: 

Johannes’ sister received the family home in Mainz and their brother took 

the home in Eltville; the siblings bought out Johannes’ share by transferring 

to him two annuities the family had owned from Mainz and Strasbourg.  6 

It is because of these annuities that we next encounter Gutenberg in legal 

documents. After having no evidence of his whereabouts from 1429 to 

GUTENBERG

43

1434, he then appears about 125 miles south and upriver in Strasbourg. 

There, a Mainz   B ü rgermeister  had the misfortune to be traveling through 

town while his city was 310 gulden in arrears paying Gutenberg income 

from the annuity. Gutenberg had him thrown in debtor’s prison, as was his 

legal right. The offi cial agreed to pay the money and Gutenberg—in a 

document beginning “I, Johann Gensfl eisch the younger, called Gutenberg”—

agreed to free and indemnify the   B ü rgermeister . Thus, according to the 

reckoning of biographer John Man, Gutenberg acquired enough capital to 

buy a house or pay ten workers for a year or start a business.  7  Local records 

tell us that he hired Lorenz Beildeck and his wife as servants and that in 

1439 he paid tax on one and a half   Fuder —wagonloads—of wine, equaling 

about 1,500 liters. 

Gutenberg was a well-to-do man and a good catch, but we cannot be sure 

whether he ever married; likely not. There is a tempting tidbit in the 

Strasbourg record about a breach of promise suit brought against Johannes 

in ecclesiastical court on behalf of Ennelin zur Yserin T ü r (Ann of the iron 

door). In the trial, Gutenberg attacked a witness, shoemaker Klaus Schott, 

as—in Kapr’s summary—“a miserable wretch who lived by cheating and 

lying.” Schott fi led a defamation action against Gutenberg, who was required 

to put fi fteen gulden as escrow until the breach suit was heard. Sadly, neither 

verdict is known. Earlier historians found a tax record for an Ennel 

Gutenberg and assumed this was his wife—even presuming children—but 

no historian of late buys the claims.  8 

Gutenberg’s fi rst business that we know of was manufacturing metal 

badges for pilgrims to carry to Aachen, where Charlemagne is buried and 

where sacred relics were shown every seven years since 1349, continuing to 

today. These included the alleged robes of the Virgin Mary, Jesus’ swaddling 

clothes, the crucifi ed Christ’s loincloth, and a cloth that held St. John the 

Baptist’s severed head. Since the fourteenth century, the badges were meant 

to accord their carriers protection and hospitality as pilgrims. Later, mirrors 

of polished metal were built into the badges as “a response to the growth of 

pilgrimages into mass phenomenon, with tens or hundreds of thousands of 

pilgrims pressing forward into the presence of the displayed relics,” explained 

Jonathan Green.  9  Relics were displayed at a distance,  from balconies or high on church steeples, and the belief was that the mirror captured their radiance 

and grace to be shared with family back home. Because the goldsmiths of 

Aachen could not meet the anticipated demand, their local monopoly on 

production of badges was suspended. 


Gutenberg saw an opportunity and entered a partnership to manufacture 

the badges out of tin and lead with Hans Riffe, who contributed only capital. 

Then Andreas Dritzehn, who had paid Gutenberg to teach him how to 

polish stones—a goldsmith’s skill—begged to join the effort and so did 

Andreas Heilmann. As organizer, Gutenberg was to receive half the proceeds, 

Riffe the investor a quarter, the two Andreases as workers an eighth each. By 

44

INSIDE THE PARENTHESIS

one estimate, manufacturing 32,000 mirrors could have yielded the partners 

16,000 gulden. Just one problem: They planned for the pilgrimage in 1439 

but it did not occur until a year later, perhaps because of an outbreak of 

plague. They had capital tied up and time on their hands and Gutenberg had 

obligations to his partners. 

Gutenberg undertook a new venture, and according to a court document, 

the two Andreases “had further asked and beseeched him to teach them also 

all his arts and enterprises that he might know or furthermore or otherwise 

learn, and not to conceal anything from them.” In the language of the court, 

they were to learn Gutenberg’s   “Aventur und Kunst”   (often translated as 

adventure and art but more accurately as undertaking or enterprise and art). 

He also hired Konrad Saspach, a wood turner, who “had made the press and 

he knew the affair,” according to a court witness. Hanns D ü nne, a goldsmith, 

testifi ed that three years earlier he had been paid by Gutenberg for “material 

belonging to printing,” presumably metals. And it is worth noting that 

Andreas Heilmann’s brother Nicholas owned a paper mill not far from 

Strasbourg.  10  In the middle of their work,  the plague killed Andreas Dritzehn. 

He said on his deathbed that Gutenberg had fulfi lled his end of the bargain, 

teaching him the undertaking and art. But his brother J ö rg Dritzehn told 

Gutenberg that he and his brother, Claus, should take the late Andreas’ 

place. Gutenberg refused. That’s how we end up in court in 1439. 

Strasbourg and Mainz have long been in competition to fi nd  evidence 

that one was the real birthplace of printing. So archivists in Strasbourg were 

in eager search of documents mentioning Gutenberg’s name that would 

illuminate his work there between 1434 and 1444. Some of the court 

documents I describe here were found three centuries after their creation. 

Thank goodness various archivists and historians copied, described, and 

wrote about the documents, for the originals were later destroyed, some in 

fi res set by revolutionary mobs in Strasbourg in 1793 and others in the siege 

on the city in the Franco-Prussian War in 1870.  11 

We have the testimony of numerous witnesses who tell the same story. 

When Andreas Dritzehn died, Gutenberg directed his servant, Beildeck, to 

tell Claus Dritzehn “that he should not show anyone the press he had with 

him. . . . Gutenberg said, moreover, that he should get busy immediately and 

go over to the press, and open the thing with two small hand-screws whereby 

the pieces would fall asunder; thereupon he should lay these pieces in the 

press or upon the press, so that then nobody could see or comprehend (what 

it is).” This testimony about the four pieces was corroborated by Claus’ 

cousin, Frau Ennel, wife of the timber dealer. Saspach the woodturner said 

Andreas Heilmann told him to “go thither and take the pieces out of the 

press and lay them apart from each other; then nobody will know what it 

is.” Before they could take it apart, the device was already gone. The priest 

Anton Heilmann also testifi ed that before Andreas Dritzehn’s death, 

Gutenberg had instructed both Andreases to “fetch all the forms to be 
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melted down, so that no one saw it, although he felt some regret for some of 

the forms. ”  12 

Centuries have been spent debating the meaning of the four pieces and 

the forms, without answer. The most common—perhaps wishful—thinking 

is that the four pieces might have been the handheld mold for founding type 

and the forms might have been lead type. The screws might have held 

together the mold or a page with the letters. If this were the case, then 

printing began under cloak of secrecy in Strasbourg and was perfected and 

fi nally made public in Mainz. But no one knows. Gutenberg, by the way, 

won the case. He owed the surviving Dritzehn brothers only fi fteen gulden, 

an amount called for in the contract with their brother, and did not bring 

them into the enterprise. The last document recording Gutenberg in 

Strasbourg was a tax record from 1444.  13 

The next time we see a trace of Gutenberg is in 1448, back in Mainz, 

when he borrowed 150 gulden from a cousin, possibly to fund the setting up 

of a printing shop. After 1448, he developed and used his fi rst known font, 

called the Donatus-Kalendar type, named after two of the fi rst-discovered 

publications to utilize it. It was intended for Latin and was missing four 

capitals but was used in German without them. The   Donatus Ars Grammatica 

was a standard Latin grammar text since the fourth century, in constant 

demand in German schools, where students wore out their copies through 

use, fueling an ongoing market. Stephan F ü ssel said at least twenty-four 

editions of the twenty-eight-page  

 Donatus  were printed in Mainz in 

Gutenberg’s time.  14  The   T ü rkenkalendar  for 1455, entitled “A Warning to Christianity Concerning the Turks” and printed in German, came soon after 

the earth-shattering news of the fall of Constantinople to the Ottoman army 

in 1453. “This was in effect a piece of political polemic, in which the monthly 

divisions and calendar characteristics are used as a vehicle to summon up 

the might of Christendom against the peril of invasion by the Turks,” Kapr 

explained.  15 

Gutenberg used DK-type for other projects through the years. With it he 

printed the  

 Astronomical Calendar  for 1448—which by its title led to 

understandable excitement about being able to date a Gutenberg publication. 

But study determined that it was printed about a decade later and was used 

to make astrological calculations for earlier dates. Another astrological 

calendar recommended ideal dates for bloodletting and purging. One more 

calendar with rhymes made it easier to memorize the feast days. In the realm 

of politics, he printed the Cyprus indulgences, intended to raise funds for the 

defense of the island that had been won for Christianity by Richard the 

Lion-Hearted in the First Crusade. He also printed German and Latin 

versions of Pope Calixtus III’s 1456, twenty-fi ve-page bull against the Turks. 

And in service to the Church, he printed a directory of the offi ces of bishops 

and archbishops. The only devotional item among this ephemera was a 

single-sheet Latin prayer from the twelfth century.  16 
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The oddest piece of printing bearing DK-type is a four-and-a-half by 

three-and-a-half-inch fragment of the  

 Sibylline Prophecy  in German, 

discovered in 1892 wrapping archival records. The   Prophecy  is a fourteenth-

century poem of hundreds of lines predicting strife in the Church and the 

Holy Roman Empire, which was alleged to have been written by the leader 

of a sect of self-fl agellants who was burned at the stake as a heretic in 1369.  17 

Because the printing of this work is uncharacteristically sloppy for 

Gutenberg, with type set on a wobbly baseline, some guessed it to be his 

earliest known printing: an experiment, perhaps. Kapr believed it was 

printed in Strasbourg in 1440. F 

ü ssel said it more likely came later in 

Gutenberg’s career. F ü ssel also dismissed theories that Gutenberg’s printing 

of the   Prophecy  indicated his stand in church politics.  18 Was printing it a political, an economic, or a literary choice? Said Green: “Gutenberg, the fi rst 

entrepreneurial printer, was forced to predict the future demand for his 

wares and the fortunes of his books in the hands of their readers. ”  19  This 

variety of products that came off Gutenberg’s press demonstrates that the 

history of printing is much more than the history of books. Note also the 

variety of topics and customers. According to M.T. Clanchy, the early 

products of Mainz’ presses served four literacies: sacred (the Bible), learned 

(the  

 Donatus ), bureaucratic (the indulgences), and vernacular (the 

 Prophecies ).  20 

- 

The business of the Bible, and a business it was, required considerable 

capital to design and manufacture type; build presses—four at fi rst and then 

two more; buy lead and the other metals; buy a considerable stock of vellum 

and premium paper; hire and train in entirely new skills a staff of engravers, 

founders, compositors, and pressmen; and acquire space for a larger shop in 

another building, the Humbrechthof, to house the work of the Bible and its 

workers. So Gutenberg entered into another business arrangement, this time 

with Johannes Fust, a businessman in Mainz. Gutenberg borrowed 800 

gulden in 1449 to fi nance the building of tools—which became collateral—

and then another 800 gulden in 1453 to support their joint “work of the 

books.” For perspective, F ü ssel estimated that a nice home in Mainz at the 

time would have cost 500 gulden, so “it becomes apparent that Gutenberg’s 

capital investment costs ran into the millions in modern terms. ”  21 

The Bible was completed by 1454. As it was coming off the press, Aeneas 

Silvius Piccolomini—later to become Pope Pius II—visited Frankfurt as a 

papal legate and reported seeing incomplete sections of the Gutenberg Bible. 

He was amazed, writing to Cardinal Juan de Carvajal of meeting a 

“miraculous man,” likely Gutenberg or Fust. 

Everything that has been written to be about that remarkable man whom 

I met in Frankfurt is quite true. I did not see complete Bibles but sections 
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in fi ve of various books thereof, the text of which was absolutely free 

from error and printed with extreme elegance and accuracy. Your 

eminence would have read them with no diffi culty and without the aid of 

spectacles. I learned from many witnesses that 158 copies have been 

completed, although some asserted that the total was 180. While I am not 

quite sure about the actual number, I do not have any doubt, if people are 

to be believed, about the perfection of the volumes. If I had known what 

you wanted, I would undoubtedly have purchased a copy for you. Some 

of the sections have been sent here to the Emperor. I will try, if it can be 

arranged, to have a complete Bible that is for sale brought here, and I will 

buy it on your account. I fear, however, that this may not be feasible, both 

because of the distance involved and because they say there have been 

ready buyers for the volumes, even before they are fi nished. That your 

Eminence was most anxious to receive reliable information about this 

matter, I infer from your having indicated this by sending a courier who 

goes faster than Pegasus! But enough of this levity.  22 

Now we land back in court again. At the end of the successful printing of 

the Bible, Fust sued Gutenberg and we have the account of a notary, Ulrich 

Helmasperger, recording a hearing held in the refectory of the Barefoot 

Friars, a Franciscan mendicant order. It was overseen by civil authorities, the 

mayor and treasurer of Mainz. The document, coming at the end of a legal 

process, is dated November 6, 1455. Fust sued for repayment of the 1,600 

gulden he had given Gutenberg, in addition to interest, totaling 2,026 

gulden. In court documents, Gutenberg said Fust had agreed to pay him 300 

gulden a year for expenses and to pay the workers’ wages and advance 

payment for rent, paper, ink, etc. If their partnership ended, Gutenberg was 

to pay Fust 800 gulden to release the lien on his equipment. Oh, how this 

document has led to dramatic speculation ever since its discovery in 1734. It 

mentions money that did not go to “the work of books” and so some 

wondered whether Gutenberg embezzled funds for freelance projects to 

earn cash for himself: the printing of indulgences and conspiratorial 

prophecies, perhaps? Others held that Fust was the greedy money man who 

robbed poor Gutenberg of his invention, his business, and his fortune, 

leaving him penniless. 

None of this, it now seems, is true. In 2008, German legal historian Hans-

Michael Empell wrote a book analyzing the Helmasperger document and its 

meaning, its title translated as   Gutenberg Before the Court: The Trial Over 

 the First Printed Bible . Empell concluded that the case was merely tidying 

up loose ends in the dissolution of the successful partnership that had 

produced the Bible, deciding the fi nal resolution of Fust’s contributions to 

the enterprise. One issue, Empell said, was whether Gutenberg had to pay 

interest on the fi rst 800 gulden and whether the second 800 gulden was a 

loan or an investment. “Gutenberg did not lose the case,”  Empell declared.  23 
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“Empell’s lawyerly exposition certainly does away with many a romantic 

fantasy,” said Lotte Hellinga. In her summary, “there were neither villains 

nor victims. ”  24 

Printing was capital- and labor-intensive and not yet in the control of 

guilds. Gutenberg had to hire a sizable staff; Hellinga believed that could 

have added up to as many as twenty-fi ve employees. Kapr supposed a 

balance sheet for the printing of the Bible:  25 

Cost of six hand-presses at 40 gulden each 

240 gulden 



Cost of type cases and workshop furniture 

60 gulden 



Rent for the Humbrechthof for three years 

30 gulden 



Heating for the workshop and metal casting 

20 gulden 



Cost of building hand-molds 

60 gulden 



Cost of steel, copper, lead, antimony 

100 gulden 



Cost of manufacturing ink 

30 gulden 



Paper for 150 copies 

400 gulden 



Vellum for 30 copies 

300 gulden 



Wages and board for 12 to 20 employees 

800 gulden 



Handwritten Bible as exemplar 

80 gulden  



 Total expenses 

 2120 gulden 



Sale of 30 vellum copies at 50 gulden each 

1500 gulden 



Sale of 150 paper copies at 20 gulden each 

3000 gulden  



 Total revenue 

 4500 gulden 



Gross profi t 

2380 gulden 

Judging from the future Pope Pius II’s letter about the book, all copies might 

have been sold by the time a sample appeared in Frankfurt. The court 

documents do not indicate who left the partnership with how much, but it 

is clear that the business of the Bible was a success. 

 7 

 After the Bible 

The partners went their separate ways. Gutenberg appeared to 

continue printing. Fust went into partnership with Peter Sch ö ffer, a 

former scribe who had studied in Paris and came to work for 

Gutenberg and Fust on their Bible. He married Fust’s daughter, Christina. In 

her 2014 romantic novel, 

 Gutenberg’s Apprentice , Alix Christie made 

Sch ö ffer the hero and credited him with the artistry of the fi rst printed Bible. 

There is no way of ascertaining his role but based on the advanced art of 

Sch ö ffer’s later projects, Christie’s theory is appealing. In the business break-

up, Fust and Sch ö ffer apparently retained the large printing shop in the 

Humbrechthof and with it much equipment. Gutenberg, for the time being, 

seems to have had his press and his earlier typefaces, possibly in the 

Gutenberghof. 

Soon, church and political strife intervened with the outbreak of war 

between competing archbishops in Mainz, which had profound impact on 

the lives and livelihoods of these fi rst printers and on the spread of their 

technology to the world. A half-century before Luther would use print to 

spark the Reformation, stirrings of dissension were evident in Mainz. Some 

desired democratization of a sort, seeking more power for church councils—a 

topic for the Council of Basel (1431–1449). Some sought reform and 

standardization (  uniformitas ) of liturgical texts. Biographer John Man built 

a wishful case that Gutenberg’s fi rst desire was not to print the Bible but 

instead to exploit a market for a new missal, inspired by two cardinals, 

Nicholas of Cusa and Juan de Carvajal, who came to Mainz in 1448 with 

plans for standard missals, breviaries, and choir books, which the then-

archbishop of Mainz approved. “It seems highly likely that the council was 

depending on the new technology of printing to accomplish their far-

reaching goals,”  wrote Mary Kay Duggan.  1 

When the archbishop died in 1459, he was replaced by Diether von 

Isenburg, against the wishes of Pope Pius II. Pius ordered Diether not to call 

any councils and to pay a tithe of archdiocesan income for the war against 

the Turks. Diether defi ed the pope by calling a diet of imperial electors in 

1461, declaring as its goal “the removal of oppression from the German 
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nation. ”  2 At the meeting,  the pope’s favored candidate, Adolph II of Nassau, stepped forward with a document naming him archbishop of Mainz. In 

opposition, Diether had the backing—that is, the promise of troops—from 

a prince and support from the Mainz city council, under Dr. Konrad Humery, 

a friend and backer of Gutenberg’s. The battle lines were set. 

The fi rst shots came not with lead bullets but leaden letters. Broadsides and 

pamphlets fl ew off the world’s fi rst presses. Fust and Sch 

ö ffer printed 

propaganda for both camps; there were reports that Gutenberg also printed a 

public letter, but if so, it does not survive. Technology provided a new weapon. 

“To the mat 

é riel of warfare—halberds, rapiers, swords, harquebuses and 

cannon—psychological weapons had been added, which could be delivered by 

means of the printing press,”  wrote Kapr.  3  Before the press,  the only way to reach a large number of people was through performance, in sermon, speech, 

or play, and those words disappeared into the air and the memories of the few 

who heard them. Now, for the fi rst time, a larger public could be reached 

through print and these words could be spread past the constraint of time. 

Here is the birth of media, of propaganda, and of a media public. 

Bullets followed. Adolf’s faction prepared to attack Mainz and planned 

the division of the spoils before they were won. The fi nancially  strapped 

city’s leaders shortsightedly chose not to spend money on mercenaries to 

defend Diether. The prince who had sided with Diether was warned of the 

attack and turned away from the city. Adolf’s forces used ladders to scale 

city walls and his troops sacked Mainz, killing 400 citizens, including Fust’s 

brother, Jakob. Diether ran the other way while his supporters—Gutenberg 

and Humery among them—were herded into the central square, deprived of 

their property and money, including annuities. They were banished from 

Mainz and forced to pay a half-gulden on the way out. The Gutenberghof 

was taken over and leased to a supporter of the new archbishop. Printing 

ceased in the city for a time. The printers whom Gutenberg, Fust, and 

Sch ö ffer had trained scattered and soon established presses across the river 

and then across Germany, Italy, and France. 

After Adolf was fi rmly established in offi ce and Diether had conceded 

defeat, the archbishop offered a gesture of peace to Gutenberg in a document 

dated January 17, 1465: 

We, Adolf, etc., declare and manifest publicly by this document that we 

have recognized the agreeable and willing service which our dear, faithful 

Johann Gutenberg has rendered, and may and shall render in future time 

to us and our diocese; therefore, and by special dispensation, have we 

admitted and received him as our servant and courtier, and receive and 

admit him presently by virtue of this document.  4 

Gutenberg received a promise of a courtier’s suit of clothing every year, plus 

two tons of grain and 500 gallons of wine, as well as an exemption from 
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taxes, watch duty, and military service, and his banishment from Mainz was 

apparently ended. Was this an honor to him as the inventor of printing? Was 

this because Gutenberg served Adolf, printing documents or helping him 

establish a printing offi ce in the Benedictine monastery Adolf established in 

Marienthal, across the Rhine? We do not now know. 

- 

Historians continue to debate what Gutenberg printed after the Bible and 

where he worked and lived. Some believe he had another Bible in him, using 

a later and larger version of his DK-type. This Bible, with thirty-six lines to 

the page, 462 pages longer than the fi rst, was printed about 1460, before 

Gutenberg was ejected from Mainz. Some scholars believe it was printed 

outside Mainz, in Bamberg, in a shop set up by Albrecht Pfi ster, who bought 

the font and used it for later works. Some say Pfi ster was the printer of this 

Bible, while others maintain this book’s artistry was too accomplished for a 

beginning printer and could have come only from the master. 

Then there is the intriguing and much-debated case of the   Catholicon , a 

thirteenth-century reference work that performed the functions of dictionary 

and encyclopedia. “A rough consensus of scholars in this century has agreed 

that Gutenberg is the likeliest candidate as the   Catholicon ’s printer,” said 

Princeton’s Paul Needham.  5  It differed from Gutenberg’s other works in a 

few respects. The book was printed with a new and, to modern eyes, more 

legible typeface resembling the Carolingian minuscule script that was 

commissioned by Charlemagne—a foreshadowing of the roman typefaces 

that would follow. Also, the   Catholicon  carried a colophon, a statement at 

the end of the kind that would later record credit and responsibility for 

author, printer, and publisher. This colophon, sadly, did not name names. 

But it did take credit for the place of the book’s manufacture, “in the 

bounteous city of Mainz of the renowned German nation,” and the means, 

“without help of reed, stilus, or pen, but by the wondrous agreement, 

proportion, and harmony of punches and types, has been printed and 

fi nished. ”  6 The colophon is dated 1460 but some dispute whether the book or every copy of it was printed then. The   Catholicon  was clearly printed in 

three separate editions on three distinct presses (indicated in part by 

differently placed registration pinholes) with three separate stocks of paper 

(identifi ed by their watermarks), some of which researchers say could not 

have existed until 1470. No one better to dig into these anomalies than 

Needham, who arrived at a stunning theory about their printing. 

First a note on something that has puzzled me about the progress of 

printing over its fi rst three centuries: As I’ve explained, founding a font was 

expensive, thus a printer’s supply of sorts was always scarce, necessitating 

that letters be recycled quickly from one page setting to a next. That task—

cleaning and redistributing type from a page form back into type cases—had 

to have been a miserable job (which is why it was sometimes assigned to 
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apprentices). A printer could by no means afford to set every page in a book 

and then sit them all in a warehouse until they might be needed for another 

edition if the fi rst sold out. There wouldn’t be enough type, enough lead, 

enough warehouse space to do that. So when a next edition was called for, 

the print shop had to reset every letter, every line, every page. How laborious 

that seems—though resetting an entire book to print a thousand new copies 

was still unimaginably faster than having a thousand scribes write them. 

The problem of resetting type was eventually addressed with stereotyping: 

taking a mold of the entire page in a form of plaster, later papier-m â ch é , 

then cardboard, using that to in turn mold copies of the original page to 

store or use on multiple presses. That tremendous technological advance in 

printing was not attempted until the mid-eighteenth century and was not 

used widely until the method was perfected in the early 1800s. 

Given the tremendous effi ciencies to be had, why hadn’t anyone explored 

re-molding typeset lines or pages earlier? Perhaps no one had the idea to try. 

But Needham believed Gutenberg himself might have experimented with 

stereotyping in the   Catholicon ’s 744 pages and almost 100,000 lines of type. 

After exhaustive analysis of multiple copies of the   Catholicon —paper and its 

provenance, pinholes and their placement, typesetting irregularities, and 

physical evidence of anomalies, such as type appearing out of justifi cation this 

way or that (always in two-line increments)—Needham theorized that 

Gutenberg had molded type, two lines at a time, for later reuse. “When these 

facts are ‘arranged vigorously,’ ” said Needham, “they appear to me to say the 

following: The   Catholicon  printer’s three books were not printed with movable 

types. The type pages of these books were composed of indissoluble two-line 

slugs, arranged into columns or pages as the case may be. After printing, the 

slugs were retained, and at later times additional impressions were pulled from 

them. . . . The    Catholicon  slugs were printed at three separate times, as the 

three different paper supplies of the copies indicate. ”  7  Some of this printing 

was done after Gutenberg’s death in 1468. How could that be? Needham 

suggested that Gutenberg’s friend, last business partner, and the heir to his 

printing material, Konrad Humery, could have had it printed in about 1472. 

Six years after Needham issued his research, historian Richard N. Schwab—

one of the researchers who bombarded the Gutenberg B42 Bible in a cyclotron 

to scrutinize its ink—analyzed a copy of the Catholicon and found what 

appeared to be the impressions of nailheads holding slugs in place.  8 

This is awe-inspiring speculation. Said Needham: “But I cannot, fi nally, 

refrain from expressing homage to the penetrating mind which, we now 

learn, already in the fi fteenth century evolved a solution to the challenge of 

permanently fi 

xing typographical compositions—a challenge which 

recurred, and for which other solutions were developed in later centuries. 

I fi nd it impossible to imagine that the Mainz resident who by 1460 was 

capable of posing and solving this problem could have been other than 

Johann Gutenberg. ”  9 
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In the academy, any stunning theory must be tested against other 

possibilities and that is what Lotte Hellinga, a book historian and the former 

deputy keeper of the British Library, did in what she conceded was a 

“polemic exchange” of papers and rebuttals with Needham over four years. 

She believed that lines of type were held together, two at a time, with wire 

and that “the three ‘states’ of the   Catholicon  were all three printed after 

Gutenberg’s death by a temporary partnership of printers formed for his 

purpose. ”  10  Needham took the challenge seriously, for he responded in detail and at length. “It is as if the Spirit of History has called us forth to ensure 

that no conceivable opinion regarding the Catholicon press should rest 

unexplored.” They still disagreed. “We are in absolute contradiction here, 

and cannot both be right,” Needham said, adding that it is not “helpful to 

readers simply to encounter in this journal a steady crossfi re of ‘tis and 

‘tain’ts. ”  11 

I have questions about both theories. As for Needham’s, I wonder why 

such a tremendous mechanism for effi ciency would not have caught on with 

other printers—that is, how it could have stayed secret. As for Hellinga’s, I 

have trouble imagining how pages heavy with type could have been 

transported over bumpy streets from one press to another without a 

horrendous accident scattering thousands of sorts on the street—in the 

jargon of the trade, to pi the type. Can we credit Gutenberg with yet another 

startling invention? The many gaps in our knowledge of Gutenberg’s life 

and work tempt one to fi ll them in with imagined moments of blazing insight 

and innovation. No matter. We still know what he printed: that magnifi cent 

Bible. 

- 

Attempts were made to give others credit for the invention of movable type. 

In a 1505 dedication to the Emperor Maximilian, printer Johann Sch ö ffer, 

son of Peter Sch ö ffer and grandson of Johannes Fust, mentioned “Johan 

G ü ttenbergk as inventor of printing and Johan Faust and Peter Sch ö ffer as 

improvers of the art.” In a seventh printing of the dedication in 1509, 

however, the book was printed “at the expense and trouble of Johann 

Sch ö ffer, whose grandfather was the fi rst inventor and author of the art of 

printing.” Young Sch ö ffer went further in 1515, claiming that his grandfather 

was “the fi rst author of the said art, who, fi nally, from his own genius, 

commenced to excogitate and to investigate the art of printing in the year 

1450. . . . Both, however, Johann Fust and Peter Schoeffer kept this art 

secret, binding all their servants and domestics by oath never in any manner 

to reveal it. ”  12  Gutenberg was erased.  

A century after Gutenberg, Holland tried to take credit for the invention 

of printing in the name of Laurens Janszoon Coster. There, sticky legend had 

it that while strolling in the woods near Haarlem, Coster carved letters out 

of beech bark, impressed them on paper and—eureka!—made letters from 
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lead and later tin. Writing 128 years later, Adrien de Jonghe said that among 

Coster’s workmen “was a certain John. Whether or not, as suspicion alleges, 

he was Faust. . . .” (Note that especially in unfl attering portraits, Fust was 

confused with the Faust of legend.) This dastardly soul allegedly waited for 

Coster and his family to go to worship on Christmas Eve and then stole 

away with a closetful of type,  taking it to Mainz.  13  In his manual of printing,  

Moxon shifted the story slightly, with Harlemers blaming one John 

Gutenberg for the theft. 

 14  The story doesn’t work on many levels: the 

printing occurred after Coster’s death, for one thing. For another, Coster 

was allegedly able to accomplish in a few months everything it took 

Gutenberg at least a decade to develop. 

Another legend speaks of the wonderfully named Procopius Waldvogel, 

whose family was ejected from Prague by the Hussites. He settled in Avignon, 

where documents say he was hired in 1446 to train a man in “a method of 

artifi cial writing (  ars artifi cialiter scribendi ).” He soon disappeared with no 

trace of any book ever made. The town of Feltre, Italy, erected a statue to its 

son, Pamfi lo Castaldi, contending he invented movable type, while it appears 

he was just the fi rst printer in Milan. Claims were also made for Johann 

Mentelin, an early printer in Strasbourg, and Jean Brito,  a printer in Bruges.  15 

None stuck. Gutenberg’s legacy remains secure. 

Gutenberg died in February 1468, in his late 60s. He was buried in the 

Church of St. Francis, which was taken over by the Jesuits in 1577. It was 

torn down in 1742 to make way for a new building, which was in turn 

destroyed in fl ames in 1793 in a battle between French and German forces 

and demolished once more early in the nineteenth century.  16  Evidence of the 

grave has never been found. Thirty-one years after his death, a distant 

relative, Adam Gelthus, published a memorial statement about Gutenberg 

that seems intended for stone: 

In memory of the inventor of the art of printing. 

D.O.M.S. [  Deo Optimo Maximo Sacrum : Sacred to God in the Highest] 

To Johann Gensfl eisch 

Inventor of printing 

Deserver of the highest honors from every nation and tongue 

Adam Gelthus places [this memorial] 

To the immortal memory of his name. 

His remains rest peacefully 

In the Church of St.  Francis at Mainz.  17 

No further memorial came until the nineteenth century. In 1832 a 

movement was started in Mainz to build a monument to the man. “The 

honor was not for the person, about whom little is known, but to the 

revolutionary importance of his invention, printing with movable type,” 

wrote J ö rg Schmidt.  18  It is important to note the mood in Mainz,  which in 
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1792 had undergone occupation by the French after their revolution. The 

next year, the Jacobins of Mainz and surrounding towns founded the 

Republic of Mainz. Prussian troops soon invaded and declared an end to 

the republic, only to see French troops once again occupy the city under 

Napoleon Bonaparte in 1797, not retreating until 1814. In 1816, Mainz 

became the capital of a new province of Rhenish Hesse. The monument 

would be installed just a decade before the German revolution of 1848. 

Thus there was in Mainz a crying desire for a symbol of local pride 

and nationalism. Gutenberg was that. “The monument became the catalytic 

element that promoted this awareness and identity development, and also 

the medium by means of which the bourgeois identity was expressed,” 

said Schmidt. It was, he added, a step toward the creation of a public 

identity separate from the monarchy and military. In this period Gutenberg 

was seen not only as the inventor of printing but as the person who fostered 

freedom and education. “Gutenberg was synonymous with freedom of the 

press. ”  19 

The Gutenberg statue was unveiled in the center of Mainz in 1837 with 

a three-day festival, including the debut of a Gutenberg Oratorio composed 

by Carl L ö we (who also composed an oratorio for the heretic Jan Hus, 

which is still performed). The libretto, by L ö we’s friend Ludwig Giesebrecht, 

centers on the archbishops’ war in Mainz. The warring mob sings: “Become 

arrows, you magical letters; become a fi rebomb, you fl uttering  page!” 

Gutenberg laments: “Woe, you will melt my pious tools into murderous, 

deadly weapons!” The choir sings: “You baptize the metal, you baptize the 

newborn art. ”  20 A hymn to Gutenberg was also performed, to the tune of 

“God Save the King.”  “Seht ihn mit Ehrfurcht an / Gutenberg ist der Mann 

 / Der ewig lebt!”  Approach him in reverence / Gutenberg is the man / who 

lives forever!  21  Celebrating the statue and the man became,  for a time, an annual event. Statues also popped up in other cities wanting to claim their 

share of the magic of printing: in Strasbourg and in Frankfurt (honoring 

Gutenberg, Fust, and Sch 

ö ffer) in 1840 and in Haarlem, honoring the 

pretender to the crown Coster, in 1856; he stands there to this day, holding 

the letter “A.” 

In 1900, on the half-millennial anniversary of Gutenberg’s birth, Mainz 

held a four-day blow-out, which included an exhibit of printing in the local 

castle; music from H ä ndel, Weber, and Haydn; lectures; and a preview of the 

Gutenberg Museum, which would open a year later.  22    The New York Times covered the event with patronizing amusement at these Germans. “One 

could not help refl ecting as one passed through the decorated streets, gay 

with fl owers, fi r trees, and bunting, that it would take something more than 

gratitude to an inventor born 500 years ago to work an Anglo-Saxon crowd 

into a similar pitch of enthusiasm. But nothing was wanting here to make 

the festivity a brilliant success, and the Germans threw themselves into the 

whole affair with astonishing ardor and gayety. ” 23 
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By our time, sadly, the ardor has dimmed. Turnout for celebrations on 

the great man’s 600th birthday was disappointing. In 2018, on the 550th 

anniversary of his death, the Gutenberg Foundation in Mainz brought a 

referendum to the citizens to construct an addition to the museum—a Bible 

Tower,  as it became known—but it failed.  24  I had dinner in town afterwards 

with editors from the local newspaper, who lamented the inattention citizens 

of Mainz now give their most renowned son. Afterwards, we walked around 

the city and found the plaque that marks, with caveats, the location of the 

Gutenberghof. Today, the site is occupied by a dull, modern, orange building 

housing doctors’ offi ces and a pharmacy. Near the museum, I found a 

tattered poster—a broadside—promoting the failed referendum. “Much of 

the good that enriches life today comes from the ideas and drive of Johannes 

Gutenberg,” it said. “We should preserve such courage to think about the 

future.” After the failed referendum, the old museum, built in 1962, was 

found to be defi cient in its fi re protection, and so it must be rebuilt. With 

help from the state, a new and proper museum and memorial will be 

constructed,  with plans to open in 2026.  25 

 8 
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Two years after Fust and Sch ö ffer ended their Bible business with 

Gutenberg, they produced their masterpiece, the   Mainz Psalter , a 

book of psalms intended for use in worship. With it, they perfected 

the technique that had eluded them in Gutenberg’s Bible, printing in multiple 

colors: magisterial blue letters embedded inside red ornamentation 

immediately adjacent to black type, along with red capitals interspersed 

throughout the text. Given the complexity of the work, some suggest 

Gutenberg might have been involved in its development before their 

partnership dissolved. 

How Fust and Sch ö ffer managed the task has been the subject of much 

forensic analysis and speculation. In a 1950 book on Sch 

ö ffer’s work, 

Hellmut Lehmann-Haupt, former curator of rare books at Columbia 

University, laid out the latest beliefs about the   Psalter ’s production: The 

colored letters and decorations were printed at the same time as the black 

text. They likely had to be taken out of the form and inked separately from 

the text. The intricate decorations were thought to have been engraved in 

thin sheets of metal mounted on blocks.  1 The technique was no doubt too 

diffi cult, time-consuming, costly, and ineffi cient to be used at scale and so its 

use quickly diminished. The exquisitely colorful, illuminated manuscripts of 

the scribes devolved eventually into the dull but effi cient,  black-on-white 

uniformity of the modern printed book. “Color was a casualty of printing,” 

mourned the historian of medieval manuscripts Christopher de Hamel.  2 

Valerie Kirschenbaum, a New York City high school teacher and author of 

 Goodbye Gutenberg , lamented: “But when I think of Gutenberg, I think of 

black words wedged into a rectangle and printed uniformly on dull white 

paper. I think of the decline of illuminated manuscripts, of the black spell he 

cast upon our eyes, and of the annihilation of beauty. ” 3 

The books printed in the fi rst half-century of that progression from 

illuminated manuscript to manufactured book are known by book historians 

as the incunabula (Latin for swaddling or cradle). This period of printing’s 

infancy lasted from the beginning until 1500. In that time, Elizabeth 

Eisenstein estimated, by rough and contested calculation, eight million 
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books were printed, more than the scribes of Europe were said to have 

written in the prior twelve centuries.  4 

Fust died in Paris in 1466. When he fi rst brought Bibles for sale there, lore 

held that alarmed clerics called for his arrest, as so many holy works of such 

perfection and consistency must have been the craft of the devil. Perhaps 

this tale enhanced Fust’s reputation as the villain in Gutenberg’s story, 

leading to the also-mistaken belief that he was the inspiration for—or 

incarnation of—Dr. Faustus. After Fust’s death, his now-son-in-law Sch ö ffer 

took over their publishing house. One of his sons, Johann, managed the 

business in turn when Peter died in 1503, and Johann’s son Ivo ran the 

business until 1551—impressive longevity for a fi rst enterprise in a new 

industry. 

In his career, Peter Sch ö ffer published more than 250 works, designed 

multiple typefaces, and also helped build the trade for books by creating 

his own catalogues of titles and by selling other printers’ books. Lehmann-

Haupt analyzed Sch 

ö ffer’s production—half books, the rest broadsides, 

pamphlets, and indulgences—and was fascinated by what he chose to 

publish. “Here he was, equipped to print whatever the public demanded, 

at incredibly low prices, with practically no competition to fear and the 

whole of ancient and medieval literature to choose from. Literary property 

was free, there were no royalty or copyright considerations, no censorship 

regulations, no reviewers to fear or appease—a publisher’s paradise if 

ever there was one. ”  5 Three-quarters of Sch ö ffer’s titles were theological; others were legal, grammatical, or about current affairs (mainly the threat 

of the Turks), or served offi cialdom (for example, papal bulls and the 

reports of Emperor Maximilian’s coronation). He did not serve an audience 

of readers so much as he served buyers in institutions: monasteries, 

churches, princely and imperial government, courts, universities, and 

schools. 

Printing soon spread past Mainz as “the fi rst printers—the colleagues of 

Gutenberg and of Schoeffer, and later on their pupils—taught the craft of 

printing to all Europe,” said pioneering French historians of the book Lucien 

Febvre and Henri-Jean Martin. “It may appear to the 20th-century reader, 

accustomed to technical revolutions, that printing spread very slowly,” they 

wrote in 1971. “Yet when we think of the innumerable problems posed for 

the people of the 15th century by slow communications and a rudimentary 

technology; when we consider that in the years between 1450 and 1460 

only a handful of men based in a few workshops in Mainz were acquainted 

with the secrets of printing, itself a craft of considerable technical 

sophistication by contemporary standards; when we remember the multiple 

diffi culties that those who established new workshops had to overcome if 

they were to gather together the necessary raw materials (to take but one 

example—steel for the punch, copper for the moulds, a mixture of lead and 

tin for the type); when we take into account the shortage of technicians, of 
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engravers for the punch, of type-founders and of compositors—then it 

becomes evident that the spread of printing was far from slow. ” 6 

The technology of printing spread quickly indeed. But as subsequent 

pages will, I hope, make clear, its impact on the forms of text, on the uses of 

print, and society itself took a long time to play out. Internet technology has 

spread with similar speed. As for its forms, uses, and impact? Future 

generations will judge. 

- 

By 1460 Johann Mentelin was printing in Strasbourg, publishing the fi rst 

vernacular Bible in 1466. At the same time, Albrecht Pfi ster began printing 

in Bamberg using typefaces some attribute to Gutenberg; he was the fi rst 

printer known to include woodcut illustrations in printed books (one with 

fi ve,  another with more than 200).  7 After the archbishops’ war in Mainz, printing all but stopped in the city and the only known products of the press 

in 1463 and 1464 were broadsides printed for the rival sides.  8  Printers—

who would remain an itinerant lot—left and opened shops in Nuremberg, 

Cologne, Augsburg, Basel,  and Speyer.  9 “After the sacking of Mainz in 1462 

printers followed the trade-routes of Europe, particularly those leading 

south,” said S.H. Steinberg, “and within fi fteen years after Gutenberg’s death 

in 1468 printing-presses had been set up in every country of Western 

Christendom from Sweden to Sicily and from Spain to Poland and 

Hungary. ” 10  Printing was established in ninety cities by 1480,  growing to 

252 in the next two decades.  11 

Printing spread rapidly in Italy, where it developed a bold, new aesthetic. 

The   Catholicon ’s typography began a trend toward a more rounded letter, as 

did Sch ö ffer in his work about the same time. Conrad Sweynheym and 

Arnold Pannartz set up a shop in a Benedictine monastery near Rome in 

1464, where they printed a   Donatus  grammar and then Cicero in a yet-more-

readable typeface. German printers would stick with forms of gothic black-

letter for centuries. Meanwhile, Italy brought us pleasing roman typefaces 

modeled on the humanist Carolingian script, the fi rst from a Frenchman, 

Nicolas Jenson. He had worked in the French mint and, according to 

speculation and second-hand documentation, was dispatched by Charles VII 

to Mainz in 1458 to learn this new technology of printing, though there is no 

direct evidence that Jenson worked with Gutenberg. He next appeared in 

Venice in 1468, where in 1470 he cut a sublimely beautiful letter. 

Venice became the center of intellectual publishing and of business 

innovation thanks in great measure to Aldus Manutius, a humanist scholar 

and grammarian who came to the city in 1490, ten years after Jenson’s 

death. More than 200 presses had been in operation in Venice before him.  12 

Four years after arriving, Aldus began to publish the ancients in their original 

Greek. He commissioned a space-saving italic typeface, designed by 

Francesco Griffo, with which he published Latin classics (at fi rst only in 
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lower-case,  mixed with roman capitals).  13  He was the fi rst to print that most embattled piece of punctuation,  the semicolon. 

 14  And though he was a 

publisher and not a printer himself, Aldus oversaw the design of an aesthetic 

for the ages in his Aldine press. “The typographic masterpiece of the Aldine 

press was issued in 1499 in the famous   Hypnerotomachia Poliphili , a bizarre 

and curious mixture of pedantry and sensualism,” wrote Douglas McMurtrie. 

“Though no one takes the trouble to read the text of this extraordinary 

work any more, the volume itself, a folio of 234 leaves, displays a harmony 

of illustration and text which is truly amazing for its day and age and 

establishes it among the master works of printing of all ages. ”  15 

A key lesson from the early days of the Parenthesis is that in time, new 

technologies forge institutional change. Aldus created a new role and a new 

institution, raising this infant industry from mere manufacturing to 

publishing.  16  For him,  what mattered was not only what was published—

what was in demand in the market—but why it was published. The 

publisher’s task is to make judgments. To inform that judgment, Aldus 

surrounded himself with an intellectual salon, the Aldine Academy, inside 

his factory. “Scholars met at his home at a fi xed time each day to decide 

which texts were to be printed and which manuscripts to adopt,” said Febvre 

and Martin. “Among them were Venetian Senators, future prelates, 

professors, doctors and Greek scholars. ”  17 Aldus’ biographer, Martin Lowry, said his press room contained an “almost incredible mixture of the sweat 

shop, the boarding house and the research institute. ” 

 18  Aldus attracted 

Erasmus to Venice as an author and a member of the society of his shop, 

where the theologian worked for months correcting proofs of his text. 

Erasmus said Aldus was “building up a library which has no other limits 

than the world itself. ”  19 Aldus’ reputation spread far, bringing the burden of celebrity. “Nearly every hour comes a letter from some scholar and if I 

undertook to reply to them all I should be obliged to devote day and night 

to scribbling. Then through the day come calls of all kinds of visitors,” he 

complained to a friend. “I have now put a big notice on the door of my offi ce 

to the following effect ‘Whoever you are, you are earnestly requested by 

Aldus to state the business briefl y and to take the departure promptly.’ ”  20 

Venice was host not only to Greek and Latin publishing but also to the 

fi rst Hebrew Talmud, including a copy printed by Dutch immigrant Daniel 

Bomberg and commissioned by Henry VIII “to assist him in evaluating 

whether he should convert to Judaism to obtain a divorce. ”  21 And the city gave birth to the fi rst Qu’ran printed in Arabic, a fabled edition that was 

discovered by Italian scholar Angela Nuovo only in 1987. 

 22  The book 

appeared to be a test run for what its publishers hoped would be a grand 

enterprise. “Their attempt is a total fl op,” said Alessandro Marzo Magno, 

recounting a tale—perhaps a fable—for what allegedly came next: “The 

Sultan . . . considers the book the work of the devil, a blasphemy of the 

infi dels, and so he orders that the ship, with the printed copies of the book 
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and the characters used to print them, be accompanied out of port and 

scuttled in deep waters. ”  23 

Printing in Arabic brought practical complications. “Arabic caused great 

diffi culties in uniting the letters because of their different shapes, according 

to their position and ligatures: therefore the design of the type, the casting 

of very many different sorts, and fi nally the composition of the text, were all 

much more complicated than for other alphabets,”  Nuovo noted.  24  Printing 

in Arabic would not enter the Islamic world until 1706; it was authorized by 

Sultan Ahmed III—but only for other-than-sacred texts—in 1727. “Muslims 

demonstrated then, and later—until the eighteenth century—a great aversion 

to printing,” Nuovo said. “For the Arabs, the handwritten word was a 

vehicle of cultural unity, as well as an artistic and spiritual aesthetic sense.” 25 

Print’s progress around the world—to the Arab world, to England and 

North America, to India and Africa—was uneven. 

Venice claims the fi rst book printed in Armenian and the fi rst Bible in the 

vernacular, Italian, not to mention the fi rst printed cookbook, and the fi rst 

printed pornography (by Pietro Aretino, who published   Sonetti Lussuriosi 

or   Salacious Sonnets  in 1527).  26 Venice remained a publishing powerhouse, printing three times as many books as Rome and fi ve times more than 

Florence.  27 Why was Venice such a center for innovation? It could be the 

personalities who came there or its role as a locus of trade. I would like to 

think its freedoms were a factor. The Roman Church had to accommodate 

Venice’s government; humanist patricians fi nanced printing there; and the 

Inquisition came late. Thus, said Magno, “in the fi rst half of the sixteenth 

century freedom of the press will be nearly absolute. ”  28 

In France, where Fust and Sch ö ffer had been selling their books, the fi rst 

printing came not from independent publishers but from an institution, a 

university: the Sorbonne. “The fi rst printing venture in France derives its 

main interest from the fact that it was the fi rst enterprise in which the 

publisher held the whip-hand over the printer,” said Steinberg. In 1470, the 

university’s rector, Guillaume Fichet, and the librarian invited three Germans 

to set up shop and then dictated which books to publish and which 

typefaces—roman,  not gothic—to use.  29  Fichet understood the power of 

print. “Bacchus and Ceres were made divinities for having taught humanity 

the use of wine and bread,” he wrote. “Gutenberg’s invention is of a higher 

and more divine order. It enables all that has been thought and said, to be 

preserved and transmitted to posterity. ” 

 30  France—in Paris and Lyon—

stayed a publishing powerhouse through the sixteenth century. 

On the Iberian Peninsula, printing arrived in Spain in 1472 and—in 

Hebrew—in Portugal in 1487. In 1502, widespread censorship was imposed, 

forbidding the import of “false and defective” printed books, leading to a 

system of control by the inquisitor general, who drew up lists of forbidden 

titles. It was from the Iberian Peninsula that books came to the Americas. 

The fi rst press in the New World started work in 1539 in Mexico City, 
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printing books in Spanish and in native languages to further the Church’s 

crusade to convert the population. The fi rst press in North America came to 

Cambridge to serve Harvard in 1638, a century after Mexico’s press and a 

century and a half after printing began in England. 

England had lagged the Continent, for a number of reasons. It had no 

local paper production (and less linen with which to make it, since chilly 

Britons wore more wool). Andrew Pettegree said that because paper was 

imported and easily controlled, it was diffi cult to engage in clandestine 

publishing of more popular works. The nation’s population was small—

three million at the start of the sixteenth century—and much of that 

population was rural, in towns too small to support printers. Also, it had 

only two universities.  31 

When presses did arrive, England became the fi rst nation outside Germany 

where printing was introduced by a native, William Caxton. He began his 

work life as an apprentice to a wealthy mercer—a merchant, usually of 

fabric—and in 1441 sailed to the Low Countries, where, as a young man of 

about 20 he became an agent for mercers back home, rising to a position 

of prominence as Governor of the English Nation at Bruges with the status 

of a diplomat in 1463. Caxton gained a love of language, admiring Chaucer, 

who had “made fair our English.” He worried about the state of the tongue 

across his nation, where “common English that is spoken in one shire 

varyeth from another. ” 32  So he came to translate the courtly French romance 

 Recuyell of the Historyes of Troye , a collection of the histories of Troy, “to 

eschew sloth and idleness, which is mother and nourisher of vices, and to 

put myself into virtuous occupation and business. ”  33 Traveling to Cologne for a year and half, Caxton witnessed and learned the art of printing and 

then set up a printing press in Bruges, where he published his translation—

the fi rst book printed in English—starting in 1473. He next translated and 

printed   Game of Chess . 

In 1476, Caxton returned to England and set up shop near Westminster 

Abbey, where he printed an indulgence against the Turks issued by Sixtus IV. 

By 1478, he took on the ambitious work of publishing Chaucer’s   Canterbury 

 Tales . Caxton chose to use a variant of the black, gothic type of Germany 

rather than the roman typefaces of Italy; it was hardly beautiful. “Space and 

money were saved by having no punctuation and Caxton’s apparent lack of 

type often caused him to use ‘i’ and ‘y’ indiscriminately and to drop the fi nal 

‘e’ in a word,” Richard Deacon noted. “Caxton was a man in a hurry. He 

was a printer at war, fi rmly keeping his attention on the main task of 

propagating the English language in print. ”  34  Seventy-one of the 110 books 

he printed were in English, setting an example for the English industry: fi fty-

nine percent of the books printed before 1501 were in the vernacular (versus 

fewer than thirty percent in the rest of Europe).  35 

In the raw, Caxton’s own language appears transitional. The fi rst known 

advertisement in English, for one of his books, read: “If it plese any man 
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spirituel or temporel to bye ony pyes of two and thre commemoraios of 

Salisburi use empryntid after the forme of this preset lettre whiche ben wel 

and truly correct, late hym to come to Westmonester in to the almonry at the 

reed pale and he shal have them good chepe.” He nonetheless began a 

process of setting down and standardizing the language. His books would 

provide the fi rst known usage in English of more than 1,300 words.  36  The 

tongue would still evolve before reaching its pinnacle in the King James 

Bible in 1611, more than a century after Caxton’s death in 1491 or 1492. 

(Samuel Johnson’s dictionary was published in 1755.) After his death, 

Caxton’s magnifi cently monikered assistant, the Alsatian printer Wynkyn de 

Worde, continued the business, moving it to establish the heart of printing 

for four centuries on London’s Fleet Street (until torn asunder by Rupert 

Murdoch in 1986). 
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 The Troubles 

Things would seem to have been going swimmingly for Gutenberg’s 

new industry as it spread through Europe. But no. By the end of the 

century and the incunabular period, printers across Europe found 

they had more than met the demand for classical works, fl ooding the market 

and competing against themselves. Big books required big investment, and 

it was diffi cult to predict and fi nd markets for them. Excited by the novelty 

of print and the opportunities for found money, capital poured into the 

fl edgling industry at a level not justifi ed by the returns. Many printers went 

out of business. Printing in smaller towns consolidated into larger markets. 

Printers begged authorities for protection and subsidies. 

“The period from the end of the fi fteenth century to the beginning of the 

Reformation in Germany can be seen as a period of stagnation in the book 

trade,” said Hans-J ö rg K ü nast. “In the southern part of the Holy Roman 

Empire, one could even call it a crisis. The supply of both books and printers 

outweighed demand, a situation worsened in this region by wars, plague 

epidemics and infl ation. The book trade was repeatedly compromised by 

these setbacks.” One could be forgiven for seeing similarities with the year 

2000 tech bust in Silicon Valley: exuberant investment in the possibilities of 

new technology before proven need. “Print was,” said Andrew Pettegree, “to 

a large extent a technology looking for a purpose. ”  1  Said K ü nast: “The dire state of book printing around 1500 was well-expressed by a complaint from 

the Nuremberg printer and publisher Anton Koberger in May, 1500: ‘Our 

trade is in a bad way; I can’t turn a profi t from books anymore and my 

overhead costs are far too great.’ ”  2 

Then came salvation—for the printing industry, at least—in the person of 

Martin Luther. Never mind the debate regarding whether Luther did or did 

not nail his theses onto the wood of the door of the Wittenberg church in 

1517. The creak of the wooden press in Johann Rhau-Grunenberg’s all-too-

humble Wittenberg shop was heard louder than any hammer. Rhau-

Grunenberg’s printing was shoddy, but he was the only typesetter serving 

the new university where Luther taught, and so it is assumed he printed 

Luther’s theses: one early in 1517 against medieval scholasticism, which 
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Luther might have thought would be the more incendiary one, then another 

that fall enumerating the case against indulgences, with which the Church 

raised funds under the guise of selling salvation.  3 

The struggle over indulgences touches both Gutenberg and Mainz. 

Gutenberg and countless printers who followed him made good gulden 

from printing indulgences, some sold to subsidize local needs, such as 

building churches, and many more to raise armies to hold off the Turks in 

the decades after their conquest of Constantinople. In modern argot, printing 

made the business of indulgences scale. Single orders for indulgence 

certifi cates numbered as many as 200,000—jobs so large that work was 

likely divided among multiple printers.  4 Thus printing helped amplify the 

impact and avarice of the Church. The business of indulgences swelled in 

1476 when Sixtus IV declared that they could be purchased not just for the 

living sinner but also for departed kin biding time in purgatory. In 1515 Leo 

X ordered up indulgences to pay for the rebuilding of St. Peter’s in Rome. 

For many, this was the pitch too far. 

By this time, Pettegree said, indulgence fatigue had set in, and so the 

papal Curia, in an act of planned obsolescence, decreed that each new 

indulgence nullifi ed the effect of prior indulgences. Local authorities, 

especially in Germany, resented so much cash leaving their lands to enrich 

Rome. Corruption piled upon corruption when Albrecht, archbishop of 

Magdeburg, paid Rome for the privilege of taking on another archbishopric—

that of Mainz—and with it the elector’s seat. To sell his quota of indulgences, 

Albrecht hired a salesman extraordinaire, Johann Tetzel, as grand inquisitor 

of indulgences in Germany. It is he who was alleged to have chanted that “as 

soon as a coin in the coffer rings, the soul from purgatory springs.” It is he 

with whom Luther fi rst jousted in print. Luther was far from the only priest, 

bishop, prince, or theologian to object to sales of indulgences, but Luther 

was the one who set his objections in type. 

Early in 1517, Luther preached against indulgences. “Could an indulgence 

ensure passage to heaven? His answer was an emphatic no,” Pettegree said. 

“The imperfectly contrite have no right to indulgence; the perfectly contrite 

have no need of it. Here lies a hint of the radicalizing infl uence of Luther’s 

developing new doctrine of salvation. ”  5  Here was Luther framing his theology 

of   sola gratia, sola fi de, sola Christus, sola scriptura— salvation by grace alone, 

justifi cation by faith alone, through Christ and scripture alone—stripping the 

papacy and the Roman Church of their exclusive authority and power. 

On October 31, 1517, Luther posted his Ninety-fi ve Theses, also taking 

the bold move of sending them to Archbishop Albrecht, criticizing his traffi c 

in indulgences: “Now, I do not so much complain about the quacking of the 

preachers, which I have not heard”— referring to Tetzel, who had not been 

permitted to speak in Wittenberg—“but I bewail the gross misunderstanding 

among the people which comes from these preachers, and which they spread 

everywhere among common men.” Luther’s theses were quickly reprinted in 
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Nuremberg, in Latin and German, and in Leipzig and Basel, where Erasmus 

received a copy and sent it to his friend Thomas More. “With this pamphlet 

Luther’s theses entered the bloodstream of the European intellectual 

community,”  said Pettegree.  6 

Tetzel responded to Luther with 106 theses in Latin, in print; students in 

Wittenberg burned 800 copies when they entered town. Luther responded in 

turn, in print, with his   Sermon on Indulgence and Grace , a succinct statement 

in only twenty paragraphs. The thirteenth: “It is a grave error for anyone to 

think that they should aim to make satisfaction for their sins, when in fact 

God in His unfathomable grace always forgives those sins for free, desiring 

nothing in return except to live a good life from then on.” The fourteenth: 

“Indulgences do not help people to improve, but tolerate and condone 

imperfection in them. ”  7 The sermon went through twenty printings by 1520.  

A month after Luther fi rst published it, Tetzel responded with his   Rebuttal , 

in which he quoted all of Luther’s points, verbatim. “Thus, within this one 

volume, the two antagonists are locked in a fateful struggle, inextricably 

linked by their common German tongue,” wrote Dewey Weiss Kramer. In 

her translation of the   Rebuttal , Kramer took the opportunity to reassess 

Tetzel, who had been caricatured by history as the greedy, corrupt tool of 

Albrecht and Rome. “One hears a genuine concern for the salvation of souls, 

praise of God’s inestimable mercy, and a concern for the whole of 

Christendom,” said Kramer. Luther responded again and Tetzel responded 

once more, each in German,  each in print.  8 

In print, they conversed. 

Luther made a series of profound choices. The fi rst was to publish at all. 

His theses were intended for in-person, academic disputation, but Luther 

had his set on the page—which had considerable impact on the industry of 

print, creating a new and much larger audience. Next, he wrote in the 

vernacular, in German. Pettegree said this is the decision that may mark the 

true beginning of the Reformation. Luther had been at fi rst unnerved when 

his theses, written in Latin, had been translated into German and published 

by Nuremberg printer Conrad Scheurl. He realized the implications of print: 

that his words would be set down permanently and spread widely. Luther 

wrote the printer: “My purpose was not to publish them, but fi rst to consult 

a few of my neighbors about them, that thus I might either destroy them if 

condemned or edit them with the approbation of others. But now that they 

are printed and circulated far beyond my expectation, I feel anxious about 

what they may bring forth: not that I am unfavourable to spreading known 

truth abroad—rather this is what I seek—but because this method is not the 

best adapted to instruct the public. I have certain doubts about them myself, 

and should have spoken far differently and more distinctly had I known 

what was going to happen.” 9 

Publishing in the vernacular rather than the vulgate, Luther no longer 

wrote only for academic colleagues and church offi cials but for a public, 
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across the German-speaking lands. As I will explore later, the sociologist 

J ü rgen Habermas contended that the public sphere did not form until the 

eighteenth century, and many scholars agree. But here was Luther speaking 

directly with and thus forming a public as both audience and participant in 

the debate. He published on behalf of the public, defending their rights 

against what he saw as ecclesiastical fraud and promoting their value as 

Christians on equal footing with clergy. And by publishing in German—and 

especially translating the Bible into German—Luther began to standardize 

the language, linking together a loose collection of principalities and free 

cities that would not become a nation until 1871. 

One of Luther’s most important contributions to the development of 

media was to demonstrate its conversational nature. The tone Luther chose 

was polemical, aimed not only at attacking his opponents but also at exciting 

his audience, no doubt aware that a blunt and clear argument would have 

more impact than dry, scholarly exposition. “For a man in middle age, 

already twenty years into a successful and conventional career as preacher 

and theologian, this discovery of a popular voice was a quite extraordinary 

event; and one that truly shaped the Reformation,” wrote Pettegree and 

Matthew Hall.  10  Here,  for example, was Luther’s concluding paragraph 

from his   Sermon on Indulgence and Grace : “Even though I may well be 

branded a heretic by a number of people whose coffers are seriously damaged 

by these truths, I don’t pay much attention to such blather, especially since 

the only ones doing this are certain dark minds who have never been within 

smelling distance of the Bible, never read the Christian teachers, never 

understood their own teachers, but, under their tattered, threadbare 

opinions, are all but wasting away.” Tetzel’s response: “First, it is totally 

erroneous, and it requires no riddled brain to know who is a heretic.” Their 

words burned in text—and soon enough, each side burned the other’s pages. 

Luther’s arguments were brief and his publications short, fi lling  eight 

pages (a printer could churn out 500 copies in a day), making them 

inexpensive and quick to produce as pamphlets—in German,  Flugschrift , 

literally “fl ying type.” Pettegree estimated that six million copies of about 

6,000 distinct pamphlets were published in the eight years of the Lutheran 

Reformation “pamphlet moment” between 1518 and 1526. Luther worked 

in other genres as well, writing more than forty hymns and publishing them 

in 1524 in an early hymnal intended for church and home. By some estimates, 

three to four million hymnals were printed in Germany in the sixteenth 

century.  Song was critical in the growth of the Reformation.  11 

Luther’s words spread fast and far, making his writing, his voice, and his 

theology impossible to control for the institution he challenged. “The 

Reformation might have been stifl ed and suppressed had it not been for its 

powerful ally, the German pamphlet,” wrote Louise Holborn, noting the 

impact in turn on print. “For mass sale, quality had to be sacrifi ced  to 

quantity. Printing changed from an art satisfying in itself to a vehicle to 
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convey ideas and material. ”  12  In its adoption,  a technology shifts from one perceived role to another—here from art to communication, devotion to 

revolution—and it will shift countless times again, which is what makes it 

impossible to fully understand, judge, and control such a disruptive 

movement in its early days. 

Luther received no payment for his writing, believing he should not be 

paid for doing God’s work. Besides, copyright would not exist for another 

two centuries. Erasmus, on the other hand, did earn money from his writing, 

as likely the fi rst living author to do so.  13  Luther lured printers to Wittenberg to supplement the work of the humble Rhau-Grunenberg, of whose work he 

complained: “It is printed so poorly, so carelessly, and confusedly, to say 

nothing of bad typefaces and paper. Johann the printer is always the same 

old Johann and does not improve. ”  14  Nonetheless,  Luther supported Rhau-

Grunenberg and other local printers by allowing them to be the fi rst  to 

publish his works. Before 1517, Wittenberg’s printers turned out an average 

of eight books a year; after 1517 and until 1546, they produced ninety 

editions annually, adding up to three million copies, making their once-

humble town Germany’s largest publishing center.  15  Once published,  Luther knew others elsewhere would also print his words, as controversy bred 

celebrity. 

In certain lands and times where censorship and retribution ruled, the 

name of the author and the substance of Lutheran publications, along with 

the names of their printers, had to be masked for the safety of creators and 

readers. But the market also came to understand the value of Luther’s fame 

in propagating his work. In later publications, he would collaborate with his 

friend and ally in Wittenberg, the painter, print-maker, and briefl y printer 

Lucas Cranach. “Thanks to the woodcut portraits taken from Cranach’s 

sketches, Luther’s was soon one of the best-known faces in Europe,” 

Pettegree wrote in his study of Luther as brand. “Cranach’s artfully presented 

portrait iconography of the solitary inspired man of God did much to build 

the mystique of Luther. In an age where few outside the ranks of the ruling 

classes would ever have had their portrait taken, this gave Luther a celebrity 

status that greatly enhanced his aura. ”  16  Cranach would have a decisive role 

in setting a new standard for design in books and pamphlets, adding 

illustration and creating decorative title pages. Later, Luther’s followers 

were also credited with inventing the satirical cartoon.  17 

In June 1520, Pope Leo issued the bull   Exsurge Domine  against Luther 

to “condemn, reprobate, and reject completely the books and all the writings 

and sermons of the said Martin, whether in Latin or in any other language” 

and to forbid anyone “to read, assert, preach, praise, print, publish or defend 

them,”  further ordering them to be burned.  18  Luther publicly burned the 

document and wrote his response, 

 Against the Execrable Bull of the 

 Antichrist . Luther faced the pope’s emissaries and Emperor Charles V, was 

excommunicated and condemned, but survived to found his faith. Luther 
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had been likened by church authorities to earlier heretics, Jan Hus and John 

Wycliffe, the former burned alive and the latter exhumed and burned. Might 

those predecessors have persevered if they’d had the press? Certainly the 

press empowered Luther. In two years alone, 1518 and 1519, he wrote 

forty-fi ve works printed in 291 editions.  19 “Look at my work,” he preached in 1522, “have I not alone broken off more from the pope, bishops, priests, 

and monks with my words than up to now all emperors, kings, and princes 

could do with all their forces. ”  20 

The disruption brought by Luther and those who followed him did not 

stop at wars of words. It led to years—one could say centuries—of armed 

warfare. One of Luther’s disciples, Thomas M ü ntzer, carried Luther’s beliefs 

to extremes, throwing out the Latin liturgy, publishing his own revolutionary 

texts (railing against “donkey fart” and “scrotum like” doctors of theology), 

leading iconoclastic purges of religious art, and inspiring a peasants’ revolt, 

which in 1525 rose to become the largest rebellion in Europe before the 

French Revolution. Though in their printed manifesto the peasants did 

demand the right to appoint their priests, this was not just a religious war. It 

was also the explosion of a long-simmering economic struggle against 

serfdom and control of property. Latter-day communists would honor 

M ü ntzer as the leader of an early bourgeois revolution (picturing him on 

currency in East Germany). Luther, appalled at losing control of his 

movement and frightened at the violence he feared he had spawned, 

published an   Admonition to Peace  and, that failing, attacked the peasants in 

 Against the Robbing and Murdering Hordes of Peasants , painting himself as 

a reactionary so soon after sparking his own revolution.  21  Between 100,000 

and 300,000 peasants were massacred and their war was soon lost. 

Neither princes nor aristocrats nor bishops nor popes—nor Luther 

himself—could contain what he and the press had loosed. The Reformation 

spread under various leaders with differing doctrines. Some, like Erasmus, 

remained within the Church. He was producing books long before Luther 

and would become the second most published author in the period. His 

1511   In Praise of Folly  was a best-seller. The year before Luther posted his 

theses, Erasmus issued his translation of the Bible—about the time Luther 

reached out to Erasmus through an intermediary to admire but also question 

his work. Over time, the two ended up dueling in print, Erasmus criticizing 

Luther in   On Free Will  in 1524, Luther responding in   On the Bondage of 

 the Will , and Erasmus countering once more in   Hyperaspistes  the next 

year—conversing via the press. 

At this time, Erasmus was working on his books with the printer Johann 

Froben, staying in Froben’s Basel home and editing in the print shop. In a 

fi rst known description of the process of printing, a 1534 letter from scholar 

and statesman Viglius Zuichemus reported on a visit to Froben’s shop and 

all the jobs undertaken there: cutter of types, founder of types, compositor, 

pressman, folder of paper, and corrector, a “function generally entrusted to 
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some scholar. . . . And this task Erasmus of Rotterdam himself (to whom the 

Frobenian Printing-house owes its fi rst fame) did not scorn to undertake: as 

a result of which his works saw the light all the more correctly. ” 22  Froben 

had published Luther, to considerable success, but an alarmed Erasmus 

urged him to stop. “Any further airing of Luther’s views could provoke a 

crackdown that might well undermine [Erasmus’] own more gradual efforts 

at reform,” wrote Michael Massing. “This put Froben in a diffi cult  spot. 

Erasmus was his premier writer and the main source of his reputation as 

Europe’s leading publisher. But the Luther collection [  Ad Leonem X ] had 

sold faster than anything of Erasmus’s, and the market for this fresh new 

voice seemed huge.” Erasmus stood fi rm and threatened to leave Froben. 

Erasmus prevailed and Froben relented, dropping Luther. “It would prove a 

fateful decision—for Froben, not Luther,” Massing said. “With so many 

presses now in operation, Froben’s withdrawal simply left the fi eld open to 

others, and new editions of   Ad Leonem X  soon appeared in Strasbourg, 

Antwerp, Vienna, and beyond. More generally, the printing industry as a 

whole was about to undergo a dramatic transformation, leaving Froben—

and Erasmus—behind.” 

Erasmus feared Rome’s revenge, but it was the spread of Lutheranism 

that was more profoundly felt in Basel as iconoclasts set off sprees of 

destruction in churches, demanded the end of the Mass, and required that 

the city offi cially join the Reformation. In 1529, Erasmus left the city. In his 

last letter to Luther in 1525, Erasmus had stormed: “What distresses me, as 

it distresses all decent people, is the fact that because of your arrogant, 

insolent, and turbulent personality you cause a fatal dissension that unsettles 

the whole world, you expose good men and lovers of the humanities to the 

fury of the Pharisees, and you arm wicked and rebellious men for 

revolution. ”  23 Though Erasmus’ writing was also condemned by the Church, 

he did not leave its priesthood. It is often said that Erasmus laid the egg that 

Luther hatched. 

Print’s best customer had been the Catholic Church, until it wasn’t. 

Lutheranism and the various Protestant offshoots became better business. In 

due time, Catholic leaders tried to use print to battle all these heresies, but 

not as quickly and as aggressively as they could have. “The Roman 

establishment clung to the notion that there was no good in arguing with 

heretics,” said Christoph Volkmar. “In their eyes, even defying Luther would 

compromise the  

 magisterium  of the Church.” Eventually, in 1559, the 

Church would respond to Luther and other heretics by establishing the 

 Index Librorum Prohibitorum  (  Index of Prohibited Books ). 

- 

It may be tempting to ask whether the new technology of printing by its 

nature favored Protestants over Catholics, insurgents over incumbents. 

(Does talk radio favor conservatives and television liberals? What of the 
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internet?) But it would be a mistake to ascribe a character to the machine or 

its product. The opportunities printing presented were exploited by the 

establishment and the revolutionaries, each contending for control. 

At the International Journalism Festival in Perugia, Italy, in 2019, I 

debated with a German regulator about the internet’s freedoms and joked 

that we probably have much disruption still ahead of us: As Europe faced 

the Thirty Years’ War more than 150 years after Gutenberg, perhaps our 

war of the net is yet to come. With not a gram of irony, my opponent chided 

me,  saying it was too soon to joke about a war that ended in 1648.  24  Perhaps 

he was right, for it can be argued that this struggle over religion, which 

eventually broke out into a war that reset borders and realigned power 

throughout Europe, is still being fought to this day. The press did not cause 

it; neither did Luther alone. The tensions that existed over the power of the 

church, over territorial jealousies, and over economic inequity were present 

long before. Luther was one of many agents to identify the hunger for 

change and who used the press to make his case and convince his public. 

Printing was the expression of freedom. It was also the expression of the 

market. In the Low Countries, printers experimented with specialties: chivalric 

romances and moralities in the south, school books and theology elsewhere. 

When initial demand was met and markets shrank, printing consolidated into 

larger cities. Then new markets beckoned as censorship in some countries 

drove business to lands with press freedom. “When the English authorities 

moved to impede publication of evangelical texts, Antwerp became a major 

centre of production for Protestant works in English, destined for clandestine 

distribution across the Channel,” Pettegree reported. “Lutheran books were 

also published in Danish, for export north, and the ban on the publication of 

Protestant Bibles in Paris opened up a further lucrative French market.” And 

there was a strong local market for Reformation literature; eight of Luther’s 

works were published in Dutch during his lifetime. Antwerp printers worked 

in fi fteen languages and had the advantage of ready capital in a rich trading 

city. Though Charles V tried to control evangelical publishing—the printer 

Adriaen van Berghen was banished from Antwerp and later beheaded for 

printing Protestant works—evangelical printing persisted.  25 

In his book on Dutch publishing,  Printed Pandemonium , Michel Reinders 

instructed that the disorganized civil structure of the Netherlands—as in 

Germany—made it diffi cult to impose centralized control of printing, as was 

possible in France or England. “One cannot ascribe to the Dutch an innate 

love for freedom of speech, or freedom of the press,”  Reinders maintained.  26 

Perhaps because of freedom seized rather than freedom granted, or perhaps 

because of economic advantage, the Low Countries in any case became—as 

Pettegree and coauthor Andrew der Weduwen called the Dutch market in 

the title of their book—  The Bookshop of the World .  27 

Dialogue in print and with the public resulted not only in provocation 

and polemic, but it also aided the cause of advancing knowledge. “Sixteenth-
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century editors and publishers, who served the Commonwealth of Learning, 

did not merely store data passively in compendia. They created vast networks 

of correspondents, solicited criticism of each edition, sometimes publicly 

promising to mention names of readers who sent in new information or who 

spotted errors which would be weeded out.” So said Elizabeth Eisenstein, 

who cited the example of Abraham Ortelius’ the   Theatrum Orbis Terrarum , 

considered the fi rst atlas, published in Antwerp in 1570. Readers and 

cartographers contributed corrections as well as their own maps. Other 

publishers inspired readers to embark on research projects and expeditions, 

with naturalists sending in reports and even samples of fl ora. Collaborative 

data collection benefi ted zoology, bibliography, art history, literary studies. 

“Thus,” Eisenstein said, “a knowledge explosion was set off. ”  28 

The spread of printing coincided with the ability of publishers to fi nd 

new forms, new genres, and new customers—past religious and humanistic 

titles for offi cial markets (church and civic) to novels, essays, romances, and 

reference, legal, and medical books. As Robert Darnton observed: “Before 

this   ‘Leserevolution’  [reading revolution], readers tended to work laboriously 

through a small number of texts, especially the Bible, over and over again. 

Afterwards, they raced through all kinds of material, seeking amusement 

over edifi cation. The shift from intensive to extensive reading coincided with 

a desacralization of the printed word. ”  29  Innovation followed.  
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 Creation  with  Print            

A century and a half after the invention of print came an astonishing 

cascade of invention   with  print: the birth of the modern novel, the 

conception of the essay, the development of a market for printed 

plays, and the debut of the newspaper—all occurring within years of each 

other at the turn of the seventeenth century. 

Why did it take so long after Gutenberg for these ideas to come to life? 

Was the passage of so many generations required to overcome the refl ex to 

protect incumbent power? Was time needed to stop envisioning the future 

only in the analog of the known? Did this innovation await other 

developments to make it possible—for example, the establishment of postal 

systems to provide both material and distribution for new kinds of books 

and news? Did these new genres require as prerequisite a virtuous spiral of 

reading: print spurring a rise in literacy suffi cient to support a market for 

print? One might wonder whether the Early Modern world had to endure 

its era of volcanic change—the Reformation, the Thirty Years’ War—to 

clear the way for new invention. Did the Renaissance and Reformation alter 

society’s sense of individuality and expression and open the imagination to 

what was possible in text? Did the artistic spirit of the Renaissance inhabit 

the souls of not just painters, sculptors, and musicians but fi nally writers? 

Did the culture of the time need to move past the humanistic, backward-

facing adoration of antiquity before being able to strike new paths to the 

future? Or was it the dawning realization among monarchs and popes that 

they could not control the fruits of Gutenberg’s invention that fi nally made 

way for freedom of expression in the medium? 

Perhaps specialization in the fi eld created an environment to support 

experimentation and innovation. The job of printer was splitting into multiple, 

discrete roles and enterprises: printer, publisher, bookseller, editor, author. 

Publishers and printers themselves began to concentrate on different forms of 

print—books, pamphlets, broadsides, and newspapers; different genres—

nonfi ction,  fi ction, verse, drama, and various ephemera; different topics—

religion, news, law, science, literature; and different customers—academics, 

offi cials, business people, or casual readers. 
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Note well that in this period and for another two centuries, the technology 

of print essentially did not change. So maybe what was needed was for the 

technology to become commonplace, taken for granted, allowing creators to 

concentrate their imaginations not on the machine but on what they could 

do with it. “Communications tools don’t get socially interesting until they 

get technologically boring,” wrote New York University’s Clay Shirky. “The 

invention of a tool doesn’t create change; it has to have been around long 

enough that most of society is using it. It’s when a technology becomes 

normal, then ubiquitous, and fi nally so pervasive as to be invisible, that the 

really profound changes happen. ”  1 

Here I will call upon the intertwined stories of authors credited as the 

fi rst modern writers, even the fi rst modern personages, each of whom 

examined the self and its contradictions, in print, for publics. 

- 

Scholars still debate how much interest Shakespeare took in printing and how 

much interest publishers took in him. Lukas Erne, who studied the relationship, 

concluded they were important to each other. “As early as the 1590s, we can 

witness a process of legitimation of dramatic publications leading to their 

establishment as a genre of printed texts in its own right rather than as a pale 

refl ection of what properly belongs to the stage,”  he wrote.  2 

And so—pardon me—the stage was set for playwrights to appear both in 

the theater and on the printed page. “Shakespeare was a man of the theater 

who wrote plays for the stage, but he was also a dramatist and poet who 

wanted to be read and who witnessed his rise as print-published author,” 

said Erne. “While the theater made Shakespeare rich, the printing press 

ensured the survival of his works and made possible his posthumous rise to 

world-wide fame. ”  3  Shakespeare is important to the story of the book as a 

bridge in the long transition from performance to print, and from oral to 

textual culture. 

As I will explore later, the modern sense of copyright and of ownership of 

creativity as property did not emerge in law for another century, in the early 

1700s. In the England of Shakespeare’s time, the printing of books was 

governed by monopolies granted for certain works by the Stationers’ 

Company, which was charged as an extra-governmental body with 

overseeing both the trade of printing and the content of books. Plays were 

controlled by theatrical companies that performed them and some historians 

believe these companies had no interest in seeing plays printed, for fear they 

would be pirated on others’ stages. 

The fi rst known book of Shakespeare’s to be published was the narrative 

poem “Venus and Adonis,” registered with the Stationers’ Company on 

April 18, 1593, just as the Bard was turning twenty-nine. By that time, he 

had a career as playwright, actor, and shareholder in his theater company, 

known as the Lord Chamberlain’s Men and later the King’s Men. His plays 
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soon followed to the press. “Pick up one and its distinctive features will 

probably be bad paper, wretched type, and careless and slovenly press-

work,” wrote H.R. Plomer. Regarding   Romeo and Juliet : “Never was a 

masterpiece ushered into the world in a worse manner. The printer started 

with a type which, in spite of its worn condition, was fairly readable, but 

before he had half fi nished the work, he substituted a very much smaller and 

even more worn fount. The compositor’s work was of the worst description, 

reversed letters and mis-readings being sprinkled over every page. ”  4  Then 

there is the infamous “bad quarto” of   Hamlet , to wit:

 To be or not to be, I there’s the point 

 No, to sleepe, to dreame, I mary there it goes,  

 For in that dreame of death when wee awake,  

 And borne before an everlasting Judge,  

 From whence no passenger ever retur’nd,  

 The undiscovered country, at whose sight 

 The happy smile, and the accursed damn’d.  

Plomer excused the printers, explaining that most of them suffered because 

they did not hold lucrative licenses to print the schoolbooks   Accidence  and 

the   Grammar  and “found it nearly impossible to make a living by their 

trade. The printers were thus compelled to seek work that was out of the 

reach of the monopolists. ”  5  Such as plays.  

But they were not merely scraping barrels for content; they were building a 

profi table business in printed plays, and Shakespeare was a leading light in the 

market. Publishers—who, distinct from printers, took on the role of managing 

intellectual property—risked capital to publish Shakespeare’s books.  6  One of 

those publishers, Edward Blount, also produced fi rst English translations of 

Cervantes’   Don Quixote  and Montaigne’s   Essays . Shakespeare himself had 

limited control over the printing of his works. Often plays were published 

without authors’ names. Once Shakespeare’s name proved to be marketable, 

it was purloined to appear on some works he had little to do with, such as a 

collection of poems entitled   The Passionate Pilgrim . Shakespeare apparently 

expressed his displeasure, for his name disappeared from a subsequent edition, 

which Erne cited as evidence of the Bard’s concern for his reputation.  7 

“In the year 1600 Shakespeare was the best-published writer in London,” 

said Douglas Bruster.  8  Between 1593,  when playhouses reopened after a 

closing forced by the plague, and 1616, when Shakespeare died, sixty-fi ve 

editions of his plays and poems were published; eighteen of the thirty-nine 

plays attributed to him were published while he lived. In that period, forty-

fi 

ve of the 263 playbooks published—seventeen percent—were by 

Shakespeare, far more than the proportion of his plays on stage, Erne 

calculated. More than half his plays were reprinted in at least a second 

edition to meet continuing demand. “Quite clearly,” said Erne, “Shakespeare, 
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in many ways, was not just one playwright among many, providing scripts 

for an entertainment industry, but an exceptionally successful dramatist 

who had his plays printed and reprinted like no one else. ”  9  Bruster asserted 

that Shakespeare was sensitive to the market’s tastes, for as they bought 

more of his verse than his prose,  he responded by writing more verse.  10 

Together, Shakespeare and his publishers had to overcome literary 

prejudice. Sir Thomas Bodley, who rebuilt Oxford University’s library, which 

had been gutted in the Reformation, decreed that the institution that would 

later bear his name should not collect “such bookes as almanackes, plais, & 

an infi nit number, that are daily printed, of very unworthy maters & 

handling.” He called plays “riff-raff” and wrote in a 1612 letter to the fi rst 

keeper of the library: “Happely some plaies may be worthy the keeping: but 

hardly one in fortie. ”  11 

It is against such a tide that Shakespeare and his publishers used the press 

to build a successful and soon-respected genre of plays in print. After 

Shakespeare’s death, his two fellow actors and shareholders in their theater 

company, John Heminges and Henry Condell, paid him the tribute of 

superseding all the sloppy printing that had come before by compiling 

correct and full versions of most of his plays into the fabled First Folio 

edition, published in 1623 by Edward Blount and William and Isaac Jaggard, 

who printed it. In their introductory letter to readers, Heminge and Condell 

wrote that his plays “have had their triall alreadie” on stage and now would 

appear properly in print. “Reade him, therefore; and againe, and againe: 

And if then you doe not like him, surely you are in some manifest danger, 

not to understand him. ”  12 

- 

Miguel de Cervantes sought success as a poet and playwright. Instead, he is 

credited with creating the modern novel. In   The Man Who Invented Fiction: 

 How Cervantes Ushered in the Modern World , William Egginton wrote that 

Cervantes brought empathy born of his life’s experience to an Early Modern, 

humanistic ethic of valuing the individual. He created a form of writing that 

allowed the reader to at once witness characters’ actions and interrogate their 

inner thoughts. He taught readers to understand a situation from confl icting 

perspectives. “We ask of fi ction not whether it is true, but what would it be 

like for us if it were true,” Egginton said. “For fi ction is not a picture of the 

world; it is a picture of how we, and others, picture the world; the truths it 

tells are not the factual ones of history, or the more philosophical ones of 

poetry; but the subjective truths that can be revealed only when we suspend 

our disbelief and imagine ourselves as someone completely different. ”  13 

Cervantes lived the lives of a dozen men. The stuttering son of a struggling 

doctor, he went to study with the Jesuits and fell in love with poetry. As a 

young man, he injured an opponent in a duel, was sentenced to ten years’ 

banishment and the loss of his right hand, escaped Spain to Italy, joined the 
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army and fought heroically as a harquebusier, was injured and permanently 

lost the use of his left hand. “I lost the movement of my left hand,” he said, 

“for the greater glory of my right. ”  14  He was taken prisoner by Barbary 

pirates and enslaved for fi ve years under Hasan Pasha, a zealous Venetian 

convert to Islam. While in bondage in Algiers, he attempted multiple foiled 

escapes, learning to see the world through a quite different lens, and 

gathering material for poems, plays, and stories in novels to come. Cervantes 

was fi nally ransomed, returning to Spain after a decade away. He tried for 

years to gain an appointment by the crown but failed. He took jobs as a spy 

and a tax collector that were worse than thankless. He spent much of his life 

in debt and some time in prison for trying to collect others’ debts, where he 

again saw life through unfortunates’ eyes. 

Being able to put thoughts in the minds and mouths of his characters was 

a necessary skill for a writer in the time of the Inquisition, as it let Cervantes 

safeguard dangerous words in the minds of fools. (Erasmus did likewise in 

 The Praise of Folly , though that did not save him from being added to the 

Vatican’s   Index of Forbidden Books .) Cervantes was writing prose in a time 

when the Church in Spain “vigorously opposed such new trends in writing, 

claiming that the reading of imaginative fi ction undermined the moral fi bre of 

society,” said Cervantes’ biographer Donald McCrory.  15  Cervantes gave moral 

lessons to his readers—“tasty and morally benefi cial fruit,”  in his words  16 —

and had his Knight of the Mournful Countenance speak to power. But 

Egginton added: “Cervantes doesn’t merely mock the foolish; he understands 

them. And he understands them because he recognizes himself in them.” Thus 

he “puts words both praising individual deeds of bravery and condemning the 

modern practice of warfare into the mouth of an errantly foolish knight 

capable of moments of great wisdom and lucidity. Clearly Cervantes was 

justly proud of the valor that led him to face death and survive; but just as 

clearly these words spring forth from a fi gure who is comical in his devotion 

to ideals that the world around him fails to value or even to recognize. ”  17 

Egginton further proposed that Cervantes could “juxtapose ideals and 

their inevitable disappointment” to demonstrate empathy for different 

points of view, which “in turn animated the characters he created, pulling 

them into relief by virtue of the difference between their views and those of 

their counterparts. ” 

 18  In such dialectics,  he offered the nuance and the 

learning fi ction affords. Said McCrory: “To be virtuous, Cervantes would 

argue, the individual has to know and be exposed to its opposite. ”  19 

Like Shakespeare, Cervantes straddled stage and page. He said he wrote 

twenty to thirty plays—including one about his time in captivity, 

 The 

 Business of Algiers —but most are lost. Though he believed he had the power 

in theater as in fi ction “to portray the imaginings and hidden thoughts of the 

soul, ”  20  and though he saw the stage as more profi table, he came to extol the advantage of taking time to read, “so that what is seen in a hurry and hidden 

or misunderstood when it is performed can be read slowly. ” 

 21  Like 
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Shakespeare, Cervantes was a bridge from oral to textual, creating a form 

that—though read aloud in many a tavern and home—was destined fi rst for 

the page and the eye. 

Cervantes wrote the fi rst book of   Don Quixote  in 1605, followed by his 

dozen short stories, the   Exemplary Novellas , in 1613, and fi nally the second 

book of   Quixote  in 1615. His publisher, Francisco de Robles, Madrid’s 

leading publisher and the third generation of a family in the book trade 

since the 1550s, hired Juan de la Cuesta to print the fi rst book, which went 

on sale in Robles’ three shops. It sold so well that Robles had the printer 

begin work on a second edition; the two together sold more than 3,500 

copies, impressive at a time when press runs usually ran below 1,000. 

Though his novel was successful, Cervantes remained in debt. 

- 

Michel de Montaigne is credited with creating an ultimate expression of 

individuality, the essay. Just as Cervantes was self-aware about the pioneering 

status of his invention, so was Montaigne. He could claim not only the 

invention of a genre but the coinage of its name. Montaigne labeled his 

pieces   essais  after the French word meaning a trial, an attempt, an experiment. 

More than that—according to the headline of a   New Yorker  essay about 

him and the title of a Michael Barry play—he was   The First Modern Man . 

Leonard Woolf called him “the fi rst completely modern man in his intense 

awareness of and passionate interest in the individuality of himself and of all 

other human beings. ”  22 

Montaigne had no models for what he was concocting, said Barry Lydgate, 

“for no earlier writer had attempted the creation of such a public self-

image. . . . Montaigne’s innovation in 1580 was to break with the tradition 

of collective participation and to address precisely the singular consciousness 

of the reader. ” 23 Thus it was not Montaigne’s individualism that mattered so much as yours, his reader’s. In his beautiful essay on essays, “Montaigne; or, 

the Skeptic,” Ralph Waldo Emerson called him “the frankest and honestest 

of all writers,” and then leavened his praise with a caveat, crowning him also 

“this prince of egotists. ”  24  In a mix of humility and hubris,  Montaigne said of his own creation: “Finding myself quite empty, with nothing to write 

about, I offered myself to myself as theme and subject matter. It is the only 

book of its kind in the world, in its conception wild and fantastically 

eccentric. Nothing in this work of mine is worthy of notice except that 

bizarre quality, for the best craftsman in the world would not know how to 

fashion anything remarkable out of material so vacuous and base. ”  25 

Montaigne was hardly everyman. A French nobleman with a large 

inheritance, he was a confi dant of kings, peacemaker in the midst of 

Catholic-Protestant strife, twice mayor of Bordeaux, raised to speak Latin 

as his mother tongue, and able to afford the luxury of closing himself off in 

a garret library on his estate to think and write. Yet in Montaigne, so many 
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see themselves. Said Sarah Bakewell in her lovely   How to Live, or, A Life of 

 Montaigne , “The   Essays  is thus much more than a book. It is a centuries-

long conversation between Montaigne and all those who have got to know 

him: a conversation which changes through history, while starting out afresh 

almost every time with that cry of ‘How did he know all that about me?’ ”  26 

Emerson said of fi rst reading the book: “I remember the delight and wonder 

in which I lived with it. It seemed to me as if I had myself written the book, 

in some former life, so sincerely it spoke to my thought and experience. ”  27 

Wrote Stefan Zweig: “Here is a ‘you’, in which my ‘I’ is refl ected, here the 

distance between one epoch and another is expunged. This is not a book I 

hold in my hands, this is not literature or philosophy, but a man to whom I 

am a brother, a man who counsels me, consoles me, a man whom I understand 

and who understands me. When I pick up the Essais, the printed paper 

dissolves in the half-light of the room. ”  28 

Bloggers claim Montaigne as their patron saint; worse, Andrew Sullivan 

claimed Montaigne as a blogger.  29 Thus Montaigne makes it seem to us that 

all our lives are worth thick books of refl ection. But he did not intend to open 

a spillway of content upon the world. “Montaigne was acutely aware that 

printing, far from simplifying knowledge, had multiplied it, creating a fl ood 

of increasingly specialized information without furnishing uniform procedures 

for organizing it,” said Lydgate. “Montaigne laments the chaotic proliferation 

of books in his time and singles out in his jeremiad a new race of ‘  escrivains 

 ineptes et inutiles ’ ‘inept and useless writers’ on whose indiscriminate 

scribbling he diagnoses a society in decay. . . . ‘Scribbling seems to be a sort of 

symptom of an unruly age.’ ”  30 The internet, with its endless supply of blogs, social media, newsletters, podcasts, and hot takes, releases a similar bounty 

or scourge, depending on your view, of fresh scribbling. 

Shakespeare and Cervantes spoke through the masks of characters in 

plays or on pages. Montaigne had the curious courage to speak as himself, 

to examine and criticize himself, simply to be himself, which was all the 

more remarkable because he did so in public. What public, exactly? He said 

in his opening letter to the reader that “I have dedicated this book to the 

private benefi t of my friends and kinsmen, so that, having lost me (as they 

must do soon) they can fi nd here again some traits of my character and of 

my humours. ”  31  He soon saw he was speaking to a wider world.  “Amusing 

notion: many things that I would not want to tell anyone, I tell the public; 

and for my most secret knowledge and thoughts I send my most faithful 

friends to the bookseller’s shop. ”  32  Montaigne was self-aware not merely of 

his quirks, habits, tastes, and faults. He was cognizant of the effect writing 

had on his thought; that is what marks him as the man of print, as modern. 

“Montaigne’s fascination with process as distinct from product (it is the feel 

and texture of refl ection, rather than the assembled results, that one fi nds 

portrayed in the   Essais ) reveals a writer gifted with unprecedented sensitivity 

to the mysteries of writing,” said Lydgate. “The fi xity and permanence of 
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printed texts reinforce the thematic unity already implicit in the notion of 

a book. Ideas in print look like ideas in defi nitive shape; they share 

automatically in the fi nality and durability of the medium. ”  33 

Montaigne’s process was fascinating, as revealing as it is mysterious, for 

he saw his words in print as at once permanent yet plastic. He began writing 

the same year that Simon Millanges opened a print shop in Bordeaux. It is 

believed that Montaigne helped fi nance the fi rst printing of the   Essays ’ fi rst 

two volumes, at least by buying two cartloads of paper. 

 34  Soon after 

publishing the fi rst edition in 1580, he began writing more essays. In 1588, 

he offered a third volume with thirteen new chapters and made 600 changes 

in the fi rst two volumes, rarely if ever correcting himself but instead adding 

new and sometimes contradictory thoughts. “I never correct my fi rst 

thoughts by second ones—well, except perhaps for the odd word, but to 

vary it, not to remove it. I want to show my humors as they develop, 

revealing each element as it is born. ”  35 A posthumous 1595 edition added 

yet another raft of changes. 

A commercial interpretation of his revisions is that by substantially 

changing his text, Montaigne was able to receive new, ten-year licenses for 

the original book. Another view is that this was a way to keep creative 

command over his thoughts, for he was conscious of “mortgaging his work 

to the world” in a book and losing grasp of it, even rights to it; by revision 

he maintained control.  36  Most likely, he was seeking to perfect his life’s work or to perfect himself, growing alongside his text to reveal development in his 

thought. He acknowledged the recursive impact of publishing on himself: “I 

no more made my book than my book made me. ”  37  He was very much a 

man of the book, a creation a century and a half in the making. 

- 

Dror Wahrman labeled the period of invention that spawned Shakespeare, 

Cervantes,  and Montaigne at the turn of the seventeenth century print 2.0,  38 

mimicking the internet neologism web 2.0, coined in 2004 by tech publisher 

Tim O’Reilly,  39  who claimed that the web—made available to the public only 

a decade before—was already entering its next generation. Some might say this 

is evidence of the speed of the technological era—that what took a century and 

a half in print came in only a decade online. But I say that is just the hubris of 

the present tense and our age. Technology might spread quickly but the change 

it brings is not so swift, except in the perception of those in the midst of it. 

We would do well to follow the example of those who took a technology 

that had become everyday and used it to create daring new forms, new 

genres, new cultural institutions. Said Marshall McLuhan: “Indirect 

comment on the effects of the printed book is available in abundance in the 

work of Rabelais, Cervantes, Montaigne, Swift, Pope, and Joyce. They used 

typography to create new art forms. ”  40  Have we yet created truly new art 

forms with the net? 

 1 1 

 The Birth of the Newspaper 

To our eyes, it might seem self-evident that one could take this 

invention, printing, and use it to inform readers of what is happening 

in their communities and in the world. Yet the fi rst  regularly 

published newspaper using Gutenberg’s movable type was not founded until 

a century and a half after the Bible. In 1605, Johann Carolus had the idea to 

take the handwritten newsletters he was already selling to a small group of 

subscribers and print them, so he could sell more. 

From the fi rst, printing produced more than books. In the study of book 

history, these other forms—posters, ads, proclamations, and news—are 

called ephemera. Though fl eeting, they were key to the success and survival 

of printing shops, giving their proprietors more products to sell and jobs 

with sure revenue. Such work required less capital investment, time, and risk 

than weighty book projects. 

Some of these ephemera changed lives in profound ways, as printing 

helped establish bureaucracies and served commerce. “Individuals and groups 

were bound, freed and defi ned by printed and fi lled-in forms of understanding 

and obligation. People were baptized, married and buried by forms and 

documents; and eighteenth-century fi 

nance, commerce and industry 

proceeded on a raft of printed and blank chits, certifi cates, and authorizations,” 

wrote James Raven. There were “bills of exchange, remittance and retail 

vouchers, mortgage and share certifi cates, insurance policies and receipts of 

deposit and credit, passports, settlement papers, social tickets and the like.” 

As Raven cautioned, though: “A more organized world was not necessarily, 

of course, a more liberated world. Indeed, the collection of information, from 

civic and fi scal enumeration to the civil registration of familial (or what 

demographers call ‘vital’) events represented a new ordering, social 

arrangement, and ‘control’ that linked intolerance with modernity, 

regimentation with progress. ”  1  Print made possible the structured collection 

and preservation of standardized information, of data, at scale. 

Printing was indeed used to tell citizens, communities, and nations what 

was happening around them, only at fi rst without the form of the newspaper 

and the independent intermediary of the journalist. Gutenberg and Fust 

83

84

INSIDE THE PARENTHESIS

were printing calendars and indulgences against the Turks as they printed 

their books. In the Mainz archbishops’ war, Fust and Sch 

ö ffer printed 

propaganda for each side as well as papal bulls and letters. About half of the 

titles Sch ö ffer printed in his career were not books but pamphlets and 

broadsides, half of those dealing with the threat of the Turks. One of the 

earliest examples of news in print was a poem published as a pamphlet in 

Milan in 1470, telling of the fall of Venetian possessions in Greece. 

“Narrating an actual event, it merged entertainment and information,” said 

Massimo Petta. “As for the narrative, this pamphlet did not launch a brand 

new textual typology, but rather followed an established genre, the chivalric 

poem, which was then about to experience an expansion thanks to the 

printing press. ”  2  New tools—whether narrative forms or printing presses—

are at fi rst adapted to familiar uses and needs. 

Printers often found customers in offi cialdom, publishing laws and 

decrees for princes and bulls for popes. Broadsides (large, single-sheet, 

usually single-sided printing) and broadsheets (printed on both sides) were 

put to many uses: as offi cial decrees, calls to protest, some of the earliest 

advertisements (frequently for the printer’s own books), news, and songs. 

The word “broadside” has become synonymous with strongly worded 

attacks, but the form was used for most anything meant for public display. 

Broadsides “were single sheets of paper with no pretensions or permanence,” 

said Leslie Shepard. “They were discarded after reading; at best they might 

be pasted up on walls, on cupboard doors, or put in albums. The broadside 

was essentially printed for the day, as ephemeral as yesterday’s newspaper or 

a handbill given in the streets. ”  3  Few such items survive because they were 

used up and discarded, valued in the moment and not for posterity. 

- 

In its youth, print was seen as less reliable than what we would now call 

rumor. With word-of-mouth, one could judge the source: the courier who 

had just ridden in from Florence, whose word has been proven reliable 

before, and the innkeeper and postmaster who pass on reports, mindful of 

maintaining their own reputations. Relationships were the wires that 

connected early, oral news networks. Print, on the other hand, was new and 

suspicious because its provenance was opaque; someone unseen had 

produced it. “This comparatively intimate circle of news exchange was 

signifi cantly disrupted by the birth of a commercial news market,” Andrew 

Pettegree wrote in his defi nitive history,  The Invention of News: How the 

 World Came to Know About Itself . “The market for news spread beyond 

those for whom it was a professional necessity to be informed, to new, more 

na ï ve and inexperienced consumers. ”  4 

Today, the situation is reversed: print conveys authority while content 

and conversation on social media are regarded as unreliable rumor, and 

users there are viewed as naive and inexperienced speakers. It took a century 
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and a half to invent the institution of the newspaper to begin to establish 

credibility in contemporary, informational print. What new institutions 

must we invent today to build credibility online? 

It’s true that in their day, pamphlets, broadsheets, and song sheets that 

spread news were often scurrilous and sensationalistic. In a fi ctional  tale 

from 1596, a tradesman wondered about making a business selling news 

ballads:

 It doesn’t much matter whether the story’s true.  

 The world wants to be deceived,  

 they buy lies for good money.  

 The more outrageous the lie, the better the sales,  

 as all singers know very well.  5 

News-singers were often itinerant salespeople who would come to a fair or 

market and perform their wares to sell them. Their ballads frequently came 

with woodcut illustrations. In Germany and Italy, itinerant singers sometimes 

traveled with large oil paintings of events to illustrate the subjects of their 

songs. Their topics varied widely. A study of surviving broadsheets in 

England between 1557 and 1640 found a quarter were about miscellaneous 

matters of life, a quarter were romances, a fi fth were fi ctional, another fi fth 

were about news,  and the rest were religious.  6  Fiction might feature Robin 

Hood. An example of a romantic ballad:   A maydens lamentation for a 

 bedfellow. Or, I can, nor will no longer lye alone . News songs, which could 

be printed rapidly and were thus responsive to events, told tales of notorious 

crimes, hangings, strange celestial occurrences, victories (more often than 

not) in battle, monstrous births, or nearby tragedies, for example:   A brief 

 sonet declaring the lamentation of Beckles, a market towne in Suffolke 

 which was in the great winde upon S. Andrewes eve pitifully burned with 

 fi re to the value by estimation of twentie thousand pounds . Or one might 

fi nd moral admonition in song:   A most excellent godly new ballad: [shew]

 ing the manifold abuses of this wicked world, the intolerable pride of people, 

 the wantonnesse [of] women, the dissimulation of fl atterers, the subtilty of 

 deceivers, the beastliness of drunkards, the fi lthinesse of whoredom, the 

 unthriftines of gamesters, the cruelty of landlords, with a number of other 

 inconucadences. To the tune of Grene-sleeves .  7 

In France, songs were collected into   recueils , cheap songbooks on many 

topics. Lyrics were often contrafactum (that is, attached to known melodies 

so they were easier to sing and sell). They made use of rhyme and played to 

emotions so they would be memorized and passed along to much wider 

audiences, sometimes with verses added on the way. Consequently, songs 

were diffi cult for authorities to control, especially when the subject was 

protest. Alongside Shakespeare, Cervantes, and Montaigne, broadside 

ballads were another bridge from oral and performative—as well as 
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collaborative—culture to textual culture.  8 “The broadside was not a new 

phase of human activity but rather a convenient chapter in an ageless story,” 

said Shepard. “The act of printing was, so to speak, merely superimposed on 

an oral tradition that had already found new directions. ”  9 

Both song-sellers and pamphlet peddlers were regarded as an undesirable 

stratum of society, their subject matter tawdry. Elizabeth Eisenstein said 

print should shoulder much of the blame for the dissemination of moral 

panic and conspiracy theories around witchcraft. Illustrated German news 

broadsides alleged witches’ crimes, including robbery, the destruction of 

livestock and pastures, murder, infanticide, arson, weather magic, and 

desecration of the communion host—and then documented their 

punishments, with the public reading of their confessions and then their 

deaths, often by fi re. “Undoubtedly,” said Abaig é al Warfi eld, “such stories 

overlap with contemporary accounts of Jewish ritual murder and blood 

libel.” Print was the vehicle for the larger exploration of demonology, led by 

the publication of the   Malleus Malefi carum , a 1486 treatise on witchcraft 

that set forth the legal and religious rationale for their extermination. The 

audience for these works on witchcraft was by no means just the lower 

classes. Warfi eld said the learned and elite also bought them. Erasmus 

himself wrote in a letter about the case of the witch of Schiltach, accused of 

burning her town with the help of the devil; the theologian was at least 

somewhat skeptical of this “common talk. ”  10 

Print carried both the credible and the incredible. “If more attention was 

paid to the effect of print,” wrote Eisenstein, “one would not be surprised 

that humanist scholarship coexisted with efforts to codify demonology or 

increased concerns about pacts with the Devil. . . . Mystifi cation as well as 

enlightenment resulted from the output of early printers.” The witch craze, 

fundamentalism, and Erasmus’ career were all simultaneously “a by-product 

of Gutenberg’s invention,” Eisenstein said. “One of the advantages of 

considering the effects produced by printing is that we can come to terms 

with the coexistence of incompatible views and the persistence of 

contradictory movements without treating any as anomalous and without 

forcing them into over-simple grand designs. The many changes introduced 

by the new technology, far from synchronizing smoothly or pointing in one 

direction, contributed to disjunctions, worked at cross-purposes and 

operated out of phase with each other. ” 11  Keep that quote in mind when 

later I return to discuss accusations that Eisenstein was a technological 

determinist. Here she was clearly saying that technology and its effects travel 

according to no map. Keep that in mind, too, when hearing contention that 

the internet is overtaken by lies. 

- 

A critical precondition for the birth of news was the establishment of more 

effi cient networks of transportation. The Romans built roads to provide the 
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transportation and communication needed to control their empire. In the 

sixteenth century, relatively fast and economical communication at last 

became available for unoffi cial—business and personal—use. Emperor 

Maximilian I set up his imperial postal system in 1490, hiring the Taxis 

(Tasso) family, who had run a private courier service linking Milan, Rome, 

and Venice for two centuries and who would run this network until the fall 

of the empire in 1806. “Theirs is one of the great unsung achievements of 

European civilisation,”  said Pettegree.  12 

The Taxis company established posts at regular intervals (twenty-two 

miles in the early days and years later only nine miles apart) where couriers 

could rest and change horses over the fi ve or six days it took to traverse 

between, say, Innsbruck and Brussels. The posts were often run by innkeepers, 

who then became sources and distributors of news. As time went on, 

postmasters would compete with printers for licenses to publish newspapers. 

The postal network had expanded by 1530, when Emperor Charles V 

appointed Johann Baptist von Taxis postmaster-general of the Holy Roman 

Empire and his other holdings; it was connected in turn to other networks 

in other nations. In 1608 Milan’s deputy postmaster general published 

 Nuovo itinerario delle Poste , a guide to postal services through the known 

world from Milan to London or as far away as Goa, telling users how letters 

would travel via every post en route. Thus was the world connected. To 

make the system more effi cient and profi table, the Taxis offered their service 

to new customers: secular and clerical authorities, merchant families, and 

private citizens. “In this way the dynastic transport service changed its 

character into a service company, accessible to everyone, with a defi ned scale 

of charges and regular traffi c. ”  13  The Taxis at fi rst resisted using vehicles instead of swifter riders on horses, but beginning in the seventeenth century, 

other systems began to carry passengers in coaches, leading to a new industry 

and culture of travel. “The mobile classes had previously consisted mainly 

of mounted couriers and soldiers; to these were now added priests and state 

offi cials, artists hungry for education, scientists and scholars, and above all, 

merchants and traders,” wrote Klaus Beyrer.  14  Note well that as governments 

created postal monopolies, they also gained the powers of surveillance and 

censorship over what they carried. Centralization fosters control. 

The news that traveled along these postal routes was handwritten, 

contained in letters and paid-for newsletters—called  

 avvisi  in Italian—

destined for the powerful and rich. This news was a private good, creating 


advantage for offi cials and merchants. The fi rst word of Columbus’ return 

from his second voyage to the Americas was carried in an   avviso  from Milan 

to the Duke of Ferrara, telling of the arrival of bullion. The newsletters drew 

upon—that is, copied—each other’s reports in what was an early news 

network, a forerunner to the wire service. News from Spanish America 

traveled through newsletters that were connected via Havana to Cartagena 

to Seville, Madrid to Rome, Venice to Lyon, Paris to Antwerp, and Cologne 
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to Amsterdam and London.  15 “The interlocking of information networks 

meant that public events in one part of Western Europe rapidly became 

public knowledge in all the others,” said Paul Arblaster.  16  Carrying these 

newsletters was not without risk. In 1575, a courier from Milan was shot to 

death in Florence because he was suspected of carrying the plague from the 

road. Said Sheila Barker, “shooting the messenger was not considered an 

irrational act during times of plague. ”  17 

Subscribers paid to stay ahead of competitors, buying news from 

correspondents who maintained contacts in courts and markets and compiled 

and copied reports from each other. The Medicis, who kept correspondents 

and couriers in their employ from the early 1500s, triangulated these reports 

across multiple providers to improve reliability.  18 The tone of the   avvisi  was straightforward and cold, without adornment, commentary, opinion, or 

voice, as it was intended for a small, select, and sophisticated audience. “In 

order to keep handwritten news as news and preserve its political and social 

value, limitation of access to the network from the outside was fundamental,” 

explained Andr é  Belo. “To publish information within a restricted audience 

was also to hide it from a wider audience. ”  19 With printing,  avvisi  would cross the line from private to public. 

Unlike  

 avvisi , the news book was a public medium. These printed 

pamphlets were usually about one event from one author with sometimes 

serial but irregular frequency, often framed as letters from diplomats, soldiers, 

or merchants, with perspective assumed to be those of the establishment elite. 

Their raison d’ ê tre was to feed popular curiosity and a public market, so their 

tone was livelier than the sober   avissi . They could cover anything: international 

politics, royal affairs, battles, disasters, miracles, crimes, church news, freakish 

births, witchcraft, the plague, weather, festivals, and sport (tournaments and 

bullfi ghts in Spain). Some were written in verse; they often were recited in 

public.  20  In England,  if the topic had anything to do with the state, “the only kind of news fi t to print was good news. ”  21  In the late sixteenth century, another sort of news book was the   Me ß relationen , a collection of documents 

and events from the prior months, with political commentary added, intended 

for sale at annual fairs.  22 

The news arrived as poetry, as song, as cheap and scandalous broadsheets, 

as offi cial proclamations, as expensive handwritten newsletters, as published 

letters and reports, all coexisting in the Early Modern information ecosystem. 

- 

Then the news came as a newspaper. We return to Strasbourg—where a 

century and a half earlier Gutenberg may have started working on movable 

type—and to Johann Carolus, who was already selling subscriptions to 

handwritten  

 avvisi . He bought a press and equipment from a printer’s 

widow and in 1605 decided to combine the two vocations. In the time it 

took Carolus to handwrite a dozen or two copies of his newsletter, he could 
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now print a hundred or more. After having already published twelve weekly 

editions, he petitioned the city council for a monopoly on his invention, the 

 Relation aller F ü rnemmen un gedenckw ü rdigen Historien (Collection of All 

 Distinguished and Memorable News) . The council refused; he proceeded 

anyway. 

As opposed to news books, which covered one event, the newspaper 

brought together many unrelated events and updates. Johannes Weber defi ned 

four criteria for the newspaper: published, periodical, topical, universal. The 

business model was also new. “From the moment that a few hundred 

newspapers began to come into the market every week, thanks to the printing 

press, there was a dramatic fall in unit costs and qualitative change in the 

nature of the medium,” Weber reported. “The expensive  é litist news letter 

read only by the gentry was, as it were, silently superseded by a transmitter of 

news that was relatively cheap, available on the open market and accessible 

to a large number of readers. For the fi rst time in history, the key features of 

a modern political medium had been achieved: the regular, general publishing 

of topical information. ”  23 

The newspaper was not the product of a fl ash and a fi nger snap but 

instead an evolution of forms that existed, taking advantage of the 

opportunities presented by the press and postal systems. Carolus was no 

journalist in any current sense. He provided updates from his correspondents 

“without any additions,” he promised, “and not otherwise than in the 

manner in which it has been written and received.” Said Weber: “A newspaper 

had done its duty by the truth if it reproduced incoming reports unaltered: 

it was not the job of the printer of the newspaper to check the truth of the 

reports’ contents. ”  24  Carolus’ newspaper was a conduit,  a platform. There were no headlines. There was no prioritization of the reports—no news 

judgment—as they were organized according to the chronology of their 

arrival, the latest set last. There was no commentary. The writing was 

anodyne. Early newspapers were expensive affairs, an annual subscription 

costing as much as a week’s wages for a journeyman, and so they were still 

aimed at the educated, privileged, and powerful. Quality information existed 

only behind their paywall. 

The idea and form of the newspaper spread quickly through Germany, 

following Carolus’ format. The next newspaper—like some pioneers, this 

one was underwritten and as a result controlled by the local government—

came in Wolfenb ü ttel in 1609, followed by Basel a year later, Frankfurt in 

1615, Berlin in 1617, and Hamburg in 1618. That same year, a big news 

story intervened, namely the Defenestration of Prague, when Catholic 

regents were thrown out a window by Bohemian Protestants, surviving 

when they fell into a rubbish heap. That event ended the 1555 Peace of 

Augsburg (which had decreed that subjects would follow their ruler’s choice 

of religion), setting into motion the outbreak of the Thirty Years’ War—and 

creating the market for yet more newspapers. Most were weekly; some 
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published two or three days a week. In 1650 the Leipzig   Einkommende 

 Zeitungen  became a daily newspaper, printing each weekday. Pettegree 

counted about 200 titles in Germany by the end of the century with 

circulations of a few hundred to as many as 1,500, and he reckoned as many 

as seventy million copies were published, most of them still resembling 

Carolus’ prototype.  25 

Carolus’ business was a success, his newspaper published continuously 

from 1605 to at least 1667. Many of those who copied him were not so 

fortunate. “In the fi rst fi fty years of newspaper publishing failure was more 

common than success,” said Jan Hillg ä rtner. “After 1650, innovative business 

models became a core feature of the newspaper world. The looming 

competition drove publishers to create new forms of reporting and create 

new ways of enriching the news by adding editorial content.” Hamburg was 

a competitive market, which drove attempts to innovate, not all successful. 

Georg Grefl inger sold his newspaper in book stalls and wanted it to be used 

in schools. He turned some news into poetry. Nicolaus Spieringk added 

fi ctitious dialogues between world rulers commenting on the news and 

bravely added opinion to the news.  26 “The experiment did not catch on,” 

Weber said, “and remained an   avant-garde  exception until the time of the 

French Revolution. . . . By and large, then, for the fi rst hundred years of their 

existence the periodical newspapers were a medium of dry, serious and 

highly reliable reporting. ”  27  Importantly, they also shied away from local news, likely because censorship by authorities would not have been far 

behind or because publishers feared offending subscribers and losing 

business. 

The fi rst newspaper outside of Germany was the   Courante uyt Italian, 

 Duytsland, &c . in Amsterdam, which took on a new format: two columns 

tall in a broadsheet. The Low Countries played host to other experiments, 

including a news periodical exhibiting the kind of splash that newspapers 

would eventually take on as their voice: Antwerp’s   Nieuwe Tijdinghen  was 

“essentially a propaganda vehicle for the local Habsburg regime,” said 

Pettegree, with “a torrent of wickedly committed, exultant reports of 

imperial victories and Protestant humiliations. . . . It was short, lively and 

easily digested.” It was also illustrated, with woodcuts adorning its title 

page. A breeding ground for business innovation, the Low Countries saw 

the development of what would become the core support of newspapers—

advertising—as well as local coverage in the form of paid notices posted by 

local governments. 

 28  The fi rst newspapers in English and French were 

published in Amsterdam—they were translated versions of German and 

Dutch papers intended for smuggled export—for England’s Star Chamber 

forbade the importation of English-language print and local news and the 

French crown claimed control of news. 

France, then, took another direction entirely with the founding in 1631 

of the  

 Gazette , a semi-offi cial newspaper and monopoly published by 
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Th é ophraste Renaudot under the thumb and license of Cardinal Richelieu.  29 

Its coverage of Richelieu reminds one of nothing more than what Donald 

Trump expected of Fox News: 

His Eminence’s unequalled eloquence, and the perfect knowledge he has 

of his material made this discourse so easy for him, that he spoke for 

nearly an hour. During which time one had never seen such attention, 

with the eyes of the entire assembly fi xed upon him, their ears set upon 

every word, and their bodies immobile, these were certain signs: as their 

unanimous applause was so far from any suspicion of fl attery, it was their 

state of rapture which made him so able to gain the hearts of the entire 

audience.  30 

Renaudot franchised his text to printers in thirty locations so they would 

duplicate his coverage, giving the twenty million citizens of France but one 

newspaper. In the  

 Gazette , explained Jeremy Popkin, the “French king 

appeared not as a political fi gure but as the symbolic center of the country’s 

existence.”  La presse c’est moi . “The purpose of this kind of journalism was 

not to make the king’s actions rationally comprehensible but simply to render 

them visible. ”  31 The French monopoly on news and the regime’s control of it, as with its control of books, continued to open up business opportunities 

across the border in the Low Countries. During the reign of Louis XIV, a 

dozen French-language papers were started there. One of them, the   Gazette 

 de Leyde , published in Leyden from 1677 to 1811, would become Europe’s 

paper of record. 

In England, newspapers experienced a fi tful start, licensed as a monopoly 

by Charles I, then banned by him, then “he restored them just in time (1638) 

for them to be a pillar of the opposition gathering against him,” leading to 

his overthrow and execution in 1649, Pettegree noted. As with the Thirty 

Years’ War on the Continent, the Civil Wars in England “marked a long-

delayed coming of age for the printing industry” and then the newspaper. 

During the ongoing troubles, more than 300 serial publications were 

founded, most lasting only an issue. One reason for that, Pettegree explained, 

was that “news serials, with the address of the seller prominently displayed, 

were sitting ducks for retribution. Pamphlets, on the other hand, could be 

published anonymously, and increasing numbers were. ”  32  News pamphlets 

had many advantages in the telling of events. Unlike the cold dispatches that 

made up newspapers, pamphlets told stories: “Observing the usual narrative 

conventions of a book, news pamphlets had an introduction, a descriptive 

middle and drew conclusions at the end,” Pettegree said. “They explained 

context and outlined consequences. Usually they offered a moral: that ill 

deeds were punished and that virtuous rulers triumphed. ”  33 

Like France, England tried to establish newspapers as a monopoly of the 

crown. In 1663, Roger L’Estrange, as offi cial surveyor of the press, had the 
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power to authorize all printed books; he also received a license to print the 

 Intelligencer . L’Estrange lost the privilege to an under-secretary of state, 

Joseph Williamson, whose   Gazette  was edited inside the halls of government 

by civil servants, postmasters, and customs offi cials. It was England’s only 

newspaper for fourteen years. Parliament by then forbade the publishing of 

its votes and so the   Gazette  stuck mainly to foreign dispatches. The Licensing 

Act gave the   Gazette  its on-and-off monopoly until 1695, when the law 

lapsed and new newspapers sprouted in London, growing in number to nine 

by 1704 and eighteen fi ve years later, soon selling 70,000 copies a week, six 

times the circulation of the French   Gazette  in a country less than a third the 

size. Regulation reared its head once more with the Stamp Act of 1712, 

which stayed in effect until 1855.  34 

Newspapers coexisted in the news ecosystem with handwritten 

newsletters, printed news pamphlets, broadsides, and news ballads, and in 

hindsight it was not obvious which form would prevail. Comment on the 

day’s happenings—and on newspapers—also came from the stage, where 

Ben Jonson’s 1626 play   A Staple of News  satirized the news business and its 

“credulous purchasers.” Pettegree would remind us that Johnson was a 

representative of established media and newspapers were intruders on his 

turf of sophisticated commentary on events. Thus, “many regarded the 

newspapers as a fad, and a retrograde step for news publication. ”  35 

Newspapers for so long shied away from controversy and offense that 

their skittishness opened the door for the invention of another form of news 

media: the journal, a forerunner of the magazine, presenting authorities on 

science and culture, with voice, criticism, and judgment—that is, opinion. 

These included  

 The Tatler  and  

 The Spectator  from Richard Steele and 

Joseph Addison; they represented a high end of the media market, newspapers 

increasingly the low. “The assumption that a newspaper writer was little 

more than a paid agent of politicians ensured that ‘journalist’ would be a 

term of opprobrium well into the nineteenth century,” Pettegree said. 

“Writing for the newspapers was not considered a respectable occupation. 

Probably greatly to their advantage, it was thought mildly degrading to fi ght 

a duel against a newspaper man. ”  36 

- 

The fi rst newspaper came to British North America more than half a century 

after the arrival of the fi rst press. In 1690, Benjamin Harris published the only 

edition of  

 Publick Occurrences, Both Foreign and Domestic . Harris had 

escaped London, where he had been jailed for unlicensed publishing, and 

found his Boston newspaper banned after he criticized British military policy 

regarding Native Americans. Fourteen years later, John Campbell, a postmaster 

and, like Carolus, a seller of a handwritten newsletter, began publishing   The 

 Boston News-Letter , with much content digested from London newspapers. 

“Bland and unimaginative, this was the initial model for newspapers in the 
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colonies,” wrote Paul Starr.  37  Competition arrived in Boston in 1719 with   The Boston Gazette , and controversy followed in 1721 in the person of James 

Franklin with his   New-England Courant , which dismissed Campbell’s   News-

 Letter as “a dull vehicle of intelligence.” In retort, Campbell labeled Franklin’s 

 Courant “vile and abominable. ”  38    The Courant  carried little news, giving its space over to essays, some of which attacked and mocked Cotton Mather for 

his proposal to inoculate the population against smallpox, a procedure taught 

him by a man he enslaved, Onesimus. After much complaint about the 

 Courant , Franklin erased his name as publisher, substituting it with that of his 

younger brother, Benjamin, who had been apprenticed to James, learned the 

trade from him, then escaped his abuse. 

Benjamin Franklin wended his way to Philadelphia via New York and 

became a printer of books, bureaucratic forms, handbills, and currency; a 

publisher of books, almanacs, pamphlets, newspapers, and a magazine; a 

bookseller; a bookbinder; a wholesaler of paper and the rags needed to 

make it; and an investor, setting up other printers in business. After he began 

printing, he had the idea of starting a newspaper to challenge Philadelphia 

postmaster Andrew Bradford’s   American Weekly Mercury . He made the 

mistake of telling George Webb, a young Oxford scholar whom Franklin 

had trained in the trade when they worked together in the printing shop 

owned by Samuel Keimer. Webb told Keimer of Franklin’s plans and Keimer 

beat him to the punch, publishing his own newspaper on Christmas Eve, 

1728. Keimer, a second-rate printer, failed at the enterprise, gaining no more 

than ninety subscribers, according to Franklin. Less than a year later, 

Franklin purchased   The Pennsylvania Gazette , improving it with more local 

news and advertisements and running it alone and in partnership until 1766. 

The newspaper eventually reached more than 2,500 subscribers and became 

the most widely read in the colonies.  39 

Franklin set a tone—both linguistic and normative—that would be 

followed by American newspapers for generations to come. He believed it 

was his job to air various perspectives in a debate and he held faith the truth 

would out. When in 1731 Franklin had had his fi ll with “being frequently 

censur’d and condemn’d by different Persons for printing Things which they 

say ought not to be printed,” he wrote an “Apology for Printers,” which was 

nothing of the sort. 

I request all who are angry with me on the Account of printing things 

they don’t like, calmly to consider these following Particulars 

1. That the Opinions of Men are almost as various as their Faces; an 

Observation general enough to become a common Proverb,  So many 

 Men so many Minds . 

2. That the Business of Printing has chiefl y to do with Mens Opinions; 

most things that are printed tending to promote some, or oppose 

others . . . . 
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4.  That it is as unreasonable in any one Man or Set of Men to expect to 

be pleas’d with every thing that is printed, as to think that nobody ought 

to be pleas’d but themselves. 

5. Printers are educated in the Belief, that when Men differ in Opinion, 

both Sides ought equally to have the Advantage of being heard by the 

Publick; and that when Truth and Error have fair Play, the former is 

always an overmatch for the latter . . . . 

I consider the Variety of Humours among Men, and despair of pleasing 

every Body; yet I shall not therefore leave off Printing. I shall continue my 

Business.  I shall not burn my Press and melt my Letters.  40 

Franklin, like Luther, understood the conversational nature of the press, 

valuing the interplay of ideas, with printer as host or platform. He was not 

neutral; there were things he chose not to publish on behalf of customers 

and advertisers and there were things he chose to print himself, as editor. 

“His editorial policy was to exclude ‘all Libelling and Personal Abuse,’ ” 

wrote J.A. Leo Lemay, who said Franklin was a crusading reformer, reporting 

on “Poverty, Wretchedness, Misery, and Want” among the Irish; reprinting 

pieces on horrid conditions in English jails; railing against English and 

American libels laws restricting irreligious writing; and exposing 

environmental dangers brought by tanners in the city. He published the fi rst 

political cartoon in a newspaper: the famous snake sliced into eight colonial 

parts under the headline “Join or Die. ”  41  (As I will explore in greater detail 

later, Franklin also published advertisements for and profi ted from the 

slave trade.) As the American Revolution approached and after Franklin 

had retired from newspapering, publishers cast off the staid neutrality of 

their European forebears and took on liberty—at least for some—as their 

cause. 

Publishing a newspaper had another purpose, a not-so-hidden agenda: 

Franklin used and honored the language of the American people. “Franklin’s 

journalism was, I believe, a manifestation of his egalitarian American 

aesthetic, manifested not only in his writing style and political beliefs but 

also in his creation of cartoons, emblems, and devices,”  Lemay said.  42  In 

1922, Talcott Williams, the fi rst director of the Columbia School of 

Journalism, declared that Franklin had saved Americans from “wandering 

in a desert of polyglottic dignity,” and from the effete English of Samuel 

Johnson. “In the lists of public opinion, the style of Franklin was pitted 

against the style of Johnson. He was the inventor of newspaper English, 

direct, immediate, knowing humor as well as argument, using the speech 

of the people,” Williams lectured his students. “But more than any other 

man, Franklin, the newspaperman, saved us from a separation and divorce 

of the English of the people and the English of the writer. The temptation 

was to make the prose of the eighteenth century a standard. Instead, the 

current of the talk of the many and the diction of the writer merged. 
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The new words and phrases, the changes in the details of speech, slang, 

and the imagery of our American speech, all these, through the 

newspapers, found their way into print and acceptance. ”  43  On the other 

hand, in 1801, a decade after the great man’s death, critic Joseph Dennie 

railed against Franklin’s language. “He was the founder of that Grub-

street sect, who have professedly attempted to degrade literature to the 

level of vulgar capacities, and debase the polished and current language 

of books by the vile allow of provincial idioms, and colloquial barbarism, 

and the shame of grammar, and akin to any language, rather than 

English. ”  44 

Franklin in 1768 proposed nothing less than a new alphabet. He rejected 

c, w, y, and j as superfl uous to logical spelling and had six characters that 

he invented cast by a typefounder to account for sounds such as sh and th. 

He tried out his new alphabet in a letter to a London lady who replied she 

could “si meni inkanviiniensis. ”  45  Noah Webster shared Franklin’s passion for a uniquely American English. He dedicated his   Dissertations on the 

 English Language  to Franklin, and in his   Collection of Essays and Fugitiv 

 Writings  he wrote: “In the essays, ritten within the last yeer, a considerable 

change in spelling iz introduced by way of experiment.” Webster did succeed 

in making many emendations to Johnson’s English, such as removing 

extraneous letters—furore to furor, musick to music, terrour to terror—and 

transposing re, as in meter and theater.  46 Webster saw English as a patriotic cause, for “as an independent nation, our honor requires us to have a system 

of our own, in language as well as government.” Jonathon Green observed 

that “as a citizen of a new nation which based its society on a written 

Constitution, Webster could not fail to appreciate the overriding importance 

of words. ”  47 

Franklin and Webster shared another arguably quixotic passion: founding 

magazines, where the voice and culture of America could be better 

represented and molded. Both were admirers of England’s  

 Gentleman’s 

 Magazine  (where Johnson wrote) and took it as inspiration. Both failed as 

magazine publishers, but the magazine as a form grew from only twenty-

three titles founded before the end of the Revolutionary War to almost 

3,000 in the quarter century after 1825. Magazines became a means of 

organizing communities, as political parties, religious denominations, 

benevolent societies, schools of medicine, and abolitionist movements 

published periodicals of their own. There were magazines for women and 

for children, for Native Americans and for African Americans. “In this 

process,” wrote Heather Haveman, “magazines serve as modernizing forces: 

people can be bound into a single nationwide community by reading the 

same magazines and being aware that others are doing so. ” 

 48  Benedict 

Anderson said that print provided “a new way of linking fraternity, power 

and time meaningfully together. Nothing perhaps more precipitated this 

search, nor made it more fruitful, than print-capitalism, which made it 
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possible for rapidly growing numbers of people to think about themselves, 

and to relate themselves to others, in profoundly new ways. ”  49 

- 

When the history of printing is written and rewritten, it is the book that 

historians focus on. What is overlooked as ephemera—pamphlets, printed 

newsletters, broadsides, newspapers, magazines: in sum, news—is perhaps a 

greater innovation than the adaptation of the book from scribe to press. 

“One reason why the rise of the newspaper was generally not considered as 

a ‘media revolution’ was the fact that no technical innovation was linked 

with it,” argued Frank B ö sch.  50 True enough. As I hope I’ve demonstrated, the newspaper was born not of a single idea but an evolution of forms, from 

what Werner Faulstich called  

 Menschmedien  (human media: couriers, 

preachers, singers, town criers,  storytellers), 

 51  to printed pamphlets and 

broadsides, to newspapers by way of handwritten newsletters, and on to 

magazines. Said Pettegree: “It would be well over a hundred years from the 

foundation of the fi rst newspaper before it became an everyday part of life—

and only at the end of the eighteenth century would the newspaper become 

a major agent of opinion-forming. ”  52 

What made news new? What impact did it have had on society? What 

presumptions did it spawn in citizens? There is its sense of the local. Early 

newspapers and newsletters concentrated on news elsewhere, as news from 

“here” would be too perilous to print. In doing so, news created a sense of 

“here” versus “there.” Printing, books, and the standardization of language 

are often credited with, or blamed for, a rising sense of nationalism; 

newspapers deserve to be included in that indictment. Did newspapers help 

create a sense of community, a sense of the public? I think so. By their 

existence, they said that worldly matters were worthy of individual 

consideration and of society’s discussion and deliberation. Habermas gave 

credit to the coffeehouse as the forum in which news was read and discussed 

in the rational and critical debate that he called the foundation of the public 

sphere. I believe the public’s sense of itself came earlier, from at least the 

moment when Luther spoke to the public and considered them worth 

persuading in their own tongue. As media advanced, one could gather with 

like-minded folk in more nuanced defi nitions of one’s communities, as when 

magazines were founded to serve women, abolitionists, or Presbyterians. 

Media, especially news media, became a way to join together. 

Then there is print’s sense of time. “The printing press is nothing less 

than a time-machine, easily as potent and as curious as any one of Mr. 

H.G. Wells’s contraptions,” wrote media theorist Neil Postman. “Like the 

mechanical clock, which was also a great time-machine, the printing press 

captures, domesticates, and transforms time, and in the process alters 

humanity’s consciousness of itself. But whereas the clock, as Lewis Mumford 

contends, eliminated Eternity as the measure and focus of human actions, 
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the printing press restored it. Printing links the present with forever. ” 53  The 

newspaper reversed that clock, emphasizing the current and the new, turning 

today into fi shwrap tomorrow, as if eternity couldn’t give a damn about 

yesterday. Books preserve; newspapers soon forget. The form creates an 

addiction to the latest. In the current era of wars and pandemics, of twenty-

four-hour cable news and bottomless pages on screens, we are accused of 

“doomscrolling.” Newspapers were accused of abetting similar pathology in 

World War I, when Walter Shaw Sparrow wrote in   Saturday Review  that “a 

cruel eagerness for news tortured everybody,” while G.M. Newcombe, a 

minister, noted that everyone “was interested in the great crisis, but excessive 

newspaper reading had a tendency to throw some people off their balance.” 

The periodicity of news, its never-ending contemporaneity, creates a yawning 

hunger for content to fi ll it. In Franklin’s day, when the ships didn’t arrive 

with news in winter, newspaper publishers would throw poetry or humor 

into the hole. Come the telegraph, publishers never ran short of that which 

was allegedly important. 

The newspaper as a form exhibits great, global vanity: It is the container 

for the world. Everything you need to know. All the news that’s fi t to print. 

Democracy dies without it. On fi rst glance, that sounds appealing: somebody 

organized the world for me, for that is what publications and their editors 

promise. But in fact, what a newspaper delivers is a numbing disorder, a 

mess of miscellany. The fi rst newspapers lacked hierarchy—the fi rst things 

to arrive in the offi ce were printed on the front and back pages, the latest 

things in the middle  54 —though editors starting with Noah Webster made 

some attempt at organization and prioritization, at what his journalistic 

descendants would call “news judgment.” Marshall McLuhan argued that 

the form of the newspaper—its “all-at-onceness” versus the “one-at-a-

timeness” of the book, as W. Terrence Gordon put it—would affect citizens’ 

cognition of their world. McLuhan said modern newspapers were a mosaic 

and “as frantic as a surrealist art exhibition. ”  55  In my favorite footnote anywhere, Benedict Anderson said that “reading a newspaper is like reading 

a novel whose author has abandoned any thought of a coherent plot. ”  56  The 

newspaper contends it brings order to the whole but instead makes a frantic 

mess of the world, and that is good for the newspaper: It is the solution to 

the problem it presents; it promises to organize the world it jumbled. 
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 Print  Evolves:  Until  1800            

From 1450 until 1800 the technology of printing changed barely at all, 

and then changed mostly thanks to developments in other technologies. 

Again, we cannot know exactly how Gutenberg, Fust, and Sch ö ffer 

cast type and operated their presses, but given that the printers who followed 

them ended up printing in substantially uniform manner with no reports of 

hallelujah! innovations, it would seem that printing as a craft and industry 

remained all but static for three and a half centuries. That is not to say that 

the book did not materially change. New genres of text were created, as 

we’ve just seen, and the products of the press progressed as well. 

Short of collecting rare books or being permitted access to a bibliographer’s 

vault, one wonderful way to witness the progression of the early book 

fi rsthand—if virtually—is to visit the online site of the University of St 

Andrews’ Universal Short Title Catalogue, directed by the book historian I 

quote often, Andrew Pettegree. The USTC (at ustc.ac.uk) lists every known 

item printed between 1450 and 1650—and soon 1700—whether it still 

exists or not; many publications were, as Pettegree has put it, “used to 

death.” The catalogue provides a directory of library holdings and, if there 

is one, a link to an online facsimile. Pick an early decade and then a later one 

and browse through digital copies, looking for the differences: the evolution 

of the title page, page numbering, illustration, typographic style,  and so on.  1 

A fi rst major innovation in the printed book was the invention of the title 

page. “Most studies of printing have, quite rightly, singled out the regular 

provision of title pages as the most signifi cant new feature associated with 

the printed book format,”  said Elizabeth Eisenstein.  2  In his   First Principles of Typography , Stanley Morison went the extra mile and proclaimed: “The 

history of printing is in large measure the history of the title-page. ”  3  The 

invention of the title page fi rst required the invention of the title. From 

the Great Library of Alexandria on, books were often catalogued according 

to their fi rst words of text, the incipit (meaning “starts” in Latin). “Once 

reproduction is mechanized,” explained Whitney Trettien, a book historian, 

“there begin to appear multiple near-identical tokens of a given text. . . . The 

sheer proliferation of copies of texts seems to necessitate a shorter, more 
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convenient label. That is, it urges on the shift from a textual ecology steeped 

in narrative—beginnings, openings, texts as unfolding in time—to one of 

metadata. ”  4 A book needed a title to stand unique among other books.  A 

title gave it an address. 

Manuscript books carried data about themselves in colophons, which 

scribes placed at the end of books, recording their names and often the dates 

and places of completion. Fust and Sch ö ffer carried over the colophon to the 

printed book, using that space to boast about the invention of printing; 

many printers added their trademarks—called devices—here. A few early 

books also added titles at the end,  but that did not catch on.  5  Neither did the 

title page at fi rst. Sch ö ffer is credited with producing the fi rst printed title 

page, on a papal bull, but he then dropped the practice. In   The Bookseller of 

 Florence , Ross King reported that his subject, Vespasiano da Bisticci, 

experimented with title pages in scribal manuscripts.  6  In any case,  title pages took time to become standard. 

In her book about nothing but title pages, Margaret Smith theorized a 

progression from blank page to simple title to decorative title page, in sync 

with a progression of requirements, from protection to identifi cation  to 

promotion of the book. Recall that early printed books were customarily 

not bound by their printers. Unbound books could spend time in barrels 

(without their covers made of wood, cloth, leather, and paper, which would 

add weight) as they were transported from printers’ warehouses to 

booksellers’ shops to bookbinders’ workrooms. So, to avoid soiling the fi rst 

printed page, the printer’s imposition was rearranged to begin with a blank 

leaf. Because these unbound books had to be found among large stocks of 

similar-looking books, a simple title was added to that fi rst page, for 

identifi cation. Then ornamentation was added to the title, likely to help sell 

the book. Joseph Dane said extra copies of title pages may have been printed 

to be distributed as advertisements.  7  The market demanded an attractive 

cover before the book was bound. Thus bibliographer W.G. Hellinga took 

Stanley Morison’s proclamation about the history of the book and title page 

one step farther, declaring: “The history of the title-page, therefore, in large 

measure refl ects the history of the distribution of the book. ”  8  Title pages brought information from the colophon forward, adding more data: printer, 

place, date, sometimes where to buy the book, and now an important 

feature: an author’s name. 

By the end of the fi fteenth century and the incunabular period, title pages 

were used frequently and began to carry intricate and often beautiful borders 

and designs. Martin Luther’s friend Lucas Cranach brought innovation to 

the title page, creating a decorative wood-cut frame with space in the middle 

for type to be inserted for successive publications—establishing a 

recognizable style, thus brand, for Luther and his works. “It was a major 

and decisive breakthrough in the history of the book, never before applied 

to texts of this type,” declared Pettegree in   Brand Luther .  9  For centuries,  title 

PRINT EVOLVES: UNTIL 1800

101

pages remained beloved of printers and publishers—a chance for them to 

display their taste and quality. “A title-page has been aptly said to resemble 

the entrance of a building,” said an essay in   The New Monthly Magazine 

 and Literary Journal  in 1821, “the fashion and workmanship of which are 

the indexes to the style of the interior, and upon whose godly or ungracious 

aspect, accordingly, depends whether or not the stranger will incline to busy 

himself with an inquiry into what may be seen within. ”  10 

A next great advance in textual metadata was the page number. Scribal 

books’ pages were rarely numbered, and even if they had been, every version 

of a book from a different scribe’s hand would have fl owed inconsistently, 

version-to-version, page-to-page, making it impossible to cite a given line on 

a given page across all scribes’ editions. Some theorize that early scribes 

might have been discouraged from numbering pages while cumbersome 

Roman numerals were still the norm.  11  Other mechanisms of splitting text 

into identifi able parts were created, however. Stephen Langton, later the 

Archbishop of Canterbury, separated books of the Bible into chapters while 

teaching in Paris in 1204. “As students completed their studies and returned 

to their home countries,” wrote Dennis Duncan, “Langton’s system spread 

across the continent. Its ubiquity was further ensured a couple of decades 

later when the Parisian scriptoria, the copyshops—the publishing houses of 

their day—began to incorporate it into the bibles they produced in huge 

numbers. ”  12 With chapters came tables of contents, but still no page numbers. 

Printers adapted techniques used by scribes to keep printed pages in order 

so they could be compiled and bound properly. Sheets with printed pages 

were gathered and folded once or twice or more, depending on the size of 

the book, into signatures, which were then bound into the book. These 

signatures were labeled on their fi rst pages so they could be collated in the 

proper order; such labels are also called signatures. Printers often added 

catchwords to the bottom of pages, repeating the words to be found at the 

start of the next page, to help binders and compositors. 

Then, at last, came page numbers. The fi rst book known to receive page 

numbers was a printed sermon published in Cologne in 1470.  13  The fi rst 

Bible with numerals on each page was Erasmus’ New Testament printed by 

Froben in 1516.  14 “The numbering of pages seems to us an obvious and 

indispensable aid to the reader,” said S.H. Steinberg. “Its primary purpose, 

however, was a help to the binder. ” 15  Page numbering did not become an 

immediate standard; by 1500 only a tenth of books used them, Margaret 

Smith said, rising to eighty to ninety percent by the end of that century.  16 

Importantly, once page numbers existed in identical copies of a book, then 

any specifi c page, quotation, thought, or fact could be cited because it now 

had an address, creating the opportunity to link one idea in one book to 

another. To cite was to converse. 

Once page numbers existed, it was possible to build a usable index. “An 

index is a tool of two ordering systems, a conversion table between the 
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alphabetical order of its entries and the sequential order of the pages,” 

Duncan explained in his wittily titled tome,  Index: A History of the . There 

were indexes  17  of a sort before there were page numbers or printing.  In 

1230, the Dominican friars of St. Jacques created a concordance of the Bible, 

counting and gathering each use of every word in it: 10,000 alphabetized 

terms. To send readers to any instance of a word, they took advantage of 

chapters, separating them into seven equal parts,  a to g.  18  (Verse numbers were added in a version of the Bible published by Catholic-turned-Protestant, 

French-turned-Swiss printer Robert Estienne in 1551.) As Duncan has 

observed, concordances allowed readers to fi nd words but not ideas. 

“Title pages reveal that indexes were a major selling point with sixteenth-

century buyers,” said Ann Blair. “In the Middle Ages indexes were few in 

number and generally separate from the works they indexed. ”  19 That is, they were sold separately. Peter Sch ö ffer, ever the innovator, printed the fi rst 

index—pointing to numbered paragraphs rather than numbered pages in St. 

Augustine’s   On Christian Doctrine —and boasted about the feature in a 

catalogue of his books: “with a noteworthy table of great use for preachers.” 

Aldus Manutius included a do-it-yourself index without page numbers, 

instructing buyers: “Mark the book with a number in the corner of each 

leaf. ”  20  Every index is DIY in the sense that readers need to know what 

they’re looking for, anticipating the minds of the author and indexer. In 

1565, Theodor Zwinger beseeched users of his alphabetical index of 

headings: “If things do not occur under one heading, look for them under a 

synonym. Thus glory and honor, wealth and riches, magistrate and prince, 

guile and fraud and cunning and shrewdness. ”  21 We would wait centuries 

for Google to ask: “Did you mean?” The   Adages  of Erasmus ended up with 

multiple indexes, said Blair: an alphabetical listing of the adages, another to 

the common headings, another to the authors cited, and one to “things 

worthy of note not contained in the fi rst index. ”  22 When I want to remind myself of such anecdotes from Blair’s   Too Much to Know , I thankfully need 

only consult her one index, which lists 52 entries under “Indexes and 

indexing. ”  23 

The progression of the structure of the book was in some measure an 

effort to turn a vast and exploding morass of words and information into an 

addressable universe. Titles gave books an address in printers’ catalogues, 

booksellers’ shelves, and in libraries, eventually with card catalogues using 

the Dewey Decimal System. Pages received addresses when they were 

numbered. Chapters were given addresses inside tables of content. People, 

places, and ideas in text had page numbers as addresses, and indexes 

provided a map to them. Herein lies the key insight of Sir Tim Berners-Lee 

when he invented the worldwide web around a system of uniform resource 

identifi ers (URIs) and locators (URLs) to give every page online and every 

element in it an address so any machine on the network could fi nd it. These 

systems of address made the book and the internet immensely more useful. 
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Eisenstein cautioned that print did not order the human mind but rather 

fed a long-held desire for ordering. She quoted C.S. Lewis contending that 

medieval man “was an organizer, a codifi er, a builder of systems. He wanted 

a place for everything and everything in the right place. . . . Of all our 

modern inventions, I suspect that they would most have admired the card 

index.” Eisenstein maintained that these structural innovations in the book 

affected not only specifi c institutions and professions—like the law (which 

could now benefi t from the collection, printing, cataloguing, and indexing of 

statutes and proclamations)—but society at large: “Increasing familiarity 

with regularly numbered pages, punctuation marks, section breaks, running 

heads, indices, and so forth helped to reorder the thought of   all  readers, 

whatever their profession or craft. Hence countless activities were subjected 

to a new ‘esprit de systeme.’ The use of Arabic numbers for pagination 

suggests how the most inconspicuous innovation could have weighty 

consequences—in this case, more accurate indexing, annotation, cross-

referencing resulted. ”  24 

Now, on the web, we lose page numbers as we lose the sequential nature 

of content. Instead of turning pages, we click and browse among them, each 

of us taking distinct paths. Google will fi nd anything. Addresses meant for 

human use—page numbers, chapter titles, tables of content, indexes—are 

replaced by addresses meant for computers: invisible metadata. Will this 

affect our cognition of our world? Will it make us less or more likely to 

expect order, more or less linear or circular in our thinking? It is far too soon 

to diagnose. 
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 Aesthetics of Print 

William Ivins, curator of prints at the Metropolitan Museum of 

Art, all but dismissed the invention of movable type as “no more 

than a way of making very old and familiar things more 

cheaply. . . . The printing of pictures, however, unlike the printing of words 

from movable types, brought a completely new thing into existence.” The 

printed image, he declared, “had incalculable effects upon knowledge and 

thought, upon science and technology, of every kind. It is hardly too much 

to say that since the invention of writing there has been no more important 

invention than that of the exactly repeatable pictorial statement. ”  1 

Books as well as prints, broadsides, pamphlets, and newspapers were 

fi lled with renderings of events, anatomical drawings, images of plants from 

around the world, details of machines’ workings, portraits of the noteworthy 

and of authors, maps of Earth and heavens, drawings of places far away, 

satirical and political cartoons. “Major ‘public works,’ once published, 

became tourist attractions, which vied with old pilgrimage sites and Roman 

ruins,” said Eisenstein. “In the hands of skillful artists, the somewhat prosaic 

functions of levers, pulleys, gears and screws were dramatized; engineering 

feats were illustrated in the same heroic vein as epic poems.” Some 

illustrations were bad copies of bad illustrations in manuscripts—“the new 

medium perpetuated and indeed multiplied the defects inherent in the old,” 

Eisenstein warned.  2 With amusing frequency, printers recycled portraits of people and places to represent entirely different people and landscapes, even 

in the same book; in 1493’s   Nuremberg Chronicle “one view does duty for 

no less than eleven separate towns,”  according to Ivins’ count.  3  And many images were simply fanciful; see the portraits of Gutenberg himself. 

Scribal manuscripts had long been illustrated by illuminators who painted 

elaborate initials. And, of course, block printing of images long preceded 

printing with type. But now, illustration existed less to decorate and more to 

add to the informational value of print. In 1485, Peter Sch ö ffer published a 

fi rst botanical guide,  Gart der Gesundheit  (  Garden of Health ). Its unnamed 

author commissioned an experienced painter “of understanding and with a 

subtle and practised hand” to travel together to the Holy Land to capture 
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images of exotic—to a German—plants.  4 “Accordingly,” said Eisenstein, “a 

new kind of secular pilgrimage was organized (aptly described by Ivins as 

the fi rst scientifi c expedition to be recorded in print and illustrated). ”  5  Said 

George Sarton: “The printed image was the savior”  of science.  6  Eisenstein 

cautioned that we should not give illustration too much credit in the 

Scientifi c Revolution: “In my view, it is an exaggeration to launch modern 

science with the advent of perspective renderings and to regard pictorial 

statements as suffi cient in themselves. ”  7 

A year after Sch 

ö ffer’s botanicals came the similarly collaborative 

 Peregrinatio in Terram Sanctam (A Pilgrimage to the Holy Land) , the fi rst 

printed travel book, written by Bernhard von Breydenbach, a canon of the 

Mainz Cathedral, who traveled to Venice, Corfu, Rhodes, Jerusalem, 

Bethlehem, and Cairo with a knight, a cook, and his printer, Erhard Reuwich, 

who also drew panoramic, multi-page views of Venice and the Holy Land 

and of native animals (some native only to Reuwich’s imagination). Through 

illustrations, readers could place themselves in the world: I live here; this is 

what there looks like. I dress like this; they look like that. That is what the 

emperor looks like. Here is what my innards look like. Just as Luther helped 

mold the idea of a public by addressing them, so did illustrations help create 

a sense of one’s place in one’s community and the world by providing 

contrast with others’. 

Most early illustration was cut in wood. With woodcuts, as with lead 

type, the surface to be inked and printed stands above, in relief. Then came 

intaglio engraving, in which the image is engraved down into a metal plate, 

usually of copper. Ink is spread over the entire plate and then wiped away 

from the surface so that ink remains only in the engraved indentations. A 

heavy roller pushes paper onto the plate and into the grooves to transfer the 

ink. The advantages of engraving are that metal plates are more durable than 

wood and that images can be much more detailed; the indentations holding 

ink can vary in depth, in a sense adding another dimension for the artist to 

work with. Intaglio engraving predated Gutenberg’s Bible by as long as three 

decades.  8  Book printers made attempts to combine the methods,  inserting 

engravings in some incunabula, but this required a different sort of press, 

thus prints needed to be separately printed and then bound into books. It 

took time for the method to become widespread. Etching, invented in the 

early sixteenth century in Augsburg, is another form of engraving, with 

indentations in metal made by acid. The artist covers an entire plate with a 

waxy, acid-resisting substance, then scrapes away that substance to selectively 

expose metal, which is dug out in an acid bath, a process that can be repeated 

to dig deeper and darker lines. This was a method used by Rembrandt.  9 

Toward the end of the eighteenth century, just as a fl urry of innovation in 

printing was to be unleashed, Alois Senefelder invented another method of 

publishing illustration: lithography, or printing from stone. Senefelder was 

enamored of the theater but not of printers, who were slow getting his 
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scripts typeset. “ ‘Thus,’ thought I, ‘I can print my productions myself and so 

alternate healthfully between mental and physical activities,’ ” Senefelder 

wrote in an autobiography of his invention that also included a textbook for 

it, recounting every permutation of experimentation before success (just the 

sort of document we can only wish Gutenberg had left us). “I could hear a 

decent living, too,” he dreamed, “and thus become an independent man.” As 

with many creators online today in their newsletters, blogs, or videos, 

Senefelder wanted a mechanism to make his own media, not at scale but to 

satisfy his limited needs and audience. “If I had possessed the necessary 

money, I would have bought types, a press and paper, and printing on stone 

probably would not have been invented so soon. The lack of funds, however, 

forced me to other expedients.” 

He experimented with banging steel letters into pear wood to create 

typeset woodblocks but gave up on that. “Then it struck me that if I had 

only enough types to set one column or folio, I could press this into a soft 

material, transfer the impression to a board covered with soft sealing-wax, 

and reproduce the relief plate thus obtained in stereotype form.” He soon 

was embedding impressions in a dried dough of clay, sand, fl our, and coal 

dust. This was too expensive. Next he planned to etch letters onto a copper 

plate, but this was diffi cult and made it impossible to correct errors. He tried 

other means of etching involving materials from fats to soap to turpentine 

and wine. He experimented with copper and zinc as plates. Then he tried 

stone. It wasn’t an immediate breakthrough, for he had yet to come upon his 

real invention: printing not by mechanical processes—relief or engraved 

pressure—but by chemistry.  10 

Credit Senefelder’s mother with inspiring his eureka! She asked him to 

write down a laundry list, but he’d gone through all the paper in the house 

with his printing experiments, so he used his preparation of wax, soap, and 

lampblack to write on a stone. As he was about to wash the writing off the 

stone, he wondered whether he could etch around the writing and print 

from it. He could, but imperfectly. “I do not exaggerate when I declare that 

this matter cost me several thousand experiments,” he lamented. “And at the 

same time through these investigations I discovered the chemical printing on 

stone of to-day.”  11  Eventually Senefelder realized that he didn’t need to etch away the stone. Instead, he used a fatty substance—crayon—to draw on the 

stone. The crayon attracts ink. The stone is wetted down and where there is 

no crayon, water repels ink. Paper put on this fl at surface and pressed comes 

away with an image from where the ink adhered. This process of lithography 

would be a forerunner to laser and ink-jet printing, which operate on 

attraction and repellence, though electrical rather than chemical. 

- 

The aesthetic and artistry of typography and its improvement played an 

essential role in the progress of printing, making text more readable, usable, 
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pleasant, and beautiful. As it happens, the history of typography is fi lled 

with eccentric characters and odd tales. 

In the fi rst centuries of print’s history, European typography split roughly 

in two worlds: gothic and roman. Gutenberg’s black-letter type mimicked 

not only scribal handwriting but also the architecture of gothic cathedrals: 

dark, bold, thick, and decorated, as if built of stone. (Note that those 

typefaces in the German context are called gothic, while in English, gothic is 

often used to label austere, modern letters without serifs, such as Helvetica. 

Here I use gothic in the ornate, German sense.) The typeface Fraktur was a 

primary variant of German gothic; others included Schwabacher, Textura, 

and Rotunda. This style remained a national cultural and political identifi er 

in German-speaking lands until midway into World War II. Therein lies a 

story. 

After decades of heated debate, the German Reichstag in 1911 voted 

Fraktur the offi cial typeface of the nation, defeating the somewhat more 

readable and rounded Antiqua, as a matter of nationalism over 

internationalism. By 1928 more than half of German books and periodicals 

were printed in Fraktur.  12 Adolf Hitler required its use even though he didn’t much like it, complaining to the Reichstag in 1934 that it “does not fi t well 

in this age of steel and iron, glass and concrete, of womanly beauty and 

manly strength, of head raised high and intention defi ant. ”  13 

Modernism, represented by the Bauhaus, would inspire  

 Die neue 

 Typographie (The New Typography)  a book by Jan Tschichold, who lobbied 

against ornamentation—serifs—and in favor of a single, standard typeface, 

saying, “These objects, designed without reference to the aesthetics of the 

past, have been created by a new kind of man:   the engineer !” He condemned 

Fraktur: “The emphatically national, exclusivist character of Fraktur . . . 

contradicts present-day transnational bonds between people and forces their 

inevitable elimination. ”  14 This was a dangerous view. As Tschichold wrote later of the typographical school he began: “In Germany, where it would 

soon have died a natural death anyway, the movement was strangled in 

1933. ”  15  He recalled: “A few years after   Die neue Typographie , Hitler came. 

I was accused of creating ‘un-German’ typography and art, and so I preferred 

to leave Germany.” That was an understatement. The Gestapo raided 

Tschichold’s Munich home while he was away, fi nding “incriminating collages 

by Russian constructivists,” according to a  

 Guardian  article. Authorities 

confi scated all copies of his book from his publisher and ruled that a 

publication of Tschichold’s “exhibits a subversive tendency incompatible 

with the aspirations of the nationalist-socialist state.” Tschichold and his wife 

were arrested; he was imprisoned for six weeks—over his typography. With 

a policeman’s help he obtained a passport and they moved to Switzerland.  16 

Meanwhile, in Berlin, Hitler changed his mind. Realizing that Fraktur 

was too German and to many quite unreadable and thus incompatible with 

world domination, Nazi Germany reversed course in 1941 when Martin 
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Bormann issued an order labeling Fraktur, without basis, “Jew-letters. ”  17  As 

print historian Albert Kapr interpreted the move: “Were stupidity or race 

hatred the motives for this measure? The most important reason for 

discarding the national form in printing policy was to enable the military 

orders of the occupying German forces—which had at this time subjugated 

half of Europe—to be read by the oppressed nations. ”  18  Joseph Goebbels 

celebrated the change: “And our language can truly become a world 

language. ”  19 

Moving to London, Tschichold went on to take charge of the design of 

Penguin Books—and to renounce   Die neue Typographie . “I detected most 

shocking parallels between the teachings of  

 Die neue Typographie  and 

National Socialism and Fascism”—that is, a “ruthless restriction of type 

faces” and “the more or less militaristic arrangement of lines. ”  20 

In this episode, we witness not only the remarkable politicization of 

typography but also a struggle for print’s humanistic vs. mechanistic soul. 

“Typography should be allowed individuality; this is to appear as different 

as the people around us, just as there are girls and men, fat and thin, wise 

and stupid, serious and gay, easily-pleased and fussy,” Tschichold said in his 

recantation. “The aim of typography must not be expression, least of all 

self-expression, but perfect communication achieved by skill.  .  .  . Typography 

is a servant and nothing more.” In the 1960s, he designed a typeface for a 

consortium of German type houses called Sabon, popular still with book 

publishers.  It has serifs.  21 

The other road taken in the progress of typography led away from 

German gothic to Italy and roman typefaces. Gutenberg and other early 

printers had already begun to round the sharp edges of their fi rst designs. 

But it was Nicolas Jenson who forged a bold new design with his roman 

typeface, bringing together the lower-case of the Carolingian miniscule 

commissioned for scribes by Charlemagne with the capitals chiseled in stone 

on tombs and monuments in ancient Rome—such as those engraved on 

Trajan’s Column, completed in AD 113; they are magisterial, elegant, 

balanced, and authoritative,  with curves triumphing over angles.  22  Jenson,  

master of the French Royal Mint, had been dispatched to Mainz in 1458, 

and after three years appeared in Venice in 1468, where he designed what is 

my most beloved typeface, his namesake. 

Renowned publisher and typographer Daniel Berkeley Updike attempted 

to explain the appeal of Jenson: “The characteristics of Jenson’s font were 

its readability, its mellowness of form, and the evenness of colour in mass. 

Analyzed closely, his letter-forms were not very perfect; had they been so, 

their effect would not have been so good; for, as an authority has said, ‘a 

type too ideal in its perfection is not an ideal type.’ ” Exactly. Jenson is 

patently human. “The eye becomes tired when each character is absolutely 

perfect. Thus the good effect of the type in mass depends somewhat upon 

the variations in, and consequent ‘movement’ of, its integral parts. Jenson’s 
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roman types have been the accepted models for roman letters ever since he 

made them, and, repeatedly copied in our own day, have never been 

equalled. ”  23 

The beauty of Jenson’s typeface became a sword in the stone for type 

designers for generations to follow. In the late nineteenth century, fabled 

type artist William Morris began with Jenson to inspire his roman typeface, 

called the Golden Type. “This type I studied with much care,” he said, 

“getting it photographed to a big scale, and drawing it many times before I 

began designing my own letter. ” 24  In the early 1900s,  Bruce Rogers tried to capture the essence of Jenson more than once, at fi rst failing, so far as he was 

concerned, with a typeface called Montaigne after the book in which it 

appeared, and then again with a beautiful design, Centaur, “probably the 

most admirable of the numerous revivals of the fi fteenth-century type of 

Nicolas Jenson,” decreed Alexander Lawson.  25 

Most inspiring and tragic is the tale of Thomas Cobden-Sanderson, a 

lawyer-turned-bookbinder-turned-designer and self-described “visionary 

and fanatic” who adapted Jenson for the Doves Press Bible of 1902, a holy 

and stunning book of only 500 copies that surely would have made both 

Gutenberg and Jenson proud. The Doves Bible was part of a movement of 

small, artisanal presses that tried to defend the beauty and humanity of print 

and typography even as the trade was being fully mechanized by high-speed, 

rotary presses and typesetting machines. Said   The Guardian  then: “For the 

fi rst time we see that marvellous cluster of divine things, pure and dignifi ed 

in form, exquisitely printed as literature, and free from all notes or other 

excrescences. It is something, surely, that in our own day such a masterpiece 

of workmanship can be and is produced. ”  26  Cobden-Sanderson signed an 

agreement that upon his death, the typeface would pass to his estranged 

business partner, Sir Emery Walker. 

But Cobden-Sanderson could not imagine his creation populating lesser 

books made by machines, and so over fi ve months in 1916 and 1917, at the 

age of seventy-six, he took more than 170 half-mile walks to the Hammersmith 

Bridge in London to throw his entire, half-ton font of metal into the Thames.  27 

“He abhorred mechanical industry, and only by consigning the type to the 

Thames, he wrote in his diary, could he guarantee it would never be used in 

‘a press pulled otherwise than by the hand and arm of man,’ ”  The Economist 

reported.  28  In 2013 Robert Green recreated the Doves font from its printed 

remains.  29 Then,  two years later, he paid divers to comb the Thames riverbed 

and found 150 pieces of type.  30  One may today buy electronic versions of 

Jenson (not to be confused with Janson, named after a seventeenth-century 

Leipzig printer). I fi nd the Adobe rendition too perfect, too mechanical, so 

digital, insuffi ciently human. Updike called Jenson the “long-suffering and as 

yet unrivalled font. ”  31  Indeed.  

So many type designers and printers are memorialized in the names of the 

typefaces (here italicized) that we still select on our computers. Earlier I 
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mentioned Francesco   Griffo ’s italic variant for Aldus Manutius. Claude 

 Garamond  (also Garamont) was the fi rst designer to produce punches and 

matrices for sale to type foundries. 

 32  Upon his death,  the punches and 

matrices were sold to Christophe   Plantin , who Steinberg said “inaugurated 

the golden age of Netherlandish book production” in a house almost as 

renowned as Manutius’; Pettegree called him “the greatest printer of his 

age. ”  33  France’s   Didot  family was another printing dynasty; it was to them that Benjamin Franklin sent his grandson to learn the craft. From Parma, 

Italy, Giambattista  

 Bodoni  published in Italian, Greek, Latin, French, 

Russian, German, and English and was printer to Carlos III of Spain, a 

correspondent with Franklin, and a pensioner of Napoleon. “He was one of 

those fortunate mortals who, appearing at just the right moment, knew 

exactly what he wanted to do, attempted it, succeeded in it, was praised for 

it, and deserved (and highly enjoyed) the praise,” said Updike. And in 

England, William   Caslon  established the great English type foundry. He had 

been hired to produce an Arabic font, but when he set his own name in a 

roman letter at the bottom of the type specimen, he was persuaded to make 

his own English typefaces.  34 

Printing was a many-headed industry that fostered jargon and other 

barriers to expertise but also craved standardization so that equipment and 

craftsmen could move effi ciently from shop to shop without adjustment or 

training. That is how type cases gained standard layouts and lost a few 

letters along the way. The “long s,” which looks like an “f” with its front 

fi nger lopped off—“ ſ ”—befuddles modern readers of seventeenth- and 

eighteenth-century documents, as it appears to be inserted randomly with 

the “round s” that we know, resulting in, for example, Congre ſ s of the 

United States. It was gradually and thankfully dropped by printers in the 

fi rst half of the nineteenth century. Franklin wrote in 1786 that “the Round 

s begins to be the Mode and in nice printing the Long  ſ  is rejected entirely. ” 35 

Thank you, sir. For much of print’s history, type sizes had been given names 

in a befuddling array that varied nation to nation. Between 1737 and 1764, 

French type designer Pierre Simon Fournier developed a point system, 144 

points to an inch. English and Dutch brevier-sized type, comparable to the 

French   petit texte , the German   petit  or   junger , the Italian   testino , and the Spanish   brevario  were all eight-point type. In English, nonpareil equaled six 

point, minion seven point, bourgeois nine point, and pica—the size people 

my age prefer from word processors—twelve point. 

- 

All the tasks Gutenberg and company performed in their shop would eventually 

be sliced into independent trades: compositor, pressman, publisher, editor, type 

founder, and type designer, with the once separate trade of bookbinder 

eventually merging into printing houses. In the last half of the eighteenth 

century came one last, great artisan who, like Gutenberg et al., did it all. 
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John Baskerville made a good living as a teacher of calligraphy—a 

scribe—and an engraver of tombstones. He then took up a lucrative trade in 

japanning, the making of lacquerware. At about age forty-fi ve, in the middle 

of the 1700s, he followed his artistic passion into printing, becoming “the 

greatest type-designer of the post-incunabula age,” said historian Steinberg, 

who then could not help but snark that Baskerville “spent nearly his whole 

life in Birmingham, which thus for once enters into the history of 

civilization. ”  36  Baskerville was not an easy man.  He was an avowed atheist. 

His biographer, Josiah Henry Benton, quoted an acquaintance, John Noble, 

whose father—a seller of trinkets to slave traders—learned writing from 

Baskerville: “I have been very often with him to Baskerville’s house, and 

found him ever a most profane wretch, and ignorant of literature to a 

wonderful degree. . . . In person, he was a shrivelled old coxcomb. . . . He 

had wit; but it was always at the expense of religion and decency, particularly 

if in company with clergy.” 

Baskerville designed his own typefaces, which were “for their time, 

unusually slender, delicate, well balanced, and tasteful,” said Simon Garfi eld. 

They were modern. As Baskerville wrote in the preface to his edition of John 

Milton’s   Paradise Lost : “Having been an early admirer of the beauty of 

letters, I became insensibly desirous of contributing to the perfection of 

them. ”  37  Baskerville built his own,  customized wooden presses, making a platen from machined brass, to provide as perfect a plane as possible, and 

adjusting other parts to make sure the type did not bite too deeply into the 

page. He formulated his own inks, boiling aged linseed oil until it reached 

just the right stickiness, adding resin to increase the luster, mixing in specially 

collected lamp black, and then aging the ink like wine for three years. 

T.C. Hansard, who wrote the authoritative guide to printing   Typographia  in 

1825, said Baskerville made the fi rst major innovation in printing ink in two 

centuries, creating “a superior kind of black. ”  38  And he invented a new 

method to calendar his paper, to make it as smooth and shiny as a modern 

magazine page. While a page was still wet off the press, Baskerville pressed 

it between hot copper plates; the result, said Abb é  de Fontenai, was “so 

glossy and of such perfect polish that one would suppose the paper was 

made of silk rather than of linen. ”  39 To publish his Virgil took Baskerville seven years and it “went forth to astonish all the librarians of Europe,” 

wrote Thomas Babington Macaulay. Benton gushed: “Every part of the 

volume was in harmony with every other part. There was no disproportion. 

The book has been well said to be a landmark in the history of typography.” 

Dr. Samuel Johnson ordered one copy,  Benjamin Franklin six.  40 

“Such perfectionism, needless to say, did not endear him to his 

competitors,” said Alexander Lawson. “He was as roundly damned as he 

was lavishly praised. ”  41  Biographer Benton quoted one observer who was of 

two minds: “His paper was of fi ner gloss, and his ink of a brighter black 

than ordinary; his type was thicker than usual in the thick strokes, and fi ner 
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in the fi ne, and was sharpened at the angles in a novel manner; all these 

combined gave his editions a brilliant rich look, when his pages were turned 

lightly over.” All good so far, but then the critic added, “When you sit down 

to read them, the eye is almost immediately fatigued with the gloss of the 

paper and ink, and the sharp angles of the type; and it is universally known 

that Baskerville’s printing is   not  read.” Benton labeled this critique “false 

and maliciously so.” 

Baskerville recognized that his high standards made for an avocation, not 

a business. “It is not my desire to print many books; but such only, as are 

books of Consequence, of intrinsic merit, or established Reputation, and 

which the public may be pleased to see in an elegant dress, and to purchase 

at such a price, as will repay the extraordinary care and expense that must 

necessarily be bestowed upon them. ”  42  His ethic would be the model for 

small presses in the twentieth century. Alas, at the time, the public was 

unwilling to pay two to three times the price of other editions. After printing 

his Virgil, his Milton, and his masterwork, a Bible, Baskerville gave up “this 

business of printing, which I am heartily tired of, and repent I ever 

attempted. ”  43  He tried to sell his types,  enlisting Franklin as his agent, but failed. His widow sold them to a dramatist in France, where they were used 

to print the works of Voltaire. They eventually landed at the Cambridge 

University Press. 

In death, Baskerville himself “proved to be a movable type,” quipped 

Simon Garfi eld. Scoffi ng at religion once more—“as I have a hearty contempt 

for all superstition, the farce of a consecrated ground, the Irish barbarism of 

sure and certain hopes etc.”—he did not want to be buried in a churchyard, 

instead calling for his body to be ensconced, vertically, in a conical 

mausoleum on his property in Birmingham.  44  His home there was wrecked 

in the 1791 Priestley Riots against religious dissenters and supporters of the 

French Revolution. In 1821, his body was found in his lead coffi n under the 

destroyed mausoleum. It then spent eight years in a warehouse, where one 

could allegedly pay to see it. Then the coffi n was moved to plumber’s shop, 

where it was opened and a sketch of the “mummied” Baskerville was made; 

that sketch and a piece of the shroud that had covered the body are now in 

the Birmingham library, where the city says, “Legend has it that if you touch 

the shroud then you will be cursed!”  45  Eager to be rid of the body, the 

plumber applied to the rector of St. Philip’s Church to move it there, but that 

request was refused because of Baskerville’s atheism. A bookseller offered to 

inter the body in his vault at Christ Church. The rector there told the 

plumber it would be impossible but also told him “with an unmistakable 

twinkle in his eye” where the keys to the vault were kept. So the plumber 

carried the body on a wheelbarrow and placed him in the bookseller’s vault 

at Christ Church,  which no doubt had Baskerville spinning.  46  That church was demolished, its land taken over for shops and offi ces (since torn down) 

and Baskerville was moved once more into a vault beneath the chapel in the 
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Church of England cemetery on Warstone Lane. The chapel was itself later 

demolished and the vault was bricked over to save it from vandalism. The 

plaque that fi nally marked Baskerville’s grave is no longer visible.  47  “This, ” 

said Garfi eld, “is how we honour our type heroes. ”  48 This was the last gasp of the printer as artisan before industrialization would intrude. Next came 

an age of automation and industrialization of print, lamented by scandalous 

twentieth-century type designer Eric Gill as “a world wherein no man makes 

the whole of anything. ”  49 

 1 4 

 Steam  and  the  Mechanization  of  Print            

Technology, like evolution, does not progress at a steady pace, fast or 

slow; it lurches and halts as innovation directs, needs demand, and 

related developments permit. Beyond tweaks such as Baskerville’s to 

the wooden printing press and his formulation of ink, no major changes 

were made in the mechanism and method of printing from 1450 until 1800. 

Then innovation exploded. 

Stereotyping—the means of making a mold of a page so it could be 

duplicated without having to reset the type for a next edition—was a leap 

forward in effi ciency for printing. The labor that went into setting every 

letter in every word, line, column, and page by hand, then cleaning and 

redistributing each sort to the type case, and then—if a book sold well and 

more editions were called for—repeating the entire process, letter by letter, 

is exhausting to contemplate. Recall Paul Needham’s theory, that Gutenberg 

might have created stereotype molds, two lines at a time, for the   Catholicon . 

If he did, Gutenberg’s experimentation was not furthered by three centuries 

of successors—until some fi nally tried. 

In the 1780s, Henry Johnson, a compositor working for  

 The Times  of 

London, was issued a patent for the casting of not just individual letters but 

common, short words, prefi xes, and suffi xes—be, for, the, and, th, con, ing, ion—

though compositors complained that they were quicker picking individual letters 

than searching for letter combinations in a now much larger type case.  1  That 

variation on stereotyping—called logography and also the unpronounce-

able polyamatiamie, typocheographie, and hamapoligrammatiamme—was 

enthusiastically supported by the Earl of Stanhope, whom we’ll meet in a 

moment. But the fad faded. In 1701, J. Van der Mey of Leyden took entire 

typeset pages and dipped the bottoms in molten lead or solder to fuse them, 

making permanent printing plates. But that was costly, as the individual letters 

could be used only once. “Van der Mey’s invention was any thing but an 

economical mode of printing,” ruled T.C. Hansard in his encyclopedic manual of 

printing in 1825.  It also disappeared.  2 

William Ged was recorded making the fi rst creditable attempts at 

stereotyping in 1725. His efforts, too, were ill-fated. Ged tried making molds 
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of pages using plaster of paris or gypsum and needed capital to perfect the 

work, but two funders did not keep their word to him. The other printing 

trades, fearing the harm to their businesses, conspired to sabotage Ged’s 

work. A type founder gave him defective type. Compositors would correct 

one error on a page but then enter more errors. “And the pressmen, when 

the masters were absent, battered the letters in aid of the compositors,” 

reported George Kubler. Ged surrendered and his fi rst plates were melted 

down for type.  3 

Eventually, the perfection of stereotyping was taken up by a grand 

character in the history of printing, Charles Mahon, third Earl of Stanhope. 

A Whig member of the British House of Commons, running in association 

with the radical John Wilkes, and then a member of the House of Lords, 

Stanhope fought for the rights of freedom of speech, habeas corpus, and 

trial by jury and for the abolition of the slave trade. He was an outspoken 

ally of the French Revolution. In 1794, his London home was sacked in 

similar circumstances to the destruction of Baskerville’s Birmingham home 

three years earlier. As an inventor he built three calculators and a logic 

machine—read: early computers; 

 4  designed devices for canal locks; 

conversed with Ben Franklin about electricity and designed lightning-rod 

systems; designed a steamship with a paddle fashioned after a duck’s foot, 

almost hiring steam pioneer James Watt to build it, infl uencing in turn the 

work of another pioneer, Robert Fulton; devised means to protect ships 

from mines; invented roofi ng material of tar, chalk, and sand; proposed 

mechanisms for preventing the counterfeiting of money; and invented 

plaster of his own formula as well as ventilation systems to protect buildings 

from fi re (once setting the ground-fl oor of a building ablaze as distinguished 

guests, including the Lord Mayor of London, were in a second-story room 

and “those eating ice-creams above were not inconvenienced”).  5 

Stanhope thought of advancing publishing “as he did of his public service, 

as the obligation of nobility,” said P.M. Zall. His greatest cause was reducing 

the cost of printing.  6 “To every man who is fully sensible of the importance of diffusing knowledge, the dearness of books must be a subject of 

considerable regret,”  he wrote. 

 7  Stanhope said in a 1795 speech: “The 

invaluable ART OF PRINTING has dispelled that former Darkness; and, 

like a   new Luminary  enlightens the whole Horizon.  The gloomy Night of 

 Ignorance  is past. The pure unsullied  

 Light of Reason  is NOW much 

diffused, that it is no longer in the power of   Tyranny  to destroy it. And I 

believe, and hope, that glorious   intellectual Light  will, shortly, shine forth on 

Europe, with meridian Splendor. ” 8 

Working with three others who were trying to develop stereotyping, 

Stanhope refi ned the method and wrote instructions for it: First, the type has 

to be specially composed such that spaces are even with the bottom of 

letters. Second, burn gypsum (used in drywall) and dilute it with water to 

make a plaster. “Doesn’t it look like a good wife’s buckwheat batter?” asked 
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Thomas MacKellar in his 1878 manual of typography.  9 Third, build a frame 

around the form of type to exact specifi cations. Fourth, use lye to clean the 

type of ink after its last proof is pulled and then spread a thin layer of oil and 

turpentine on the type and form to assure the plaster will not stick. Fifth, 

pour the plaster onto the mold, a thin layer at fi rst to assure every letter’s 

crevice—the tiny half-donut holes in a’s and e’s—is fi lled. Sixth, bake the 

mold and then extract it. Seventh, place the mold in a new form and dunk it 

in a vat of a half-ton of molten metal. Eighth, cool and extract the new page, 

a duplicate of the original.  10 And be warned: many a mold breaks halfway 

through the process. 

Stanhope’s printer, Andrew Wilson, wrote that stereotyping could reduce 

the cost of books by twenty to forty percent. As Stanhope tallied the gains, 

rather than having to print thousands of copies of a book and hold onto 

them in a warehouse until—one hopes—they sell over so many years, one 

might print only hundreds and, when the fi rst edition sells out, print more 

without having to reset the type. Less capital is required, sunk into paper, 

ink, and books; less warehouse space is needed; less labor is spent 

recomposing type; and there’s less wear and tear on the type. Stereotyping 

reduced the risk in publishing. “What an Advantage to Literature & to the 

Arts & Sciences!”  11  New materials were developed for the molds,  such as papier-m â ch é , and the process spread from the printing of books to 

newspapers, which could then keep multiple presses busy on a single edition, 

increasing print runs and circulation.  The Times  of London was the fi rst 

newspaper printed via papier-m â ch é  stereotyping.  12  Stereotyping became 

the standard in printing, along with its sister technology, electrotyping, the 

making of duplicate plates through the electrical transfer of copper molecules 

in a battery bath. By the time I set foot in a composing room as a newspaper 

intern in the 1970s, stereotype molds were made by exerting considerable 

pressure on a cardboard mat, called a fl ong, over a page of type. The fl ong 

was in turn used to mold multiple half-round printing plates in lead, which 

were placed on the cylinders of high-speed presses. (As a souvenir, I still have 

two of these very heavy press plates. They make a conversation-starting base 

for the coffee table in my offi ce.) 

A next critical innovation in printing—the fi rst major redesign of the 

printing press itself probably since Gutenberg’s time—came once again from 

Lord Stanhope, who invented the iron press and added a system of levers to 

augment the mighty screw. This didn’t greatly speed up printing, but it did 

allow use of a larger platen—twice the size of that in a wooden press, as big 

as a full sheet of paper—so an entire form could be printed with one pull of 

the press, instead of having to move the form and pull a second time. With 

the aid of levers, “the Pressman will no longer be subject to that   exhaustion 

which has been the   opprobrium  of the trade,”  said a writer of the time.  13    The Times  of London—which keeps reappearing in this saga of technical 

progress—“was quick to appreciate the value of the Stanhope press,” said 
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James Moran, in his encyclopedic history of printing presses. “What   The 

 Times  itself described as a ‘battalion’ of Stanhope presses was used to print 

the paper for the fi rst fourteen years of the nineteenth century.”  14  Stanhope 

did not patent his press; as with stereotyping, he forswore profi ts to benefi t 

printing “for the good of mankind. ”  15  He also worked to develop rollers to 

replace the balls used to ink type, experimenting with “the skins of every 

animal which he thought likely to answer his purpose” to create a seamless 

cover (a goal not fully realized until composite materials—fi rst, glue and 

molasses,  later rubber—were developed).  16  Stanhope’s press inspired no end of iron and steel successors. The Columbian, an American machine that was 

manufactured even into the twentieth century, was emblazoned with bold 

symbols: eagles, serpents, olive branches of peace, horns of plenty, in 

Hansard’s admiring description “all handsomely bronzed and gilt, resisting 

and bearing down all other power!”  17  European equivalents replaced the 

American symbols with globes, lions, griffi ns, and the lamp of knowledge. 

- 

Then came steam, which did much to accelerate the speed, scale, and 

progress of printing and publishing: powering presses, powering automatic 

papermaking machines, powering the trains and ships that would carry 

books far, and powering the passenger trains that would become a venue 

and reason for reading, altogether exploding the market for print into more 

hands at lower cost than ever. German printer and bookseller Friedrich 

Koenig is credited with the fi rst useful steam-powered printing machine. He 

began in 1810 with a patent for a steam-powered press still using a fl at 

platen, but the next year had his breakthrough, developing the fi rst cylinder 

machine, which could print 800 to 1,100 pages an hour—versus 200 or so 

an hour on the old, wooden press. Better rollers also meant that the inking 

of forms could be automated. 

And here is   The Times  of London once more, ordering two steam-driven, 

double-cylinder presses with the stipulation that no others would be sold 

within ten miles of London. The paper’s owner, John Walter II, secretly 

installed the fi rst machine in a building next to   The Times . Late into the 

night and early morning of November 29, 1814, printers at   The Times  were 

told to wait for late-breaking news from the Continent while next door, 

Koenig’s machine churned out the entire edition of the paper. “At six o’clock 

in the morning Walter entered the press room and astonished the men by 

telling them that the newspaper was already printed by steam; that if they 

attempted violence there was a force ready to repress it; but if they were 

peaceable their wages would be continued until similar employment could 

be procured. ”  18  One hundred seventy-two years later, at the same newspaper, its latest owner, Rupert Murdoch, would engage in similar subterfuge to 

secretly build an entirely new, computerized printing plant and computerized 

editing system in the Wapping district of London, abandoning its hot-metal 
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printing plant and its printers and reducing the shop’s workforce from 6,800 

to 670. This set off a year-long strike that ended in victory for Murdoch and 

his ally, Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher. It also marked the beginning of 

the end of Fleet Street as the center of publishing in England. Caxton’s 

successor, Wynkyn de Worde, had set up shop near there about 1500 and the 

city’s fi rst daily newspaper was published there in 1702. By the end of the 

twentieth century, almost every printer and publisher had decamped to 

sterile offi ces of glass and steel elsewhere in London, distant from the noise, 

smell, and heat of their printing presses. 

Development of printing presses proceeded now in leaps, shifting from fl at 

platens to round cylinders, improving speed and quality, and adding much 

mechanical complexity. Stereotyping enabled the manufacture of curved 

printing plates for rotary presses, which made for even faster printing. A 

century after the steam press, in the early twentieth century, came offset 

printing, in which one cylinder carries the inked plate, another cylinder carries 

the paper, and an intermediary rubber cylinder picks up the inked impression 

from the plate and transfers it to the paper. The printing is offset in the sense 

that the printing plate and the paper have no direct contact. This allowed for 

ever greater speed and quality and eventually for reliable multicolor presses. 

- 

Now to the next benefi ciary of innovation: paper. To feed high-speed rotary 

presses, two innovations were demanded of the paper industry: the 

manufacture of continuous rolls of paper instead of sheets and the use of 

new raw materials to reduce cost. Just as Stanhope was perfecting stereotyping 

and inventing his iron press at the turn of the nineteenth century, Nicolas-

Louis Robert, working for a fabled French printing family, the Didots, 

developed the idea for a new papermaking machine built as an assembly line: 

Pulp is poured onto a continuously moving screen, shaking as a papermaker 

would to even it out in a smooth sheet. At the other end of the belt, water is 

sucked away and the still-wet paper is picked up by felt-covered drums and 

fed onto heated drums for drying. The English Fourdrinier brothers, Sealy 

and Henry, licensed the patent but went bankrupt making prototypes of the 

machine; “for which their only reward was blighted hopes and embittered 

lives. ”  19  Still,  the machine kept their name. The fi rst industrial version of the Fourdrinier machine went into operation in 1804. By 1816, upset English 

craftsmen petitioned Parliament to stop the building of Fourdriniers, the 

despised looms of papermaking. In 1830, they rioted north of London, 

occupying mills and destroying some equipment until troops arrived.  20  In 

1837, Parliament awarded the Fourdriniers £7,000 in recognition of their 

contribution to the nation. A decade later,  The Times  launched a campaign 

to raise money for the destitute surviving brother.  21 

Until the mid-nineteenth century, paper was made primarily from linen 

and cotton rags, which created shortages and such a competitive market for 
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sloughed off shirts and bloomers that governments declared rags a strategic 

asset and controlled their export. Shortages were acute in England, where 

wool was more suitable for the cold climate than cotton and where 

Parliament decreed in 1666 that only wool should be used to bury the dead. 

Shortages were just as dire in America, where papermakers ran advertisements 

begging citizens to save and sell their rags. Mark Kurlansky said by the 

1850s, rags made up half the cost of manufacturing paper. He told the story 

of rag pickers scavenging the clothes of soldiers killed on the battlefi eld at 

Gettysburg to sell them to a paper mill.  22  Worse, I. Augustus Stanwood 

imported Egyptian mummies to strip off their burial shrouds for raw 

material, causing an outbreak of cholera among mill workers. 

It will come as no surprise, then, that many attempts were made to fi nd 

substitute fi bers to turn into paper. Many were tested, including corn husks, 

pinecones, potatoes, hemp, straw, nettles, moss, cattails, dandelion root, 

cabbage, okra, grasses, recycled paper, asbestos (books that kill?), and wasp 

nests. The wasps taught scientists in the early eighteenth century that paper 

could be made without rags and inspired the notion that it could be made 

from wood, as that is what the insects used. It was not until 1800 that paper 

was made from wood pulp by Matthias Koops, who nonetheless set up a 

company to make paper from straw; it went bankrupt in 1802. In the 1840s, 

German papermakers built and patented wood grinders to produce 

inexpensive newsprint with a mixture of wood pulp and rag fi ber. In Nova 

Scotia in 1841, Charles Fenerty made the fi rst paper from ground wood on 

the American continent.  23 The problem with wood is that it is hard; to break down its fi bers to turn them into pliable paper required the invention of a 

chemical process. In the 1860s, American chemist Benjamin Chew Tilghman 

experimented with cooking wood chips in sulfur dioxide and water in a 

“digester” and then—because the product would end up dark and could not 

be bleached—treating it with lime to neutralize wood’s acid. This sulfi te 

process stank, and so paper mills moved away from towns to the forests and 

water supplies whence came their raw materials. The resulting paper was 

acidic and not made to last. “A 150-year-old book made from wood paper 

will not hold up as well as the 400-year-old books of Aldus Manutius made 

from rag paper,” said Kurlansky.  24  Nonetheless,  paper was now abundant, 

not precious; fl eeting, not permanent; cheap in so many ways, not rich. Print 

became a disposable product of consumerism. 

- 

New mechanisms of transportation and communication would also have 

profound effect on publishing. Steamboats on canals and steamships on the 

ocean could transport books as well as stereotype plates to new markets. 

Steam engines drove publishing to new heights fi nancially but, some would 

say, new depths culturally. “Not only did freight trains allow books to be 

cheaply and widely distributed,” wrote Kevin Hayes, “but also, the passenger 
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train provided new contexts for reading, contexts that were ideal for the 

inexpensive books produced by the steam-powered press. The development 

of passenger railways combined with the widespread availability of 

inexpensively produced books signifi cantly  infl uenced what people read, 

how they obtained what they read, and, indeed, how they read. ” 

 25  In 

England, publisher George Routledge saw the opportunity presented by 

trains and created the Railway Library, publishing 1,227 titles over fi fty 

years, some highbrow (  Sense & Sensibility ), some less so (  Baron Montez of 

 Panama and Paris ). The establishment of stores offering newspapers and 

books in most every railway station—the roots of the newsstand empire of 

W.H. Smith—created a ready channel of sale, as did networks of boys 

pitching snacks and publications on trains. In the United States, the lack of 

international copyright led to the pirating of many British and European 

novels in cheap, small books, with publishers meeting incoming steamships 

to rush the latest imports into print ahead of competitors. 

As ever when technology sparks new public behavior, worry will follow. 

“Many are of opinion that the small print of cheap editions in the United 

States, will seriously injure the eyesight of the rising generation, especially as 

they often read in railway cars, devouring whole novels, printed in 

newspapers, in very inferior type,” fretted Charles Lyell in 1849.  26  Critics 

worried about cultural globalization in one direction, with Americans 

reading “the distorted, unreal, grotesquely horrible creations of perverted 

French taste. ”  27 According to Hayes, others worried that the sociability that existed in tight, jumbling, noisy horse-drawn coaches was lost when people 

demarcated personal space in depersonalized American train cars. 

 The 

 Railway Traveller’s Handy Book of Hints  in 1862 advised that a book or a 

newspaper was useful for reserving a seat “before being turned into ‘an 

excellent weapon’ to fend off unwanted conversation with ‘impertinent, 

intrusive, and inquisitive’ fellow passengers,” reported Aileen Fyfe.  28  (Our 

phones did not suddenly make us antisocial.) 

The book itself changed as much as behavior with it. “The pamphlet novel 

devalued the book as a material object,” said Hayes. “The pamphlet novel 

changed the idea of the book. Formerly, the book was a fairly expensive item 

that required a certain amount of skill and craftsmanship to produce and 

which people displayed prominently in their homes. With the pamphlet novel, 

features such as gilt and tooled bindings and generous leading were irrelevant. 

Cheapness and availability became more important. The pamphlet novel 

made the book less a material object and more a vehicle for a work’s text. ”  29 
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 Electricity and the 

Industrialization  of  Media            

Then came electricity, whose impact at fi rst was less as a means of 

powering machines than as a means of carrying communication. 

The telegraph fi nished the job steam began, seeming to erase time 

and distance. “It was not until the advent of the telegraph that messages 

could travel faster than a messenger,”  said McLuhan.  1  Better roads,  more ubiquitous postal coverage, faster ships, then railroads brought news to 

newspaper editors ever faster. In the United States, newspapers had 

established networks for news as postal regulations allowed every newspaper 

in the country to send every other newspaper a copy for free. 

That the telegraph allowed instantaneous communication with unseen 

strangers fostered fretting over stranger danger. “Permit me to express 

the opinion that telegraphing is not such a business as women should 

seek to engage in,” wrote J.W. Stover in a letter to   The New York Times  in 

1865, opposing membership in the National Telegraphic Union to women. 

“It brings them in contact with too many rough corners of the world, 

and requires an understanding of such matters as a womanly woman 

cannot be expected to possess. ”  2 The following February in   Telegrapher , a Mrs. M.E. Lewis responded: “Woman’s sphere, according to him, is keeping 

house. Now, exactly the qualities for a good housekeeper are those for 

a good telegrapher—patience, faithfulness, careful attention to numerous 

FAMILY AND MARRIAGE and tiresome little details. If women are not on 

an average altogether superior to men in those qualities, I am in error. ” 3 

Both jubilation and consternation met the fi rst telegraph wire linking 

America to England in 1858—briefl y, until it failed. The jubilation: “New 

York yesterday went Cable-mad,” reported   The New York Times . “Church 

bells rang for an hour. The factory bells and steam whistles of the workshops 

joined in the general tolling and shrieking. People drank in the glorious 

tidings of success. ”  4 Then consternation: “Has the land telegraph done any good?” demanded a Washington correspondent for   The New York Times . 

“Has it banished any evil, mitigated any sorrow. . . . So far as the infl uence 
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of the newspaper upon the mind and morals of the people is concerned, 

there can be no rational doubt that the telegraph has caused vast injury. 

Superfi cial, sudden, unsifted, too fast for the truth, must be all telegraphic 

intelligence. Does it render the popular mind too fast for the truth? Ten days 

bring us the mails from Europe. What need is there for scraps of news in ten 

minutes?”  5  Nonetheless,  news wire services in many countries sprang up to feed newspapers and with them came newspaper wars and fears that the 

technology alone created “an opportunity, which would not otherwise exist, 

for unprincipled persons to fabricate ‘false news.’ ” 

 American Telegraph 

 Magazine  proposed a solution and beseeched the wire services: “Gentlemen 

of the ‘Association!’ THE TELEGRAPH SHOULD BE OPEN AND FREE 

TO ALL—  giving peculiar privileges to none . ” 6  Then the telegraph might have been true to the title of Tom Standage’s book,  The Victorian Internet . 

In this same remarkable period of innovation, the photograph was about to 

make its impression on the public’s visualization of the world. After photography’s 

invention in 1839, the photograph was brought to the press with the halftone 

process, perfected from the 1850s to the 1880s. In it, a photograph is 

photographed again through a screen, the image converted into dots—some 

dense and dark, some small and light—which can be printed alongside text on 

the press. Meanwhile, the camera was set loose from the studio as it became 

smaller and portable; Kodak released its fi rst model in 1888. 

Then photography began to supersede illustration in news. “The average 

illustrator is looking on improvements in camera work with consternation,” 

wrote   The New York Times  in 1901. In a report on the trend,  The Times 

compared two news events. When President Lincoln was shot in 1865, 

 Harper’s Weekly  sent all its artists to Washington by train to draw locations 

and people; by the time they arrived, he was dead. They rushed by train back 

to New York, drawing on the way, and then redrew their best on blocks of 

wood for engraving under the knife, a full-page illustration taking a day or 

more of work. An extra edition of   Harper’s  came out after four days. Years 

later,  The Times  said, a magazine editor on deadline would send artists to 

the scene of news, have them sketch their illustrations, and then telegraph a 

detailed description to an artist back in the newsroom, who would draw an 

illustration in turn. One illustrated daily had eighty-fi ve artists on staff. 

Photography provided an entirely different view of news. When President 

McKinley was assassinated by an anarchist in Buffalo in 1901,  Collier’s 

 Weekly  telegraphed orders to photographers on the scene, who managed to 

rush their images back to New York City within fourteen hours. Two hours 

later, the pictures were ready to print.  The Times  estimated   Collier’s  extra 

edition on McKinley cost a tenth of   Harper’s  on Lincoln, with “a paper in 

elegance, attractiveness, and accuracy” that was “so far ahead of the old 

time extra that there was simply no comparison.” What happened to all the 

unemployed artists? “Most of them have gone higher up,” said   The Times . 

Others took to illustrating advertisements or fi ction.  7 
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Before we leave this century of innovation in print, there is one more 

development, one more machine to recall: the Linotype. Even as stereotyping 

eliminated the labor of   re setting type, there was still the drudgery of setting 

it in the fi rst place. To automate any of the tasks feeding the composition of 

text—founding type, composing text, and redistributing type—would have 

been a victory. There were many attempts: scores of magnifi cent if failed 

machines that looked like fanciful harpsichords, carousels, looms, Gatling 

guns, robots,  and typewriters gone mad.  8  Mark Twain invested a reported 

$200,000 in one of them, the Paige, which promised to set and redistribute 

type as an automated compositor. It bankrupted the author. Two Paiges 

were made and only one remains, in Twain’s Hartford home and museum.  9 

James Clephane was a stenographer (one more latter-day scribe enters 

the tale) who became the fastest court reporter serving Lincoln’s cabinet.  10 

Frustrated with the speed of handwriting and shorthand, Clephane helped 

encourage the development of the typewriter, taking at least a half-dozen 

early models through their paces. Then, “while pursuing this interesting line 

of activity, he conceived of a machine that would dispense with typesetting 

by hand,” said Frank Romano,  a chronicler of the Linotype.  11  Clephane met 

young mechanic Ottmar Mergenthaler and explained the idea for a “writing 

machine.” After more than a decade of trial and many errors under 

Clephane’s goading, Mergenthaler arrived at his eureka!, conceiving of a 

single glorious contraption to dispense with the three fundamental functions 

of typesetting—molding letters, composing them, and redistributing them. 

This is how his Linotype works: Multiple matrices—that is, molds—for 

every letter are stacked up in columns in a magazine. The operator punches 

a key, releasing a letter’s matrix, which falls into place, followed by character 

after character until the line is nearly full. In between words are wedge-

shaped spaces. When the line is complete, the spaces are all raised at once, 

pushing the words apart equidistantly to fi ll out—to justify—the line of type. 

The fi nished line of matrices is moved, with many clicks and kerchunketa-

kerchunketas, to a spot where molten lead is shot into it. Once the molding 

of a line is complete, the matrices are marched up to the top of the magazine, 

where each returns to its proper slot. Meanwhile, once cooled, out pops a 

complete line of type, then the next and the next. 

After more than four centuries of movable type, Gutenberg’s methods of 

molding and setting type by hand, a letter at a time, were retired. Here was 

the fi nal machine needed to mark the complete mechanization and 

industrialization of media, the era of scale, the age of mass media. 

- 

In the early part of the twentieth century, print met its fi rst competitor, radio. 

It was not welcomed with open arms. In   Media at War , Gwenyth Jackaway 

chronicled American newspapers’ opposition to broadcast in a tale of 

defensiveness and protectionism that would be reprised with the arrivals of 
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television and the internet. “Having been presented with a new technology, 

contemporary actors voice their concerns about how the new medium will 

change their lives, and in so doing they reveal their vulnerabilities,” she 

wrote. “In their hopes of technological deliverance is refl ected the ways in 

which their current lives fall short. In their fears of technological danger can 

be heard what they hold sacred and are most afraid of losing. Listening to 

fears about the impact of new media is much like interpreting dreams. These 

are the collective nightmares of a people, or an institution, about the 

potential dangers of changing the familiar media ecology. ” 12  Newspaper 

publishers tried to disadvantage their new competitors, strong-arming radio 

executives to agree to abandon news gathering, to buy and use only reports 

supplied by three wire services, to limit news bulletins to fi ve minutes, and 

to sell no sponsorship of news. Their agreement also prohibited commentators 

from even discussing news less than twelve hours old (a so-called “hot news” 

doctrine the Associated Press would try to establish against internet sites as 

late as 2009).  13  The pact fell away as wire services and station-owning 

newspapers bristled under its restrictions. 

Print publishers tried other tactics. They threatened to stop printing radio 

schedules in their newspapers, but readers protested and radio won again. 

They lobbied to have radio regulated by the federal government and then 

unironically maintained that radio companies under government control 

would be unreliable covering government. The newspaper press tried to 

have radio reporters barred from the Congressional press galleries. They 

called radio a “monopolistic monster” and lobbied for a European model of 

government control of the airwaves. They blamed radio for siphoning off 

advertising revenue, though the Great Depression was more likely to blame 

for newspapers folding or consolidating in the era. They also lobbied for the 

government to limit or ban advertising on radio. 

All their protectionism was cloaked in self-important, sacred rhetoric, 

with publishers accusing radio of manifold sins. Radio, they said, spread 

loose statements and false rumors: fake news. Radio “fi lched” and “lifted” 

news from newspapers. Radio seduced the public with the human voice to 

exploit emotions, to “catch and hold attention,” and to excite listeners. Will 

Irwin, a muckraking print journalist, wrote in his book   Propaganda and the 

 News : “The radio, through the magic inherent in the human voice, has 

means of appealing to the lower nerve centers and of creating emotions 

which the hearer mistakes for thoughts.” Radio was “a species of show 

business, with overtones of peddling and soap-boxing.”  Editor and Publisher 

maintained that “the sense of hearing does not satisfy the same intellectual 

craving as does the sense of reading” and the editor of   American Press 

claimed that “most folks are eye-minded. They get only impressions through 

their ears; they get facts through their eyes.” 

“Using the doomsday approach that so often accompanies the invocation 

of ‘sacred’ values,” wrote Jackaway, “they warned that the values of 
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democracy and the survival of our political system would be endangered” if 

radio took on the roles of informing the electorate and serving a marketplace 

of ideas.  Editor and Publisher  decried the state of democracy and “the 

apathy, superfi ciality, and plain ignorance of the voting masses,” and blamed 

radio for that. “They predicted that with radio news would come demagogic 

politicians who would sway the passions of the masses with skilled radio 

oratory. They warned the airwaves would simply become tools of government 

propaganda. ”  14  Come World War II, Hitler and Goebbels would prove them 

correct, though Edward R. Murrow would have surely begged to disagree, 

as would have Franklin Roosevelt. FDR detoured around the gatekeepers of 

print journalism—then largely Republican, controlled by press barons 

including William Randolph Hearst and the  

 Chicago Tribune ’s Robert 

McCormick, who opposed his New Deal and American entry into World 

War II.  15 The President used the new medium, radio, to speak directly to 

voters in thirty fi reside chats and a total of almost 300 broadcasts. 

“Never,” said Jackaway, “is there the admission that public opinion might 

be manipulated by the printed word as well as the spoken word, or any 

recognition that by attempting to control radio news the press was actually 

infringing upon the broadcasters’ freedom of expression. Instead, the print 

journalists cloak themselves in a mantle of self-sacrifi cing virtue and depict 

the broadcasters and the government as enemies of the most essential values 

of our political system. Throughout these journalistic criticisms of radio is 

an appeal to an idealized model of the press, in which newspapers dutifully 

protect the people from the abuses of governmental excess or political 

propaganda. The radio in contrast, is portrayed as a medium through which 

the public could be manipulated and exploited. ”  16 The old medium is always the solution to the problems the old medium says the new medium is causing. 

In this era of mass media and despite new competition from radio and 

next television, print media prospered. In America, the number of newspapers 

eventually fell as audiences fl ed to television but the survivors, in many cases 

monopolies, built up gigantic businesses in audience and in classifi ed and 

local advertising. Magazines grew into outlets of national mass media 

themselves inside large print conglomerates—Time Inc., Hearst, Cond 

é  

Nast, Meredith—with countless specialty titles serving no end of interests, 

hobbies, demographics, and professions. 

- 

I was fortunate to have lived and worked atop the fault line between the 

Gutenberg and internet ages. I was born in 1954, just as television was 

becoming a mass medium in the majority of American homes. I began my 

career in journalism writing on typewriters. I saw my words set in lead on 

Linotypes at the   Chicago Tribune . I ended up writing and delivering my 

sentences on screens. Each of these technologies affected the way I write and 

the way I think. 
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Marshall McLuhan could foresee the upheaval electric technology would 

bring to print, but he thought xerography would be the agent of change. 

Invented by Chester Carlson in 1938, electrophotography transferred an 

image of text by means of an electric charge that attracted black powder to 

some parts of a page and not others (just as ink-jet printers would next use 

electric charges to attract and repel liquid ink). Xerography challenged 

copyright, as copies became fast, easy, and relatively inexpensive to make. 

“Xerography is bringing a reign of terror into the world of publishing,” 

McLuhan cried, “because it means that every reader can become both author 

and publisher.” As ever, he was ahead of his own predictions, for xerography 

was not a means of publishing profi tably in signifi cant numbers. Still, he 

foresaw the path ahead. “It totally decentralizes the long centralized 

publishing process. Authorship and readership alike can become production-

oriented under xerography. Anybody can take any book apart, insert parts of 

other books and other materials of his own interest, and make his own book 

in a relatively fast time.” McLuhan understood the pent-up desire to converse 

with text and what stopped it. “The problem is copyrighting, and Congress 

is now pondering these problems—how to protect the old technology from 

the new technology by legislation. It will not succeed. There is no possible 

protection from technology except by technology. When you create a new 

environment with one phase of a technology, you have to create an 

antienvironment with the next. But xerography is electricity invading the 

world of typography, and it means a total revolution in this old sphere. ”  17 

Gutenberg’s methodology, known as hot type, would be replaced by 

photocomposition, or cold type, which produced text by shining light 

through images of letters onto photographic paper. In the 1960s and 70s, 

Linotypes were being hauled to scrap heaps and museums, replaced by 

humming boxes in cold computer rooms. In opposition to the new 

technology, New York’s International Typographical Union led devastating 

strikes that killed seven newspapers and eventually their union as well. 

The revolution was far from over. Next came word processing. Computer 

terminals migrated into newsrooms, where reporters and editors worked at 

screens; in the effi ciency argot of the time, they were conserving keystrokes. 

The process of writing changed. In his surprisingly engaging and entertaining 

book for such a nerdy topic,  Track Changes: A Literary History of Word 

 Processing , Matthew Kirschenbaum asserted that the computer allowed the 

writer to achieve a textual excellence that typewriters demanded but did not 

allow. “The ideal of perfection thus becomes closely tied to the supposed 

dematerialization of the written act: a perfect document is one that bears no 

visible trace of its prior history; indeed, it is as though the document did not 

have a history but rather emerged, fully formed in its fi rst and fi nal 

interaction, from the mind of the author. ” 18 

Characters molded of lead were replaced by characters drawn with light 

were replaced by characters drawn with bits were replaced by a computer 
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language called Postscript, which could describe any shape—typeface or 

image—to be replicated at any scale by any device, screen or printer. 

“The history of printing has been the history of the abolition of the 

impression,” said typographer Eric Gill. “A print is properly a dent made by 

pressing; the history of letterpress has been the history of the abolition of 

that dent. ”  19  Offset printing removed the dent as its images were impressed 

on rubber and then on paper: printing by contact, not by force. 

Photocomposition, xerography, and Postscript eliminated not just the dent 

but the materiality of text. Gutenberg was dead. It took fi ve centuries—a 

grand run—but new technology fi nally replaced him. 
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 1 6 

 The  Meaning  of  It  All            

In the early 1960s, Elizabeth Eisenstein, then a professor teaching 

history at American University, read Marshall McLuhan’s  

 The 

 Gutenberg Galaxy . “It blew my mind,” she told me in an interview for 

an earlier book. On the one hand, Eisenstein wanted to refute McLuhan 

when he “seemed to take mischievous pleasure in the loss of familiar 

historical perspectives.” She was offended that he dispensed “with 

chronological sequence and historical context altogether.” On the other 

hand, his theses intrigued her as “I had long been dissatisfi ed with prevailing 

explanations for the political and intellectual revolutions of Early Modern 

times.” She wanted to do proper research into the effect of printing. But as 

she began work, Eisenstein was shocked that “I could not fi nd a single book, 

or even a sizeable article which attempted to survey the consequences of the 

fi fteenth-century communications shift.” “For the next two years,” she told 

me, “I was a little crazy.” She was critical of McLuhan and wary of being 

dismissed as McLuhanite. “But, my goodness, how many things you can 

explain by adding this”—printing—“to your sense of what is happening. I 

was astounded when I began to make connections. There it was. ”  1 

There it was, as she said in the title of the monumental work she published 

in 1979,  The Printing Press as an Agent of Change . With her two volumes, 

Eisenstein established the new discipline of book history. When I fi rst read it, 

more than three decades later, my mind was blown, too. I found it hard to 

believe that there had not been rigorous study specifi c to print for generations—

centuries—before, as it seemed self-evident that printing had immense impact 

on society, worthy of research. “If printing often receives a somewhat cursory 

treatment in large volumes devoted to the history of the book, of western 

technology or of early capitalism, it gets even shorter shrift elsewhere,” 

Eisenstein wrote. “Countless standard histories of Western philosophy, religion, 

and science, of political and economic theory, of historiography, literature or 

the fi ne arts pass over the topic entirely.” I could not at fi rst fathom why 

Eisenstein wrote with such argumentative fervor tinged with defensiveness, 

justifying the idea of an “unacknowledged revolution,” until I read the reaction 

to her thesis from other historians. She ruffl ed academic feathers. 
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Without deliberate study of print and its consequences, present-day 

society would be ill-equipped to understand the transition away from the 

dominance of text and into what follows. I don’t know what Eisenstein, 

whom we lost in 2016, would think of me declaring the closing of the 

Gutenberg Parenthesis; I imagine she would disapprove. I tried to tempt her 

to engage in historical heresy and speculate about the transition we are 

navigating today. She refused, demurring that she was not very connected 

herself, as she complained about her grandchildren buried in their laptops 

on her couch. “I don’t think historians make good futurologists,” she said. 

Well, no one does. Still, I say Eisenstein’s work and the fi eld she inspired are 

invaluable today so we may examine how society used and reacted to the 

press as we decide how to use and design the agent of change that follows. 

Hence, this book. 

There were, to be sure, books about books before Eisenstein. Joseph 

Moxon published the fi rst manual for printers in 1683; I found it and 1866’s 

 The American Printer  as well as 1913’s   The American Handbook of Printing 

useful for trying to visualize the intricacies of printing’s methods and for 

understanding its rich jargon. In 1825, Thomas Curson Hansard wrote a 

detailed overview of the progress of printing as technology in   Typographia ; 

it is a history, a manual, and a tribute to type. Isaiah Thomas wrote his state-

by-state survey of the growth of printing in the United States,  The History 

 of Printing in America , in 1874. Lawrence Wroth wrote   The Colonial Printer 

for the Grolier Club in 1938 and assisted Hellmut Lehmann-Haupt in 

writing   The Book in America  in 1939. The next year, Aloys Ruppel published 

a defi nitive history of Gutenberg’s life and work in German:  

 Johannes 

 Gutenberg: Sein Leben und Sein Werk . Ruppel, founder of the   Gutenberg 

 Yearbook , campaigned to have Mainz’ university—closed by the French in 

1798 and reopened after World War II—named the Johannes Gutenberg 

University of Mainz. Ruppel was followed as biographer by typographer 

Albert Kapr with his   Johann Gutenberg: The Man and his Invention  in 

1996, then by Stephan F ü ssel, who holds the Gutenberg chair at Gutenberg 

University and has written many excellent books, including  

 Gutenberg , 

 Gutenberg and the Impact of Printing , and a beautiful facsimile edition of a 

Gutenberg Bible. Broadening to a wider timeframe and social perspective 

were Douglas McMurtrie’s  

 The Book  from 1943, S.H. Steinberg’s  

 Five 

 Hundred Years of Printing  from 1955, and Warren Chappell’s  

 A Short 

 History of the Printed Word  from 1972; all are delightful surveys of the 

history of printing as a mechanism. And on top of this, there were histories 

of typography (see particularly D.B. Updike’s 1922   Printing Types ), and 

biographies of printers and publishers (see 1927’s   The Unspeakable Curll  as 

well as countless hagiographic histories of publishing houses). In 1958, 

Lucien Febvre and Henri-Jean Martin (the latter took over the work when 

the former died) published their groundbreaking   L’Apparition du Livre  in 

French; it was translated into English as   The Coming of the Book  in 1976. 
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And, of course, there was McLuhan and his muse, Harold Innes. Each of 

these authors and their books has been invaluable to me in my study of the 

history of books. None fully satisfi ed Eisenstein. For none connected print 

with the momentous social movements and phenomenon that followed—

except perhaps McLuhan, who irritated her. 

In 1968, after years of research, Eisenstein tried out her theories about 

the impact of printing on Western society and thought in a paper she labeled 

“a preliminary report.” In it, she all but ignored Gutenberg and his completely 

undocumented Mainz work, as “it seems almost prudent to bypass so 

problematic an event. . . . I am skipping over the perfection of a new process 

for printing with movable types and will take as my point of departure, 

instead, the large-scale utilization of this process. ”  2  She cared much more 

about the use of the technology than the technology itself, a perspective that 

was possible given the time that had lapsed. Today, we see the story of the 

internet as a story of technology; eventually, we will understand it better as 

the story of society’s use of it. 

In her preliminary report, Eisenstein began to catalogue an impressive 

litany of changes associated with print, calling for further study of each. She 

examined “new occupational groups, workshops, techniques, trade 

networks, and products unknown anywhere in Europe before the mid-

fi fteenth century and found in every regional center by the early sixteenth 

century.” She was fascinated by how printing “brought metalworkers and 

merchants into contact with schoolmen” as authors and scholars worked 

side-by-side with compositors and pressmen in the inky, noisy, crowded, and 

intellectually stimulating space of the print shop. She examined the nascent 

capitalism of the book trade, as book production left the Church for private 

enterprise; at how the industry shifted from retail (one book/one scribe/one 

patron/much time) to wholesale, through booksellers; how production 

began in university towns and moved to commercial centers; how the trade 

spawned fairs and commercial networks; how privileges and monopolies 

affected early investment. 

Education evolved as students could now read silently rather than just 

being read to. That, in turn, changed conceptions of youth as book-learning 

could replace learning by doing in apprenticeship and would “gradually 

become the focus of daily life during childhood, adolescence, and early 

manhood.” Scholarship changed profoundly, Eisenstein noted, as books, 

now so numerous, could travel to their readers. Scholars could examine 

duplicate texts, review each other’s work, and collaborate on research. “Once 

old texts came together within the same study, diverse systems of ideas and 

special disciplines could be combined,” she wrote. Scientists could share and 

compare data. That is all well and good, but at the same time, as old texts 

were printed anew, alchemists’ formulae and myths could fi nd new adherents. 

“When ‘technology went to press,’ so too did a vast backlog of occult lore, 

and few readers could discriminate between the two,” she said. In its 
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beginnings, print became a medium for the distribution of misinformation 

alongside information. 

“Typographical fi xity,” Eisenstein asserted in her paper, “is a basic 

prerequisite for the rapid advancement of learning.” Eisenstein was careful to 

caution—and this will become relevant shortly, when we hear from her 

critics—that printers could make or replicate errors and that trust in the 

consistency of printing would take time to develop. But the fact that Erasmus 

or other printed authors could issue errata “demonstrated a new capacity to 

locate textual errors with precision and to transmit this information 

simultaneously to scattered readers.” That is one means by which text began 

to take on authority. Standardization of print also led to standardization of 

activities in other fi elds, as the secrets of a craft or trade could be learned 

from a book. And it led to standardization of behaviors: norms around 

households, child-rearing, and schooling. Fixity affected language. 

“Typography arrested linguistic drift, enriched as well as standardized 

vernaculars, and paved the way for more deliberate purifi cation  and 

codifi cation of all major European languages. . . . The duplication of 

vernacular primers and translations contributed in other ways to nationalism.” 

Eisenstein was equally interested in the preservative power of print. At fi rst, 

print was utilized to conserve and protect the knowledge of the ancients, as 

humanists desired. Then print became for all a means of storing knowledge. 

It even promised authors a path to immortality. When she and I spoke, 

Eisenstein mocked my digital storage—my old, obsolete fl oppy disks with no 

means to read them—next to Gutenberg’s Bible, which was still legible after 

half a millennium. 

In her preliminary report, Eisenstein listed so many more upshots of the 

introduction of printing. It would help “permanently atomize Western 

Christendom.” It would subvert old hierarchies. It would create a reading 

public and a thirst for news. It would make law more “visible and irrevocable.” 

It led not only to copyright but to other means of “staking claims to 

inventions, discoveries, and creations.” It also led to means of control: 

censorship, licensing, lists of banned books, and destruction of books. Print 

enforced a stronger view of individuality (solitary writer and silent reading), 

of authorship, and eventually fame. As individual authority rose, she said, 


“new forms of personal authorship helped to subvert old concepts of 

collective authority.” With a loss of old institutions of authority, there arose 

the need to establish new institutions to assure reliability: licensing 

authorities, university presses, and publishing brands. “But new forms of 

scurrilous gossip, erotic fantasy, idle pleasure-seeking, and freethinking were 

also linked” to printing, Eisenstein wrote. “Like piety, pornography assumed 

new forms.” Printing helped fuel the scientifi c revolution. Printing led to 

writers creating fi ctional worlds in novels. “It should be noted that printers 

served not only pedants and scientists but composers and painters, gourmets 

and gardeners, connoisseurs and aesthetes as well.” 
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All of that and more comes from Eisenstein’s fi fty-page essay, her 

preliminary report. In her two-volume, 700-page magnum opus that 

followed eleven years later, she examined print’s relationship with the 

Reformation and the Renaissance and its ties with the development of 

science in greater detail. She expanded her catalogue of print’s import.  3 

- 

Not everyone agreed. McLuhan himself reviewed   The Printing Press as an 

 Agent of Change  with a heavy dose of critical snark: “Many readers will 

fi nd the two volumes of Professor Eisenstein no less of an impenetrable 

thicket of recondite annotation than that which confronts the readers of the 

Holy Book. ”  4  Eisenstein’s snipes at McLuhan might have hurt, though as a provocateur he was hardly unaccustomed to disagreement and criticism. 

McLuhan coined aphorisms, probed ideas, and issued bold 

pronouncements that often befuddle but then, upon consideration, often age 

well. The pundit adored puns: “The instance of the electric light may prove 

illuminating,” he quipped in   Understanding Media . Then he decreed: “The 

electric light is pure information. ”  5  What? I have long puzzled over that particular McLuhanism. Lately, an odd story from late-fi fteenth-century 

Florence has helped me better grasp what he was saying. 

Here is the tale of a convent bell that was tried, convicted, arrested, 

sentenced to fi fty years in exile outside the city walls of Florence, stripped of 

its clapper, then paraded through streets in shame on an ass-drawn cart 

while being fl ogged by a hangman. The bell’s crime: It was hammered upon 

to summon help by followers of fi rebrand Dominican friar Girolama 

Savonarola, he of the bonfi re of the vanities, when they were set upon by 

their enemies, the   Arrabbiati  (angry ones) and   Compagnacci  (rude or ugly 

companions), who stormed the church and convent of San Marco, calling 

for his death. City fathers intervened on the side of the protestors, arrested 

Savonarola, and two weeks later burned him at the stake. 

In a fascinating paper in  

 Renaissance Quarterly , Daniel Zolli and 

Christopher Brown explained that the arrest of the bell was not satire but 

instead the city’s effort to punish Savonarola’s convent and deprive its 

brothers of their voice. The bell, called the   Piagnona  or wailing woman, 

“was not only an emblem of institutional pride, but the very means by which 

San Marco governed space and participated in the collective life of the 

commune. Requisitioning the bell would thus strip the brothers of their 

ability to assert authority, locally and in the soundscape more generally. ” 6  As 

Johan Huizinga further explained in   Autumntide of the Middle Ages , “In 

daily life the bells were like cautionary good spirits, whose well-known 

voice tolled sorrow, tolled joy, tolled rest, tolled unrest, then summoning, 

then warning. They were known by familiar names: Fat Jacqueline, the 

Great Bell Roland; one knew the difference between sounding and tolling. 

Despite the excess of bell-ringing, people were not insensitive to the sound. ”  7 
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The bell was a medium. The medium was its message. The electric light is 

a medium. “It is a medium without a message,” McLuhan said. “The 

‘content’ of any medium is always another medium. The content of writing 

is speech, just as the written word is the content of print, and print is the 

content of the telegraph.” McLuhan carried the lesson forward: “Let us 

return to the electric light. Whether the light is being used for brain surgery 

or night baseball is a matter of indifference. It could be argued that these 

activities are in some way the ‘content’ of the electric light, since they could 

not exist without the electric light. This fact merely underlines the point that 

‘the medium is the message’ because it is the medium that shapes and 

controls the scale and form of human association and action. ”  8  The idea 

that a medium can “shape and control the scale and form of human 

association and action” is what animates Eisenstein’s study of how movable 

type made possible—did not preordain or cause or even catalyze but made 

possible—the Reformation and the Scientifi c Revolution, as the electric light 

makes possible McLuhan’s more prosaic examples, brain surgery and night 

baseball. 

Understanding San Marco’s bell as a medium represents the aurality of its 

age as the light bulb represents the visual nature of the electric age. Media 

scholar Walter Ong, a McLuhan contemporary, studied the shift from orality 

to literacy. Ong was fascinated by sound. “Sound exists only when it is going 

out of existence. It is not simply perishable but essentially evanescent and it is 

sensed as evanescent,” he wrote. “There is no way to stop sound and have 

sound.” Ong examined the implications of oral culture, starting with the idea 

that because “knowledge that is not repeated aloud soon vanishes, oral 

societies must invest great energy in saying over and over again what has been 

learned arduously over the ages. This need establishes a highly traditionalist 

or conservative set of mind that with good reason inhibits intellectual 

experimentation. Knowledge is hard to come by and precious, and society 

regards highly those wise old men and women who specialize in conserving it, 

who know and can tell the stories of the days of old.” Then new technologies 

intervened. “By storing knowledge outside the mind, writing and, even more, 

print downgrade the fi gures of the wise old man and the wise old woman, 

repeaters of the past, in favor of younger discoverers of something new. ” 9 

Ong marked the beginning of his own Parenthesis at the transition from 

speech to writing. “More than any other single invention,” he declared, 

“writing has transformed human consciousness.” Oral cultures taught via 

apprenticeships. Written culture with manuals. Oral cultures had no 

dictionaries and little interest in defi nitions. Print “fostered the desire to 

legislate for ‘correctness’ in language.” Oral cultures depended upon 

community knowledge: “When a speaker is addressing an audience, the 

members of the audience normally become a unity, with themselves and the 

speaker.” On the other hand, “writing and print isolate.” Writing “separates 

the knower from the known and thus sets up conditions for ‘objectivity’ in 
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the sense of personal disengagement or distancing.” Print, he said, marked 

the development of personal privacy and with it modern society. Print further 

“created a new sense of the private ownership of words. . . . Typography had 

made the word into a commodity. The old communal oral world had been 

split into privately claimed freeholdings.” Echoing Tom Pettitt in his 

description of the Gutenberg Parenthesis, Ong believed that print “encourages 

a sense of closure,” that is,  of containment.  10 

Then came the post-typographic, electronic era, which Ong said leads us 

to a new age of secondary orality—thus a return to what came before 

writing and print (without losing the impact of either). “Secondary orality 

generates a sense for groups immeasurably larger than those of primary oral 

culture—that is, McLuhan’s ‘global village.’ 

” In this electric time, “the 

audience is absent, invisible, inaudible. ”  11  In the next section of this book,  I will ask whether we might now reverse that process, making individuals and 

communities visible and heard and granting them identities distinct from 

media’s creation, the mass. 

Writing and printing and the computer resulted in the technologizing of 

the word, Ong said. He was not complaining. “Technologies are artifi cial, 

but—paradox again—artifi ciality is natural to human beings. Technology, 

properly interiorized, does not degrade human life but on the contrary 

enhances it. . . . Such shaping of a tool to oneself, learning a technological 

skill, is hardly dehumanizing. The use of a technology can enrich the human 

psyche, enlarge the human spirit, intensify its interior life. ”  12  How long did 

it take for humans to interiorize writing and its tools? How long will it take 

for us to interiorize the computer and the network? 

McLuhan contended that tools are extensions of our minds and bodies in 

oh, so many quotable lines, which I will stitch together here. First, here is 

McLuhan on media as the extension of man: “Man the tool-making animal, 

whether in speech or in writing or in radio, has long been engaged in 

extending one or another of his sense organs. ”  13 “With the arrival of electric technology, man extended, or set outside himself, a live model of the central 

nervous system itself. ” 

 14  “Physiologically, man in the normal use of 

technology (or his variously extended body) is perpetually modifi ed by it 

and in turn fi nds ever new ways of modifying his technology. Man becomes, 

as it were, the sex organs of the machine world, as the bee of the plant 

world, enabling it to fecundate and to evolve ever new forms. The machine 

world reciprocates man’s love by expediting his wishes and desires, namely, 

in providing him with wealth. ”  15 

McLuhan on humanity’s relationship with media: “Print is the technology 

of individualism. ”  16 “Because of its action in extending our central nervous system, electric technology seems to favor the inclusive and participational 

spoken word over the specialist written word. Our Western values, built on 

the written word, have already been considerably affected by the electric 

media of telephone, radio, and TV. Perhaps that is the reason why many 
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literate people in our time fi nd it diffi cult to examine this question without 

getting into a moral panic. ”  17 “To raise a moral panic about this is like cussing a buzz-saw for lopping off fi ngers. ”  18  “When print was new, it 

created a new environment called the public. There had never been a public 

before printing. ”  19 “Perhaps also the ability to   see  one’s mother tongue in uniform and repeatable technological dress creates in the individual reader 

a feeling of unity and power that he shares with all other readers of that 

tongue. ”  20 “Socially, typographic extension of man brought in nationalism, industrialism, mass markets, and universal literacy and education. For print 

presented an image of repeatable precision. ”  21 “The message of the print and of typography is primarily that of repeatability. ” 22 

McLuhan on media and technology: “Every technology creates new 

stresses and needs in the human beings who have engendered it. ”  23  “But the very nature of print creates two confl icting interests as between producers 

and consumers, and between rulers and the ruled. For print as a form of 

centrally organized mass-production ensures that the problem of ‘freedom’ 

will henceforth be paramount in all social and political discussion. ” 

 24 

“An age in rapid transition is one which exists on the frontier between 

two cultures and between confl icting technologies. Every moment of its 

consciousness is an act of translation of each of these cultures into the 

other. ” 25  “Societies have always been shaped more by the nature of 

the media by which humans communicate than by the content of the 

communication. ”  26  “Any understanding of social and cultural change is 

impossible without a knowledge of the way media work as environments. ”  27 

Lord, if only McLuhan had had Twitter, imagine the havoc he could have 

caused. He is often credited with having predicted the internet in 1962, though 

his grandson, Andrew McLuhan, debunked that belief, fi nding his oft-quoted 

prophecy was two quotes—one about the successor to television, one about 

the abilities of the computer—issued thirty-two years apart and stitched 

together.  28 “McLuhan was no prophet, nor did he mean to be one,” wrote 

James Morrison. “McLuhan always focused on What Is, and therein lies his 

value; he gave us a heuristic by means of which we could examine what is, so 

as to determine for ourselves what   should  be. . . . Those who embrace McLuhan 

as a visionary, or patron saint, of the electronic future are thus just as misled as 

those for whom he represents a cultural Antichrist. ”  29 Though he was fascinated 

by the electric present, one should not assume he liked it. Morrison recalled: 

“McLuhan once said to his friend and colleague Tom Langan, while watching 

television, ‘Do you really want to know what I think of that thing? If you want 

to save one shred of Hebrao-Greco-Roman-Medieval-Renaissance-

Enlightenment-Modern-Western civilization, you’d better get an ax and smash 

all the sets. ’ 

”  30  He saw himself as an ecologist of media,  studying the 

environments they created and the transitions between them. 

McLuhan did see the Gutenberg Parenthesis closing but attributed its end 

to the electric wire rather than the network cable. “We are today as far into 
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the electric age as the Elizabethans had advanced into the typographical and 

mechanical age,”  he wrote in 1962.  31  In a compilation of his provocations,  

 The Book of Probes , he said: “Today we experience, in reverse, what pre-

literate man faced with the advent of writing. ”  32 And: “We look at the present through a rear-view mirror. We march backwards into the future. ”  33  The 

problem with judging one’s environment is that one may not be aware of it 

except from outside. That is why McLuhan saw the emergence of electricity—

and I see the emergence of the more disruptive internet—as a golden 

opportunity to judge where we have been and decide where we should go. 

McLuhan had no scarcity of critics. Gwenyth Jackaway told   The New 

 York Times  in 2000 that she lost a faculty war at Fordham University over 

appointing a McLuhanite as a tenured professor. “But I guess you could say 

McLuhan has infl uenced my work: I have been spending the last fi fteen 

years trying to prove him wrong.” In the same   Times  reappraisal of McLuhan, 

Neil Postman said: “I would say McLuhan was a great thinker, but I wouldn’t 

say he was a great scholar, because I don’t think he had the patience to work 

out some of the implications of what he was saying. McLuhan’s questions 

were generally more interesting than his answers.” And that was the point of 

him. McLuhan inspired the creation of the Media Ecology Association, fi lled 

with his acolytes. He inspired Eisenstein—like a grain of sand in an oyster—

to found the fi eld of book history, and she told me, “I owe so much to 

McLuhan.” As do I. 

- 

Eisenstein and McLuhan each were accused of technological determinism, 

of decreeing that technology’s path and outcome were inevitable. Said 

McLuhan: “Print technology created the public. Electric technology created 

the mass. ”  34  John Dewey quoted Carlyle—“Invent the printing press and 

democracy is inevitable”—and then added: “Invent the railways, the 

telephone, mass manufacture and concentration of population in urban 

centers, and some form of democratic government is humanly speaking 

inevitable. ”  35  I disagree.  So, I think, would Eisenstein, who took pains at the start of   The Printing Press as an Agent of Change  to point out her choice of 

the indefi nite article in the title. She did not proclaim that printing alone 

brought on the Reformation, the Scientifi c Revolution, or the Enlightenment. 

Instead, she held that printing was given insuffi cient attention as a factor in 

these momentous societal movements. 

I tire of the quarrels around technological determinism for I, too, have 

been painted with that brush when I have asserted that the net can, if we try, 

help bring positive benefi ts to society. Yet some of the people who accuse me 

can themselves be heard claiming that technology is bound to ruin society—a 

clearer example of technological determinism, I cannot imagine. Determinism 

robs the public of its agency, its choices, its responsibility, credit, and blame. 

Another form of the deterministic debate comes from those who wish to 
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turn the causality around, contending that print did not cause literacy but 

instead that literacy caused print—implying that once the necessary 

conditions and societal and market demands were in place, someone had to 

invent print. “A vigorous book-using culture was the precursor to the 

invention of printing rather than its consequence,” said M.T. Clanchy.  36  In 

that view, who invented movable type becomes neither here nor there. 

A substitution of verbs would be helpful. Rather than saying that printing 

“led to” or “caused” change, it is in any case more accurate to say that it (or 

the net) “preceded” or perhaps “enabled” or even “made possible” change. 

Things happen; coincidences and confl uences occur; dependencies exist. 

Print did not cause the Reformation. But without print, one may wonder 

whether Martin Luther could have met the fate of his predecessor in reform, 

Jan Hus. Without the press and its power and the attention and support it 

could gather, Hus died for his heresy, burned at the stake. Print did not cause 

the Scientifi c Revolution but without it, it surely would have taken much 

more effort and time for pioneering scientists to share and compare data, 

methods, and questions. The press did not cause the Renaissance or the 

Enlightenment but was a tool put to use by scholars and creators in the 

course of their work. The internet and social media did not cause America’s 

racism but does make it more visible. Technology is a tool that can be put to 

use in no end of ways; that is a tautological statement. Certainly any tool 

can be used—or deliberately designed—to do what will end up being good 

or bad, to encourage speech or trolling, to spread information or 

disinformation, to educate or addict, depending on the motives of the 

designer or consequences designers do not anticipate. The point here is that 

without the tool, some activities are not possible or are at least more diffi cult. 

So the tool deserves study for the uses to which it is put and the impact those 

uses may have. That is Eisenstein’s cause. 

Eisenstein was also attacked for her counterposing of scribal culture and 

print culture. Joseph Dane, a self-confessed polemicist, titled his book in 

opposition:   The Myth of Print Culture . His search for the phrase “print 

culture” in the Modern Language Association   Bibliography  found only two 

references before 1980—from Eisenstein and Ong—and steady growth 

thereafter. He argued that Eisenstein never defi ned the term (though one 

might counter that her entire book attempts to do just that). “Studies with 

the announced subject ‘print culture’ generally begin with the assumption 

that such a thing as print culture has real existence, and it is the business of 

scholarship to discover what that thing is or how it is manifested in terms of 

some specifi c historical subject matter,” Dane wrote, adding that “what 

exists is not print culture at all but rather the modern scholar’s invocation 

of print culture.” It is, he and the foes of print culture contend, an imposition 

from current perspective on the past.  37  Eisenstein’s chief critic, Adrian Johns, declared at the start of his   The Nature of the Book  that to claim the existence 

of a print culture “is substantially false.” In his interpretation, Eisenstein’s 
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thesis relies upon print’s standardization, dissemination, and fi xity, and he 

questioned each characteristic of early books.  38  Johns maintained that print 

in its early days was unreliable as much of it was error-prone and readers 

could not be sure of a book’s source and whether it was the product of 

piracy—thus, print could not be taken as credible and could not be the 

foundation of a culture named after it. 

Eisenstein was careful again and again to recognize the many pitfalls on 

the way to print culture. “One reason why early-modern trends are peculiarly 

confusing to the historian of science is that many charlatans and pseudo-

scientists were eager publicity-hounds, and many gifted professionals clung 

to habits shaped by scribes,” she wrote. “It took time before the magician 

could be distinguished from the scientist by his refusal to disclose all that 

was known about his arts, by his ‘smoky’ style, and by his reluctance to 

frame his theories in a form where they could be only tested and accepted or 

rejected. ”  39  Eisenstein acknowledged that scribal culture—and handwritten 

manuscripts themselves—continued their existence and infl uence for some 

time after the introduction of movable type. She recognized and often said 

that early print was not reliable, standard, and fi xed. And she looked at 

print not as deterministic in the behavior of scientists and scholars but 

instead recognized their agency and their creation of a print culture based 

on the attributes they valued. 

To my reading, Johns’ disagreements with Eisenstein were largely over 

timing and scale. He said it took a long time for print to acquire the 

characteristics Eisenstein attributed to it. While she studied the spread of 

print across all Europe, he studied England—which in many ways was an 

anomalous laggard in the spread of print through Europe. His argument 

was that if the impact of print was not consistent in every country it reached 

then it throws doubt on the logic of overarching print culture. Many critics 

were exasperated by their academic feud, contending correctly that their 

books were complementary, each valuable. Johns’ examination of the 

Stationers’ Company—the body licensed by government to in turn license 

and control the content and business of print in England—is exhaustive and 

impressive. It is a pity that he turned petty in his criticism of Eisenstein. In a 

2002 debate between Eisenstein and Johns brought together in   The American 

 Historical Review , he called her contribution “strongly felt” and a “polemic” 

and sniped that “not all of Eisenstein’s readings are so readily intelligible. ”  40 

 Agent of Change :  

 Print Culture Studies after Elizabeth Eisenstein , a 

festschrift about Eisenstein’s work published in 2007, expressed a concern I 

share: “Today it is impossible not to suspect strong gender as well as other 

biases behind the kinds of comments aimed at her major work. Thirty-fi ve, 

or even twenty-fi ve, years ago, Eisenstein was a member of a pioneering 

generation of female scholars in a male-dominated academy, not to mention 

fi eld (history). These women often faced hostility at worst and condescension 

at best in their professional lives. If her tone was strident, undoubtedly it 
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needed to be to make her voice heard. When her book appeared, several 

reviewers insisted (pointedly?) on calling her ‘Miss’ or ‘Mrs.’ rather than 

‘Professor’ or ‘Dr.’ Eisenstein. If she was pugnacious and combative in 

writing, in reality Elizabeth Eisenstein was a wife and mother who was 

attempting to build a career through half-time positions, the sort to which 

many female academics were then consigned. ”  41  Eisenstein’s real sin was 

daring to criticize the state of her fi eld, history, for paying too little attention 

to the impact of print in their theories of the Early Modern period. As Johns 

put it in 2002: “She mounted a relentless, cumulative indictment of the 

profession’s alleged failure to come to grips with the impact of Johannes 

Gutenberg’s invention. ”  42 And so some struck back. Historians do not easily forget slights. 

In the introduction to the   American Historical Review  debate, Princeton 

Professor Anthony Grafton paid full-throated tribute to her. “No one did 

more to make this new fi eld take shape than Elizabeth L. Eisenstein,” he 

wrote. “Eisenstein’s book provoked widespread debate. It also helped to 

inspire a generation of younger scholars to integrate the history of books 

and readers into the study of intellectual and cultural history—a generational 

change that is currently reshaping the historiography of all three movements 

that Eisenstein examined. ”  43 

Frans Janssen drew a useful map of the larger debate in the fi eld, 

separating so-called French and Anglo-Saxon schools of book history. The 

French school “studies printing and its role in social and economic history 

in particular and examines the book as an agent of social processes.” The 

Anglo-Saxon school, also called new bibliography, “takes as its point of 

departure the analytic study of the physical products of printing, the books 

. . . the study of the book as material object. ”  44  In other words,  impact for the French school vs. object for the Anglo-Saxon. 

The French school began with Febvre and Martin and their infl uential 

 L’apparition du livre . It was an early and useful survey of book history. 

Harvard librarian Robert Darnton is, according to Janssen, “the pearl in the 

crown of the French school.” In 1979 Darnton published   The Business of 

 Enlightenment , a painstakingly detailed study of the business of Diderot’s 

 Encyclop é die . In 1982, Darnton wrote the well-known essay “What is the 

History of Books?” in which he celebrated the fi eld as a vital new discipline. 

He defi ned its purpose as understanding “how ideas were transmitted 

through print and how exposure to the printed word affected the thought 

and behavior of mankind during the last fi ve hundred years.” He also saw 

the fi eld as the study of a revolution in reading: the   Leserevolution . Darnton’s 

charge to book scholars: “The lines of research could lead in many directions, 

but they all should issue ultimately in a larger understanding of how printing 

has shaped man’s attempts to make sense of the human condition. ”  45  And 

then there is Eisenstein, whom Janssen said “shows herself to be more 

French than the French:   all  movements of the second half of the fi fteenth 
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century and those of the sixteenth century—Renaissance, Reformation, 

scientifi c revolution—fi nd their origin in the printing press. ”  46 

At the beginning of her book, Eisenstein took a swipe at the Anglo-Saxon 

school, acknowledging the literature devoted to the history of printing, 

“although much of it seems to be written by and for specialists—custodians 

of rare books and other librarians; experts on typography or bibliography, 

literary scholars concerned with press-variants, and the like. ”  47  An exemplar of this Anglo-Saxon school is Princeton Librarian Paul Needham, whom we 

met earlier through his atomic-level analysis of Gutenberg’s inks, pages, and 

watermarks and his theory of Gutenberg’s stereotyped slugs. Another is his 

Princeton Library colleague, curator of rare books Eric Marshall White, 

who published a lush volume,  Editio princeps: A History of the Gutenberg 

 Bible , which tells the unique stories of every known Gutenberg Bible 

extant.  48 

Needham sniffed that Febvre and Martin’s book of the French school was “a 

cut-and-paste compilation from non-authoritative secondary sources” and was 

“far from being pathbreaking for its time. ”  49  Darnton swiped back at the Anglo-Saxons, lamenting that “in the United States, book history has been relegated to 

library schools and rare book collections. Step into any rare book room”—such 

as where Needham and White work—“and you will fi nd afi cionados savoring 

bindings, epigones contemplating watermarks,  é rudits preparing editions of 

Jane Austen; but you will not run across any ordinary, meat-and-potatoes 

historian attempting to understand the book as a force in history. ” 50  Needham,  

in turn, went after Eisenstein’s book, calling it “ignorant of the history of 

printing,” “a work essentially and fundamentally inaccurate,” with “very little 

idea of what early printed books look like, how they were produced, how they 

were distributed. ”  51  In the book-history analog of “why can’t we all just get along” Janssen wondered, rightly: “One would think that the two approaches 

supplement one another and thus enrich the fi eld of study, but the practitioners 

of the various disciplines engage in polemics with one another, delivering not 

only teasing blows but even insults. ”  52 

And so it goes, too, with the infant study of the internet: whether its 

impact is deterministic, whether it is fundamentally benefi cial or injurious, 

whether it should be studied as a technology that leads people down a path 

or as a tool people control to their own good or bad ends. If we imagine 

scholars holding such a debate over the essence of print in 1480, they’d have 

been debating books without title pages and page numbers, a century and a 

half before the invention of the modern novel and essay and newspaper, 

before the Reformation and the Enlightenment. This is why I contend that 

we do not yet know what the net is until we—our descendants, actually—

learn what can be done with it. This is why I say this is a moment of choice. 

And that is why I say we would do well to look back as we venture forth. 
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 It becomes more feasible to map the contours of print culture as we 

depart its age. This, I believe, is what McLuhan would have us 

understand with his notion of media ecology: Envision a bug-eyed, 

gasping, cartoon fi sh, leaping out of the sea, looking down at what it left 

behind, and exclaiming: “Oh,  that’s  water.” Is there such a thing as print 

culture? It is diffi cult to argue that society was not eventually enveloped in 

the environment of print, seeing the world through its lenses of order, 

linearity, containment, authority, posterity, voice, and scale. 

In trying to understand the culture of print, I value the book historians of 

the Anglo-Saxon school, scholars who forensically study print as material 

technology, because in the early days of digital, we still view the internet 

primarily as technology and need to examine its affordances. I value 

Eisenstein and the French school because eventually, the machinery fades 

into the background and what matters is what is made with it. Then text as 

text becomes more important than type as type. We have not yet reached 

that stage in the net’s incunabular age. We are still complaining about what 

technology does to us more than exploiting what we can do with it. We are 

still too busy in our futile quest to fi ll the net with what the people of the 

Gutenberg Parenthesis call content. We cannot yet see all the net’s possibilities 

because we are bound by a past, a print culture whose worldview still holds 

us with its presumptions of fi xity and fi nality, property and purpose, 

centrality and control. We need to understand that culture and its history to 

escape its bounds and explore what may follow. 

Print and print culture will not die. The manuscript and certainly the 

scribe continued for centuries after Gutenberg—arguably until the typewriter. 

Everything society learned in the transition from spoken word to written 

was retained in the shift from written to typeset word. Everything we learned 

in the era of print will continue into the age of the network. We do not yet 

know what the new epoch will hold because we are only now beginning to 

create it. 

Having examined the theory of the Gutenberg Parenthesis, the transition 

into it and its progress and meaning, now we come to think about what 

might follow as we build that future. Technology does not determine the 

choices we make, else they would not be choices. We have decisions to 

weigh, and I will examine some of them, still in the context of print’s history. 

I will ask us to consider the net not as a container for content but more as a 

conduit for conversation. I will look at the opportunities of serving identity, 

individuality, and community over the mass. I will examine the tension 

between expression and control. And I will ask how institutions must adapt, 

whether some should die, and what should be created in their absence. 

Finally, I will ponder the fate of the book. 
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 Conversation  vs.  Content            

 All culture is conversation.  

— Neil Postman  1 

Society is relearning how to hold a conversation with itself. After more 

than 500 years, we are well out of practice. Consensus holds that the 

public conversation today is in shambles: nasty, brutish, uninformed, 

overwhelming, and loud—a waste of bits, pixels, and breath. Misinformation, 

disinformation, harassment, and hate are far too prevalent, that is true. Yet 

at the same time, voices unrepresented and unheard in mass media fi nally 

have their venue in the internet. The edge-to-edge, anyone-to-anyone nature 

of the net enables conversation and community otherwise impossible, which 

is how I have met, befriended, and learned from people around the world, 

representing a broad assembly of interests, disciplines, and experiences. I 

celebrate that. 

I acknowledge that it is easier for me to embrace interaction on the net than 

it is for some. I am a privileged, older, white man with a tenured post who is 

public, able to hold my own against at least garden-variety trolls. That is not 

always the case for prominent women, people of color, and the vulnerable 

who suffer concerted attacks against them without adequate controls in social-

media networks. Disinformation and campaigns of manipulation are a plague 

on the internet and on democracy. In my school, I have raised money—

including from internet companies—to fund others’ efforts to combat 

disinformation through research, fact-checking, education, and journalism. I 

have urged executives at the major internet companies to recognize the moral 

and social imperative to detect and counteract manipulation, to build in the 

protections that internet optimists thought were unnecessary, and to assure 

suffi cient support and accountability to their users and the public. And I have 

been to countless conferences on disinformation. From that, I can attest that 

legions of brilliant, caring people are tackling these issues on the internet. 

But it is important to recognize that many of the problems attributed to 

the internet are ultimately human problems, our failings. We bring to the net 
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a long, unbroken history of racism, misogyny, mistrust, and fear. The net did 

not suddenly teach us to hate. Turn off the internet tomorrow and the hate 

will still burn. Michael Bang Petersen, a political psychologist, said that “the 

biggest echo chamber that we all live in is the one we live in in our everyday 

lives.” In his research, he concluded that the internet bursts that real-life 

bubble, exposing people to those they dislike, and giving them the 

ammunition and means to fi re.  2  If we tackle the circumstances that allow 

bad behavior—as we should—and even if we succeed at mitigating it, we 

still must address the underlying prejudice that causes it. If we concentrate 

only on stamping out bad content, at best we end up with a slightly less-bad 

internet. At worst, the freedoms the net brings to all could be diminished. As 

a First Amendment-defending American, I feel a chill in my soul when 

regulators in the UK, Europe, and elsewhere attack what they call “harmful 

speech.” I am all for publishers or platforms setting standards and deciding 

what they should and should not carry; that is their right and responsibility. 

But when government considers forcing them to take down ill-defi ned “legal 

but harmful speech” in the UK or to carry certain noxious political speech, 

as right-wing politicians threaten in the US, I worry that the sanctity of 

freedom of expression—online, in print, or out loud—is breached. 

Whatever happened to conversation? Did Gutenberg kill public 

conversation when he pressed it into books? Did steam and machines doom 

it when they made media mass and monolithic? Did the public square fi nd 

its zenith in the coffeehouse, declining ever since? Did Montaigne turn 

outward-facing dialogue into inward-facing contemplation in his   Essays ? 

Did media convert conversation into a private good, a commodity for sale? 

Does social media do likewise, only at greater scale? Was the public 

conversation just fi ne until the internet came and bred its trolls? Or was 

Plato right in the fi rst place that writing would be our ruin? 

One could blame Gutenberg. For all the wealth of speech he made 

possible, he also set media on a path toward containment. That is the moral 

of the Gutenberg Parenthesis. Yet, as I will recount in this chapter—with 

illustrations from   Utopia  and utopian visions of the coffeehouse—media 

remained conversational long after Gutenberg: author to author, author to 

public, and sometimes even public to author. The death blow to the public 

conversation was likely struck at the turn of the twentieth century, when 

media were mechanized, electrifi ed, and industrialized. Then print was 

produced not by hand but on steam-powered presses and typesetting 

machines, distributed by steam-powered locomotives, and fed from around 

the nation and the world by the electric telegraph. Next came yet more 

massive media: radio and television. Even before the internet, electronics 

transformed typesetting from a human art into a cold, computerized 

process, and satellites sent facsimiles of entire pages to printing presses 

anywhere, allowing the creation of national newspapers across the breadth 

of America. 
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Audience was no longer circumscribed by muscle: how many pages could 

be pulled off a press and how far a horse could carry them in a day. Now the 

potential reach of media was unlimited. Media became mass. The industry 

was transformed by its scale, its economy built on best-sellers and 

blockbusters. Corporations ruled. What had been the public conversation 

carried out in pages of print became commercialized and commodifi ed, 

represented vestigially by the performative proxy of the talk show or letters 

to the editor. The conversation became content. 

Media think they are in the business of manufacturing the product they 

call content. Media companies now appoint “chief content offi cers” instead 

of editors. Writers are judged by quotas: how much content they produce, 

how many clicks and likes and minutes of attention their written widgets 

attract, and how many people open their wallets to become subscribers, to 

buy content from behind paywalls. Content is a concept from inside the 

Gutenberg Parenthesis: that which fi lls things. Content is a passive word, as 

is audience,  for those who consume it.  3  Content is a commodity. Now it is no longer scarce. It is abundant, unlimited. Thus, it has lost its value. 

Even in the industrialized age of scale, scarcity still defi ned media. Everyone 

could listen but only so many could speak. The power of the press was the 

power to decide who had a voice in media’s fi nite space and time. Then came 

the internet, which tore open media’s container. Now anyone and everyone 

connected can speak—including experts and artists and voices new to media, 

but also fools and jerks, letting loose pent-up frustration, fear, anger, hatred, 

and idiocy for the sake of hearing themselves. Because of the fools, media 

dismiss the internet as an irredeemable gutter. But when they do so, they turn 

their backs on the many voices who were for too long not heeded in the 

public conversation because they were not represented in the book lists and 

newsrooms and writers’ rooms controlled by the proprietors of mass media. 

One camp demands that the internet be cleaned up, polished and 

packaged and made like media. Another camp objects when their speech is 

criticized or rejected as harmful or hateful; they claim to be the victims of 

censorship: cancel culture. We all hold our ears at the din and wonder what 

can be done. Since the rise of Trumpists, Brexiteers, and populists around 

the world, huge resources have been poured into hiring tens of thousands of 

content moderators, writing machine-learning algorithms, passing laws, and 

building regulatory bureaucracies to rid the internet, if not the world, of lies 

and idiocy, fake news and disinformation. What a fool’s occupation. 

Too little has been invested in the more fruitful task, to build the institutions 

needed to help us sift through this grand abundance of speech, to fi nd that 

and whom are worth hearing, to enable listening and learning. The institution 

created to do just that after Gutenberg unleashed his abundance of speech—

the institution of media—has, decades along, proven itself inadequate to the 

task on the net. The old fi lters don’t work. The worthy don’t necessarily have 

Harvard degrees or write for magazines and newspapers or share the lived 
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experiences of those who control the press. There is so much to learn directly 

from experts and authorities and from people who live different lives. We 

need the means to discover their voices and support their creativity and 

conversation. And what of the trolls? We must learn to ignore them and 

certainly not to amplify them. Do not feed them. 

Consider, then, the idea that the public conversation is just beginning to 

recover from half a millennium of creeping control by institutions, 

subjugation by the powerful, manipulation by malign actors, scarcity of 

voices, professionalization, and commercialization. It suffers, too, from 

overextended expectations of what a public sphere can be. We must beware 

nostalgia for a fabled past when deliberation was supposedly more rational, 

reasoned, informed, courtly, and constructive than it actually ever was. 

Realize, too, the damage media have done to the public conversation, setting 

us at each other’s throats, pitting red vs. blue and black vs. white, simplifying 

the debate, erasing nuance, damaging communities, and amplifying the 

already powerful. 

I propose to shift our focus away from the conversation we do not want 

to the conversation we do want, a conversation that fi nally includes those 

who had been excluded from mass media’s version of public discourse. I 

delight at the noise of the conversation today, the diversity in it, the 

opportunity it presents to hold dialogue across boundaries. To extend 

McLuhan’s already stretched bodily metaphors, now that all may speak, we 

have moved from the age of the ear (orality) to the eye (text) and now to the 

mouth (networked discourse). Our challenge is to bring our abilities together 

in coherent conversation, informed by what we hear and ask together. For if 

all speak and none listen, there is no dialogue; if we speak and listen while 

uninformed, conversation is futile. To put it in the terms of the Gutenberg 

Parenthesis, we would do well to recapture the conversation that was while 

exploring the conversation that can be. 

Let us begin by examining the conversational nature of the early days of 

print. I have discussed how Luther used the press to enter disputatious 

dialogue with Erasmus, the pope, and the public. Galileo favored the 

structure of conversation in his writing—see his   Dialogue Concerning the 

 Two Chief World Systems , using print as a mechanism to explore theories, 

fi ndings, and questions with colleagues (at the cost of his freedom). It could 

be said that Shakespeare conversed with Cervantes and Montaigne as they 

inspired his work. And Erasmus conversed via books and letters—and letters 

in books—with his friend Sir Thomas More, whose   Utopia , published in 

1516, is itself an example of the Renaissance culture of dialogue through the 

institution of the letter. 

- 

 Utopia  can be read “as a dialogical manifesto, a truly utopian embodiment 

of the friendly dialogue that humanists so highly regarded, and so often only 
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represented—at a distance—through the technologies of writing and 

printing,” wrote Dorothea Heitsch and Jean-Fran ç ois Vall é e.  4  By writing in 

dialogue, humanists honored the form favored by the ancient scholars they 

revered, Plato and Cicero, and set an example for productive and persuasive 

discourse. Dialogue presented a means to grapple with issues of authenticity 

and authority in the new and unsure territory of fi ction, in a time of “distrust 

of imaginative literature, with its potentially seductive effect on the rational 

mind.” Dialogue, explained Nina Chordas, enacted a “humanist outlook 

that believes in the perfectibility of man and values discourse as both a 

means of teaching and arriving at what is true. ”  5 

The web of dialogue around   Utopia  was many-layered. More’s novel was 

an answer to Erasmus’   Praise of Folly .  6 Their exchange in print began with a letter from Erasmus to More at the start of   Folly , dedicating the work to 

him and their friendship: “Coming out of Italy a while ago, on my way to 

England, I did not want to waste in idle talk and popular stories all the 

hours I had to sit on horseback, but chose at times to think over some topics 

from studies we share in common, or to enjoy my memories of friends. . . . 

Among them you, More, came fi rst to mind. ”  7  In   Utopia , More responded to Erasmus’ invitation to imagine the philosopher’s republic of letters.  8 

As a book,  Utopia  took the form of a conversation among More; the 

character of his real-life friend, Antwerp humanist Peter Giles (who 

supervised the book’s fi rst printing); and the fi ctional traveler from Utopia, 

Raphael Hythloday. In addition, the book was introduced by actual letters 

from More to Giles and from Giles to Hieronymus van Busleyden, another 

humanist from the Netherlands. These were intended to add authority to the 

discussion and to promote it: blurbs of a sort. Early editions also carried 

verse written by others and additional letters—some commissioned by 

Erasmus—including More to the printer Johann Froben, publisher of an 

edition of   Utopia ; Erasmus to More; and Busleyden to More. These letters 

amount to what Vall é e called “a complex ballet of written addresses.” They 

played an important role in  

 Utopia . It is odd that later editions and 

translations did not include all the letters,  9  for in ignoring them,  Peter Allen argued, editors showed they did not understand that “the world of Utopia 

becomes an incident in a long discussion; it is not a separate book but the 

central subject of the conversation—a lengthy anecdote told to a group of 

humanists, all of whom listen to it and comment on it. ”  10  Said Vall é e: “Thus, the whole editorial process leading to the publication of   Utopia  illustrates 

vividly how the circle of Northern humanists related to Erasmus made use 

of writing and of the technology of printing to further their aims of 

creating—at a distance—an international network of literate ‘friends. ’ ”  11 

They were not merely collaborating to help a friend publish his book. They 

were holding a conversation in and through that book. 

These humanists believed in the value of dialogue “to represent 

reconciliation and order” and to dramatize “the movement of the individual 
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into a wider circle of believers.” So said Joseph Puterbaugh, who explained 

that the form also conveniently allowed the writer to “disguise the source of 

controversial opinions. By dramatizing voices, authors can defl ect  direct 

responsibility for provocative points of view, and place self-condemning 

speech into the mouths of opponents, a strategy as old as Plato and Lucian. ”  12 

More’s choice of dialogue has confounded scholars trying to pin down his 

own opinions of the world he describes. Scholars have noted “  Utopia ’s 

construction and utilization of a tension between reality and fi ction, and the 

complex narrative that generates more than one point of view while 

simultaneously undermining the credibility of each,” said Hanan Yoran.  13 

This ability to obfuscate was more than merely convenient in a time when 

one could be burned, behanded, or—in More’s case—beheaded for one’s 

words and beliefs. 

Letter-writing as conversation over time and distance was a province of 

the elite until the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries, when the practice spilled 

over into middle classes as postal networks grew and letters commonly 

appeared in books and newspapers. Manuals teaching the proper epistolary 

form were published—in letter form, of course. The fi rst in English was   The 

 Enemy of Idleness  in 1568: “And to describe the true defi nition of an Epistle 

or letter, it is nothing else but an Oration written, conteining the mynde of 

the Orator or wryter . . . the same that should be declared if they were 

present. ”  14 This epistolary fl owering marked a “writing revolution,” declared 

Konstantin Dierks. 

 15  That is, with letters, many more people than ever 

engaged in the practice of writing. 

In   Writing to the World , Rachael Scarborough King called the letter a 

bridge genre, which “facilitates change by providing writers and readers 

with paths across shifting media landscapes. Bridge genres connect old and 

new media: they transfer existing textual conventions to emerging modes of 

composition and circulation, a function that provides stability and continuity 

during what are otherwise times of fl uctuation and reordering. . . . Bridge 

genres allow readers and writers to engage new media, experiment with 

current ones, and modify their expectations of the forms in which they 

encounter literature. ”  16 The internet itself can be seen as a bridge genre, as journalists ape their familiar forms from print. Thus books, magazines, and 

newspapers are still recognizable as such on screens. Tweets sound like 

headlines. Blog posts resemble articles. Email, text messages, Facebook 

posts, and Instagram captions recall the model of the archaic and soon-

obsolete letter. 

Having written a letter-writing manual himself in 1741, printer Samuel 

Richardson took this most conversational form of writing and used it to tell 

the stories of   Pamela; or, Virtue Rewarded  in 1740,  Clarissa: Or, the History 

 of a Young Lady  in 1748, and   The History of Sir Charles Grandison  in 

1753. With his novels, Richardson claimed that he both coined and invented 

“writing to the moment,” presenting letters as if written in current 
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conversation—for example, if I were to say here that as I write these words, 

the time has come for me to go to dinner, so I will have to leave, and please 

pardon the interruption. . . . Richardson’s conceit was that he was not the 

writer but the editor of these found troves of correspondence. He used his 

books to converse with readers, editing later editions with amendments in 

which he “responds to his correspondents’ criticism and praise, or adds new 

letters to subsequent editions,” said King. “He continually reinforces the 

readers’ role as both correspondent and editor as he shows that the sequence 

of letter writing can always continue. ”  17  He fought the bounds of the book 

as a fi xed container and held a conversation with the world—or to put it in 

a more commercial sense, he corresponded with a market, responsive to 

public tastes. 

Richardson had higher goals: He saw himself as an instructor not only in 

epistolary style but also in moral virtue, challenging “the Readers Judgment, 

Manners, Taste, Capacity.” He believed, as newspaper publishers did, that 

printed letters would “lend his novel the appearance of objectivity. ” 18  His 

novels and their letters were also convenient devices on which to hang his 

adages. Henry Fielding, author of   Tom Jones , wrote his satire,  Shamela , or 

 An Apology for the Life of Mrs. Shamela Andrews , to mock Richardson’s 

moralizing. Samuel Johnson fussed over Richardson’s style: “Why, Sir, if you 

were to read Richardson for the story, your impatience would be so much 

fretted that you would hang yourself. But you must read him for the 

sentiment, and consider the story as only giving occasion to the sentiment. ”  19 

In 1755, Richardson published   A Collection of the Moral and Instructive 

 Sentiments, Maxims, Cautions, and Refl ections  that were contained in the 

letters in his novels as “the pith and marrow of nineteen volumes,” all 

conveniently categorized and indexed. His extracted adages about wit and 

conversation seem to presage Twitter: 

There is not so much Wit in wickedness as Rakes are apt to imagine. 

The Wit of Libertines consists mostly of saying bold and shocking 

things, with such courage as shall make the modest blush, the impudent 

laugh, and the innocent stare. 

Men who affect to be thought witty, are apt to treat the most serious 

subjects with levity. 

Free-livers are apt to mistake wickedness for Wit.  20 

The conversational motif as well as the epistolary form eventually faded 

from print. Fran 

ç ois Rigolot blamed among others Montaigne for the 

“inward turn” he took in his   Essays . Montaigne very much believed in the 

value of dialogue: “To my taste, the most fruitful and most natural exercise 

of our minds is conversation. I fi nd the practice of it the most delightful 

activity of our lives. ”  21  Upon the death of his dear friend and conversationalist,  

Etienne de la Bo é tie, Montaigne chose to hold a conversation with himself, 
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in writing. “Their lively discussions are nostalgically alluded to in many 

passages of the   Essais , which pass themselves off as poor substitutes for the 

highest form of a vanished dialogue,” Rigolot explained. “Yet, Montaigne 

will try to preserve that dialogical dimension in his   Essais , by bringing 

together contradictory opinions, making them wrestle with each other. ” 22 

Nina Chordas said Montaigne’s turn inward, toward individuality, 

“gradually separated thought from the world of discourse. Without this 

grounding in speech as intrinsic to the process of reasoning, dialogue began 

to lose its raison d’ ê tre. ”  23  Is this when print lost its conversational essence,  

with the evolution of the solitary, individual voice in soliloquy rather than 

dialogue? 

In bringing his inner debates to print, Montaigne raised the stakes for 

joining the public conversation, requiring that one be a writer to be heard. 

That is, to share one’s thoughts, even about oneself, necessitated the talent 

of   writing  as qualifi cation. How many people today say they are intimidated 

setting fi ngers to keys for any written form—letter, email, memo, blog, 

social-media post, school assignment, story, book, anything—because they 

claim not to be writers, while all the internet asks them to be is a speaker? 

What voices were left out of the conversation because they did not believe 

they were qualifi ed to write? How much of the rise of emoji and nonverbal 

memes can be attributed to a revolt against the imposition of standards of 

writing by teachers, editors, and grammarians who possess the skill and 

power? Are we thus exploding the limits of literacy? The greatest means of 

control of speech might not have been censorship or copyright or publishing 

but instead the intimidation of   writing . 

Or perhaps for Montaigne, conversation with readers was just a matter 

of style. “I know not anywhere the book that seems less written,” said Ralph 

Waldo Emerson. “It is the language of conversation transferred to the book. 

Cut these words, and they would bleed; they are vascular and alive. ”  24  Said 

Montaigne: “I speak to my paper as I speak to the fi rst man I meet. ”  25 

- 

Writing and conversation came together in a new institution built for the 

purpose: the coffeehouse. There, in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, 

especially in England, varied constituencies and classes gathered to drink the 

exciting, imported brew as they discussed what they read in newspapers, 

newsletters, and books. J ü rgen Habermas theorized that the coffeehouses of 

England and salons of France were the birthplace of the bourgeois public 

sphere—in his defi nition as an inclusive society gathered to share private 

opinions publicly and to hold rational and critical debate over issues of 

common concern in the newly available commodity of news. Thus, he said, 

they established themselves as a public distinct from the state. 

Habermas’ thesis was challenged by, among others, a fi ve-year academic 

collaboration called the Making Publics Project, organized by McGill 
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University Shakespeare scholar Paul Yachnin. 

 26  The project’s academics 

focused not on a singular public sphere. Instead, they examined the creation 

of plural publics, “forms of association built on the shared interests, tastes, 

and desires of individuals, most of them ordinary ‘private’ people. The 

project argued that public making was enabled by new media and new 

cultural forms and was nested in an emerging market in cultural goods.” 

They concluded that publics formed not only in coffeehouses and around 

news. Publics formed around books and pamphlets—as when Luther chose 

to publish in vernacular German, addressing and forming a public with his 

ideas. Publics formed in the Globe Theatre as an audience watched   Hamlet , 

with Shakespeare “seemingly able to unite them as a group invited to think 

through a problem and to form a judgment along with the protagonist,” 

said Yachnin.  27  Publics would form around portraiture and maps,  as people of a given location and culture could understand their place in the world. 

Publics formed around printed ballads and sermons. Publics formed around 

languages, around laws, around ideas—making, in the words of Benedict 

Anderson “imagined communities. ”  28  Richard Helgerson,  a guiding light of the Making Publics Project, was inspired to write his book  

 Forms of 

 Nationhood  by this single sentence in a letter by Edmund Spenser in 1580: 

“For why a God’s name may not we, as else the Greeks, have a kingdom of 

our own language?”  29  Or a kingdom of our own culture or religion or 

gender or worldview, a community or kingdom of our defi nition  and 

making? 

“To live together in the world,” wrote Hannah Arendt, “means essentially 

that a world of things is between those who have it in common, as a table is 

located between those who sit around it. ”  30  Publics and communities are 

often thought of in terms of space: a boundary around a town, a state, a 

nation. Arendt’s metaphor of the table appeals as it brings to mind the 

discourse of those seated around—and makes us ask who is and is not given 

a place there. “A public sphere comprises an indefi nite number of more or 

less overlapping publics,” said Craig Calhoun, “some ephemeral, some 

enduring, and some shaped by struggle against the dominant organization 

of others. ”  31  Michael Warner developed his theory of counterpublics around the notion that some publics “are defi ned by their tension with a larger 

public. ”  32  Nancy Fraser made the concept concrete: Alongside the bourgeois public “there arose a host of competing counterpublics, including nationalist 

publics, popular peasant publics, elite women’s publics, and working-class 

publics. Thus there were competing publics from the start, not just in the 

late nineteenth and twentieth centuries, as Habermas implies. ”  33 

Habermas called the Early Modern public of the coffeehouse inclusive, 

for it allowed people who otherwise would not have met in conversation to 

sit at the same table—in fact, they were required to, as the historian of the 

venue, Markman Ellis, recounted: “Arriving in the coffee-house, customers 

were expected to take the next available seat, placing themselves next to 
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whoever else has come before them. No seat could be reserved, no man 

might refuse your company. This seating policy impresses on all that in the 

coffee-house all are equal. Though the matter of seating may appear 

inconsequential, the principle of equality this policy introduced had 

remarkable ramifi cations in the decades to come. From the arrangement of 

its chairs, the coffee-house allowed men who did not know each other to sit 

together amicably and expected them to converse.” New norms were 

required in increasingly urbanized England. “In the anonymous context of 

the city, in which most people are unknown to each other, this sociable habit 

was astonishing. Furthermore, the principle of equality established by the 

seating arrangements recommended equality and openness as the principle 

of conversation. ”  34  Even in the midst of civil upheaval,  royalists sat with Puritans (who preferred the temperance of coffee, tea, and chocolate over 

taverns’ beer). Early on, coffeehouses were inhabited by a “virtuoso culture” 

that emphasized “civility, curiosity, cosmopolitanism, and learned discourse,” 

said Brian Cowan in   The Social Life of Coffee .  35 

London’s most celebrated coffeehouse was Will’s, where England’s fi rst 

poet laureate, John Dryden, would hold court. There a twelve-year-old 

Alexander Pope was brought to hear him.  36 There, too, diarist Samuel Pepys would come to catch news and gossip. “Under no roof was a greater variety 

of fi gures to be seen,” wrote Thomas Babington Macaulay. “There were 

earls in stars and garters, clergymen in cassocks and bands, pert Templars, 

sheepish lads from universities, translators and index-makers in ragged 

coats of frieze. The greatest press was to get near the chair where John 

Dryden sat. ”  37 

As coffeehouses spread in London after the fi rst opened there in 1652, 

subcultures emerged within and among the houses. Some had a single table 

for all, and others had multiple tables or booths where people of like interest 

could congregate. In the Chapter Coffeehouse, one booth was occupied by 

the Wet Paper Club, so-called because they would wait to receive the day’s 

newspaper wet (not hot) off the press.  38  Macaulay listed one coffeehouse for 

medical men; another for Puritans “where no oath was heard”; another 

where Jews, “dark eyed money-changers from Venice and Amsterdam 

greeted each other”; another for papists where “as good Protestants believed, 

Jesuits planned over their cups another great fi re, and cast silver bullets to 

shoot the King. ” 

 39  Coffeehouses became known as penny universities 

because, for the price of drink, one could listen to learned men—Dryden, 

Christopher Wren, Robert Hooke, Edmund Halley, Robert Boyle, Daniel 

Defoe, David Hume, Voltaire, Jonathan Swift (who complained, “the worst 

conversation I ever remember to have heard in my life was that at Will’s 

Coffeehouse”).  40  Patrons signed up for lessons in languages,  dancing, or fencing, or to hear lectures in poetry, mathematics,  or astronomy.  41  The 

change in social norms brought by the coffeehouse was signifi cant, shifting 

social interaction away from the expectation of arranging formal visits in 
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homes to suddenly being able to drop by a place where everybody knows 

your name. 

It sounds idyllic, the coffeehouse of the period, fi lled with a diversity of 

souls able to mix and converse and discern and learn. That image and that 

standard of discourse is enough to shame us for the quality of conversation 

we have in our coffeehouse online, where rancor rules. Ah, but it was at Will’s 

where Pope was assaulted outside “by a gang of ruffi ans who had not taken 

kindly to his latest poetic satires. ”  42  Coffeehouses were blamed for the ruin of 

English intellectual life: “ ‘the decay of study, and consequently of learning,’ 

was due to ‘coffy houses, to which most scholars retire and spend much of the 

day in hearing and speaking of news [and] in speaking vily of their superior,’ ” 

complained Oxford’s Anthony Wood. Oxford and Cambridge each issued 

rules forbidding students from frequenting coffeehouses without protection 

of their tutors.  43 “More than once, the coffeehouse was compared to Noah’s ark, receiving ‘Animals of every sort’ or both ‘the clean and the unclean,’ ” 

wrote Lawrence Klein, quoting   The Character of a Coffee House  from 1673.  44 

In Habermas’ rather kumbaya view, the coffeehouse, “far from 

presupposing the equality of status, disregarded status altogether” and 

therefore created “a more inclusive public of all private people, persons 

who—insofar as they were propertied and educated—as readers, listeners, 

and spectators could avail themselves via the market of the objects that were 

subject to discussion. ”  45  His “insofar” is immensely limiting, including the propertied and educated but excluding women, “people of mean fortune, ”  46 

and untold undesirables. Women of the time protested, presenting  

 The 

 Women’s Petition Against Coffee, representing to public consideration 

 the grand inconvenience accruing to their sex from the excessive use of the 

 drying and enfeebling Liquor .  47  Nancy Fraser made a compelling feminist 

argument against Habermas’ presumption of a public sphere there: “We can 

no longer assume that the bourgeois conception of the public sphere was 

simply an unrealized utopian ideal; it was also a masculinist ideological 

notion that functioned to legitimate an emergent form of class rule. . . . In 

short, is the idea of the public sphere an instrument of domination or a 

utopian ideal?”  48 

Habermas idealized not only the composition of coffeehouse clientele but 

their discussion, building his thesis on the belief that their debate was 

rational and critical. Cowan alleged that Habermas engaged in a tautology 

of sorts, accepting descriptions of the culture in British coffeehouses from 

Joseph Addison and Richard Steele’s publications, which themselves tried to 

mold that culture. Their journals were read in coffeehouses, their content 

was debated there, and these conversations were in turn reported and 

critiqued in their pages. “In the   Tatler , the   Spectator , and the   Guardian , the public held up a mirror to itself,”  Habermas wrote.  49 

Habermas’ mirror was gilded, said Cowan, for “it was diffi cult to fi nd 

this ideal public sphere in the real coffeehouses of London. Herein, then, lay 

158

LEAVING THE PARENTHESIS

much of the import and the urgency of Addison’s claim that his Mr. Spectator 

desired to be known as the one who ‘brought philosophy out of closets and 

libraries, schools and colleges, to dwell in clubs and assemblies, at tea-tables 

and in coffee-houses.’ In other words, he wanted to make the coffeehouses 

safe for philosophy and to do so required that they be purged of the vice, 

disorder, and folly that Mr. Spectator so often observed within them.” 

Cowan said the ideal public sphere painted by the   Spectator “was a carefully 

policed forum for urban but not risqu é  conversation, for moral refl ection 

rather than obsession with the news of the day, or the latest fashions, and for 

temperate argument on affairs of state rather than heated political debate. 

In other words, it was not envisioned as an open forum for competitive 

debate between ideologies and interests, but rather as a medium whereby a 

stable sociopolitical consensus could be enforced through making partisan 

political debate appear socially acceptable in public spaces such as 

coffeehouses or in media like periodical newspapers. ”  50 The public sphere of the coffeehouse was aspirational more than documented. 

If coffeehouses were such paragons of politeness and civility, there’d have 

been no need for proprietors to post rules such as these in a 1674 broadside 

reproduced in Aytoun Ellis’   The Penny Universities: A History of the Coffee 

 Houses . It would not be such a bad set of rules for Facebook and Twitter. 

First, Gentry, Tradesmen, all are welcome hither, 

And may without Affront sit down Together: 

Pre-eminence of Place, none here should Mind, 

But take the next fi t Seat he can fi nd: 

Nor need any, if Finer Persons come, 

Rise up for to assign to them his Room; 

To limit men’s Expence we think not fair, 

But let him forfeit Twelve-pence that shall Swear; 

He that shall any Quarrel here begin, 

Shall give each Man a Dish t’ Atone the Sin; 

And so shall He, whose Complements extend 

So far to drink in COFFEE to his Friend; 

Let Noise of loud Disputes be quite forborn, 

No Maudlin Lovers here in Corners mourn, 

But all be Brisk, and Talk, but not too much. 

On Sacred things, Let none presume to touch, 

Nor Profane Scriptures, nor sauciley wrong 

Affairs of State with an Irreverent Tongue: 

Let Mirth be Innocent, and each Man see 

That all his Jests without Refl ection be; 

To keep the House more Quiet and from Blame, 

We Banish hence Cards, Dice and every Game: 

Nor can Allow of Wagers that Exceed 
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Five Shillings, which oft-time much Trouble Breed 

Let all that’s lost, or forfeited, be spent 

In such Good Liquor as the House doth vent 

And Customers endeavour to their Powers, 

For to observe still seasonable Howers. 

Lastly, let each Man what he calls for Pay, 

And so you’re welcome to come every Day.  51 

My quarrel with Habermas’ idealized public sphere is that he set a 

standard impossible for modern conversation to attain. A fall from 

conversational grace is a useful device by which to fault mass media, 

capitalism, and the welfare state for the shortcomings of democratic society. 

But what if the public conversation was never so lofty? What if it has not 

fallen? Cowan said that “the pretense of coffeehouse civility might easily 

dissolve into mob violence. These fears of civil society gone awry continued 

to haunt understandings of the role of the coffeehouse in English society 

from its inception well into the eighteenth century. They were well-founded 

fears. The coffeehouses were indeed a primary venue for the distribution of 

false rumors, seditious libels, and political organizing. ”  52  Mark Pendergrast 

reported that English coffeehouses were often “chaotic, smelly, wildly 

energetic, and capitalistic. ”  53 That is precisely what appeals to me about the real coffeehouse (versus Habermas’) as a metaphor for the public conversation 

online today: It is inclusive but imperfectly. It aspires to be intelligent and 

informed yet so often fails, turning nasty and occasionally violent. The net is 

all that: chaotic, smelly, wildly energetic, and capitalistic and sometimes also 

intelligent and convivial and warm. The net, like the coffeehouse, is merely 

human. In 2022, Habermas himself commented at last on the advent of the 

internet, calling it “a caesura in the development of media in human history 

comparable to the introduction of printing.” He acknowledged that “at fi rst, 

the new media seemed to herald at last the fulfi llment of the egalitarian-

universalist claim of the bourgeois public sphere to include all citizens 

equally. ” 54  At fi rst, at least. 

In each of these two eras—Early Modern coffeehouse and present-day 

net—a new institution threw people together who were not accustomed to 

interacting and did not yet have the mutual understanding as well as the 

norms and rules to govern their intercourse. Lawrence Klein explained that 

in its day, the aristocracy had set the rules for polite culture. But the opening 

of the fi rst coffeehouse in Oxford in 1650 (by a Jewish entrepreneur named 

Jacob, just as Jews were allowed to resettle in England) came amid revolution, 

as King Charles I had been beheaded only the year before. Puritans were 

now in government but challenged by royalists, Catholics, Presbyterians, 

Quakers, and Anglicans. Without the monarchy to set standards and with 

much turmoil in the wind, other institutions—publishing, universities, the 

arts, and even coffeehouses—entered to fi ll the normative void.  55 
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Today we, too, are leaving a time when venerable institutions—media, 

the arts, schools, government, religion, the family—had established rules of 

interaction, but now fail to inform the circumstances of our new means to 

connect. It’s not just that the old rules may not apply in new environments. 

It’s also that old rules were imposed by the powerful—white, male, and 

privileged—upon other sectors of society—among them in America, Black, 

Latino, LGBTQ+, disabled, immigrant, poor—who did not have seats at the 

table where standards were set for all. Now the formerly disenfranchised 

have an opportunity to seek new rules—and those who set the old rules 

resent their intrusion; when their old ways are criticized, they cry that they 

have been “canceled.” 

In a perceptive Twitter thread, Regina Rini, a Canadian philosophy 

professor, identifi ed two forces at work in the debate about debating we are 

having today. In one corner are those she labeled the Movement for Marginal 

Protection, who wish to add to the list of exceptions to what is allowed in 

polite conversation. For example, I’m old enough to remember when calling 

a grown woman a “girl” was tolerated, albeit through gritted teeth, and then 

at last that was added to the list of exceptions. Today, we are debating new 

exceptions about, for example, gendered pronouns or immigration. In the 

other corner are those who do not wish to expand the list of exceptions and 

do not like being called out and criticized for failing to follow someone else’s 

new rule. Those Rini labels the Status Quo Warriors.  56  This process of 

forging societal norms has gone on forever, only now there are more people 

taking part in the negotiation. In the age of the coffeehouse, there were rules 

pasted on the walls, countless manuals for appropriate behavior and 

conversation, and a place to leave your sword at the door. Online, we are 

struggling to discern our new rules as the incumbent institutions—media, 

government, education—blame technology companies for ruining society 

without addressing their own need to adapt. The technology companies, in 

turn, are fearful of making rules that will be unpopular or hard and expensive 

to enforce at scale. Into that void lunge trolls and conspiracy theorists who 

will reign until polite society fi nally agrees what is acceptable behavior and 

begins enforcing its norms, shunning the miscreants. 

- 

In the coffeehouse, we see the origins of a media industry and its relationship 

with its public and with authorities. We see, too. the birth of social media of 

a sort and its relationship with news. Print had been around for two centuries 

by the time coffeehouses arrived, but newspapers were new and were too 

expensive to be bought by commoners. Coffeehouses changed that: “The 

coffeehouse was   the  place to read broadsides, pamphlets, and periodicals,” 

said Klein. “As a specifi cally discursive institution, the coffeehouse should be 

viewed in the context of the history of discourse and communicative 

practices in society. ” 57 The web of coffeehouses was a mechanism for the 
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distribution not only of drink but of news and information, and for the 

public conversation around it. “A correspondent to the Spectator noted in 

1712 how an untruthful remark made in one morning would fl y through the 

coffeehouses of the city throughout the course of the day,” said Cowan. 

“The numerous coffeehouses of the metropolis were greater than the sum of 

their parts; they formed an interactive system in which information was 

socialized and made sense of by the various constituencies of the city.”  58 

“Nothing resembling the modern newspaper existed,” noted Macaulay. 

“In such circumstances, the coffee-houses were the chief organs through 

which the public opinion of the metropolis vented itself. ”  59  Macaulay, who was credited in 1828 with naming the press in the gallery of Parliament “the 

Fourth Estate of the realm,” said coffeehouse orators deserved the title fi rst. 

Early Modern England and Europe struggled to fi nd mechanisms to assure 

credibility while authorities attempted to control the fl ow of bad information 

or of information entirely. “Although the coffeehouse carried an air of distinct 

gentility that set it apart from other common victuallers and public-house 

keepers,” said Cowan, “the trade also faced a unique image problem as a 

result of its association with the dissemination of seditious rumors or ‘false 

news’ among the general populace.” Cowan quoted English lawyer Roger 

North fretting that “not only sedition and treason, but atheism, heresy, and 

blasphemy are publicly taught in diverse of the celebrated coffee-houses. ”  60 

It is a testament to the importance of the coffeehouse in English society 

that even as an institution Puritanical in nature—it was a temperance house 

with rules of behavior—it survived the Restoration of the monarchy in 1660 

and multiple subsequent attempts to shut it down. “They were certainly 

viewed with grave suspicion by authority which, at times, was apprehensive 

but was forced to recognize them and respect them as the   vox populi ,” wrote 

Aytoun Ellis.  61 “It became increasingly diffi cult to assert the authority of traditional institutions in this discursive and cultural environment,” said 

Klein.  62 

Charles II viewed the coffeehouses as a place to brew sedition alongside 

coffee. He had his high chancellor propose to the Privy Council the use of 

spies to snoop on the conversations there and to consider a royal proclamation 

to close them down. The secretary of state rejected the proposal, cautioning 

that the crown needed revenue from the lucrative excise tax on coffee, and 

that prohibition would, in Cowan’s words, stir up resentment against the 

recently reinstalled monarchy. 

 63  Charles issued proclamations in 1672 

against harmful content and rumor-mongering, ordering that “great and 

heavy Penalties are Infl icted upon all such as shall be found to be spreaders 

of false News, or promoters of any Malicious Slanders and Calumnies in 

their ordinary and common Discourses. ”  64  In 1673 the government issued a 

statement through Parliament: “As for coffee, tea, and chocolate, I know no 

good they do. ”  65  In 1675,  Charles fi nally issued a Proclamation for the Suppression of Coffee-Houses: 
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Whereas it is most apparent that the Multitude of Coffee-houses of late 

years set up and kept within this Kingdom . . . have produced very evil 

and dangerous effects; as well as for the Tradesmen and others do therein 

misspend much of their time, which might and probably would otherwise 

be employed in and about their Lawful Callings and Affairs; but also, for 

that in such Houses, and by occasion of the meetings of such persons 

therein, divers False, Malicious and Scandalous Reports are devised and 

spread abroad, to the defamation of His Majesties Government, and to 

the Disturbance of Peace and Quiet of the Realm, his Majesty hath 

thought it fi t and necessary, That the said Coffee-houses be (for the future) 

Put down and Suppressed.  66 

“As soon as the Proclamation was made known there was a great public 

outcry and men of all parties protested in the most vigorous fashion,” Aytoun 

Ellis said. The proclamation was withdrawn within ten days and the 

coffeehouses were allowed to stay open so long as they cooperated in “barring 

entry to the spies and mischief makers” and would not allow “scandalous 

papers, books or libels. ”  67  Intrigue continued as a spy named Dangerfi eld set out to hire agents to infi ltrate the coffeehouses and spread disinformation 

about Presbyterian plots. 

 68  The idea of regulating the coffeehouses did 

eventually become more popular, Cowan said, “when it was phrased as an 

assault on the dissemination of ‘false news,’ nearly everyone could rally round 

the cause of regulating the coffeehouses. The diffi culties arose when it came 

to determining which news was false and what was true, especially in an 

intense climate of fear of popish and/or nonconformist plots. . . . Insofar as 

coffeehouses fi gured in this debate, they appeared as dangerous vectors 

through which the seditious principles and the false news of one’s political 

opponents were propagated. At best, they were a necessary evil through 

which the views of one’s opponents must be countered. ”  69  Unbridled talk,  

fake news, spies, scandals, sedition—fear of Facebook, Twitter, and the net 

has its precedent in the coffeehouses. 

Coffeehouses were distinctly businesses. They partnered with booksellers 

to offer books. They, like early American newspapers, sold patent medicines 

from quacks. They were involved in the slave trade as a place to leave 

messages regarding the sale or capture of enslaved people. 

 70  When the 

coffeehouse came to England, the offi ce as workplace still did not exist, so 

business was often done over tables in the coffeehouse, “which satisfi ed the 

functions of mailroom, boardroom, desk space, and, of course, cafeteria. ”  71 

Lloyd’s Coffeehouse played host to ship auctions and to insurance merchants, 

soon charging them ten guineas a year for the privilege of working there, 

eventually becoming the insurance marketplace Lloyd’s of London. Its 

proprietor, Edward Lloyd, also started publishing a newspaper, Lloyd’s 

News, covering primarily mercantile matters but also the affairs of 

Parliament, which led to offi cial displeasure and the end of the publication 
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in 1697. It was replaced in 1734 with Lloyd’s List, a maritime intelligence 

publication, in addition to Lloyd’s Register, started in 1760; both still 

operate online.  72 

Publishers and coffeehouses coexisted in a not-always-happy symbiotic 

relationship. The fi rst English newspaper arrived fi fteen years after the fi rst 

coffeehouse, with the founding of   The Gazette , an offi cial newspaper, in 

1665. They then grew together. Coffeehouse patrons expected to read and 

discuss newspapers (licensed or otherwise), newsletters, and journals, such 

as   Tatler  and the   Spectator , with the price of their coffee. This was an 

expense the coffeehouse proprietors came to resent. So they ganged together 

and planned to publish their own sheet, the coffeehouse   Gazette . In the 

pamphlet  

 The Case of the Coffee Men Against the Newswriters , the 

proprietors complained of “an intolerable grievance that newspapers were 

choked with advertisements, and fi lled with foolish stories picked up at all 

places of public entertainment, including the ale-houses; and ‘persons are 

employed—one or two for each paper—at so much a week to haunt coffee 

houses, and thrust themselves into companies where they are not known . . . 

in order to pick up matter for the papers.’ ” So reported Edward Forbes 

Robinson in his 1893   The Early History of Coffee Houses in England .  73 

Coffeehouses were indeed sources of publishers’ news. In Button’s Coffee 

House, Addison and Steele installed a lion’s head with a large, open mouth, 

designed by William Hogarth, as a repository for letters, reports, limericks, 

and whatever customers wished to submit for their periodicals. In 

competition, the coffeehouse cartel proposed to provide its own slates and 

pencils “to be fi lled by gentlemen frequenters of the house with such articles 

as each may be able to afford. . . . Such is the somewhat primitive proposal 

by which the public are to write their own newspapers. ”  74  Cheekily, the 

proprietors even called for “a joint understanding between the English 

nation and the Coffee House Masters” for “the sole right of intelligence”—

that is, a monopoly over news. The plan came to naught. 

The network of coffeehouses depended on publishers for what we would 

call content. The publishers depended on the coffeehouse for what we would 

think of as distribution. The jealous relationship between them was that of 

“frenemies,” as publishers and platforms gratingly say today. All the while, 

government stood uneasily by, unable to control what authorities saw as the 

unfettered fl ow of false news as well as opinion and complaint. Habermas’ 

public sphere was not invented in the coffeehouses. Neither was the 

conversation there as civil as he imagined. But conversation found a home 

there, just as it fi nds its new home online, with all the tensions and joys we 

should expect. 

- 

“Republics require conversation, often cacophonous conversation, for they 

should be noisy places. ”  75  So said the late Columbia Professor James Carey, 
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a scholar of communication as culture. Carey understood, better than 

anyone I have read, the primacy of conversation in our conception of the 

public and of the role of the press in it. He informs my thinking about what 

kind of conversation we should strive for in this time of the universal press. 

As he formulated his own theories, Carey synthesized the thought of 

early scholars in communications, Walter Lippmann and John Dewey. In his 

classic 1922 work  

 Public Opinion , Lippmann complained—as we do 

today—that the news comes at us too fast. He insisted that the public is 

incapable of gaining suffi cient knowledge and expertise to make informed 

decisions. When he was being generous, he said the “omnicompetent citizen” 

is an impossibility because “the real environment is altogether too big, too 

complex, and too fl eeting for direct acquaintance.” When he was less 

charitable, Lippmann averred that “the mass of absolutely illiterate, of 

feeble-minded, grossly neurotic, undernourished and frustrated individuals, 

is very considerable. ”  76 The industry meant to inform the public, the press, is fundamentally fl awed. “The press is no substitute for institutions,” said 

Lippmann. “It is like the beam of a searchlight that moves restlessly about, 

bringing one episode and then another out of darkness into vision. Men 

cannot do the work of the world by this light alone. They cannot govern 

society by episodes, incidents, and eruptions.” True. As Lippmann said, 

“newspapers necessarily and inevitably refl ect, and therefore, in greater or 

lesser measure, intensify the defective organization of public opinion.” 

Lippmann put his faith instead in experts, proposing a priesthood of 

panels populated by scientists and others who would inform not the public 

but instead their elected offi cials and administrative leaders. Lippmann thus 

segregated information and expertise from politics and public opinion, 

contending that “the power of the expert depends upon separating himself 

from those who make the decisions, upon not caring in his expert self, what 

decision is made.” His vision is especially diffi cult to imagine now, in a time 

of resistance to expertise and institutions. And one must ask: Expert in what? 

Who is expert in racism and inequality but those who are burdened with the 

consequences? Who is expert in disability but those who live with its 

boundaries? Are the experts in police violence the police or the objects of it? 

Dewey countered Lippmann: “No government by experts in which the 

masses do not have the chance to inform the experts as to their needs can be 

anything but an oligarchy managed in the interests of the few.” A society in 

which the public is mute save for the ballot box must be one in which 

considerable resources are spent on manipulating voters via propaganda. 

Administration by experts rather than political cronies seems a worthy goal. 

But, Dewey said, “this revival of the Platonic notion that philosophers 

should be kings is the more taking because the idea of experts is substituted 

for that of philosophers, since philosophy has become something of a joke, 

while the image of the specialist, the expert in operation, is rendered familiar 

and congenial by the rise of the physical sciences and by the conduct of 
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industry.” Dewey worried that “inventors and engineers hired by captains of 

industry” would supplant intellectuals. That seems to describe the fi rst phase 

of the internet. As for the next phase, we now have a large base of humanity 

loudly dismissing experts, vowing to do whatever they advise against, in a 

self-destructive assertion of power. If we settle for that vision of ignorant 

humankind, then we surrender ourselves to perpetual epistemological 

warfare—facts vs. alternative facts. 

I do not think we need settle there and neither did Dewey nor certainly 

Carey, for they believed that we must tend to the health of the public 

conversation. Said Dewey: “But the wing 

é d words of conversation in 

immediate intercourse have a vital import lacking in the fi xed and frozen 

words of written speech.” Print, he said, is but a tool. “Ideas which are not 

communicated, shared, and reborn in expression are but soliloquy, and 

soliloquy is but broken and imperfect thought. ”  77  Print is incomplete,  for it can provide but one half of a conversation and even then, only from the few 

and the privileged. Speech without reply cannot be conversation. Lippmann 

saw the world in visual terms: the ability of experts to provide a picture of 

reality. Dewey’s metaphor was aural. “Vision is a spectator; hearing is a 

participator,” he wrote at the end of   The Public and Its Problems . “Publication 

is partial and the public which results is partially informed and formed until 

the meanings it purveys pass from mouth to mouth. . . . We lie, as Emerson 

said, in the lap of an immense intelligence. But that intelligence is dormant 

and faint until it possesses the local community as its medium. ”  78 

Carey counterposed Lippmann and Dewey in his essay, “A Cultural 

Approach to Communication,” in which he presented two approaches to 

the fi eld: the transmission view and the ritual view. The transmission view 

“is the common perspective that communication is defi ned by terms such as 

‘imparting,’ ‘sending,’ transmitting,’ or ‘giving information to others.’ 

” 

Transmission is the movement of things or messages, the distribution of 

commodities sent over distances. The development of both print and postal 

networks buttresses this perspective. In the transmission view, Carey found 

a religious undertone, particularly in the effort by white Europeans to 

proselytize the globe.  79 That is communication as manifest destiny: the right 

to conquer through media. Such is the founding myth of modern America as 

an empire built on transmission via technology. 

The ritual view of communication is not new, Carey said, but so old as to 

be categorized as archaic, now being restored (as after a Parenthesis). “In the 

ritual defi nition, communication is linked to terms such as ‘sharing,’ 

‘participation,’ ‘association,’ ‘fellowship,’ and ‘the possession of a common 

faith.’ This defi nition exploits the ancient identity and common roots of the 

terms ‘commonness,’ ‘communion,’ ‘community,’ and ‘communication.’ A 

ritual view of communications is directed not toward the extension of 

messages in space but toward the maintenance of society in time; not the act 

of imparting information but the representation of shared beliefs. ”  80  Reading 
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a newspaper, he said, is not so much about receiving information but instead 

should be viewed “more as attending a mass, a situation in which nothing 

new is learned but in which a particular view of the world is portrayed and 

confi rmed. . . . What is arrayed before the reader is not pure information but 

a portrayal of the contending forces in the world. ”  81  Media are representations 

of the world and as such they must respond to what they hear; they must 

converse. In New York University Professor Jay Rosen’s eloquent summation 

of Carey, “the press does not ‘inform’ the public. It is ‘the public’ that ought 

to inform the press. The true subject matter of journalism is the conversation 

the public is having with itself. ”  82 

Carey reconsidered the Bill of Rights in these terms, as a “document that 

constitutes us as a people. . . It is an injunction as to how we might live 

together as a people, peacefully and argumentatively but civilly and 

progressively.” The First Amendment requires us “to create a conversational 

society, a society of people who speak to one another, who converse. Other 

words might do: a society of argument, disputation, or debate, for example. 

But I believe we must begin from the primacy of conversation. It implies 

social arrangements less hierarchical and more egalitarian than its 

alternatives. While people often dry up and shy away from the fi erceness of 

argument, disputation, and debate, and while those forms of talk often bring 

to the surface the meanness and aggressiveness that is our second nature, 

conversation implies the most natural and unforced, unthreatening, and 

most satisfying of arrangements. ”  83  Rosen interpreted: “Publics are formed when we turn from our private and separate affairs to face common 

problems, and to face each other in dialogue and discussion. ”  84 

- 

There are lessons to be learned from the fate of conversation inside the 

Parenthesis. In the examples above, print lost its conversational nature as 

authors and institutions exerted control. The public conversation was never a 

nostalgic ideal. And as more people gained the means to enter the conversation, 

they consistently met resistance from those who had controlled it. 

There are lessons, too, from this side of the Parenthesis. Here are a few of 

my own. I went to work for Advance Publications, parent company of Cond é  

Nast magazines and Newhouse newspapers, just as the fi rst commercial web 

browser was released in 1994. My boss, Steven Newhouse, whose family 

owns the company, understood the limited value of content online and the 

untapped value of conversation. He taught me that. Alongside the company’s 

magazines, over the dead bodies of some print editors, my colleagues Joan 

Feeney and Rochelle Udell started the food site Epicurious with a database 

of recipes from the bibles,  Gourmet  and   Bon Appetit . (The old recipes had 

to be retyped from print archives into computers by monks-for-hire—digital 

scribes; how Parenthetical is that?) Alongside the recipe database, they 

started a recipe-swap forum. Readers were suddenly empowered to chat 
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about the magazines’ recipes and even to improve them; they brought 

enthusiasm, joy, and expertise to the dinner table. There was a lesson. 

With my colleague Peter Hauck, we started forums on our local newspaper 

sites and saw fl oodgates open, releasing repressed desire by neighbors to 

connect and discuss. And we saw trouble: Our fi rst indication was in a high-

school wrestling forum—hugely popular because wrestlers never got the 

attention the football jocks did—where someone started a rather lively 

thread about a certain “Coach Nut-Grabber.” We quickly realized we needed 

to hire moderators to uphold standards, or else all discussion would devolve. 

We needed to invest in the quality of the conversations we served. Lesson 

learned. 

Advance invested in a startup called Plastic.com, which was a merger of 

the savvy and snarky early web publications, Feed and Suck.com. In its 

attempt to manage conversation at scale, the site turned to the example of 

Slashdot, a service for geeks that invented a complex system of earning and 

spending “karma” by contributing value to and helping moderate 

conversation.  85  Plastic adapted Slashdot’s discussion software. Though 

Slashdot is still going, Plastic crumbled under the weight of the program’s 

complexity, as users just didn’t fi nd it worth the trouble. Technology alone 

is not the solution to the challenges of conversation online. Lesson learned. 

Early on, many corporations tried to play host to—rather, to own—

conversation online. I was a member of CompuServe starting in 1981, where 

I was delighted to fi nd that I could ask other members questions and they’d 

take the time to answer. AOL, Delphi, GEnie, Prodigy, and The Source all 

preceded the commercial web as isolated, walled gardens. On the nascent 

internet, there were countless usenet discussion groups on every topic 

imaginable—for example, fans building complete and authoritative episode 

guides to virtually every TV series ever. Their contributions were stored and 

served on distributed computers, in no one’s control. There were also 

countless bulletin boards: a computer in somebody’s basement attached to a 

phone line others’ computers could call into—if the line wasn’t busy—to 

read and leave comments. The San Francisco bulletin board called the WELL 

rarely had more than 10,000 members—  Whole Earth Catalog  hippies, early 

personal-computer nerds, Deadheads, and journalists—yet   Wired  dubbed it 

“the world’s most infl uential online community.” It was famous for 

reminding users that “you own your own words.” That could be interpreted 

multiple ways: as a statement of proprietary rights; as a hedge to get the 

WELL off the hook in legal disputes (a preview of the now-much-debated 

and wisely conceived Section 230, which protects platforms and publishers 

from liability for what users do on their sites while also allowing them to 

moderate); and as a moral dictum—you are responsible for what you say 

here. My problem with the WELL was its elite and exclusive, know-it-all, 

geeky attitude—a preview of Silicon Valley culture to come. The WELL 

wanted to become a model for collaborative community, believing in the 
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principle of free speech for all, but then had to grapple with the challenges 

presented by early proto-trolls.  86  A diffi cult lesson. 

After I left Advance to teach, Newhouse bought Reddit, a still-small 

forum that played host to conversations on a huge number of topics, 

combining the best and worst of usenet and the WELL. It had good 

discussions and god-awful discussions. My former boss called one day 

asking whether I had a solution to maintaining dedication to free expression 

while managing the worst of it. I did not. Reddit eventually found its answer, 

empowering each discussion to manage itself as a distinct community with 

its own standards and rules. That’s not to say it found the path to perfect 

harmony. On Twitter, former Reddit CEO Yishan Wong shared the 

institutional desire of every social-media platform: “They would like you 

(the users) to stop squabbling over stupid shit and causing drama so they 

can spend their time writing more features and not having to adjudicate 

your stupid little fi ghts. ”  87 A lesson ongoing. 

Lord knows, Facebook has much to learn about how to host a garden 

party. At the World Economic Forum in Davos in 2007, I watched as a 

powerful newspaper publisher begged Mark Zuckerberg for advice on how 

to start and own a community. Zuckerberg responded with two words: “You 

can’t.” After an uncomfortable silence, he elaborated, telling the publisher he 

had asked the wrong question. You don’t make or own communities, 

Zuckerberg said. Communities already exist. They are doing what they want 

to do. The question you should ask is how you help them do that better. His 

advice was to bring them “elegant organization.” Oh, if only Zuckerberg had 

been capable of following his own advice. His Facebook grew too big, too 

fast, without the necessary principles to guide it and its users. Facebook never 

decided on its raison d’ ê tre, a North Star for itself and its public. Instead, it 

issued nitty-gritty “community standards” imposed on the community from 

above. The company must constantly relearn Masnick’s Impossibility 

Theorem: “Content moderation at scale is impossible to do well. ”  88  Scale 

online is an ally insofar as it allows anyone to speak to anyone. Scale is a foe 

insofar as it makes reviewing and passing judgment on everything said on a 

service the size of Facebook impossibly complicated and expensive. Facebook 

tries to contrive rules that thousands of human moderators and constantly 

revised algorithms can enforce. “Facebook is just too big to govern,” 

concluded University of Virginia Professor Siva Vaidhyanathan. “We are all 

victims of its success. . . . It’s a story of the hubris of good intentions, a 

missionary spirit, and an ideology that sees computer code as the universal 

solvent for all human problems. ”  89 These are lessons yet to be learned. 

After leaving the company he co-founded, former Twitter CEO Jack 

Dorsey tweeted that he had learned a lesson: “Centralizing discovery and 

identity into corporations really damaged the internet. I realize I’m partially 

to blame, and regret it. ”  90  Centralization is what made Twitter’s conversation and community vulnerable to Elon Musk’s takeover. Perhaps in penance, 
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Dorsey formulated a plan called Bluesky, which envisions the speech layer 

of the internet as a commodity, open-source and distributed, controlled by 

no one company: anyone may speak anywhere.  91 Atop that layer, others—

entrepreneurs, new-fangled editors, librarians, educators, experts, companies 

and institutions yet to be invented—may create services to fi nd  speakers 

worth hearing, speech that is relevant, authoritative, expert, or artful. We 

shall see. I wish for such deliberate curation of the best of our speech. This 

is a lesson we have yet to explore. 

Then there are the lessons of Wikipedia, Jimmy Wales’ audacious, 

magnifi 

cently hubristic enterprise to make it possible to gather “a 

comprehensive written compendium that contains information on all branches 

of knowledge,” presented with a neutral point of view. 

 92  The success of 

Wikipedia is not in its clumsy wiki technology. It is in its shared purpose and 

in the human norms, structures, and procedures it creates—cognizant of 

mortal foibles, with consent and consensus among its volunteers—to assess 

and assure credibility. 

To build our public discourse online, we must recognize that its problems, 

solutions, and opportunities start not with technology, but with ourselves. 

None of this is quick or easy. We need to be realistic in our expectations. 

What do we do about the problems of manipulation, misinformation, and 

disinformation and the citizens who swallow it? Some advocate teaching 

news literacy. I say that if the news needs a user’s manual, then the news 

needs repair. I take the counsel of researcher danah boyd, who warned that 

when we teach our children to be suspicious of everything they see, “we ask 

students to challenge their sacred cows but don’t give them a new framework 

through which to make sense of the world; others are often there to do it for 

us.” Cambridge University fellow Daniel Williams asserted that in a time 

when people choose beliefs and then look for rationalizations to support 

them, a marketplace for rationalizations emerges, “a social structure in 

which agents compete to produce justifi cations of widely desired beliefs. ”  93 

Fox News is one such marketplace as are countless virtual caves where 

conspiracy theorists lurk online. How do we guard against their pernicious 

power? “From an educational point of view,” said boyd, “this means building 

the capacity to truly hear and embrace someone else’s perspective and 

teaching people to understand another’s views while holding their own. ”  94 

The solution can be nothing less than education writ large: educating citizens 

in principles of their own while also creating the means to make strangers 

less strange, to at least understand others’ circumstances, to become literate 

in each other. 

Some say social media is an echo chamber, a fi lter bubble in the term 

popularized by Eli Pariser in his 2011 book,  The Filter Bubble: What the 

 Internet is Hiding from You . This thesis, that people seek out only that 

which rationalizes their already held beliefs, was frequently proposed by 

Harvard Law School’s Cass Sunstein starting in 2001 in his books   Echo 
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 Chambers , 

 Republic.com , 

 Republic.com 2.0 , and  

 #Republic . Except the 

fi lter bubble proves to be a myth. In   Are Filter Bubbles Real?   Australian 

academic Axel Bruns performed an exhaustive survey of research into 

behavior online, and he compiled convincing evidence that answered his 

title’s question in the negative. Except in extreme examples—white 

supremacist groups in the US, the far-right Alternative f ü r Deutschland 

party in Germany—research cited by Bruns found that people do receive 

news and information from multiple sources and perspectives, that they do 

not select their social connections online solely on political homophily, and 

that Google does not greatly personalize and thus limit the scope of the 

information it serves. Bruns cautioned: “The incessant and continuing focus 

of media coverage, media scholarship, and political debate on these ill-

defi ned ideas overemphasizes the role of platforms and their algorithms in 

current political crises, and obscures a far more critical challenge: the return 

of naked, hyperpartisan populism and political demagoguery. ” 95 

I fret when I hear commentators, politicians, and even academics suggest 

that there is “too much speech,” that the First Amendment is anachronistic, 

that the marketplace of ideas has met market failure, or that speech itself 

must be regulated. “What If More Speech Is No Longer the Solution?” asked 

Duke University media and political scholar Philip Napoli in the title of a 

2017 paper. His question was related to the one Columbia University legal 

scholar Tim Wu posed in the title of his paper that same year, “Is the First 

Amendment Obsolete?” Napoli worried about fi lter bubbles, lowered 

gatekeeping barriers, fragmentation of media, the proliferation and velocity 

of hate speech and “fake news,” and the “diminished news consumers’ 

ability to distinguish between true and false news. ”  96  In a 2021   Atlantic article, Ian Bogost, a Washington University media studies professor, 

provocatively asked, “What if people   shouldn’t  be able to say so much, and 

to so many, so often?. . . Wouldn’t it just be better if people posted less stuff, 

less frequently,  and if smaller audiences saw it?”  97 As a piece of advice, I get it and agree: Do you really need to post your hot take on the thing everyone 

else is posting hot takes about? As a question of policy, though, asking 

whether people   should  be able to speak worries me. 

Napoli’s real target was the counterspeech doctrine, best articulated by 

Louis Brandeis in   Whitney v. California : “If there be time to expose through 

discussion the falsehood and fallacies, to avert the evil by the processes of 

education, the remedy to be applied is more speech, not enforced silence. 

Only an emergency can justify repression. ”  98  Said Napoli: “The counterspeech doctrine is a pillar of First Amendment theory that rests on an intellectual 

foundation that is somewhat shaky, at best.” His proposal was for government 

to impose a “public interest regulatory framework” on technology companies, 

requiring “a greater commitment and editorial responsibility toward truth 

and accuracy” in ways that “refl ect well-established norms of journalistic 

service in the public interest. ”  99  For his part,  Wu imagined legislation to call 
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on social platforms to act as “a kind of trustee operating in the public interest, 

and requires that it actively take steps to promote a healthy speech 

environment.” In the United States, we would not tolerate government 

interference in the speech of authors or journalists. Why should we indulge 

such regulation of citizens’ speech? In the end, both scholars’ essays are 

inadvertently if deeply conservative, nostalgic for, as Wu put it, “the kind of 

media environment that prevailed in the 1950s. ”  100  I am not.  Like Habermas’ 

coffeehouses, that was a time of white, male hegemony in media. I, for one, 

am relieved we have left the age of Walter Cronkite telling us all “that’s the 

way it is.” For too many, it wasn’t. 

I prefer the realistic view of Lyrissa Barnett Lidsky, dean of the University 

of Missouri School of Law, in her 2010 essay, “Nobody’s Fools: The Rational 

Audience as First Amendment Ideal.” The First Amendment is fundamentally 

anti-paternalistic in presuming a rational public, which “calls on citizens to 

raise their cognitive capacities to meet the demands of public discourse.” Do 

we succeed? No. “This new vein of criticism suggests that the marketplace 

of ideas is fl awed because humans are fl awed: they are not rational 

information processors, and more information often leads to worse decisions 

instead of better ones. ”  101  Stipulated.  Let us acknowledge and embrace that fl aw in us, for that is where learning proceeds. Said Brandeis: “Men feared 

witches and burnt women. It is the function of speech to free men from the 

bondage of irrational fears. ”  102  Lidsky maintained that the rational audience 

model forces the state to “respect the autonomy of its citizens” and “prevents 

the dumbing down of public discourse by refusing to regulate based on the 

needs of the least educated or least sophisticated audience members. ”  103 

The First Amendment and its expectation of rationality demands the best 

of us. “A standard based on rationalism calls citizens to develop their 

capacities to engage in rational discourse, to raise their cognitive capacities 

to the demands of that discourse. We as citizens must risk information 

overload in order to ensure that we get the information we need. The rational 

audience ideal refl 

ects a justifi 

able distrust of overtly paternalistic 

intervention by government in the realm of speech and expression. . . . It is 

this leap of faith in our collective capacities that has led First Amendment 

doctrine to construct the ideal of the rational audience. It is our duty as 

citizens to live up to it. ”  104  It is better to call us to higher standards than to 

presume the lowest are common to all. Another way to put it is that the 

discussion in the coffeehouse never reached Habermas’ ideal of rational and 

critical debate. Online, it still has not. Will it ever? Doubtful. But we must 

continue to try. In a democracy, what choice do we have? 

Democracy is designed for disagreement; the question is how effectively 

we debate and deliberate. “We do not know what we need to know until we 

ask the right questions,” said Christopher Lasch, “and we can identify the 

right questions only by subjecting our own ideas about the world to the test 

of public controversy. Information, usually seen as the precondition of 

172

LEAVING THE PARENTHESIS

debate, is better understood as its by-product. ”  105  That is to say that we should not merely tolerate debate but welcome it, value it. “Deliberation,” 

said Habermas, “is a demanding form of communication” that grows out of 

“asking for and giving reasons.” I concur with Habermas’ defi nition  of 

rational discourse: “the competition for better reasons. ”  106 

We are engaged in a ceaseless process of renegotiating our norms in a 

shifting reality. With more people at that negotiating table, there will be 

more confl ict as some will demand to be heard, some will try to manipulate 

others, and some will claim to be canceled or censored when they may be 

challenged or educated. The internet thus far has been built to speak—which 

I celebrate—but not yet to listen. “Listening becomes more than the mere 

reception of communication messages,” said the authors of   The Conversation 

 of Journalism , “it becomes a message in itself, confi rming the identities and 

importance of the speakers. Speech divorced from listening, no matter how 

graceful, is more empty than eloquent. ”  107  The public conversation must 

become open, inclusive, and equitable. We must learn to listen and to say 

what is worth hearing. That is where the conversation begins again. 

 1 8 

 Death to the Mass 

 The masses are always the others, whom we don’t know, and 

 can’t know. . . . There are in fact no masses; there are only 

 ways of seeing people as masses.  

— Raymond Williams  1 

 Men do not run together and join in a larger mass, as do 

 drops of quicksilver.  

— John Dewey  2 

In the novel   A Gentleman in Moscow , Count Alexander Ilyich Rostov 

is declared a “former person” by the Soviet Union and exiled to live in 

a hotel that once was as aristocratic as he. Maintaining his taste though 

not his status, Rostov was frustrated one evening in his attempt to order a 

particular wine; he was offered instead only red or white. By way of 

explanation, the head waiter led him into the Metropol’s catacombs. “Only, 

instead of sarcophagi bearing the likenesses of saints, receding into the far 

reaches of the chamber were rows of racks laden with bottles of wine,” 

wrote Amor Towles. “Here was assembled a staggering collection of 

Cabernets and Chardonnays, Rieslings and Syrahs, ports and Madeiras—a 

century of vintages from across the continent of Europe. All told, there were 

almost ten thousand cases. More than a hundred thousand bottles. And 

every one of them without a label.” As it happened, the Soviet Commissar of 

Food had received a complaint that the hotel’s wine list “runs counter to the 

ideals of the Revolution.” So, with the labor of ten workers for ten days, the 

bottles were stripped of their identities. 

Rostov picked up a bottle at random. “Whichever wine was within, it 

was decidedly not identical to its neighbors. On the contrary, the contents of 

the bottle in his hand was the product of a history as unique and complex 

as that of a nation, or a man. In its color, aroma, and taste, it would certainly 
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express the idiosyncratic geology and prevailing climate of its home terrain. 

But in addition, it would express all the natural phenomena of its vintage. In 

a sip, it would evoke the timing of that winter’s thaw, the extent of that 

summer’s rain, the prevailing winds, and the frequency of clouds. Yes, a 

bottle of wine was the ultimate distillation of time and place; a poetic 

expression of individuality itself. Yet here it was, cast back into the sea of 

anonymity, that realm of averages and unknowns. ”  3 

Such is the mass. The mass is an idea, not so much a label as a lack of one. 

“The ‘mass’ is, of course, a fi ction,” John Carey wrote. “Its function, as a 

linguistic device, is to eliminate the human status of the majority of people. ”  4 

Said Dwight Macdonald: “For the masses are not people, they are not The 

Man on the Street or The Average Man, they are not even that fi gment of 

liberal condescension, The Common Man. The masses are, rather, man as 

non-man. ”  5 The mass is a way of conceiving of people we choose not to 

know. It is a rounding up, a sociological ellipsis, a human   et cetera . It is 

necessarily elitist in description: dismissive, paternalistic, insulting, 

sometimes racist. The mass, said Carey, “is a metaphor for the unknowable 

and invisible. We cannot see the mass. Crowds can be seen; but the mass is 

the crowd in its metaphysical aspect—the sum of all possible crowds. . . . It 

turns other people into a conglomerate. It denies them the individuality 

which we ascribe to ourselves and to people we know. Being essentially 

unknowable, the mass acquires defi nition through the imposition of 

imagined attributes. ”  6  At its worst, the word betrays a worldview tinged with disdain or fear. At its most benign, the idea of the mass is a means of 

economic or political exploitation, of convincing as many people as possible 

that they all should take up a given toothpaste, car, show, candidate, or 

ideology—that they should have no taste or opinion other than the taste and 

opinion of all. 

The history of the mass is written in the progression of its synonyms: 

from crowd to mob to masses to mass market. The mass has been known by 

many names: multitude, herd, horde, proles, sheeple, great unwashed, hoi 

polloi, rabble, audience, “the monster with a million worm-like heads, ”  7  and 

in recent political commentary, “the base.” In my reading, I collected many 

adjectives used to describe the mass, including gullible, fi ckle,  mindless, 

impulsive, irrational, emotional, irritable, barbaric, violent, savage, vulgar, 

mediocre, post-culture, child-like, credulous, intolerant, and blindly 

obedient. In the 1800s, conservative Scottish writers feared crowds in 

political and medical terms, worrying that they would “spread both illness 

and radical principles. ”  8 The patrons of the term mass, said Edward Shils, 

“have stressed alienation, beliefl essness, atomization, amorality, conformism, 

rootless homogeneity, moral emptiness, facelessness, egotism, the utter 

evaporation of any kind of loyalty. ” 9 

So many institutions of modern life are built on this notion of the mass, 

of exploiting it or protecting society from it: mass media, mass manufacturing, 
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mass marketing, mass society, mass culture, mass political movements, mass 

man. So many facets of how we view the public are premised on this 

presumption that the people will end up behaving—like the Metropol’s 

wines—according to binary classifi cations: red or blue in politics; progressive 

or conservative in ideology; white or not in race; high or low in culture; 

upper or lower in demographics; bourgeoisie or proletariat in Marxist 

terms; one or ninety-nine percent in economic terms. 

The mass is the child and creation of media, a descendent of Gutenberg, 

the ultimate extension of treating the public as object—as audience—rather 

than participant. It was the mechanization and industrialization of print 

with the steam-powered press and Linotype—exploding the circulation of 

daily newspapers from an average of 4,000 in the late nineteenth century to 

hundreds of thousands and millions in the next—that brought scale to 

media. With broadcast, the mass became all-encompassing. Mass is the 

defi ning business model of pre-internet capitalism: making as many identical 

widgets to sell to as many identical people as possible. Content becomes a 

commodity to attract the attention of the audience, who themselves are sold 

as a commodity. In the mass, everything and everyone is commodifi ed. 

But mass is myth. After two centuries, the internet fi nally punctures the 

delusion that people can or should be lumped together by volume, as it 

fi nally lets those people be heard on their own. The net is killing the mass 

media business model, with it mass media, and with it media’s presumption, 

the mass. What Gutenberg and industrialization made possible, the net 

obsoletes. Media still know you as a number in an audience. Paradoxically, 

massive Google and Amazon know you as an individual, as technology 

allows, while Twitter et al. let you speak as an individual. Media are one-

way, messaging to the public as a whole, while the net enables a revival—a 

Renaissance, perhaps—of individualism. Rather than being labeled by 

others according to borders or demographics, the net permits people to label 

themselves and gather in communities of like mind, circumstance, interest, 

need, and affi nity. The net helps these communities act together to build 

movements around issues that media, industry, and government too long 

ignored. 

Just as I declare the mass dead, one might argue instead that it is resurgent 

and triumphant in the body of Trumpists, Brexiteers, Alternative f 

ü r 

Deutschland, Putinists, and populist and authoritarian movements from the 

Philippines to Hungary to Brazil, which are now connected and empowered 

on the net. Is this the return of the mass, or its last gasp? Neither. The rise of 

the populist mob in the image of the news is an illustration of the problem 

of categorizing people according to external defi nitions, when we should 

instead understand the communities, needs, and nuances that always make 

up a society. Not all of the sixty-three million Americans who saddled the 

world with Trump in 2016 are the same, though political journalists insist 

on labeling them simply as his “base.” Yes, some of these voters were driven 
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by fear for their jobs; some by single issues such as taxes or abortion or 

guns; some by party affi liation; some by sexism; some by racism against the 

minorities that will soon make up the majority of the nation or the 

immigrants—the Other—who are portrayed as threats to their livelihoods, 

beliefs, or even children. Some, inexplicably to me, did admire or agree with 

the man, Trump. When news organizations treat all these people as one, they 

reduce them to a simplistic stereotype. When pundits ascribe just one 

attribute to their behavior—often presuming only economic angst—they 

miss more subtle and often pernicious forces at work, especially racism. 

When journalists visit extremists in their heartland diner-dens, treating them 

as curiosities or seeking a mythical middle between them and the rest of the 

country, they normalize extremism. And when media fail to refl ect the varied 

worldviews and worries of “the mass,” they cut off the opportunity to earn 

the trust of and inform and educate at least some of these people. 

I am not saying attention must be paid to the populist mob at the expense 

of sane citizens—as if angry white men have ever suffered a shortage of 

attention and power. To the contrary, the greatest cost of focusing so much 

attention on the Trumpists’ “base” is that the many communities that make 

up the actual majority of Americans—the people who did not vote for him 

in 2016 and 2020—are not heard, represented, and served. They are, to 

revive and reverse the prophetic whining of former Vice President Spiro 

Agnew, a true “silent majority.” 

- 

“A specter is now haunting sociologists. It is the specter of ‘mass society,’ ” 

Edward Shils declared in 1962.  10 “One can say that, Marxism apart, it is 

probably the most infl uential theory in the Western world today,” added David 

Bell.  11  Mass is a means to conceptualize politics,  history, culture, economy, and media, but fi rst mass is theory, one that is separated into sets of binaries. 

Sociologist William Kornhauser identifi 

ed two political variants: 

aristocratic “defense of elite values against the rise of mass participation,” 

and democratic defense of the masses against “the rise of elites bent on total 

domination.”  Each fears tyranny is the result.  12 

There are two views of the role of the individual in the mass: Most 

theorists argue that the individual is imprisoned and lost in it—alienated 

and without identity, agency, or association—though John Dewey said the 

individual may be liberated in the mob: The French Revolution “at one 

stroke did away with all forms of association, leaving, in theory, the bare 

individual face to face with the state. ”  13 Then there is the elite individual who is separate, above, and immune from the mass. 

Theories of mass culture are also separated in two: one insulting the 

vulgar taste of the people, the other defending the people against crass 

entertainment imposed upon them by industry. Each is generally disdainful 

of the culture that results. 
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Finally, economic theories of the mass bifurcate: the Marxist view of the 

masses as a force to eliminate class, the capitalistic as a market to be 

exploited by manufacturers, marketers, and media. 

Mass theory is all that, but mostly it is profoundly patronizing, at times 

resembling moral panic, blaming society’s ills on a singular villain—except 

in this case, the malign actor harming society is society itself. 

- 

Though mobs have provoked fear since Ancient Rome’s dread of the crowd, 

the herding of people into a mass by sociologists, political theorists, and 

media began in earnest in the eighteenth century, as the armed and 

empowered “mob” terrorized aristocrats in the French Revolution, followed 

by the July Revolution of 1830 and revolutionary movements across Europe 

in 1848. 

Mass theory began in earnest in 1895 with Gustave Le Bon. “The divine 

right of masses is about to replace the divine right of kings,” he wrote as he 

lamented “the entry of the popular classes into political life” with “nothing 

less than a determination to utterly destroy society as it now exists,” for 

“when the structure of a civilisation is rotten, it is   always  the masses that 

bring about its downfall.” Le Bon blamed crowds for tearing down the old 

order on the night of August 4, 1789, when the French National Assembly 

abolished feudalism and noble rights. Individuals, he argued, would not 

have consented to such destruction but “by the mere fact that he forms part 

of an organised crowd, a man descends several rungs in the ladder of 

civilisation. Isolated, he may be a cultivated individual; in a crowd, he is a 

barbarian—that is, a creature acting on instinct. He possesses the spontaneity, 

the violence, the ferocity, and also the enthusiasm and heroism of primitive 

beings.” Two centuries before James Surowiecki would laud the wisdom of 

crowds,  14  Le Bon would posit the opposite: “that the crowd is always 

intellectually inferior to the isolated individual.” Le Bon and his successors 

would contend that the mass is susceptible to—responsible for—

totalitarianism, for “a crowd is a servile fl ock that is incapable of ever doing 

without a master.”  15 


As theory progressed, “the masses” emerged as an economic and cultural 

class and as a set of political movements born of the Industrial Revolution, 

rising with Marxism and labor as well as populism and fascism, sometimes 

portrayed as a threat, sometimes as a heroic force. “The difference between 

the nineteenth-century mob and the twentieth-century mass is literacy,” 

wrote John Carey. “For the fi rst time, a huge literate public had come into 

being. ”  16  By the mid-twentieth century, the mass would be domesticated as the “mass market,” manufactured by media and exploited by Madison 

Avenue, Hollywood, Detroit, and K Street. 

In 1930, following World War I and the Russian Revolution and amid the 

rising odor of populism in Europe, the dawn of a human rights movement, 
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and the start of a population explosion, Spanish philosopher Jos é  Ortega y 

Gasset followed Le Bon’s trudge toward doom with   The Revolt of the 

 Masses , in which he marked the emergence not only of the mass but of the 

mass individual, distinct from the select individual—the latter possessing 

values, the former none. “The mass is the assemblage of persons not specially 

qualifi ed,” Ortega wrote. “The mass is the average man. In this way what 

was mere quantity—the multitude—is converted into a qualitative 

determination: it becomes the common social quality, man as undifferentiated 

from other men.” Ortega resented the power of the mass, for it “believes that 

it has the right to impose and to give force of law to notions born in the 

caf é . . . . The mass crushes beneath it everything that is different, everything 

that is excellent, individual, qualifi ed, and select. Anybody who is not like 

everybody, who does not think like everybody, runs the risk of being 

eliminated.” Ortega was narrating the rise of fascism in Europe. “The epoch 

of the masses is the epoch of the colossal. We are living, then, under the 

brutal empire of the masses. ”  17 

In the 1930s, E.V. Walter saw the theory of mass envelop everyone. 

“Before those years, thinking about mass behavior was restricted to dealing 

with the ‘mass’ as   part  of society, examining the conditions that produced it, 

the types of action peculiar to it and their implications. After that time, the 

characteristics of the ‘mass’ were attributed to society as a whole.” As Walter 

noted, only in socialist usage—as the plural, “the masses”—did the word 

take on favorable meaning in association with the proletariat. Still, Karl 

Marx, too, took his swipes, differentiating the  

 Lumpenproletariat  as 

“dangerous scum, ‘that passively rotting mass thrown off by the lowest 

layers of old society’ 

” 

 18  Nonetheless,  the masses were to be society’s 

redemption. Wrote Salvador Giner: “It is by this dialectical process of 

transformation that those people who were once the dregs of society or, 

better, outside society, a non-society (a   ‘Nichtgesellschaft ,’ as Marx called 

them in his early manuscripts), are destined to become the society of the 

future, the fi rst fully human society in fact. ”  19 

Loneliness is the root of the mass and the cause of totalitarianism, 

theorized the scholar of the public and the private, Hannah Arendt: 

“Totalitarian government, like all tyrannies, certainly could not exist without 

destroying the public realm of life, that is, without destroying, by isolating 

men, their political capacities. But totalitarian domination as a form of 

government is new in that it is not content with this isolation but destroys 

private life as well. It bases itself on loneliness, on the experience of not 

belonging to the world at all, which is among the most radical and desperate 

experiences of man. ”  20  For Arendt, to be public is to be whole, to be private is to be deprived; to be without both is to be uprooted, vulnerable, and alone. 

Arendt found in Nazi and Soviet history “such unexpected and unpredicted 

phenomena as the radical loss of self-interest, the cynical or bored indifference 

in the face of death or other personal catastrophes, the passionate inclination 
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toward the most abstract notions as guides for life, and the general contempt 

for even the most obvious rules of common sense.” The lessons for these 

populist times are undeniable as Trump’s base shows a loss of self-interest 

(what did he accomplish for them over the rich?), an indifference to death 

(defi antly burning masks at COVID superspreader rallies), a passionate 

inclination toward abstract notions (are abortion and guns truly more 

important to their everyday lives than jobs and health?), and contempt for 

common sense (see: science denial and conspiracy theories). 

Arendt was careful to observe that it wasn’t just the “masses” who 

followed Hitler and Stalin but also elites—as with present-day senators, 

judges, and business titans—who “did not object at all to paying a price, the 

destruction of civilization, for the fun of seeing how those who had been 

excluded unjustly in the past forced their way into it. ”  21  Both sectors of 

society did not so much belong to a movement as they had nothing else to 

belong to, so they could devote all their loyalties to the leader. 

I should note that Arendt distinguished loneliness from isolation, for as 

she pointed out, reading requires isolation and “all thinking, strictly 

speaking, is done in solitude. ”  22  As Arendt scholar Samantha Rose Hill 

explained, “This is one of the paradoxes of loneliness. Solitude requires 

being alone whereas loneliness is felt most sharply in the company of 

others. ”  23 

- 

Some blame culture for the mass, others blame the mass for the culture. 

“At its worst, mass culture threatens not merely to cretenize our taste, but 

to brutalize our senses while paving the way to totalitarianism. And the 

interlocking media all conspire to that end. ”  24  In 1957,  Bernard Rosenberg came to the defense of the audience, while to other critics, it was the 

audience’s—the market’s—fault that their taste was so unseemly it was 

vulnerable to media’s pandering. In 1955, Leslie Fiedler would lament that 

culture began its downhill slide with Samuel Richardson trying to please his 

readers, editing subsequent editions of his novels according to their wishes, 

so that “the comic book is a last descendant of   Pamela , the fi nal consequence 

of letting the tastes (or more precisely, the buying power) of a class unpledged 

to maintaining the traditional genres determine literary success or failure. ”  25 

“Everything has value only in so far as it can be exchanged; not in so far 

as it is something in itself,” said Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno, 

who in 1947 coined the term “culture industry.” Their complaint was less 

that culture was commercial than that it was employed as the opioid of the 

workers. “Entertainment is the prolongation of work under late capitalism,” 

they said, “infecting everything with sameness,” leading to “the withering of 

imagination and spontaneity.” The aim of the culture industry is to normalize 

subjugation to authority and the assembly line: “Donald Duck in the 

cartoons and the unfortunate victim in real life receive their beatings so that 
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the spectators can accustom themselves to theirs.” Entertainment becomes 

“society’s apologia”  for dreams and promises denied.  26 

All that was said before the rise of television. 

In 1985, Neil Postman wrote  

 Amusing Ourselves to Death  as “a 

lamentation about the most signifi cant American cultural fact of the 

twentieth century: the decline of the Age of Typography and the ascendancy 

of the Age of Television.” Recognizing in his way the opening of the 

Gutenberg Parenthesis, Postman observed many contrasts brought to light 

in the emergence of typography. “Typography fostered the modern idea of 

individuality, but it destroyed the medieval sense of community and 

integration. Typography created prose but made poetry into an exotic and 

elitist form of expression. Typography made modern science possible but 

transformed religious sensibility into mere superstition. Typography assisted 

in the growth of the nation-state but thereby made patriotism into a sordid 

if not lethal emotion.” And typography’s successors brought yet more 

upheaval, for culture “is recreated anew by every medium of communication—

from painting to hieroglyphs to the alphabet to television. Each medium, 

like language itself, makes possible a unique mode of discourse by providing 

a new orientation for thought, for expression, for sensibility. Which, of 

course, is what McLuhan meant in saying the medium is the message.” 

In Postman’s history, the penny press with its economic interest in timeless 

“human interest news” discovered the “power to engage.” Next the telegraph 

changed everything as “the local and the timeless had lost their central 

position in newspapers.” He paraphrased Thoreau, saying that “telegraphy 

made relevance irrelevant.” That is, “wars, crimes, crashes, fi res,  fl oods” 

anywhere became news everywhere, no matter whether it was useful. 

“Everything became everyone’s business.” Next, television shuffl ed  sense. 

“Embedded in the surrealistic frame of a television news show is a theory of 

anticommunication, featuring a type of discourse that abandons logic, 

reason, sequence, and rules of contradiction. In aesthetics, I believe the name 

given to this theory is Dadaism; in philosophy, nihilism; in psychiatry, 

schizophrenia. In the parlance of the theater, it is known as vaudeville.” The 

“corporate state” of television “controls the fl ow of public discourse in 

America” and on it, “the fundamental metaphor for political discourse is the 

television commercial. ”  27 

Johan Huizinga presented his own version of a Parenthesis, not separating 

the Middle Ages from the Renaissance but looking the other way, separating 

the Renaissance from modern times, when “the great rupture in the notion 

of life’s beauty occurs”—when art split into high and low. Then “one starts 

to enjoy art not in the   midst  of life, as a noble part of   joie de vivre  itself, but outside of life, as a lofty object of veneration. . . . The Renaissance had 

wrested itself from the renunciation of life’s joy as sinful in itself, and had 

not yet introduced a new division between higher and lower pleasures; it 

sought unconstrained enjoyment of the whole of life. The new division is the 
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result of the compromise between the Renaissance and Puritanism, on which 

the modern attitude of mind is based. ”  28 

That connection—between Puritanism and the mass—is revealing, for 

culture feeds entertainment to the masses and then looks down on them for 

consuming it. To be merely entertained, to value enjoyment for its own sake, 

is low culture, practically sinful. Shils, too, saw the connection. Mass theory, 

he said, “has arisen against a background of puritanical authority which, 

whatever its own practices, viewed with disapproval the pleasures of the 

mass of the population and all that seemed to distract them from their twin 

obligations of labor and obedience. ” 

 29  Added Rosenberg: “There is an 

attitude far more vicious than snobbery which converts the term ‘masses’ 

into ‘slobs.’ It is really distressing that so many philosophers, historians, 

psychologists, and other academics should also be irremediably contemptuous 

of the people at large.” Rosenberg asked the key question: “By what right do 

we call high culture ‘high’?”  30 

Critics like to think that high art is challenging—and that they are up to the 

challenge—while low entertainment is not. Mass culture “must provide 

amusement without insight and pleasure without disturbance—as distinct 

from art which gives pleasure through disturbance,” decreed critic Irving 

Howe. In 1948, he called the movie theater “a dark cavern, a neutral womb” 

that is “one of the few places that provides a poor man with a kind of 

retreat. . . . Here, at least, he does not have to acknowledge his irritating self. ”  31 

- 

The mass was a population to be exploited for political and economic ends. 

It was too large and too amorphous to listen to—not that anyone cared 

to—but with new technologies, it was not too large to measure. After 

creating the mass market and exploiting it for a century, media and their 

messengers began to realize the ineffi ciency of reaching everyone at once 

and turned to data to cut the mass into more targetable slices. Allied 

industries—political and mercantile, public relations and advertising, each 

working through media—relied on the new fi elds of market research and 

polling to assess the vox populi and measure the impact of their messages 

upon it. When advertisers shifted from product benefi ts (clean clothes) to 

consumer models (the Pepsi Generation), they needed to be more specifi c 

about the targets of their messaging. “People seemed to be bursting with 

unprecedented variety,” said market-research pioneer Daniel Yankelovich—

as if human beings were suddenly discovering their uniqueness when, of 

course, it was advertisers who were only then beginning to realize faint signs 

of their diversity.  32 

In the   Harvard Business Review  in 1964, Yankelovich proposed a method 

for market segmentation, advising companies to make and sell different 

products and brands for different people based not just on demographics—

age, sex, education, location, income—but on attitudes, needs, taste, even 
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self-confi dence.  33  Market researchers ran with the idea of segmentation and 

built the fi eld of psychographics with no end of buckets to put people in. In 

1978, Arnold Mitchell at SRI International developed Values and Lifestyle 

market segmentation, categorizing and naming consumers by their ideals 

(called Thinkers or Believers), achievement (Achievers or Strivers), or self-

expression (Experiencers and Makers). At the top, Innovators could do it 

all; at the bottom, Survivors could merely get by. Elsewhere, labels abounded: 

Traditionalists, Hedonists, On Their Way, Established Families, Retirement 

Planners. To this day, product-development teams with Post-it Notes and 

whiteboards imagine exemplars of customers—High-Tech Harry or Sally 

Six-Pack—and ascribe characteristics to their lives and desires after, at most, 

conducting a focus group or a survey,  but not truly listening.  34  All the marketers did was replace one anonymous label—the mass—with more 

labels that mean nothing to the labeled. 

Public opinion polling began with apparently admirable intent. George 

Gallup and Saul Rae wrote in 1940 in  

 The Pulse of Democracy  that 

“elections can never be the sole channel for the expression of public 

opinion. ”  35 And so they wanted to engineer another medium for the public 

voice, and a scientifi c method of ascertaining it: polling. Initially, said 

Michael Korzi, “the poll was seen as a tool to give the common people a 

voice in government, later the poll became the sole measure of public 

opinion. After a period of time, public opinion came to be ‘what opinion 

polls poll’; the poll was normative no more, it was descriptive. ”  36  The poll carried the preconceived notions and biases of the pollster. Public opinion 

became the measure of a passive populace or presumptions about them, not 

of their active voices. 

In the fi rst issue of the journal   The Public Opinion Quarterly  in 1937, at 

the birth of the fi eld, Floyd Allport warned against losing the perspectives of 

individuals and communities: “We cannot speak of  

 the  opinion of this 

public, because it includes too many alignments of opinion, many of which 

may be irrelevant or even contradictory. ” 37  De Tocqueville cautioned against the tyranny of the majority while Gallup and Rae feared a tyranny of the 

minority: interest groups that could sway the whole public through lobbying. 

Lippmann worried about the susceptibility of public opinion to propaganda, 

but he also opined that masses do not hold opinions, for “thought is the 

function of an organism, and the mass is not an organism. ”  38  James Carey 

disagreed, replying that Lippmann “conceived of citizens primarily, if not 

exclusively, as the objects rather than the subjects of politics.” Carey believed 

the poll was fundamentally corrupting, preempting the public conversation 

it was intended to measure: 

This notion of a public, a conversational public, has been pretty much 

evacuated in our time. Public life started to evaporate with the emergence 

of the public opinion industry and the apparatus of polling. Polling (the 
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word, interestingly enough, derived from the old synonym for voting) 

was an attempt to simulate public opinion in order to prevent an authentic 

public opinion from forming. With the rise of the polling industry, 

intellectual work on the public went into eclipse. In political theory, the 

public was replaced by the interest group as the key political actor. But 

interest groups, by defi nition, operate in the private sector, behind the 

scenes, and their relationship to public life is essentially propagandistic 

and manipulative. In interest-group theory, the public ceases to have a 

real existence. It fades into a statistical abstract: an audience whose 

opinions count only insofar as individuals refract the pressure of mass 

publicity. In short, while the world   public  continues in our language as an 

ancient memory and a pious hope, the public as a feature and factor of 

real politics disappears.  39 

How might one envision proper politics now? William Kornhauser 

presented a cogent theory for the maintenance of a pluralistic society. In his 

defi nition, a totalitarian society is marked by the control of the public by 

elites, who are answerable to no one. In a mass society, elites and the public 

try to control each other. But in a pluralistic society, elites are accountable to 

the public and the public cannot be controlled by the elites because they 

“possess multiple commitments to diverse and autonomous groups.” A 

pluralistic society is marked by belonging—to families, tribes (in the best 

and most supportive sense, which Sebastian Junger defi nes as “the people 

you feel compelled to share the last of your food with” 

 40 ),  clubs, 

congregations, organizations, communities. A pluralistic society is more 

secure and less vulnerable to domination as a whole, as a mass. In such 

associations we do not give up our individuality; we gain individual identity 

by connecting, gathering, organizing, and acting with others who share our 

interests, needs, goals, desires, or circumstances. When that occurs, in 

Kornhauser’s view, elites become accessible as “competition among 

independent groups opens many channels of communication and power.” 

Then, too, “the autonomous man respects himself as an individual, 

experiencing himself as the bearer of his own power and as having the 

capacity to determine his life and to affect the lives of his fellows. ”  41  In short,  

a pluralistic society is a diverse society. 

- 

Diversity. By defi nition, mass media abhor diversity. Mass media as an 

institution imposes one image of the public on itself, which is fashioned, 

God-like, in the image of those who control media. The institution rejects 

that which does not conform as deviant: noise. It assumes variations from 

its norm must be aspirational: those who are not like us want to be like us. 

Economically, mass media seek scale—that is, one product to serve as many 

people as possible; thus, deviance is expensive. Culturally, mass media see 
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conformity as insurance against risk: the more media are alike, the safer it is 

to make what we make. Politically, conformity is convenient, for it becomes 

easier to ignore deviance the fewer deviants there are. 

Media inevitably revert to mechanisms of control through gatekeeping, 

licensing, copyright, and censorship. From the beginning, media have been 

built on scarcity—control of machinery, distribution, capital, space on paper, 

time in broadcast, attention from the public, access by gatekeepers, 

permission by authorities, and (allegedly) talent. And so, women, Blacks, 

Latinos, LGBTQ+, immigrants, the poor, the differently abled, and people 

holding minority views or in special circumstances have had to fi ght to this 

day for the slightest resource in media and never found anything near equity 

or justice in representation there, giving lie to media’s claim of serving the 

public as a whole. The public, said NYU’s Jay Rosen, must be “radically 

inclusive; if too many were left out or declined to enter, something was 

clearly wrong. ”  42 

Book historians have been working to uncover the role of women in 

print. Soon after Gutenberg, women in convents shifted from scribal work 

to print. The Dominican nuns of San Jacobus Ripoli designed and composed 

type, printing an Italian edition of the   Donatus  grammar in 1476. Women 

were partners with their husbands in print shops; they often inherited and 

ran those businesses. After Charlotte Guillard lost her fi rst husband, a 

sixteenth-century Paris printer, she published seven books herself, then 

married another printer, and after he died,  she printed 158 more. 

 43  In 

seventeenth-century London, Elinor James was a prolifi c and provocative 

printer and writer, producing more than ninety broadsides, pamphlets, and 

petitions over thirty-fi ve tumultuous years, encompassing the lapse of print 

licensing, the enactment of the fi rst copyright law in England, and the 

Glorious Revolution and crowning of William III. “In 1689, she was arrested, 

tried, and fi ned for ‘dispersing scandalous and refl ecting papers’ condemning 

William III for accepting the English crown,” wrote Paula McDowell, who 

studied James’ petitions to kings and Parliament for what they tell us about 

the printing trade. As a woman, James was not allowed membership in the 

all-powerful Stationers’ Company, though she spoke for her industry when 

she petitioned authorities against paper and stamp taxes. She lobbied in 

favor of protectionist legislation to limit the number of printers and even for 

the government to provide salaries to those in the trade, warning that 

without such support printers might resort to publishing treason. “Printing 

is not a Trade as other Trades are,” James wrote, “but is an Art and Mistery 

that ought . . . not to be made so common, as that it should be slighted and 

trampled under Foot. ”  44 

Women were authors. Women were patrons. Margaret Beaufort, mother 

of Henry VII, commissioned various books from England’s fi rst  printer, 

William Caxton.  45 Women became librarians, especially starting in the early twentieth century. Women were readers, a market eventually sought after by 
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publishers of books, newspapers, and especially magazines. As such, said 

Kate Ozment, women “were in turn the producers of meaning. ”  46  In 1998,  

book historian Leslie Howsam proposed another agenda: Rather than 

simply “restore female voices to the narrative of the rise of printing and the 

fl ourishing of print culture, I would like to see book historians focus on the 

gender identity of the book itself, both as physical object and as cultural 

product.” She maintained that the book is a gendered object that should be 

examined in terms of patriarchy, power, discipline, and possession. Access to 

the press and the public beyond has been controlled by men and “by 

neglecting to consider gender these models are erroneously defaulted 

male. ”  47 

The history of Black Americans in printing and publishing is made 

diffi cult to unearth because so much work was lost, not having made it to 

print or not having been valued and saved. As for books, Joanna Brooks has 

estimated that “apart from slave narratives published during the abolitionist 

movement, fewer than thirty such titles by authors of African descent were 

published in Great Britain and North America in the late eighteenth and 

early nineteenth centuries. ”  48  In 2002,  Henry Louis Gates discovered and published what might have been the fi rst novel by a Black woman who was 

enslaved,  The Bondwoman’s Narrative , which he found as an unpublished 

manuscript at an antiquarian auction.  49 

William Grimes was the fi rst Black American to receive copyright for a 

full-length book—thus at least receiving tacit acknowledgement of his rights 

as a citizen, though Connecticut’s constitution still did not grant him the 

vote. Grimes had endured ten slaveholders, one of whom sold his labor to a 

printer in Savannah, Georgia, and so he knew the trade. He ended his 

autobiography and the story of his escape from slavery with a vivid allusion 

to print and page: “If it were not for the stripes on my back which were 

made while I was a slave, I would in my will, leave my skin a legacy to the 

government, desiring that it might be taken off and made into parchment, 

and then bind the constitution of glorious happy and free America. Let the 

skin of an American slave bind the charter of American Liberty. ” 50  Grimes 

“was challenging the sacred status of print in Western culture,” wrote 

Susanna Ashton. She said this coda was “an opportunity for him to display 

slavery’s literal and fi gurative inscription” on his body. “By boldly asserting 

his rights of intellectual property he was, in effect, cauterizing the injuries 

slavery had imprinted upon him. His experiences with how print culture 

could both entrench and unseat a system that enslaved him lent Grimes 

language both fi gurative and literal to shape not only his expressions but his 

actions.” Ashton noted the added inhumanity of a printer exploiting enslaved 

labor in a shop that produced “titles, texts, newspapers, and legal documents 

promoting slaves’ own bondage. ”  51 

Newspaper publishers exploited the slave trade for profi t even as they 

editorialized for American principles of freedom. As a newspaper publisher, 
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postmaster, and offi cial printer in Pennsylvania, John Dunlap produced the 

fi rst copies of the Declaration of Independence on the night of July 4, 1774, 

and four days later published it on the front page of his newspaper,  Dunlap’s 

 Pennsylvania Packet or The General Advertiser . In that same issue, he 

published the proceedings of the South Carolina General Assembly, declaring 

it illegal under penalty of “death without benefi t of clergy” to “compel, 

induce, or persuade . . . any negro or other slave or slaves to desert from his 

or their master, mistress, or owner” to fi ght for England.  52 Two weeks later Dunlap’s paper published an ad promising £10 reward for the return of a 

woman named Sarah: “Had on and took with her, sundry and homemade 

clothes. . . . It is supposed she left the county aforesaid about the latter end 

of October or the fi rst of November last, with a negro fellow named PETER, 

belonging to Thomas Rabinjon, of the county aforesaid, who ran away 

about that time. . . .  It is well known that the said wench was harboured and 

kept by the fellow aforesaid during the above interval, and it was supposed 

she was with child by said fellow when she ran away, and that they will try 

to pass for free Negroes and as husband and wife. The woman can read. ”  53 

The ad ran again in September. In August, Dunlap’s   Packet  carried a notice 

to sell a “GENTEEL young Negro man, fi t for either a single gentleman or 

a family, waits well at table, speaks French and dresses hair tolerably 

well. . . . Apply to Danile Coxe of Trenton, or of the Printer. ” 54 

Jordan Taylor researched the extent of American newspaper publishers’ 

role in the slave trade by cataloguing advertisements to sell enslaved people 

or recover runaways, which typically ended with variants of the instruction, 

“enquire of the printer.” These printers profi ted from the ads and sometimes 

acted as agents in sales such that “the slave trade stimulated revolutionary 

politics by providing a valuable revenue stream for newspaper printing,” 

Taylor wrote. His database of 2,100 such ads from 1704 to 1807 (and the 

end of the Atlantic slave trade) referred to more than 3,400 enslaved people, 

each with a story as wrenching and reprehensible as Sarah’s and Peter’s. 

“Newspapers provided a model of the mental compartmentalization that 

Americans needed to embrace in order to avoid recognizing their own 

hypocrisy and complicity,” Taylor wrote. “Printers spliced the world into 

distinct segments; slavery occupied one column and freedom another. 

Vertical and horizontal lines divided these items, drawing distinctions and 

signaling difference. In this mapping of the public consciousness, newspaper 

printers assured readers that the topics were unrelated. As long as readers 

could believe this and ignore the entanglement between slavery and freedom, 

both could thrive.” None other than Benjamin Franklin “became the fi rst 

printer outside Boston to broker slave sales regularly.” In the thirty-seven 

years he published his newspaper, he printed at least 277 ads offering for 

sale at least 308 human beings. According to Taylor’s conservative 

calculations, Franklin made £90 from the ads, enough to pay off almost half 

the £200 he borrowed to buy the paper. Said Taylor: “Print capitalism was 
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slavery’s capitalism. ” 

 55  White-run mass media and journalism owe 

considerable reparations for damage done to Black America to this day. 

They also have much to learn from Black media. 

Black newspapers gave vital voice to Black America before and after 

Abolition. The fi rst was   Freedom’s Journal , published in New York from 

1827 to 1829 by Samuel Cornish and John B. Russwurm. “We wish to plead 

our own cause,” they wrote in an editorial. “Too long have others spoken 

for us. ” 

 56  Frederick Douglass began publishing the fi rst of his three 

newspapers in 1847, over the objections of white Abolitionist allies. “The 

primary motivation behind Douglass’s decision was to demonstrate that 

blacks could and should be in the forefront of the journalistic campaign 

against slavery,” wrote Waldo Martin Jr.  57  Douglass explained why he chose 

 The North Star  as the name of his fi rst paper. “To thousands now free in the 

British dominions, it has been the STAR of FREEDOM. To millions now in 

our boasted land of liberty, it is the STAR of HOPE. ”  58  On the front page of 

the paper, Douglass printed this expression of the publication’s own guiding 

light: “The object of the North Star will be to attack Slavery in all its forms 

and aspects; advocate Universal Emancipation; exalt the standard of Public 

Morality; promote the moral and intellectual improvement of the Colored 

People; and hasten the day of FREEDOM to the Three Millions of our 

Enslaved Fellow Countrymen. ”  59 

In 1944,  Norfolk Journal and Guide  editor P. Bernard Young Jr. wrote a 

“Credo for the Negro Press,” vowing that “I Shall be a crusader and an 

advocate, a mirror and a record, a herald and a spotlight, and I Shall not 

Falter.  So help me God .” It continued: “I shall be an ADVOCATE of the full 

practice of the principles implicit in ‘Life, Liberty, and Justice for All.’ I shall 

be an ADVOCATE for these human and civil rights on behalf of those to 

whom they are denied, and I shall turn the pitiless light of publicity upon all 

men who would deny these rights to others. I shall ADVOCATE for my 

country, my state, my city, and my race, but I shall be ever on guard that I 

will not forget the greatest good for the greatest number while seeking 

deserving benefi ts for those who are disadvantaged by denials of them. ”  60 

Soon after, as television invaded every market in America, cities’ second 

and third metropolitan newspapers folded, eventually leaving one or at 

most two winners. White-run newspapers then strove for objectivity—and 

against advocacy—a doctrine grounded in the economic self-interest of 

publishers claiming to be all things to all people, often as monopolies in 

their markets. They were infl uenced, Postman would say, by the machined 

voice of the telegraph and its child, the bland everywhereness of the news 

wire service. Their worldview was, in the phrase of NYU’s Rosen, a “view 

from nowhere. ”  61  I have long held that journalistic objectivity is a myth and 

an impossibility, separating the journalist from the public as if suprahuman 

and able to see the world cleansed of viewpoint, judgment, or opinion. 

Objectivity often manifests as false balance, painting climate-change denial, 
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anti-vaccination conspiracies, and even racism as sides to be included in a 

public debate held on a TV panel or a public-opinion poll. 

Wesley Lowery, winner of the Pulitzer Prize at   The Washington Post  for 

his reporting on police killings of Black people, quit after drawing criticism 

from the paper’s editors for his opinionated tweets. Lowery wrote an op-ed 

in   The New York Times  calling out objectivity as a cudgel of white power. 

“Since American journalism’s pivot many decades ago from an openly 

partisan press to a model of professed objectivity, the mainstream has 

allowed what it considers objective truth to be decided almost exclusively by 

white reporters and their mostly white bosses,” Lowery wrote. “And those 

selective truths have been calibrated to avoid offending the sensibilities of 

white readers. On opinion pages, the contours of acceptable public debate 

have largely been determined through the gaze of white editors. The views 

and inclinations of whiteness are accepted as the objective neutral. When 

black and brown reporters and editors challenge those conventions, it’s not 

uncommon for them to be pushed out, reprimanded or robbed of new 

opportunities.” 

Lowery called journalists instead to a standard of “moral clarity,” serving 

the public by using plain language instead of anodyne euphemisms, for 

example: “the police shot someone” over “offi cer-involved shooting,” “racist” 

rather than “racially tinged,” not to mention “liar” for a president who lies. 

“What’s different now, in this moment, is that the editors no longer hold a 

monopoly on publishing power,” Lowery said. “Individual journalists now 

have followings of our own on social media platforms, granting us the ability 

to speak directly to the public. ”  62 

- 

Members of the public, in turn, own their presses now and can speak their 

minds, without journalists as gatekeepers. In the beginning of the post-mass 

age, there is perhaps no better demonstration of the power of the people’s 

press than #BlackLivesMatter. The hashtag was created in 2013 by Alicia 

Garza, Patrisse Cullors, and Opal Tometi in response to George Zimmerman’s 

acquittal in his shooting of Trayvon Martin. In the shameful, continuing, 

litany of police crimes against Black people, the hashtag rose in use after the 

death of Eric Garner at the hands of New York Police, where it became 

associated with #Icantbreathe. #BlackLivesMatter exploded and became the 

rallying cry of a movement after the shooting death of Michael Brown by 

Darren Wilson in Ferguson, Missouri, and the protests that spread across 

the country when the police offi cer was not indicted. After the murder of 

George Floyd in 2020, the movement, its hashtag, and its protests spread 

around the world.  63 

On social media, witnesses, victims, activists, and concerned citizens can 

identify themselves with the notion put forth in a hashtag, assemble around 

it, instill it with meaning, and act. In their book   #HashtagActivism , Sarah 
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Jackson, Moya Bailey, and Brooke Foucault Welles placed #BlackLivesMatter 

in a larger context of both gender and racial justice, comparing the movement 

to the work and impact of Black investigative journalist Ida B. Wells. They 

asserted that social media, particularly Twitter, “have given ordinary people 

the power to report stories as they unfold and to contextualize these stories 

within marginalized experience and knowledge. ” 

 64  Researchers Deen 

Freelon, Charlton McIlwain, and Meredith Clark dug deeper into 

#BlackLivesMatter itself, studying millions of tweets and related websites in 

2014 and 2015. They compared #BlackLivesMatter to other online 

movements—the Arab Spring, #OccupyWallStreet, the Indignados—but 

claimed these differences: #BlackLivesMatter “demands specifi c  forms  of 

redress for one relatively well-defi ned political/legal/policy issue” rather 

than the diffuse goals of the others and also “aims mainly to improve the 

everyday lives of an oppressed racial minority. ” 65 

It would be a mistake born of the mass-media mindset to value Black 

Twitter solely on the attention it received in mainstream media due to 

#BlackLivesMatter; that would be to say that only things that gain the 

attention of mass media are worthy of notice. In   Distributed Blackness , his 

trenchant analysis of African American cybercultures (and as he has taught 

me in tweets  66 ),  Georgia Tech Professor Andr é  Brock Jr. sought to understand Black Twitter on its own terms, not in relation to mass and white media, not 

in the context of aiming to be heard there. “My claim is ecological: Black 

folk have made the internet a ‘Black space’ whose contours have become 

visible through sociality and distributed digital practice while also 

decentering whiteness as the default internet identity.” That is to say that it 

is necessary to acknowledge the essential whiteness of mass media as well as 

the internet. “Despite protestations about color-blindness or neutrality,” 

Brock wrote, “the internet should be understood as an enactment of 

whiteness through the interpretive fl exibility of whiteness as information. 

By this, I mean that white folks’ communications, letters, and works of art 

are rarely understood as white; instead, they become universal and are 

understood as ‘communication,’ ‘literature,’ and ‘art.’ ”  67 

In his book,  Black Software , Charlton McIlwain, an NYU provost and 

one of the authors of the #BlackLivesMatter paper above, laid out the 

captivating oral history of many attempts to stake out Black spaces in the 

early days of online by those he named the Vanguard. “They were black 

folks who, from the mid-1970s through the 1990s, used, built, and developed 

computing technology, digital networks, and online communities that 

furthered the interests of black people throughout the African diaspora.” He 

continued: “BBS. Usenet. The Internet. Yes, they were creating a whole new 

world. But it wasn’t a question about if and when racism would rear its ugly 

head in this new world. Racism, fueled by anti-blackness, was already there 

when it began. And if you were black, and online, your very emotional 

survival depended on your fi nding a respite in a new world that was, like the 
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old one, built on, and permeated by white supremacy. ” 68  The Vanguard built services including AfroNet, Universal Black Pages, NetNoir, PopandPolitics, 

and Black Voices. Some faded as specifi c technologies evolved; others grew 

to become valuable but then were subsumed by big, white-run tech 

companies.  69 

What could make Twitter different? Perhaps it is the scale of it: the 

impossibility for anyone—even the company’s owners—to claim control of 

its endless variety of communities. Or perhaps it is that its users invent how 

they will use it together. A true platform grants its users the power to reimagine 

it, to fi nd uses its technologists did not plan. In any case, as Brock made clear, 

Black users fenced off their own spaces on Twitter, demonstrating, as 

McIlwain’s Vanguard did in their time, their own technological, social, and 

cultural expertise. “Even when positively argued from a political-economic 

perspective, Black digital practices receive short shrift,” Brock said. “They are 

limited to being rebellious and resistant, commoditized and branded, or they 

are seen as (futile) attempts at seeking authentic representation in a white-

dominated media sphere.” Brock wrote about—I love his choice of words—

the “jouissance” (“a conceptually rich word describing an excess of life”) in 

Black Twitter’s “libidinal economy” (which “provides a path toward 

conceptualizing Black technology use as a space for mundanity, banality, and 

the celebration of making it through another day”). Brock called Black 

Twitter “an online gathering (not quite a community).” It is most certainly 

not “a low-class, undifferentiated mass,” which is how W.E.B. Du Bois 

described white American culture’s characterization of Black America. We 

must not fall into that trap by treating Black Twitter as a singular public, 

another mass. Brock warned: “That Black Twitter is often portrayed as 

representative of the entire Black community despite the heterogeneity of 

Black culture speaks to the power of American racial ideology’s framing of 

Black identity as monoculture.” Black Twitter is plural; it is many publics 

conversing. In his analysis, Brock incorporated Everett Hughes’ “contention 

that ethnic identity is to be studied by examining the relations between 

groups coexisting within the society rather than assuming that a group can 

be studied without reference to others. That is, ‘it takes more than one ethnic 

group to make ethnic relations.’ ”  70 

Brock made Du Bois’ concept of double consciousness central to his 

thinking. “It is a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense of 

always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s 

soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity,” Du 

Bois wrote. “One ever feels his twoness,—an American, a Negro; two souls, 

two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark 

body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder. The 

history of the American Negro is the history of this strife,—this longing to 

attain self-conscious manhood, to merge his double self into a better and 

truer self. In this merging he wishes neither of the older selves to be lost. ”  71 
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The framework of double consciousness helps me, as a white man in 

America, to better understand my own privilege of being one with the 

majority and its once-dominant culture, not needing to code-switch among 

others, nor recognizing how others code-switch for me. I see that I need to 

develop a double consciousness to understand “mainstream” culture—the 

one I was taught was a “melting pot”—through the lens of whiteness. So, 

too, the framework of double consciousness helps me better understand the 

need for an independent space such as Black Twitter and how it has been 

embraced. 

- 

With this example and its lessons in mind, I can begin to envision a post-

mass-media net built to accommodate many communities, many changing 

publics that can gather, converse, and act among themselves and in concert 

with others. This vision supports individual identity and the power to defi ne 

oneself by one’s connections with others, in communities, in publics. As 

John Dewey put it: “Liberty is that secure release and fulfi llment of personal 

potentialities which take place only in rich and manifold association with 

others: the power to be an individualized self making a distinctive 

contribution and enjoying in its own way the fruits of association. ”  72 

It is to Dewey that Princeton Professor Eddie Glaude Jr. turned in 2010, 

after the election of Barack Obama—and before racist America’s fl agrant 

resurgence under Trump. Glaude wished to “devise means and methods of 

organizing an emergent public” that would accommodate “the complex 

experiences that inform the varied political commitments and interests 

of African Americans . . . through new information and communication 

technologies, in intelligent and meaningful interaction with others.” In 

calling on Dewey, Glaude said that “we must contextualize and historicize 

publics, and we must insist on the importance of the voices of everyday, 

ordinary Americans to democratic fl ourishing. ”  73 To my eyes, Glaude and 

Dewey were foreshadowing what Brock came to analyze: a vision for 

building a society made up of multiple, changing, interrelated publics online. 

By contrast, Habermas saw “the evolution of the public sphere as a 

process of degeneration,” in the words of Hartmut Wessler.  74  In her critique 

of Habermas’ public sphere, Nancy Fraser maintained that instead of a 

decomposing public sphere, she saw a growing public sphere, made up of “a 

multiplicity of publics” as “an advance toward democracy.” Like Kornhauser, 

she said “contestation among a plurality of competing publics”—women, 

Blacks, Latinos, LGBTQ+, Muslims, immigrants, the poor, the people 

formerly known as minorities—“promote the ideal of participatory parity.” 

Fraser cautioned: “Where societal inequality persists, deliberative processes 

in public spheres will tend to operate to the advantage of dominant groups 

and to the disadvantage of subordinates. Now I want to add that these effects 

will be exacerbated where there is only a single, comprehensive public sphere. 
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In that case, members of subordinated groups would have no arenas for 

deliberation among themselves about their needs, objectives, and strategies.” 

Fraser called such groups “  subaltern counterpublics  in order to signal that 

they are parallel discursive arenas where members of subordinated social 

groups invent and circulate counterdiscourses to formulate oppositional 

interpretations of their identities, interests, and needs. ”  75  Brock called Black 

Twitter a “ 

 satellite  counterpublic sphere.” He explained: “Twitter is the 

means through which certain Black users separate themselves from 

mainstream, offl ine, and online publics, while Black Twitter hashtag use 

reintegrates discussants in wider discourses across the platform. Twitter 

makes this satellite public sphere possible in ways that other social networking 

services or even predecessor communication technologies have not by 

promoting the   public  discursive   actions  of a public sphere. ”  76 

Twitter is not the new public sphere. But Black Twitter begins to show a 

way to reenvision publics as additive, generating rather than degenerating 

society as a collection of interacting, interlocking, changing, diverse publics: 

not a public sphere or square, not a mass, but a pluralistic society. This is 

how the internet kills the mass (this and its attack on the mass-media 

business model). Twitter—odd, frustrating, idiosyncratic, enthralling, and 

ultimately doomed Twitter—is no savior. Black Twitter must not be burdened 

with salvation, either. But there are many lessons to be learned from Black 

Twitter to reimagine and support discursive publics. 

One key to the establishment of Black Twitter, as Brock pointed out, was 

the use of the hashtag as an institution. First proposed in 2007 by Chris 

Messina as a way to bring together groups on Twitter,  77  it was adopted to 

mark movements, to create call-and-response conversations, to protest, 

to joke, to organize otherwise diffuse information and discussion. The key 

to the hashtag is that no one owns it. No one can control it. It reverses the 

usual order of categorization: fi rst comes the hashtag, then people contribute 

content to it, thereby labeling that content—news, eyewitness reports, text, 

photos, ideas, jokes, answers to questions. In doing so, those users imbue the 

hashtag with its meaning. It is bottom-up, not top-down, a progressive and 

emergent system. To support communities, we do not need coders and 

technocrats to prescribe and allow behavior. We need platforms that are 

open enough for people to make use of them as they wish. And we need 

hosts responsible enough to be relied upon for creating and maintaining 

environments hospitable to constructive community. One such experiment 

is the open-source, federated social network known as Mastodon. 

Rather than concentrating on technologies, we should concentrate on our 

goals, our North Star. What has disappointed me about Facebook is that it 

lacks that North Star, a higher mission. It was built to connect people who 

know each other so they may share things. OK, but why? To what end? 

How might this make a better society? Mark Zuckerberg believes, as he told 

me in an interview for my book   Public Parts , that “on balance, making the 
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world more open is good. ”  78 That may be fi ne as far as it goes, but not far enough. Facebook has learned all too often that its connections can be 

exploited by malevolent actors. Facebook’s response was to create a series 

of “community standards” that are expressions of what thou shalt not do, 

stated in the negative. In 2020, at great expense, it created an Oversight 

Board to adjudicate disputes about the removal of content. When I asked 

the board’s leadership what higher order, other than Facebook’s statutes, 

they would call upon,  they said human rights.  79  Between Facebook’s detailed statutes and the grand canons of human rights is a deep canyon I wish 

Facebook would fi ll with principles, with a covenant of mutual obligation it 

makes with its users:   Here is why Facebook exists. Here is what we hope we 

 can do together. Here is what we expect of you. Here is what you should 

 expect of us. Here is how you may hold us accountable . I wish that media 

organizations would create similar covenants with the communities they 

serve:  

 How will journalism serve our communities? How will it offer 

 reparations for the damage it has done to those communities? What can we 

 expect of each other? How will we be held accountable?  

We need space where individuals may safely declare their own identities 

so they may fi nd others who share their sense of self, their circumstances, 

their goals and desires. Informed by Arendt’s diagnosis of the ills of atomized 

mass society and Kornhauser’s prescription for a pluralistic society, I wish 

for the means for people to fi nd that they are not alone, that they belong, 

that they have connections with communities and their support. I wish for a 

place where people may tell their own stories and share their needs with 

whom they like in an environment that is maintained so that they need not 

fear harassment. I would like to connect not only with people like me but 

also with people not like me, so I may, with their permission, learn more 

about their lives and perspectives. I want a place where people can ask for 

help and others may offer it. I want a place where standards and norms of 

behavior are negotiated and maintained by communities with the support of 

the platforms that play host to them, where trolling, harassment, and 

manipulation through disinformation are not tolerated. I want a place where 

many communities can fl ourish and discuss and debate, where they can have 

fun and solve problems, where they can collaborate to common ends, where 

they can be constructive. I want a place where people are not dismissed as a 

mass or a minority but are heard with dignity and valued for themselves. 

And I want the people there to act as if they deserve respect. 

Technology will not give this world to us. We should not want companies 

to ordain and create it; they are unqualifi ed. We must exploit their tools—or 

better, open-source tools—to build that world ourselves—to rebuild the 

sense of community we lost inside the Parenthesis. We have no greater 

responsibility to each other. I began this chapter with the words of sociologist 

Raymond Williams, and I will end with him: “A culture, while it is being 

lived, is always in part unknown, in part unrealized. . . . Wherever we have 
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started from, we need to listen to others who started from a different 

position. We need to consider every attachment, every value, with our whole 

attention; for we do not know the future, we can never be certain of what 

may enrich it; we can only, now, listen to and consider whatever may be 

offered and take up what we can. ”  80 
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 Creativity  and  Control            

 . . . by the reading of which many persons, heedless of their own 

 salvation, fall wretchedly entangled in the snares of error and are 

 dragged headlong into the pit of eternal damnation.  

— Pope Sixtus V  1 

 Where there is much desire to learn, there of necessity will be much 

 arguing, much writing, many opinions; for opinion in good men is 

 but knowledge in the making.  

— John Milton  2 

Scribes objected to printing, newspapers to radio, print to television, 

journalists to bloggers, and media of all sorts to the internet, at each 

stage conspiring with similarly challenged institutions—monarchs, 

prelates, politicians, industries, and elites—to control any new means of 

communication, conversation, and creativity that could enable more voices 

to speak and be heard. Their modes of control have been many: censorship, 

criminalization, banning and burning (of books as well as their authors, 

publishers, and printers), licensing, copyright, protectionist laws, moral 

condemnation, and critical belittling. Their motives are almost as numerous: 

to profi t, to disadvantage competitors, to maintain scarcity, to ingrain and 

uphold in the public mind ideological or religious values and orthodoxy, to 

stifl e political threats, to protect the public and its morals from itself, or to 

perpetuate inequities of race, sex, religion, or class. In spite of all that is 

raised against it, creativity perseveres. Then the creator faces one more 

hurdle: making a living. 

- 

Over time, much of the refl ex to censor and control expression is a product 

of the third-person effect. Coined in a chatty academic paper by sociologist 
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W. Phillips Davison in 1983, the third-person effect “predicts that people 

will tend to overestimate the infl uence that mass communications have on 

the attitudes and behavior of others. . . . Its greatest impact will not be on 

‘me’ or ‘you,’ but on ‘them’—the third persons. ”  3 The third-person effect is the conviction that everyone else, the ordinary people, are vulnerable to the 

infl uences of disinformation, advertising, pornography, immorality in 

movies, violence in television and games, racism or misogyny in song lyrics, 

hate or conspiracies in social media, and media in general—but  

 I  am 

somehow immune, which puts me in the position to prescribe  

 their 

protection. 

Since Davison’s coinage, scores of experiments and papers have gathered 

volumes of evidence to support and extend his hypothesis. A 1992 study of 

high-school students found “attitudes toward censorship were signifi cantly 

correlated with authoritarianism, conservatism, traditional family ideology, 

and religiosity. ” 4 The more undesirable the message, the greater the tendency to believe others are vulnerable to it (and the greater the tendency to believe 

that one is immune oneself).  5  Researchers found that better-educated people can be more likely to exhibit the third-person effect “since they tend to 

consider themselves more knowledgeable, if not generally superior, than 

others. ”  6 

Call this snobbery or call it paternalism, the effect is the same: “People 

who perceive that they or others lack the common sense to defend themselves 

against the harmful effects of the content are more likely to advocate 

censorship. By contrast, many individual users of potentially harmful media 

content may defend their use by stressing that they themselves and others 

are smart enough not to be affected by the exposure.” So said communications 

scholars who in 2001 had college students evaluate violent and misogynistic 

rap and metal lyrics while answering questions to indicate their level of 

paternalism. A correlation between paternalism and censorship was one 

fi nding. Another was that the more people already consume the content in 

question, the less likely they are to think it harmful to themselves or others, 

and the less likely they are to seek censorship—that is, if I consume this 

content, then it must be okay and government and other busybodies should 

keep their censorial mitts off my stuff.  7 

Researchers examined what communications scholar Richard Perloff 

called the “social-distance corollary,” which says that the stranger the 

stranger is, “the greater the perceived social distance between self and others, 

the easier it is to assume the third persons will fall prey to effects that ‘I’ see 

through. ”  8  One study found that subjects are more likely to feel superior to 

unknown “average” people than to people—even if unknown—whom they 

can see in a room; familiarity breeds respect.  9  So there are gradients to the 

third-person effect. “Individuals tend to perceive that others in their preferred 

political party are less infl uenced by political campaigns than those in a 

different political party. ” 10  Here is the essence of partisanship: us v. them, or 
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as utopian socialist Robert Owen is said to have remarked in the 1820s: “All 

the world is queer save thee and me, and even thou are a little queer. ” 11 

Inherent in this research into the third-person effect is its inverse, the fi rst-

person effect, the self-serving bias that places the   me  above the   other , making me feel better about myself and giving me at least the illusion of control. It 

is a variant of the better-than-average effect in which researchers fi nd the 

majority of people are prone to consider themselves better than average in a 

wide range of characteristics—rational versus irrational, sensitive versus 

insensitive, friendly versus unfriendly, intelligent versus unintelligent, 

adjusted versus maladjusted, humorous versus humorless—never mind the 

arithmetic impossibility of it. “A department chairperson we once knew 

insisted that all psychology instructors obtain teaching ratings that were 

above the department average. No ‘mean’ feat,” quipped a team of research 

psychologists.  12  “Basically,” said another research team, “people tend to believe that others are more negatively affected by media messages as a way 

of enhancing self-image.” Psychologists call this “unrealistic and biased 

optimism”  13  about oneself,  or in psychologist Anthony Greenwald’s term, 

the “totalitarian ego. ”  14 

As people tend to overestimate their own abilities and attributes, they 

underestimate the abilities of others in a phenomenon known as fundamental 

attribution error. Coined by Lee Ross, a professor of psychology at Stanford, 

attribution error says that lay people (that is, not psychologists) will often 

assign extreme motives to people’s actions while not properly considering 

outside factors and one’s own biases.  15  In regard to media’s effects, “people seem to use a very simple heuristic: Exposure equals infl uence. ”  16  We see that today in the frequent assumption that merely being exposed to 

objectionable ideas on Facebook is enough to infl uence behavior, ignoring 

other possible infl uences and root causes. The essence of fundamental 

attribution error is what Ross called “the illusion of personal objectivity”—

that my perceptions, beliefs, preferences, priorities, and feelings are realistic 

and objective; that once I explain facts, I will be able to persuade other 

reasonable people; and that those who still disagree are unreasonable or 

irrational. 

Recent research on questions related to censorship of media and social 

media reveal further fascinating fi ndings. A 2018 study looked at the third-

person effect in relation to so-called “fake news, ” 

 17  or deliberate 

disinformation, and “found that individuals regarded others as more 

susceptible than themselves to the potential harmful effects of fake news. ”  18 

A 2020 study found that Facebook users who paternalistically believed in 

the ill effects of hate speech on others, who supported content moderation 

by Facebook, and who supported government regulation of speech on 

Facebook nonetheless were not likely to fl ag such content themselves, 

though Facebook has made it fairly easy to do so.  19  Do they prefer to fi nd blame than be part of the solution that they themselves endorse? Do they 
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fi nd the role of the censor distasteful and wish it would fall to others? Do 

they recognize the diffi culty of making nuanced decisions and prefer to just 

tell Facebook to fi x it? More research is needed. We will not improve the 

public conversation until we are all willing to participate in negotiating 

norms, setting examples, and calling others to task for not meeting them. 

Civilization cannot be outsourced. 

The third-person effect underlies not just censorship of media but media 

genres as well. What is a game show but an opportunity for us on our 

couches to feel superior to those who can’t solve the puzzle, never mind the 

pressures of time and TV lights? Reality TV is a form tailor-made for our 

self-aggrandizement, confi rming our own beliefs that we are superior to 

those feuding housewives or hapless bachelors or incompetent chefs we 

watch. The cultural genre native to television, the sitcom, is made for us to 

laugh at the foibles of our fellow man and woman behind the anonymous 

shield of the TV screen. And my fi eld, journalism, is designed for nothing so 

much as heaping scorn on criminals, miscreants, lying politicians, thieving 

business people, victims whom we secretly blame for their misfortunes, 

people who give stupid answers to pollsters, and the other side in any 

argument. The mirror media put before us is warped to at once make readers 

feel they are better than they are and the world worse than it is. In a 1988 

paper entitled, “I’m OK, but everyone else is going to the dogs,” research 

found that Ohioans “believed that Americans’ values and moral beliefs were 

on the decline but that their own values had increased in the face of the 

decline and were similar to those held by their parents. ”  20 

Should we then be surprised that we have carried over to the internet and 

the public conversation these attitudes inculcated in us by mass media? 

Online, we become the producers of our own reality, game, and news shows, 

standing in judgment over the rest of the world. No wonder the fi rst 

generations of social media have been outlets for pent-up snark, 

condescension, anger, and resentment at the sudden knowledge that everyone 

else probably thinks of us what we have long thought of them. Should it 

come as a surprise that society’s fi rst refl ex upon hearing more voices is to 

try to silence, censor, or control them? 

- 

The fi rst recorded call to impose censorship on the press came only a decade 

and a half after Gutenberg’s Bible. In 1470, Latin grammarian Niccol ò  

Perotti appealed to Pope Paul II to impose Vatican control on the printing of 

books. His motive was not religious, political, or moral “but exclusively a 

love of literature” and a desire for “quality control,” according to Renaissance 

historian John Monfasani. Conrad Sweynheym, a German cleric who, it is 

believed, worked with Gutenberg in Eltville, and his partner, Arnold 

Pannartz, became the fi rst to print a book in Italy, in 1465. Two years later, 

they moved to Rome, where in 1470 they published an edition of Pliny’s 
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 Natural History  edited by Andrea Bussi. It was this volume that set Perotti 

off. In his litany of complaint to the pope, he pointed to twenty-two 

grammatical errors in the book, which much offended him. 

At the opening of the Parenthesis, Perotti had been an optimist about this 

new technology of printing, having “once viewed as a boon to literature ‘the 

new art of writing lately brought to us from Germany,’ ” which he called “a 

great and truly divine benefi t” so that he “hoped that there would soon be 

such an abundance of books that everyone, however poor and wretched, 

would have whatever was desired.” The fi rst tech backlash was not long in 

coming, though, for according to Monfasani, Perotti’s “hopes have been 

thoroughly dashed. The printers are turning out so much dross. . . . And 

when good literature does get printed, he complains, it is edited so perversely 

that the world would be better off not having the texts than to have them 

circulate in corrupt editions of a thousand copies.” Perotti had a solution. 

He called upon Pope Paul to appoint a censor. “The easiest arrangement is 

to have someone or other charged by papal authority to oversee the work, 

who would both prescribe to the printers regulations governing the printing 

of books and would appoint some moderately learned man to examine and 

emend individual formes before printing,” Perotti wrote. “The task calls for 

intelligence, singular erudition, incredible zeal, and the highest vigilance. ”  21 

We have no record of a papal response. 

One might look upon Perotti’s call as quaint—not unlike Yahoo in the 

early days of the web thinking its librarians could catalogue every single 

noteworthy site anyone could ever make. The idea that a moderately learned 

if vigilant person could approve and correct all printing, even just in Rome, 

betrays a failure to divine the scale of printing to come. Yet note well that 

Perotti was not in fact asking for the appointment of a censor. He was 

envisioning what would become the roles of the editor and publishing house 

as means to assure quality in print. He was looking to invent a new institution 

to solve a new problem, just as we must today, as the institutions of editing 

and publishing prove unable to adapt to the scale of speech and creation 

online. 

The refl exive answer to such a new and crushing problem as quality in 

publishing or credibility on the net is rarely to suggest and build solutions, 

but instead fi rst to worry, decry, ban, blame, and punish. Earlier, I told of 

scribe Filippo de Strata’s call upon the Venetian doge to shut down the 

printers in 1473. In 1478, the town authorities in Cologne sued to stop 

distribution of   Dialogus super libertate eccliastica , which defended clerical 

tax breaks.  22  These fi rst attempts to impose censorship on print came out of civil rather than clerical concern, though that would soon change. 

In 1479, Archbishop Dieter von Isenburg—the same cleric who was 

defeated in the Mainz archbishops’ war that led to Gutenberg’s expulsion 

from the city, and who was later reinstated in offi ce—asked professors of 

theology from Cologne and Heidelberg to judge a book by preacher Johann 
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Ruchrath von Wesel. The theologians ruled against the book for its 

sympathies with the heretical Jan Hus; von Wesel was forced to recant in the 

Mainz Cathedral, his books were burned, and he spent his last two years 

imprisoned in a monastery. The professors appealed to the pope for help in 

their new task and Sixtus IV authorized the University of Cologne to oversee 

printing and its output. According to Catholic historian Nelson Minnich, at 

least sixteen books have been found stamped with offi cial  approval  for 

publication from the university faculty, including in 1487 their unanimous 

blessing for the publication of   Malleus malefi carum , the notorious book 

that became the basis for much prosecution of witchcraft. The next 

archbishop of Mainz, Berthold Graf von Henneberg, imposed prepublication 

censorship, requiring an ecclesiastical license on pain of excommunication. 

In Minnich’s account, censorship regimes spread about as quickly across 

Europe as printing itself had. There were further bulls attempting to control 

print from Innocent VII and Alexander VI. Emperor Maximilian appointed 

a “general superintendent in the Holy Roman Empire of things related to 

printing.” Cologne forbade the reading of heretical work and Strasbourg 

appointed a commission to prevent the printing of anything “hostile to the 

pope, emperor, princes, states, or good morals.” In a succession of decrees 

starting in 1492—the year of the expulsion of Jews from Spain and 

Columbus’ voyage to the new world—Spain’s monarchs prohibited 

vernacular Bibles, sequestered Arabic writings, and ordered prepublication 

approval of books by a university graduate of “good and faithful conscience.” 

In 1497, the printer of Ovid’s   Metamorphosis  was forced by the patriarch of 

Venice to excise “obscene illustrations and replace them with morally 

upright fi gures. ”  23  Most of these censorship edicts included caveats praising 

printing and its gifts even as they feared and attempted to control its power. 

A key moment in censorship came in 1511 with a battle of the books that 

pitted Johannes Reuchlin, a jurist and scholar of Hebrew, against Johannes 

Pfefferkorn, a fervent convert from Judaism to Christianity who had called 

for the confi scation and burning of all Jewish books, including the Torah. 

Pfefferkorn had come to Reuchlin for support in his crusade, but when 

Reuchlin dared disagree, Pfefferkorn accused Reuchlin of lacking fl uency in 

Hebrew and of taking bribes from Jews, issuing the indictments in his book 

 Handt Spiegel , which sold well in the fi rst of the year’s two Frankfurt fairs. 

Reuchlin felt compelled to respond and at the next fair published 

 Augenspiegel . This was the fi rst book to receive an imperial ban, at the 

hands of Maximilian, and became the subject of ecclesiastical trials—the 

fi rst of which Reuchlin won—which were carried to the Vatican in 1514.  24 

The trials dragged on for ten years, but Reuchlin persisted. “For him,” wrote 

Daniel O’Callaghan, “the preservation of knowledge was a civic duty 

irrespective of whether it accords with our opinions. . . . He believed only 

posterity could determine its value to society, a view that is as relevant today 

as it was in 1511. ”  25 
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Reuchlin’s   Augenspiegel  was a call for human rights, religious tolerance 

(“The Jew is one of Our Lord God’s creatures just as much as I am”), and 

academic freedom—or at least rigor—and the need to challenge one’s 

thinking with the arguments of one’s opponents. Reuchlin favored the 

conversion of Jews but said that to destroy their Torah would be to derail 

the cause. “First: the Jews may say we take away their weapons and are 

afraid of them, that they outclass us in disputes, and outdo us in reasoning.” 

Reuchlin stepped through a series of arguments about the need for expertise 

(how, he asked, can one dispute the Torah without being conversant in it?); 

the need to hear various perspectives in a dispute; and fi nally God’s command 

not to cut down the tree of knowledge: “And although Adam and Eve ate 

death from it, God did not tear it out nor burn it, but left it standing till the 

present time, as we experience it daily.” His defense of informed debate 

should resonate still. “What honour would the tried masters of Christianity 

achieve and in what light would they appear if the Talmud had been burned 

and was no longer extant. If the book, which they opposed, were no longer 

in existence, no one would know hereafter whether their arguments and 

opposing discourses were true or erroneous. ” 

 26  Likely informed by the 

Reuchlin problem, the Vatican Fifth Lateran Council in 1515 mandated 

prepublication censorship of all printed books by church authorities. 

Then came Luther. After he and Pope Leo X held bonfi res of each other’s 

words—with Leo banning all of Luther’s books in 1520—lists of forbidden 

publications spread from England in 1526 and across Europe before the 

Vatican held the Council of Trent beginning in 1545 and established the 

Congregation of the Inquisition in 1557, charged with studying the problem 

of dangerous books and issuing its   Index Librorum Prohibitorum (Index of 

 Forbidden Books)  in 1559. The council expanded the Church’s scope of 

censorship past heresy—a thought crime—to works deemed erroneous, 

“scandalous, offensive to pious ears, rash, schismatic, seditious and 

blasphemous . . . tinged with paganism . . . likely to corrupt sound morals. ”  27 

“Lascivious or obscene” writing, and books on “divination, fortune telling, 

sorcery, magic, and the mixture of poisons” met this fate. Even medical 

books written by Protestants were caught up in the   Index ’ net. Among the 

authors condemned to the   Index : Erasmus, Luther and his colleague Philipp 

Melanchthon, John Calvin, John Foxe (author of the   Book of Martyrs ), 

Thomas Cranmer (archbishop of Canterbury under Henry VIII), Ren 

é  

Descartes, Francis Bacon, Honor é  de Balzac, Edward Gibbon (author of 

 Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire ), John Locke, Thomas Hobbes, 

Montesquieu, Immanuel Kant, Denis Diderot (editor of the   Encyclopedie ), 

John Stuart Mill, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Montaigne, Voltaire, Emile Zola, 

George Sand, and Jean-Paul Sartre. The   Index , like the Counter-Reformation 

that spawned it, came too late. “By the time the Index was even contemplated, 

the movements that would eventually unravel the Catholic Church’s 

domination of Christendom were already well underway,” wrote librarian 
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Max Lenard. “Protestantism, free thought, free expression, and the mass 

media are here to stay, and there is very little that any church can do to stifl e 

these overpowering social forces. ”  28 

In 1763, the philosopher and encyclopedist Diderot mocked the censorial 

refl ex. “Line all your borders with soldiers, sir, arm them with bayonets to 

repel any dangerous book that may appear and those books will—pardon 

the expression—pass between their legs or jump over their heads to reach 

us,” he wrote. “I will not deal with the question of whether these dangerous 

books are as dangerous as some people proclaim; whether lies and sophisms 

are not sooner or later recognized and dismissed; and whether the truth, 

which can never be stifl ed—spreading as it does little by little, imperceptibly 

gaining the ascendance over prejudice, and winning general acceptance only 

after a surprising lapse of time—can ever be a real danger.” Diderot warned 

of unintended consequences: “What I do see, however, is that the harsher the 

proscription, the more it raises the price of the book, the more it stimulates 

the curiosity to read it, the greater the number of buyers, and the more 

widely it is read. . . . Whenever a judgment is proclaimed against a book, 

printers say, ‘Good, another edition!’ 

” 

 29  The  

 Index  continued for four 

centuries, until 1966, boosting the sales of many a bestseller along its way. 

The focus of censorship and its execution shifted from church to state, 

though the two were often indistinguishable. Fifty years after William 

Caxton brought the fi rst press to England in 1529, Henry VIII issued his list 

of forbidden works,  aimed as much at sermons as at books. 

 30  In his 

subsequent acts and those of his heirs, one sees increasing desperation to 

deal with the Sisyphean task of controlling speech at greater scale. In 1530, 

Henry escalated, requiring the licensing of books concerning Scripture and 

then, in 1538 all books. In the 1540s, his proclamations “increasingly blame 

social unrest specifi cally on the press, which becomes demonized as the 

power that corrupts the kingdom by perverting ‘the people,’ infecting them 

in ways that inevitably threaten the body politic,” said English professor 

Harold Weber. “All of these proclamations depend on a characterization of 

‘the people’ that assumes their inferiority, their unreadiness to participate in 

the world of print.” In Weber’s telling, the crown was frightened by print as 

a technology and by its mystery and sweep (“books increased to an   infi nite 

number and   unknown diversities  of titles and names,” said Henry’s 1546 

proclamation). Print created “a power that the state cannot entirely 

understand or control.” Richard Atkyns, who according to Weber was an 

“abysmal” historian of printing, published a pamphlet in 1664 supporting 

the state’s control of the press and warning that in the time of Henry, 

Edward, and Mary, printers “fi ll’d the Kingdom with so many Books, and 

the Brains of the People with so many contrary Opinions, that these Paper-

pellets became as dangerous as Bullets. ”  31 

Among the fi rst martyrs to censorship of print was William Tyndale, 

Protestant theologian and translator of the fi rst Bible printed in English. 
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With his translation, Tyndale was the source of ninety-three percent of the 

language of the King James Bible’s New Testament, according to Melvyn 

Bragg. Tyndale was also the author of many of the idioms that still enliven 

language today: “see the writing on the wall,” “cast the fi rst stone,” “the salt 

of the earth, “broken-hearted,” “clear-eyed,” “the powers that be,” “ask and 

it shall be given you, seek and ye shall fi nd. Knock and it shall be opened 

unto you.” Declared Bragg: “Without Tyndale, no Shakespeare.” Tyndale’s 

Bible was made small enough to carry and hide in a pocket because, as he 

declared, “I defy the Pope and all his laws and if God spare my life ere many 

years I will cause a boy that driveth the plough shall know more of the 

Scripture than thou doest.” The Tyndale New Testament was printed by none 

other than Peter Sch ö ffer’s son, Peter the younger. Thomas More, he of all 

seasons, attacked Tyndale for translating the Bible and called him “a hell-

hound in the kennel of the devil” and “a new Judas” who was “discharging 

a fi lthy foam of blasphemies out of his brutal beastly mouth.” Tyndale was 

hunted down in Antwerp, tried for heresy, then strangled and burned in 

1536.  32  James Bainham was accused of circulating books by Tyndale and 

Luther and was taken to More’s house, where he was said to have been 

tortured on the rack, earning him a spot in Foxe’s   Book of Martyrs . More 

acknowledged imprisoning people at home but denied torturing them there. 

Bainham recanted but subsequently withdrew his recantation—carrying two 

of Tyndale’s forbidden books in public—and was burned to death in 1532.  33 

In 1557, the Stationers’ Company (which had been founded in 1403 to 

regulate scribes and illuminators, prior to print) received a royal charter 

from Queen Mary to oversee the “art and mystery” of printing. Its duties 

would include licensing participants in the business, everyone from printers 

to bookbinders (limiting their number for the good of the trade) and 

approving their books and content, to assure the control of seditious and 

unauthorized publishing.  34 This amounted to government outsourcing the 

regulation of the industry to a private entity (which governments do today 

when they throw up their hands at controlling speech online and require 

platforms to eradicate everything from hate speech to “legal but harmful 

content”  35 ).  In Queen Elizabeth I’s reign, an edict in 1559 “became the 

foundation text for all subsequent pre-Civil War regulation of the book 

trade,” according to James Raven. It required all books to be submitted 

before publication for approval by the Queen via her Privy Council and a 

university chancellor. Ecclesiastical commissioners were empowered to 

approve pamphlets, plays, and ballads. Censorship was still accomplished 

under threat of physical harm. In 1579, tried for writing and selling printed 

criticism of Elizabeth’s contemplated marriage to the Duke of Anjou, the 

unfortunately named John Stubbe and the coincidentally named William 

Page each lost their right hands to a butcher’s cleaver.  36 

- 
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Three great, opposing characters exemplify the next stage of Britain’s 

struggle over freedom of expression, this side and that of its Civil War: the 

poet John Milton, the publisher and censor Roger L’Estrange, and the 

parliamentarian and civil-libertarian John Wilkes. 

In 1638, in the reign of Charles I, Milton traveled to Florence. “There it 

was that I found and visited the famous Galileo, grown old, a prisoner to the 

Inquisition, for thinking in astronomy otherwise than the Franciscan and 

Dominican licensors thought. ”  37 The meeting inspired the poet to pay tribute to the scientist as his only contemporary named in  

 Paradise Lost . The 

encounter also helped inspire Milton to write   Areopagitica , a foundational 

defense of freedom of expression. Having infl icted many abuses in the reign 

of Charles I, the Star Chamber was abolished by Parliament, for all practical 

purposes ending the regime of censorship that had been in force. A rush of 

pamphlet publishing ensued, which worried Parliament, so it enacted the 

Ordinance for the Regulating of Printing, also known as the Licensing Order 

of 1643. The next year, Milton wrote his fl orid and eloquent polemic in 

protest, arguing that censorship would result in “the discouragement of all 

learning, and the stop of Truth.” Milton’s logic was not unlike Reuchlin’s: 

that people need to exercise their intelligence so they may learn to recognize 

truth from falsehood. “That which purifi es us is trial, and trial is by what is 

contrary.” 

Milton made practical objections to the licensing mandated by Parliament. 

With wit, he observed that any man who “is made judge to sit up on the 

birth or death of books” must be “a man above the common measure, both 

studious, learned, and judicious.” Having to be “the perpetual reader of 

unchosen books and pamphlets” would be for such a man “tedious and 

unpleasing journey-work. . . . I cannot believe how he that values his time 

and his own studies, or is but of a sensible nostril, should be able to endure.” 

In short, who would take this role except those who should not have it? As 

a Presbyterian, Milton feared a return to life under Rome’s censorious list-

makers and “their dominion over men’s eyes,” and he asked: “Should ye set 

an oligarchy of twenty engrossers over it, to bring a famine upon our minds 

again, when we shall know nothing but what is measured to us by their 

bushel?” Milton also cautioned against the scope of the task Parliament had 

set before these licensers, for they would not be able to stop at judging every 

book. “To rectify manners, we must regulate all recreation and pastimes, all 

that is delightful to man. No music must be heard, no song be set or sung, 

but what is grave and Doric. There must be licensing dancers, that no 

gesture, motion, or deportment be taught our youth but what by their 

allowance shall be thought honest.” Milton understood that censorship 

could not but escalate. “Who shall still appoint what shall be discoursed, 

what presumed, and no further?” 

In Milton’s rendering of the third-person effect, he asked how Parliament 

could confer upon the licensers “or they assume to themselves above all 
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others in the land, the grace of infallibility and uncorruptedness?” He 

scolded Parliament for having so little faith in the people. “For if we be so 

jealous over them, as that we dare not trust them with an English pamphlet, 

what do we but censure them for a giddy, viscous, and ungrounded people; 

in such a sick and weak state of faith and discretion, as to be able to take 

nothing down but through the pipe of a licenser?” Censorship “seems an 

undervaluing and vilifying of the whole nation.” 

There lay the core of Milton’s argument. He, like Diderot and Brandeis, 

trusted truth. “See the ingenuity of Truth, who, when she gets a free and 

willing hand, opens herself faster than the pace of method and discourse can 

overtake her. . . . And though all the winds of doctrine were let loose to play 

upon the earth, so Truth be in the fi eld, we do injuriously, by licensing and 

prohibiting, to misdoubt her strength. Let her and Falsehood grapple; who 

ever knew Truth put to the worse, in a free and open encounter?” He trusted 

reason, knowledge, and wisdom: “And again, if it be true that a wise man, 

like a good refi ner, can gather gold out of the drossiest volume, and that a 

fool will be a fool with the best book, yea or without book; there is no 

reason that we should deprive a wise man of any advantage to his wisdom, 

while we seek to restrain from a fool, that which being restrained will be no 

hindrance to his folly.” In other words, paying too much attention to and 

regulating speech for the fool may deprive the wise of knowledge. “Truth 

and understanding are not such wares as to be monopolized and traded in 

by tickets and statutes and standards. We must not think to make a staple 

commodity of all the knowledge in the land, to mark and license it like our 

broadcloth and our woolpacks.” 

Milton loved books not as commodities but as beings. “For books are not 

absolutely dead things, but do contain a potency of life in them as to be as 

active as that soul whose progeny they are; nay, they do preserve as in a vial 

the purest effi cacy and extraction of that living intellect that bred them.” 

And so beware the censor’s sword, for “as good almost kill a man as kill a 

good book. Who kills a man kills a reasonable creature, God’s image; but he 

who destroys a good book, kills reason itself, kills the image of God, as it 

were in the eye.” 

Would that I could stop there, presenting   Areopagitica  as a founding text 

of liberalism and Milton as free speech’s lasting defender. But the discussion 

of freedom of expression, then as now, is never without nuance and 

complication. Six weeks after the beheading of Charles I and the fall of the 

monarchy in 1649—which Milton celebrated in a pamphlet—he was 

appointed Secretary for Foreign Tongues, charged with translating 

diplomatic letters, writing polemics in favor of Oliver Cromwell’s 

administration, and approving certain books. Milton became a licenser 

himself.  Areopagitica  had been a defense of his freedom of speech, but not 

everyone’s: “I mean not tolerated popery, and open superstition.” By way of 

explanation, literary and legal scholar Stanley Fish has argued that Milton 
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did not oppose licensing and “has almost no interest at all in the ‘freedom of 

the press,’ ” but instead prescribed that we all become licensers in our way, 

“continually exercising a censorious judgment” as we decide what we will 

or will not tolerate.  38  In any case,  Milton has provided ammunition for 

centuries of defenders of freedom of speech. For that, I am grateful. 

Roger L’Estrange took on the task of licensing with zeal. A royalist, he 

fought in the fi rst English Civil War, was imprisoned under sentence of death 

for almost four years until pardoned by Cromwell, and spent six years 

in exile. After the restoration of the monarchy under Charles II in 1660, 

L’Estrange was appointed Surveyor of the Press and later Licenser of 

the Press, following the blueprint he set forth in his 1663 pamphlet, 

 Considerations and Proposals in Order to the Regulation of the Press . The 

nation having endured regicide, then restoration, before the Glorious 

Revolution yet to come, it was not diffi cult for L’Estrange to make the case 

for the perils of print: “That Spirit of Hypocrisie, Scandal, Malice, Error, and 

Illusion that Actuated the Late Rebellion.” Specifi cally, he pointed to the 

 Farewell Sermons  published by nonconformist Puritans: “By these Arts, and 

Practices, the Faction works upon the Passions and Humours of the 

Common-People; and when they shall have put Mischief into their Hearts, 

their next Business is to put Swords in their Hands, and to Engage them in 

a direct Rebellion.” 

In his plan, L’Estrange proposed limiting the number of printers and their 

journeymen to a manageable scale for control—from sixty to twenty or 

twenty-four shops—buying out other printers with money raised by fi ning 

those who had published the   Farewell Sermons . He decided which agencies, 

church or state, should license various genres of books. He listed the many 

media roles to be regulated: author, corrector, printer, letter-founder, stitcher, 

binder, hawker, peddler, ballad-singer, hackney-coachman, mariner. He 

concerned himself, too, with the underlying machinery of the industry, even 

“those who make Nutts, and Spindles for the Presses.” L’Estrange proposed 

that printing shops should be forbidden back doors for escape. And he set 

punishments: “Pillory, Stocks, Whipping, Carting, Stigmatizing, Disablement 

to bear Offi ce, or Testimony. Publique Recantation, standing under the 

Gallows with a Rope about the Neck, at a Publique Execution. . . . For the 

Authors, nothing can be too Severe, that stands with Humanity, and 

Conscience. First, ‘tis the Way to cut off the Fountain of our Troubles. ”  39 

There was the key to Charles’ policy, according to Harold Weber: “defi ning 

the author as a fundamental object of punishment and agent of transgression, 

restricting public access to matters of state by fi xing responsibility for the 

dispersed power of the printed word in the author. ” 40 

L’Estrange was himself a prolifi c author of pamphlets, including a 1660 

attack on Milton,  No Blinde Guides . For three years, from 1663 to 1666, 

L’Estrange held a royal monopoly on printed news and later published his 

own newspaper, the   Observator ,  from 1681 to 1687.  41  He often wrote in 
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dialogue form, sometimes casting himself as the character Trueman, who 

would eavesdrop on others’ dialogues and then appear to set them straight. 

L’Estrange was defensive about his reputation, as well he should have been, 

for in the coffeehouses and print shops of London he was given the nickname 

Crackfart. 

L’Estrange lost his job in 1679, when press censorship once again lapsed, 

leading to another sharp increase in pamphlet publishing. Licensing lapsed 

once and for all in 1695. Then publishing blossomed with not only pamphlets 

and books but a number of new newspapers.  42 This is not to say that speech was yet free. Hardly. According to Max Skj ö nsberg, criticism of the Glorious 

Revolution was seen as sedition; Parliament passed the Blasphemy Act in 

1697; journalists were often arrested in the early eighteenth century; the last 

printer put to death in Britain was John Matthews, tried for treason, in 

1719; and plays were censored before their performance starting in 1737. 

Parliament also passed the Stamp Act in 1712, which not only raised revenue 

for the crown but acted as a brake on opposition publication. After the 

French Revolution, the tax was increased to suppress distribution of 

publications to the poor.  43  Control of print shifted from pre-publication 

censorship to post-publication liability as publishers and printers were 

required to print their names so they could be found and held accountable. 

“That meant,” Joseph Hone explained in his story of one rebel printer,  The 

 Paper Chase , “publishers could issue whatever books they liked, but would 

face the legal consequences if they stepped over the line. It was a subtle 

move. Legal defi nitions of libel and treason remained vague. ”  44 

Defi nitions of forbidden speech are not necessarily clearer today. Supreme 

Court justices know pornography when they see it. As I write this, the 

United Kingdom decided against requiring that platforms—acting in the 

role of a Stationers’ Companies for all—should have a “duty of care” to 

remove not only illegal but also “legal but harmful” speech, which in effect 

would make such speech illegal.  45  In Germany, a network enforcement law 

(  Netzwerkdurchsetzungsgesetz  or in merciful abbreviation, NetzDG) 

requires platforms to identify and remove “manifestly illegal” hate speech 

within twenty-four hours or face fi nes of up to  € 50 million. Each chills 

speech as speakers, publishers, platforms, and regulators are left wondering 

how to defi ne and censor harm and hate. Then and now, the line is set not 

so much in statute but in the trials of rogue speakers. 

John Wilkes was such a rogue speaker, a magnifi cent rake and a hero in 

the cause of freedom of expression. According to biographer Arthur Cash, 

Wilkes (a distant cousin to Lincoln’s assassin) compensated for his infamous 

and unfortunate presence—crossed eyes, protruding jaw, missing teeth, bad 

breath, and a lisp—with charm, wit, intelligence, and drive that allowed him 

to lead historic movements . . . and to act quite the libertine with the ladies 

throughout his life. Wilkes maintained that he needed only “twenty minutes 

to talk away my face.” 
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Wilkes was elected to Parliament often, including multiple times when 

the Commons refused to seat him, and also became Lord Mayor of London. 

For most of his political and publishing career, he feuded with George III’s 

prime minister, John Stuart, third earl of Bute, who was Scottish. Wilkes had 

little use for Scotland and it little use for him. Wilkes’ fi rst volley on Lord 

Bute was an unsigned essay in the newspaper the   Monitor . One week later, 

in response, Bute began publishing a new newspaper, the   Briton , excoriating 

the   Monitor  essay as “the vilest work of the worst incendiary. ” 46  Less than a 

week after that, Wilkes, in turn, started publishing yet another new 

newspaper in answer, the   North Briton . (Need I point out again how the 

early days of print were conversational?) Wilkes began its fi rst issue with a 

thunderous defense of the press: “The liberty of the press is the birth-right 

of a Briton, and is justly esteemed the fi rmest bulwark of the liberties of this 

country.” He asked whether anyone should be surprised that bad ministers 

would attempt to “blunt the edge of this most sacred weapon, given for the 

defence of truth and liberty?” And he lamented that earlier monarchs from 

the deposed House of Stuart (relations of Lord Bute) had appointed licensers 

of the press such that nothing “breathing the spirit of liberty” would “have 

a chance of being ushered to light. ”  47 

Bute’s   Briton  ceased publication, but Wilkes would not let up in his print 

offensive, the denouement coming in 1763 with the forty-fi fth edition of the 

 North Briton , published after Bute’s resignation, in which Wilkes—

unsigned—commented on the king’s upcoming speech to Parliament. 

(Wilkes happened upon his political mentors as they were reading a preview 

of the speech, which they’d been given as a courtesy.) “As a propaganda 

piece,” said Cash, “No. 45 was outrageous—page after page of invectives 

and sarcasms against the ministers.” The line not to cross was seditious 

libel—criticizing the king and questioning his primacy. Wilkes said he was 

loyal to the king and was criticizing instead the authors of his speech, his 

ministers. The Commons resolved that No. 45 would “alienate the affections 

of the people from His Majesty” and “excite them to traitorous insurrection. ”  48 

The king was furious and insisted on Wilkes’ arrest. Problem was, the 

essay, like those before, was published anonymously. So George’s ministers 

issued a general warrant, naming the crime but not the accused. Then ensued 

reports from spies, arrests of forty-nine printers and others, confi scation of 

papers, and the raid and ransacking of Wilkes’ home. Wilkes and friends 

made a mad dash to recover the forms for the   North Briton ’s next issue. As 

the pages of type were carried down a ladder from the printer’s shop, they 

fell, and the sorts scattered across the cobblestones. Wilkes insisted that he 

could not be arrested because of parliamentary privilege; no one else in the 

kingdom enjoyed protection of their speech, but members of Parliament 

did.  49 

Wilkes the aristocrat became the people’s hero. Broadsides, ballads, even 

teapots with his likeness or the number 45 sprang up. Mobs gathered around 
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Wilkes as authorities led him to jail, unhitching the horses to pull his carriage 

themselves. His friends brought feasts to the Tower, where crowds cheered 

their support: “Wilkes and Liberty!” They grabbed copies of No. 45 out of 

the hands of the hangman as he was about to burn them on orders. They 

came to Parliament to show their loud support, to the consternation of 

members. “This is not the clamor of a rabble, my Lord,” Wilkes once said of 

his people, “but the voice of liberty, which must and shall be heard.” “They,” 

he declared on the fl oor, “are the original fountain of power. ” 50  One might 

judge Wilkes a demagogue and the crowd’s response to him a spark of 

populism. In the words of William Strahan, an opposing Parliamentarian 

(also Dr. Johnson’s printer and a friend of Ben Franklin), Wilkes, “with a 

Perseverance truly diabolical, is indefatigable in acting his Part as a publick 

Incendiary. ” 51  But Wilkes stood on principle. In Wilkes, the middling people and the poor, the liverymen and apprentices and merchants found their 

champion at last. He stood for their rights, and they for his. As Wendell Bird 

pointed out in his history of free expression, “Wilkes and his supporters 

engineered the fi rst mass petition campaign in British history. ”  52  Wilkes would spend some years in prison and exile but in the long run emerged 

victorious in court and in principle. 

Over his career in print and politics, Wilkes would earn credit for 

establishing a standard of freedom of the press and enabling journalists to 

report on parliamentary debate (“The modern newspaper had come into 

being,”  said Cash  53 ); outlawing the general warrant; forbidding legislators 

from choosing who should sit among them; and establishing a principle of 

privacy and of freedom from unreasonable search and seizure (after he won 

a case against the ministers who ordered the raid on his home). He advocated 

for religious tolerance and separation of church and state. And he was the 

fi rst in England to rise in the Commons, in 1776, to call for universal (albeit 

male) suffrage (a battle not won until 1884 for men and 1928 for women). 

Cash would credit him with inspiring much of the American Bill of Rights—

“written by men to whom   Wilkes  was a household word”  54 —while Strahan 

would blame him for the American Revolution. On top of it all, Wilkes was 

charged with and beat the rap for publishing obscenity in a few lines of 

puerile verse. The Pennsylvania town of Wilkes-Barre was named for him, 

aside a colleague he didn’t much like; so were Wilkes County, North 

Carolina, and its seat, Wilkesboro. On Wilkes’ tombstone, at his bequest, 

are the words, “John Wilkes—A Friend of Liberty. ” 55 

- 

“Censorship is ancient, but censorship for obscenity is not,” wrote Charles 

Rembar. “The law of obscenity is hardly three centuries old, a life span brief 

indeed in Anglo-American law. It began so late in history because there were 

not many books until late in history. ” 

 56  Rembar was the attorney who 

defended   Lady Chatterley’s Lover ,  Tropic of Cancer , and   Fanny Hill , leading 
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to the Supreme Court and a shift in American obscenity law. I quote from his 

essay in a remarkable, small volume,  Censorship: For and Against . In 1971, 

publisher Harold Hart brought together a dozen critics and lawyers to 

comment on the controversy over a National Commission on Obscenity and 

Pornography, which had been empaneled by Lyndon Johnson and returned 

its report to Richard Nixon. The commission performed and reviewed 

original research, estimated the size of the “smut market” (nowhere near as 

big as in media’s estimates), and surveyed experts (fi nding, for example, that 

psychiatrists, psychologists, and other professionals found no harmful 

effects, while fi fty-eight percent of police chiefs “believed that ‘obscene’ 

books played a signifi cant role in causing juvenile delinquency”). “In sum,” 

the majority of the commission concluded, “empirical research designed to 

clarify the question has found no evidence to date that exposure to explicit 

sexual materials plays a signifi cant role in the causation of delinquent or 

criminal behavior among youth or adults. ”  57  Its recommendation was to 

repeal laws forbidding the sale of pornography to adults, following 

Denmark’s example. 

Nixon was apoplectic, rejecting the commission’s “morally bankrupt” 

conclusions. “Pornography is to freedom of expression what anarchy is to 

liberty; as free men willingly restrain a measure of their freedom to prevent 

anarchy, so must we draw the line against pornography to protect freedom 

of expression. ”  58 The exact opposite is customarily argued: that to protect a 

freedom one need tolerate the worst that freedom allows. The freedom 

Nixon wished to protect was the freedom to censor. He had tried to stack 

the commission by dispatching one of its liberal members, Kenneth Keating, 

to be ambassador to India, replacing him with Charles Keating Jr. (no 

relation), founder of Citizens for Decent Literature and frequent fi ler  of 

amicus briefs to the Supreme Court, including in Rembar’s   Fanny Hill  case. 

The latter Keating mocked the Court’s standard from 1957’s   Roth v. United 

 States : that to be obscene work must be “utterly without redeeming social 

value.” Keating’s response: “There are those who will say that if you can 

burn a book and warm your hands from the fi re, the book has some 

redeeming social value.” Keating declared a new low ebb in society. “I submit 

that never in the history of modern civilization have we seen more obvious 

evidence of a decline in public morality than we see today.” He blamed 

venereal disease, illegitimacy, and the rising divorce rate on “the deluge of 

pornography which screams at young people today.” Then he escalated: “At 

a time when the spread of pornography has reached epidemic proportions 

in our country and when the moral fi ber of our nation seems to be rapidly 

unravelling, the desperate need is for enlightened and intelligent control of 

the poisons which threaten us. ”  59 

Keating provides a classic illustration of moral panic, which is well-

defi ned by sociologist Ashley Crossman: “A moral panic is a widespread 

fear, most often an irrational one, that someone or something is a threat to 
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the values, safety, and interests of a community or society at large. Typically, 

a moral panic is perpetuated by the news media, fueled by politicians, and 

often results in the passage of new laws or policies that target the source of 

the panic. In this way, moral panic can foster increased social control. ”  60 

As I write this book, we are witnessing rising moral panic regarding the 

internet, specifi cally social media, which is indeed perpetuated by news 

media in league with politicians, leading to social-control legislation such as 

Germany’s NetzDG hate-speech law and the UK’s online harms legislation 

and to a pincer movement from left and right against America’s Section 230. 

Enacted in 1996, in the early days of the web, Section 230 was designed to 

both protect and improve conversation online by giving providers—

platforms and publishers—a shield and a sword: a shield to protect them 

from liability for what the public says on their sites; a sword allowing them 

to moderate public conversation without increasing liability. There is no 

better explanation of Section 230 than Jeff Kosseff’s book,  The Twenty-Six 

 Words That Created the Internet , which explored the law’s history in 

legislation and in precedent involving pornography. As social media and the 

controversies around it grew, the left attacked 230 as a means to punish tech 

companies for failing to wipe out hate speech. The right attacked 230 

because often, the hate speech being wiped out was theirs. In media’s moral 

panic about their new competitors online, Section 230 became a symbol of 

power in the hands of platforms. 

Amid a moral panic, it is diffi cult to stand up against rising cries that 

“something must be done!” That is why I admire many of the essayists in 

 Censorship: For and Against , for speaking out against censorship, even if 

they might have been portrayed as defending porn. Wrote one-time 

presidential candidate Eugene McCarthy: “Who determines who is to speak 

and write, since not everyone can speak? Who selects what is to be recorded 

or transmitted to others,  since not everything can be recorded?”  61  (What 

would he conclude of the net, where everyone can speak and everything can 

be recorded?) Rabbi Arthur Lelyveld began his essay declaring, “I am against 

censorship. . . . It is always and everywhere an evil.” Echoing Milton, Lelyveld 

wrote: “A censor is someone appointed to regulate public morals and judge 

public taste. And who is that paragon to whom we would be willing to 

entrust such authority? And who, if he be such a paragon, would be willing 

to accept the responsibility?” 

 62  Max Lerner, a journalist and scholar, 

recognized the power dynamic of censorship as “an instrument conceived of 

by moralists, given precision by lawyers, carried out by bureaucrats” but 

ultimately in the control of elites who set norms “of dress, gentility, literature, 

the arts, education, and moral codes”—until the middle classes claimed their 

right to establish their norms.  63 

Rembar asked whose speech is worth protecting. “It can be reasonably 

said that the majesty of an organic charter of government was not intended 

to protect every insignifi cant mouthing, every worthless scrap of paper,” he 
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wrote. He acknowledged that “the current uses of the new freedom are not 

all to the good. There is an acne on our culture. . . . The symptoms constitute 

an unattractive aspect of our cultural adolescence.” But he added, “Acne is 

hardly fatal.” In harmony with Reuchlin, Milton, Cervantes, Wilkes, and 

Brandeis, Rembar judged the perseverance of truth: “We often hear freedom 

recommended on the theory that if all expression is permitted, the truth is 

bound to win. I disagree. In the short term, falsehood seems to do about as 

well. Even for longer periods, there can be no assurance of truth’s victory; 

but over the long term, the likelihood is high. And certainly truth’s chances 

are better with freedom than with repression. ”  64 

The tale of  

 Censorship: For and Against  ends with a coda. When the 

Commission released its offi cial report, enterprising publisher William Hamling 

and his editor, Earl Kemp, created an illustrated edition of it with 546 pictures—

dirty pictures, of course—offering it by a mailed circular and selling 100,000 

copies at $12.50 each. As Robert Brenner told the story, Nixon was again 

enraged and ordered Attorney General John Mitchell to prosecute the 

publishers. He did, and they were convicted and sentenced to four and three 

years respectively. The Supreme Court upheld the verdict (the same day it held 

that the movie   Carnal Knowledge  was not obscene). The men served only 

ninety days each, but Hamling was forced to sell his publishing house and was 

not permitted to write about the case: censorship upon censorship.  65  Two 

months later, Nixon left offi ce in shame. Fifteen years later, Charles Keating, Jr., 

would be charged with fraud and racketeering in an infamous savings and loan 

failure. He served four and a half years in prison. How the moral do fall. 

Beyond erasing disloyal or amoral speech, some censors believed they 

had a positive role in molding the culture, if from a side door. Robert 

Darnton’s  

 Censors at Work  examined how French censors working on 

behalf of the king would burn some books but edit and endorse others, 

practically blurbing them. As the East German government collapsed, 

Darnton had the unique opportunity to sit with government censors who 

claimed they had made their nation “a   Leseland , a country of readers,” by 

planning literature in their socialist economy as farming and manufacturing 

were planned. They interfered in expression. They were agents of propaganda, 

censoring as much by the chill in the author’s mind as by erasure. They also 

molded literary society by choosing, soliciting, and advocating for the books 

that would be rewarded with scarce paper and press time.  66  Here,  too, is a coda: After the Wall fell, residents of a village near Leipzig discovered that 

an East German book distributor had thrown ten million books in the 

dump. Along with the closing of libraries, as many as eighty million books 

that were no longer in demand were destroyed  67  (almost as many as the 

estimated 100 million lost in the Holocaust, according to Oxford Bodleian 

librarian Richard Ovenden).  68  Capitalism can be a harsh critic.  

- 
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Now to one of the greatest challenges for creators and another mechanism 

for the control of speech and creativity: business. 

On September 18, 1469, the German printer Johann von Speyer petitioned 

the Venetian state for and won a monopoly on printing for fi ve years, as he 

was the fi rst in town to ply the trade. Speyer died some months later and his 

brother Windelin took over the business, without the privilege. That is a 

good thing, for otherwise Venice might not have become the center of 

printing that would spawn Aldus Manutius and his magnifi cent  volumes 

and academy and Nicolas Jenson and his exquisite roman typefaces. Such 

privileges or licenses were issued in other cities across Europe for printing 

overall, printing of certain books, and even the use of certain typefaces. In 

each case, it was the printer who was protected, not the creator. Even so, an 

offi cial monopoly was no assurance of success, for as I said earlier, the fi rst 

printers and investors overestimated the humanist market for translations of 

the classics and were stuck with warehouses fi lled with unsold books, their 

enterprises often ending in bankruptcy. 

Writers tried many methods to earn a living. Martin Luther and other 

writers in the early days of print made no money from their writing; Erasmus 

did. Frequently, authors sold manuscripts and rights to printers and lost 

control thereafter. Some authors paid the expense of printing their works 

themselves—self-publishing—as James Boswell did with his   Life of Samuel 

 Johnson . Or they shared the expense and risk with publishers, as Montaigne 

did, buying his paper, or Adam Smith did, agreeing to share profi ts  for 

 Wealth of Nations . In the Scottish Enlightenment, authors often sold 

subscriptions to an upcoming book to assure a market before risking 

publication (not unlike today’s Kickstarter, relying on customers’ capital, 

paid in advance). Similarly, Mark Twain sold his fi rst best-sellers by 

subscription. The   Encyclopedia Britannica  was sold to subscribers in regular 

installments. Charles Dickens supported and promoted the creation of some 

of his books through serialization in periodicals. Some writers received 

patronage from aristocratic benefactors—occasionally dedicating a book to 

a grandee in hopes of receiving a reward after the fact—or via government 

pensions or sinecures. Samuel Johnson, who was paid £1,575 to support his 

staff and himself for almost a decade to produce his   Dictionary of the 

 English Language , was awarded a £300-a-year government pension (after 

having mocked those who fed at the government trough). Printers and 

publishers often would organize syndicates to spread the cost and risk of 

printing among them, and not incidentally to control competition. 

Readers bought books directly from booksellers, who often also played 

the role of publisher. Starting in the 1740s, readers also came to books 

through private circulating libraries, supported by fees, with as many as 

two-fi fths of some printings going to such shared reading rooms.  69  A high proportion of the customers and subscribers of circulating libraries were 

women, and so there was some gnashing of teeth about their moral 
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degradation under the infl uence of “the common popular cheap novel” in 

“the gin-shop of [female] minds. ”  70 

In spite of exploring every possible revenue source and business model, 

still for many “spectacular failure persisted,” said James Raven, a historian 

of the business of the book in England. “Since the earliest days of print, 

some of the most successful and famous printers and booksellers had ended 

their days in poverty.” Printer John Dunton disguised himself in women’s 

clothes to evade bailiffs. David Hume lamented that his three-volume classic 

 Treatise of Human Nature “fell dead-born from the Press.” On the low end 

of the market, Grub Street’s hacks would hire out to sell their words to 

publishers by the page. Publishers often worried about the encroachment of 

peddlers, mercuries (female hawkers), chapmen, and itinerant sellers offering 

cheap print or other gewgaws, and sought offi cial protection against them. 

In 1679, London’s lord mayor, responding to petitions from ninety-six 

booksellers, imposed new restrictions, complaining that streets “are much 

pestered with a sort of loose and idle persons, called Hawkers, who daily 

Publish and Sell Seditious Books, Scurrilous Pamphlets, and scandalous 

Printed Papers. ”  71 

As the scale of printing grew, the price of each book fell, and the market 

expanded with greater literacy, demand, and choice. In 1468, just over two 

decades after Gutenberg’s Bible, the price of a book was calculated by multiple 

accounts to have fallen by eighty percent against the cost of scribal manuscripts. 

In his quest to build the world’s largest library, Christopher Columbus’ 

illegitimate son, Hernando Col ó n, left information on the purchase price of 

most of the 2,000 volumes he acquired in forty cities. Jeremiah Dittmar’s 

study of the data showed that more than half the books purchased cost less 

than a day’s wages for an unskilled laborer—versus 100 days’ worth of work 

in the 1400s. University professors earned as much as eighteen times the 

wages of a laborer and so they could afford many a printed book.  72  Books 

progressed from a status symbol for the upper classes to one for the middling 

class but were still expensive to own. Matthew Sangster calculated that in 

1814, a copy of Walter Scott’s novel   Waverley  cost the equivalent of $150 

today.  73 

Retailing progressed as well, from tiny bookstalls in St. Paul’s churchyard 

to the emporium James Lackington opened in London in 1793, said to carry 

more than a million volumes under the grand name, Temple of the Muses. 

Publishers and booksellers constantly expanded their product line to serve 

new, specialized audiences, such as, in the mid-eighteenth century, cookbooks, 

how-to books, education (  Logic Made Easy ), travel guides, and small pocket 

books advertised as appropriate to read “at the hairdressers, in the carriage, 

by the billiard table or at the racecourse. ”  74 The struggle between expanding the market and maintaining profi tability persisted into the 1930s when 

Edward Bernays, father of public relations and author of   Propaganda , was 

hired by high-end publishers to launch a campaign against the dollar book. 
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With such cheap editions, H.L. Mencken complained, “buying books will 

cease to be the pleasant adventure that it has been ever since the invention 

of printing; instead it will become a kind of vulgar shopping.” Mencken 

believed the problem was “too many books—most of them bad.” Bernays 

concocted a Book Publishers Research Institute, which sponsored a contest 

to invent a nickname for the dastardly souls who borrow books from friends 

rather than buying their own. Entries included “Book Weevil, Borrocle, 

Bogswogglers, Greader, Libricide, Booklooter, Bookibitzer, Booknapper, 

Book Poacher, Book Bum, and Bookaneer.” The winner was “Booksneaf. ”  75 

The dollar book disappeared of its own low sales. 

From Peter Sch 

ö ffer in Mainz to William Caxton in London, book 

publishers quickly realized they needed to advertise their wares to sell them. 

Publishers who printed both books and newspapers used the latter to market 

the former. According to Arthur der Weduwen and Andrew Pettegree, the 

fi rst known advertisements in a newspaper came in 1621 in Amsterdam, to 

hawk a polemical pamphlet about the conduct of Spanish troops in the 

Thirty Years’ War. In the fi rst three decades of Dutch newspapering, ninety-

fi ve percent of ads were for the products of the press. Then local governments 

took out ads to announce laws and regulations—paid-for news, one might 

say.  76  Advertising would expand to offer anything for sale, which in 

newspapers’ early days in America included patent medicines that publishers 

themselves sold, as well as enslaved human beings. Revenue from advertisers 

would free newspaper proprietors from ownership and control by political 

parties and patrons, granting them a degree of editorial independence. With 

the advent of mass circulation in publishing, advertising would support 

media alongside revenue from readers until the internet changed all that 

almost two centuries later. 

- 

The core business model of print, built on the foundation of copyright, 

emerged soon after the lapse of licensing laws in England in 1695, as 

publishing fl ourished. “The elimination of the institution of censorship 

marked a new stage in the development of the public sphere,” said 

Habermas.  77  But the lack of control over the marketplace and the content of 

print led stationers and the Church of England to seek the restoration of 

offi cial control no fewer than thirteen times,  78  until the trade petitioned 

Parliament in 1709 with the claim that “divers Persons have of late invaded 

the Properties of others, by reprinting several Books, without consent, and 

to great injury, of the Proprietors, even to their utter Ruin, and the 

Discouragement [of] all writers in any useful Part of Learning. ”  79 

The next year, in 1710, the fi rst copyright law, the Statute of Anne, came 

into force. It gave exclusive rights of publication to an author for fourteen 

years, renewable once if the author were alive; books already in print at the 

time received twenty-one years’ protection. According to historian Peter 
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Baldwin, the legislation was informed by John Locke’s theory of property, 

which “portrayed property as wrested from nature by the owner’s labor. ” 80 

Diderot eloquently made the case for the author: “What property can a man 

own if a work of the mind—the unique fruit of his upbringing, his studies, 

his evenings, his age, his researches, his observations; if his fi nest hours, the 

most beautiful moments of his life; if his own thoughts, the feelings of his 

heart, the most precious part of himself, that which does not perish, which 

makes him immortal—does not belong to him?”  81 The statute itself declared 

it was intended as “an act for the encouragement of learning.” 

That authorial adoration is all fi ne. But the law’s actual, practical impact 

was that copyright turned rights in a book into a tradable asset—property—

which an author could sell to a publisher and which publishers could, in 

turn, sell or share. “The booksellers claimed to be supporting authors’ just 

and natural right to property,” Baldwin explained. “But in fact their aim was 

to take for themselves what nature had supposedly granted their clients. ”  82 

Authors gained the right to alienate themselves from their works by selling 

them. 

Copyright laws followed in the United States (in states and then federally 

in 1790), France, and Germany. The United States did not recognize 

copyright for foreign authors until 1891—in the meantime, printers in 

America profi ted pirating British books—and it did not join the international 

Berne Convention for the Protection of Literary and Artistic Works until 

1989,  more than a century after its creation.  83 War continues to this day over the length of copyright. After the Statute of Anne, publishers held that 

once they acquired a work, authors and thus the purchasers of their 

copyrights should hold perpetual rights under common law. The House of 

Lords put an end to that in 1774, in a decision siding with booksellers 

Alexander and John Donaldson, who had been publishing books whose 

copyright had lapsed.  84 That was the birth of a cultural commons, the public 

domain.  85  In the United States,  Mark Twain and Noah Webster lobbied for 

copyright to be inheritable and, they wished, perpetual; Webster took credit 

for Congress extending copyright from fourteen to twenty-eight years, 

renewable for another fourteen by an author’s heirs.  86  Samuel Johnson,  on the other hand, argued that with everlasting copyright, books could not be 

improved upon.  87  In 1992,  one no longer needed to apply for US copyright; it became automatic. In 1998, the US Copyright Term Extension Act—also 

known as the Mickey Mouse Protection Act in honor of Disney’s considerable 

lobbying—extended copyright to the life of the author plus seventy years. In 

2003’s  

 Eldred v. Ashcroft , the Supreme Court upheld the extension’s 

constitutionality, a defeat for internet activists against the entertainment 

industry. 

Note that copyright at fi rst covered books but not other text—letters, 

newsletters, or posters. Whether that was because these other forms were 

ephemeral or because lacking copyright classed them as ephemeral is a 
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chicken-egg question. In their operation, encyclopedias were unbothered by 

copyright, compiling entries from existing works. “The book is not mine,” 

conceded Ephraim Chambers, editor of the   Cyclopaedia , “’tis every body’s, 

the mix’d Issue of a thousand Loins.” In a sense, encyclopedias were an 

extension of the commonplace book, in which since Roman times and 

especially in the Early Modern and Enlightenment periods, readers would 

copy and paste anything that struck them worth saving from books: 

quotations, poems, thoughts, drawings, recipes. Newspapers and magazines 

were excluded from the Statute of Anne’s protection. America’s 1790 

copyright act covered only books, charts, and maps, not newspapers. Not 

until 1909 in the United States did copyright law include newspapers, but 

even still, according to Will Slauter, there was debate as to whether news 

articles, as opposed to literary features, were protected, for they were often 

anonymous,  the product of business more than authorship.  88 

Scissors played a critical role in the debate over news and copyright. The 

US Post Offi ce Act of 1792 allowed printers to exchange newspapers in the 

mail for free with the clear intent of helping them to copy and publish each 

other’s news.  89  Newspapers employed “scissors editors” to compile columns of reports from other papers. Editors would not complain about being 

copied because they copied in turn—but they would protest and loudly 

about not being credited. In 1902,  The Charlotte News  told of setting a trap 

for an unscrupulous scissors editor by publishing an item about a band of 

anarchists planning to assassinate “all the prominent rulers of the globe” 

and the arrest in Vladivostok of its leader, one Count Robhgien Ruomorf 

Laetsew. “If the erudite scissors editor of   The Herald  had read the ‘story’ 

carefully, he might have noticed that the name of the illustrious ‘Count’ was 

more understandable when read backward,” as “we steal from our 

neighbor. ” 90 

It is ironic that newspapers—which since their founding in Strasbourg in 

1605 have been compiled from news created by others—today complain 

that Google, Facebook, et al., steal their property and value by quoting 

headlines and snippets from articles in the process of sending them readers 

via links. The publishers receive free marketing, but that has not stopped 

them from cashing in their considerable political capital to lobby for 

protectionist legislation to try to force the platforms to pay for these 

scissored snippets: the   Leistungsschutzrecht  or ancillary copyright law of 

2013 in Germany, the so-called Spanish “link tax” of the following year, 

Articles Fifteen and Seventeen of the European Copyright Directive of 2019, 

a “media bargaining code” in 2020 in Australia, and others being dreamed 

up elsewhere. 

Newspapers’ attitudes toward collaboration and sharing changed 

abruptly with the introduction of the telegraph. In the 1820s, New York’s 

newspapers would partner to hire boats to meet incoming ships and get the 

latest news from abroad. In the coming decades, the telegraph would 
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facilitate such sharing, reducing the distance and delay of the mails—and 

striking fear into the hearts of newspaper publishers, who worried that 

telegraph companies would enter their business. So newspaper companies 

formed competing press associations. (See Heidi Tworek’s  

 News from 

 Germany  for an international perspective on the fi ght to control world 

communications via wire services in the fi rst half of the twentieth century.  91 ) 

In 1918, in   International News Service v. Associated Press , the Supreme 

Court ruled in favor of the tort of misappropriation, known as the “hot 

news” doctrine: that a wire service could enjoin a competitor from publishing 


the facts of a news story while the originator’s scoop still had market value.  92 

The ruling violated the logic of copyright, which holds that no one in an 

enlightened society may own facts; copyright allows authors to protect only 

their treatment of them. To permit anyone to own facts is to forbid 

knowledge, which is an abhorrent notion and impossible to enforce, outside 

the movie   Men in Black . In   INS , Louis Brandeis dissented. “An essential 

element of individual property is the legal right to exclude others from 

enjoying it. If the property is private, the right of exclusion may be absolute; 

if the property is affected with a public interest, the right of exclusion is 

qualifi ed,” he wrote. “But the fact that a product of the mind has cost its 

producer money and labor, and has a value for which others are willing to 

pay, is not suffi cient to ensure to it this legal attribute of property. The 

general rule of law is, that the noblest of human productions—knowledge, 

truths ascertained, conceptions, and ideas—become, after voluntary 

communication to others, free as the air to common use. ”  93 

- 

Let us consider the presumptions that underlie copyright. First is the 

foundational metaphor of property—intellectual property—and the idea 

that creativity is a thing, rather than an act, which can be controlled, owned, 

and traded by a creator. If one copies someone’s creation or uses too much 

of it in another creation (there is no set defi nition of “too much” or of “fair 

use”), one may be labeled a pirate, thief, trespasser, burglar—rather than a 

fan, collaborator, or critic. The property metaphor might be appropriate for 

land, buildings, ships, and tangible possessions, but is it for such intangibles 

as creativity, inspiration, information, education, and art? Especially once 

electronics—from broadcast to digital—eliminated the scarcity of the 

printed page or the theater seat, one need ask whether property is still a 

valid metaphor for such a nonrivalrous good as culture. Culture is a good 

that is shared without diminishment, or as Thomas Jefferson put it, “no one 

possesses the less, because every other possesses the whole of it . . . he who 

lights his taper at mine, receives light without darkening me. ”  94  The argument usually made is that copyright is necessary to reward and support the 

creator, else the public would be deprived of their creation. In passing an 

updated copyright act in 1901, Congress declared: “Not primarily for the 
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benefi t of the author, but primarily for the benefi t of the public such rights 

are given. ”  95 

Putting the author at the center of the story of copyright and the doctrine 

of intellectual property provides a sympathetic hero, warmer than cold cash. 

In lobbying for the Statute of Anne, Daniel Defoe said: “A Book is the Author’s 

Property, ’tis the Child of his Inventions, the Brat of his Brains. ”  96  In this 

chapter, we have witnessed the evolution of the institution of the author, when 

during the reign of Charles II, blame and punishment for sins and sedition in 

text shifted from printer, publisher, and bookseller to writer. “Texts, books, 

and discourses began to have authors . . . to the extent that authors became 

subject to punishment,”  said Michel Foucault.  97  Mark Rose said that with 

copyright, regulation of speech shifted from “public order” to “private right,” 

yet it was still a mechanism of control, as copyright holders could “regulate 

and limit public discussion much as state censors had done earlier. ” 98 

The author, then, was as much a legal as a cultural construct. Foucault in 

his essay “What is an Author?” and Roland Barthes in his, “The Death of 

the Author,” would kill off authors, separating them from their work and 

their creation and forcing us to delimit the role of the writer in a larger chain 

of cultural creation. Foucault asked us to consider what an author is, what 

works are, what writing is. “The author’s name serves to characterize a 

certain mode of being of discourse: the fact that the discourse has an author’s 

name, that one can say ‘this was written by so-and-so’ or ‘so-and-so is its 

author,’ shows that this discourse is not ordinary everyday speech that 

merely comes and goes, not something that is immediately consumable. On 

the contrary, it is a speech that must be received in a certain mode and that, 

in a given culture, must receive a certain status. ”  99 

Now, in this book dedicated to the restoration of the public conversation, 

I ask whether discourse has an author. Who owns a conversation? Who is 

responsible for it? One participant or the other? Only those who speak or 

those who hear? What of the subject of a conversation; if it is about you, do 

you hold rights to it, to own or to erase reference to it (as Europe’s Right to 

be Forgotten permits)? Does recording a conversation and reporting on it, 

as journalists do, grant privilege to it? Should the publications or platforms 

that carry the conversation own a stake in it? Foucault said, “The author 

does not precede the works.” Then is a book the beginning or the end of a 

conversation? Is an author just one conversationalist, who sometimes starts 

and sparks but often continues a conversation, as in   Utopia ? “In our culture, 

how does one characterize a discourse containing the author function?” 

Foucault asked. “In what way is this discourse different from other 

discourses?” Does cultural value reside with the author, in the property we 

call content, in the thought it rests upon, in the discussion it inspires, or in 

the relationships it mediates and reveals? Who can say where and when a 

conversation—unlike a book, inside the fi xed parenthesis of its covers—

begins or ends, if ever? When calling upon an author’s text, what is piracy, 
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what is tribute, what is a derivative work, what is criticism, what is fair use? 

And what of noxious conversation? Who has the right or responsibility to 

control that: government, industry, technology, society and its norms, or no 

one? In the rash of online hate-speech laws led by Germany’s NetzDG law 

and copied by other nations, we see a return of centuries of government 

refl ex to regulate sins such as sedition, blasphemy, hate, and evil through the 

control of speech. 

- 

The internet has eviscerated the advertising- and attention-based mass 

media business model, pulled the rug out from under the album-based music 

business, and undercut copyright now that copies can be made for nothing. 

Yet the net has catalyzed an explosion of creativity. Spotify’s former chief 

economist, Will Page, laid out an impressive accounting of such growth in 

the   Financial Times : In the year 1984, in the UK, music labels released 6,000 

albums. Lately, streaming services release an equivalent number of 

songs—55,000—every   day . Since Spotify launched in 2009, the number of 

British songwriters grew by one hundred fi fteen percent and recording 

artists by one hundred forty-fi ve percent. In 2000 the industry classifi ed 

music into a dozen and a half genres; now Spotify tracks 5,224 genres.  100  In 

 Moral Panics and the Copyright Wars , Google copyright attorney William 

Patry calculated that performing artists received just eight to nine percent of 

revenue from music sales (record labels took about sixty-eight percent, 

digital services fi fteen percent,  credit card companies nine percent).  101  Even 

with that lousy deal, the number of new albums released per year doubled 

in the fi rst decade of this digital century. Music was the fi rst creative industry 

hit hard by the net and the fi rst to discover a path past its old blockbuster 

economy to a creators’ and fans’ economy. Book publishing and the news 

industry are still controlled by gatekeepers, though there is nothing to stop 

anyone from creating a blog, an email newsletter, a YouTube show, or a 

podcast (Page said 885,000 new episodes were posted in 2020, almost two 

new podcasts every minute). Some will make money; most will not. “The 

overwhelming majority of creative works don’t sell much,” said a 2019 

policy paper from the Niskanen Center, “but the intrinsic pleasures of 

artistic self-expression are so powerful that people will engage in creative 

pursuits regardless of the economics. . . . There is no lack of new ideas in 

fashion, cuisine, and comedy despite the fact that clothes designs, recipes, 

and jokes do not qualify for treatment as intellectual property.”  102 

In opposing an 1841 bill to extend copyright terms, Lord Macaulay 

argued: “The principle of copyright is this. It is a tax on readers for the 

purpose of giving a bounty to writers. The tax is an exceedingly bad one; it 

is a tax on one of the most innocent and salutary of human pleasures; and 

never let us forget that a tax on innocent pleasures is a premium on vicious 

pleasures. . . . It is good that authors should be remunerated; and the least 
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exceptionable way of remunerating them is by a monopoly. Yet monopoly is 

an evil. ” 

 103  Patry said we should see copyright as “a system of social 

relationships” and argued that “copyright is not an end in itself, but instead 

an end to a social objective, furthering learning. ”  104  If that is so,  then is copyright the best means to that end? 

The old institutions and industries of creativity are built on controlling 

scarcity. The internet abhors scarcity in favor of abundance. How might we 

envision supporting creativity in such an environment? We need to consider 

moving past the metaphor of property. Copyright holders would disagree, 

especially large media companies. So would some blockchain fans, who 

believe technology allows us to enter an “ownership economy,” in which 

everything is a digital asset with a digital deed.  105 That idea strikes me as the last gasp of a Gutenberg-era worldview of content, containment, and control 

through ownership of intellectual property. Instead, in a time of conversation 

and collaborative creativity, we need new means to support the creation we 

hope to see. 

In 2012, I led a series of discussions for a project with the World Economic 

Forum in Davos on rethinking intellectual property in the digital age.  106  In 

their safe space on the Magic Mountain, the titans of media confessed what 

they would never concede back at sea level: that copyright is broken and in 

many ways irrelevant amid digital abundance. They still saluted the fl ag of 

supporting creativity, for that is the raw material on which their entertainment 

factories run. But their business models were largely unchanged: to sell 

creative product to audiences or to sell audiences to advertisers. We held 

workshops with artists, who were miles ahead of the corporations, already 

working in a web of social relationships, excited about the opportunity at last 

to meet the audiences for whom they wrote and played. When I asked novelist 

Paulo Coehlo, who had sold an estimated 350 million books, whether his 

readers would help him write his stories, he at fi rst said no; “I am the author.” 

But as he interacted with his public through his blog, social media, and video, 

he changed his mind. When he needed to understand more about fashion for 

a novel he was writing,  The Winner Stands Alone , Coehlo asked his audience 

for help.  107  For his novel   The Witch of Portobello , he encouraged his audience 

to make videos about the characters; they made him a movie.  108 

In the WEF project, I concocted a framework for creative support I 

called creditright: not the right to copy text but the right to receive credit 

for contributions to a chain of collaborative inspiration, creation, and 

recommendation of creative work. Creditright would permit the behaviors 

we want to encourage to be recognized and rewarded. Those behaviors 

might include inspiring a work, creating that work, remixing it, collaborating 

in it, performing it, promoting it. The rewards might be payment or merely 

credit as its own reward.  109  I didn’t mention blockchain; but the technology and its automated contracts could be useful to record credit and trigger 

rewards. 
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For an example of how this might work, see TikTok. There I see the fi rst 

glimmers of a new mechanism for collaborative creation that is native to the 

net as the sitcom was to TV and the essay was to print. One day a New York 

schoolteacher named Emily Jacobson shared the barest essence of a musical 

theme—an earworm—for the character Remy in Disney’s   Ratatouille . She 

dreamed of a musical. Others were inspired to write and post songs and 

dialogue, stage choreography, design makeup, even produce a   Playbill  for 

the dreamed-of production.  110  In an earlier stage of the copyright wars,  

Disney—the force behind the extension of copyright to a century and 

more—might have sent a blizzard of cease-and-desist letters to Jacobson, 

her collaborators, and TikTok. Now, a more enlightened Disney worked 

with the fans and thus was born   Ratatouille: The TikTok Musical , performed 

online by professional musicians and actors. They sold 350,000 tickets and 

raised more than $2 million to benefi t actors out of work in the COVID 

pandemic.  111  In 2022,  Emily Bear and Abigail Barlow won a Grammy for 

their similar TikTok fan-fi ction production, 

 The Unoffi cial  Bridgerton 

 Musical , which seemed OK with the copyright holders until Bear and Barlow 

held their own show and charged admission for it; Netfl ix sued. No, this is 

not the future of high art, any more than Samuel Richardson’s epistolary 

novels were. Nor is creditright a solution to culture’s economic ails. It is but 

one idea for the kind of updated institution we require, and these are just the 

sorts of experiments we need to test the presumptions of the last age now 

that anyone may now claim the right and privilege to converse and to create. 

“All mankind are on the scaffolding,” said Hugo. “Every mind is a mason  .  .  .  . 

Every day a fresh course is laid. ”  112 

 2 0 

 Institutional Revolutions 

The gradual closing of the Gutenberg Parenthesis grants us the 

opportunity to ask questions and discern lessons about the past, 

perhaps to inform decisions about the future. You will have yours. 

Here, tentatively, are some of mine. 

Print enabled conversation until conversation was commodifi ed  as 

content by media. How might we now engage in revived public discourse? 

Community and identity were forsaken amid industrialized media’s 

contrivance of the mass. Now we may speak as individuals to join with 

others in communities of our devising. 

Since the earliest global network, the imperial Post, society has sought 

connection. Now the connections we may make have practically no bounds. 

Whom do you wish to know? 

In media’s economy of copyright, creativity was reduced to a scarcity. 

Now we witness its abundance. How might creativity be nurtured now? 

Authority was invested in print, but print’s institutions cannot cope with 

the abundant speech and information of the day. Where might we seek 

authority next? 

Print is about power, about who may speak and who might hear. Now 

speaking is easier and listening is harder. There will always be bad actors 

who exploit freedom of expression, but control of speech has proven 

inevitably to be futile, as the Church in Rome fi nally had to learn. It is better 

to encourage, enable, and support good speech, that which is informed, 

productive, unique, useful, artful. 

It will still take time to understand new technology on our terms, to 

exploit it to our ends. Said McLuhan: “Our ‘Age of Anxiety’ is, in great part, 

the result of trying to do today’s job with yesterday’s tools—with yesterday’s 

concepts. ”  1 We have time. It is, once more, 1480 in Gutenberg years. What if the great inventions   with  the net—as daring as the essay, the novel, and the 

newspaper—are still far ahead? But beware the irresponsibility of the future 

tense, of so-called long-termism; our duty to tomorrow begins today. And 

beware the conceit of the present tense: that we are the modern ones and 

those who came before, facing challenges so like ours, have no wisdom to 
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offer. Resist, too, the pull of nostalgia, the illusion that the grass of the past 

was greener for all. 

What do we do with these lessons? And who is “we” anyway? Well, each 

of us does bear responsibility for the state of the connected society. Each 

decision we make—what to share or not, how we interact with others, what 

behaviors we support or shun—establishes norms, creates demand, and 

defi nes culture. We all have agency—but never enough, not on our own. 

Society—those in power, those who are given and who claim seats at the 

table—sets its path through its institutions. Editing, publishing, media, the 

First Amendment, censorship, licensing, criticism, and public libraries were all 

institutions ultimately born of Gutenberg. So were the mass and propaganda 

and revolutions and the reaction to them, conservatism. That is the argument 

of sociologist Robert Nisbet, who said the French and Industrial Revolutions 

gave birth to modern conservatism—“unintended, unwanted, hated by the 

protagonists of each, but the child nevertheless. What the two revolutions 

attacked, the conservatism of such men as Burke, Bonald, Haller, and Coleridge 

defended. And what the two revolutions engendered—in a way of popular 

democracy, technology, secularism, and so on—conservatism attacked. If the 

central ethos of liberalism is individual emancipation, and that of radicalism 

the expansion of political power in the service of social and moral zeal, the 

ethos of conservatism is tradition, essentially medieval tradition. ”  2 

Nisbet may provide a framework for analyzing the current state of 

institutions—though in a curious reverse. Consider: The internet’s 

emancipation of the individual enables under-represented communities to 

speak, organize, and act, enabling movements—reformations, even 

revolutions—in the name of racial, gender, economic, legal, and environmental 

equity and justice. The existing, white power structure—in the person of the 

far right—counterattacks, burning the fi elds so as not to share their harvest 

with those who follow. They undermine the institutions of journalism, 

science, education, free and fair elections, democracy itself, and civility. 

Thus, when conservatives attack institutions, liberals fi nd themselves in the 

position of having to defend those institutions. The conservatives are now 

the insurrectionists, and the liberals are now conservative. The world is 

turned upside down and inside out. The old labels are ever more meaningless. 

As for the institutions themselves: They cannot afford to idly stand on 

their legacies of power. The refl exive reaction to change, to the untested and 

unknown, is to regulate, control, stop. Sometimes, that is warranted. But our 

surer path is to explore new opportunities, to discern and negotiate our 

shared needs and norms, and to build institutions around them. Print, as I’ve 

recounted here, gave birth to, challenged, reformed, and rebuilt institutions. 

What institutional revolutions are required on the other side of the Gutenberg 

Parenthesis? 
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In a time of disruption, institutions face choices: to resist change (possible 

but unlikely), to adapt (wise but diffi cult), or to die and be replaced. During 

the transition into the Gutenberg Parenthesis, change of many causes 

confronted the Church, empires, principalities, feudalism, scholasticism, 

alchemy, and ideas of education and authority. Today, in the transition to 

what follows, change challenges the institution of copyright, as I just 

explored, as well as our ideas of the author, news, privacy, currency, work, 

welfare, warfare, policing, even capitalism, democracy, and the nation. 

I have chosen to examine change across the fulcrum Gutenberg provides. 

Douglas Allen, an economist at Simon Fraser University, presented another 

framework in his book,  The Institutional Revolution: Measurement and the 

 Economic Emergence of the Modern World . Allen defi ned institutions as 

the rules, norms, and standards that govern behavior, and I would add the 

organizations that execute and enforce them. “In the West,” he wrote, “the 

world is considered ‘modern.’ By that is meant a world governed by a series of 

secular institutions: the rule of law; well-enforced property rights; elected 

democratic governments; human rights; public provision of courts, health care, 

national defense, and education; professional services; regulated markets; 

concerns over social welfare and income distributions; and the concept of 

individual liberty within a modern state.” No institution is forever. “It is because 

our world has been modern only since around the middle of the nineteenth 

century,” Allen said, “that we do not have to go far back in time before 

institutions become foreign to our modern senses. ”  3 

With an economist’s eye, Allen studied the period from about 1780 to 

1850, and in it the decline of a series of very English institutions, including 

the aristocracy, dueling, naval and army commissions, and privately run 

lighthouses, roads, and police. Why did they exist? “In the Darwinian 

struggle between nations, fi rms, and individuals,” Allen said, “societies are 

driven to fi nd institutions that get the job done best under the circumstances 

faced at the time.” His theory was that these now-archaic (and to our eyes 

somewhat illogical) institutions were necessary to assure and motivate trust 

and dependable service, as uncontrollable forces—weather and disease; that 

is, nature—as well as poor communication and transportation prevented 

the crown from reliably monitoring and managing its agents. The crown’s 

agents had to be motivated by means other than direct administration, 

which might mean having them fear banishment, on one hand, or on the 

other, granting them license to take bribes or the plunder of war as reward 

while off at the front. These institutions existed to “distinguish between 

shirking and sloth, on the one hand, and chance, on the other. ” 4 The task of 

institutions is to mitigate risk, assure order, and maximize benefi t for those 

with the power to establish them. 

Take the aristocracy. To ensure the loyalty and trust of the Duke of So-

and-So, the crown expected him to build a lavish estate, converting his 

riches into what Allen called “hostage capital.” So long as the king could 
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trust the duke, all was well; the duke would enjoy privilege, power, and 

wealth and might burnish his family’s status by sending his daughter to 

marry at court. But if the duke cheated the king, he might not see his 

daughter again and would be stuck in a cold mansion with few friends and 

no liquid assets. By the middle of the nineteenth century, about 7,000 

aristocratic families owned four-fi fths of the land in the British Isles. The 

tasks they carried out, such as resolving private disputes, were taken over by 

government agencies and bureaucrats once offi cials’ performance could be 

managed; laws were then enforced by police and disputes were settled in 

court. The aristocracy anachronistically persisted but other institutions died. 

In his examples, Allen said, the key factor leading to the evolution or 

abandonment of an institution was the ability to measure. For example, in 

the British Navy, before the development of accurate timepieces needed to 

pinpoint latitude and longitude, it was impossible to know exactly where a 

ship was or when it might arrive to battle. That is why trusted aristocrats 

commanded fl eets. With the arrival of the marine chronometer—and when 

steam came to overrule the serendipity of wind—the old admiralty was 

replaced by a professional military. Similarly, when government could 

maintain roads and lighthouses with taxes and supervise them thanks to 

improved transportation and communication, the private entities that had 

operated each were abandoned. 

Measurement is only more pervasive in our time. As technology advances, 

our opinions are measured in surveys, our shopping by marketers, our 

viewing in ratings, our exercise in gadgets, and now it is said everything we 

do in databases recording our moves online. I will hazard a guess that the 

backlash against data by privacy advocates will reach an all-encompassing 

resentment of measurement. What then? Instead of being measured, we can 

be heard. The internet brings more people to speak in the public square and 

that threatens the presumptions of media and politics—specifi cally  of 

journalism and opinion polling—that we are easily metered. No longer need 

the opinions of the entire public be categorized in a pollster’s biased and 

binary poll, lacking nuance. Now every member of the public may express 

their views for all willing to hear. How can we listen to so many disparate 

voices? That is not easy. It requires new mechanisms and institutions to fi nd 

what is worthy of attention. 

Let us return to the post-Parenthesis institution of the hashtag and the 

impact of #BlackLivesMatter. When I fi rst read Allen’s book a decade ago, I 

began a mental list of institutions likely to be challenged by the internet and 

its new capabilities. I did not think to include policing. But witness what 

occurred in 2020 after a video of the murder of George Floyd under the 

knee of Minneapolis police was recorded by courageous, 17-year-old 

Darnella Frazier and shared on Facebook. It was discussed across social 

media and then in legacy media, leading to protests across America and then 

around the world, sparking another movement around another hashtag—
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#DefundthePolice—and a discussion about a reallocation of resources spent 

on law enforcement. Bear in mind that the institution of policing is relatively 

new, born less than two centuries ago. England’s Metropolitan Police Act 

was passed in 1829 and in the United States, where slave patrols were 

established in 1704, Massachusetts began professional policing with the 

hiring of a force in Boston in 1838. The police are not a forever institution. 

Without the force of a movement on Facebook and Twitter, the idea of 

shifting police money into social services might have been mentioned in the 

occasional unread op-ed or unwatched Sunday morning public-affairs show 

but would not have set the agenda for public debate. The cacophony, to use 

James Carey’s word—better still, the chorus—from social media brought 

the issue to the fore. In this moment, the institutions of policing and prisons 

and of media and politics face a choice: They can ignore the voices outside 

their walls or open the gates to converse, perhaps to include and to change. 

Or they can be replaced. I, for one, wish that policing were taken over by a 

combination of expert social services to help those in need alongside better 

screening, training, equity, management, and accountability for offi cials 

armed with the law. Prison as it has existed is counterproductive, offensive, 

and obsolete and must be rethought. 

Here is another case study. In 2021, a band of angry folk in a Reddit 

community forced an epic short squeeze on big investors who had been 

betting against a single stock, GameStop. In the process, the protesting 

Redditors surfaced a debate about the practice of shorting, the hedge fund 

industry, the regulation of the trade, and the institution of Wall Street. They 

could raise their questions to public attention thanks to their newfound 

ability not just to speak but to gather and act in concert. The First Amendment 

does not stop with the freedom to speak but also protects the freedoms to 

assemble and petition in protest; the internet fi nally embodies these three 

rights together. Was their protest a challenge to capitalism, whose demise 

has been so often foretold? I don’t know, but we do see a whittling away at 

some of its institutions at the same time: The salaried job is augmented, for 

better and worse, by systems of “gig labor” made possible in a networked 

economy. The offi ce, along with the conference, the convention, and the 

business trip, were upended by the COVID pandemic and the effi ciency of 

online video. The fi rm, as defi ned by Ronald Coase, is no longer necessarily 

the most effi cient means to control transaction costs when one can 

independently design a product, market it online, fundraise for customers’ 

capital via Kickstarter, have it manufactured inexpensively halfway around 

the world, and sell and ship it via Amazon. One can pay for the product with 

cryptocurrencies that sidestep government’s role in minting money. And 

while we’re at it, government’s role in forming armies is challenged as wars 

can now be waged without the hardware of battle but through cyber tools: 

softwar. The nation as we know it was born inside the Gutenberg Parenthesis; 

will it, too, undergo a parenthetical revolution? 
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If the nation is challenged, so might be the institution of the local: the 

purported preeminence of citizens’ primary connections to neighborhoods 

and villages. Thanks to the internet, I have much closer ties to people around 

the world who share my interests than I do with my sometimes testy and 

Trumpian neighbors. In researching this book, I created a Twitter list of 

book history wonks with more than 350 historians, librarians, and 

bibliographers. It has been my happy place, where I daily discover fascinating 

research and seminars and can ask questions and join in conversations with 

people who are expert in the fi eld.  5  I spend much more time with them than 

with the people next door. That, then, is a new defi nition of “local,” centered 

not on a map but in a community. In allowing people to join communities 

of their choosing and to be seen and heard as individuals rather than as stick 

fi gures in a demographic or a mass, people have a greater ability to defi ne 

themselves online. That is why I resist calling community online “virtual;” 

for me, the people there and my relationships with them are quite real. And 

I wonder, is it a coincidence that with the rise of individual voices on the net 

and the ability to present one’s own identity, categorization according to 

binary genders is falling at last to fl uid  defi nition? Identity politics are 

decried and dismissed by those who would maintain the old, mass 

institutions. In doing so, they lose the opportunity to hear, understand, and 

serve people on their own terms. 

Everything positive about the future of the net that I suggest here can, of 

course, be met with an equal but opposite reaction. We already see a host of 

negative phenomena: the revival of fascism, campaigns of bigotry organized 

against vulnerable populations, concerted fraud and disinformation, 

harassment of individuals, surveillance and censorship by government. Just 

as with the press during the archbishops’ war in Mainz, new tools can be 

used for good or ill. Neither path is predetermined. All change takes time. 

The changes Allen tracked came fi fty to eighty years after their catalysts.  6 

You can be sure the old institutions will continue to fi ght to retain power, as 

they always have. The one inevitability of the net is a louder struggle 

including more voices. 

- 

The institution of the story long predates print, of course, dating back to 

cave paintings, the roots of every religion, and likely language itself. Print 

cemented the story, fi ctional and factual, as the core institution of culture 

around the world. In my line of work the story is the holiest of holies. 

Journalists live to get the story. In a journalism school, we teach and value 

the intangible skill of knowing what the story is. We pride ourselves as 

storytellers. We believe it is through stories—or as we like to say when 

feeling uppish, “narrative”—that we meet our mission of informing the 

public, engaging an audience, setting the agenda, capturing life. Novelists 

live by the story; some academics yearn to use it to spread their knowledge 
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with greater impact; all advertisers, PR people, politicians, and propagandists 

try to exploit it; children fall asleep by it. 

One of my heresies, among many, is to question the primacy of the story 

in journalism. I worry about the seduction of the story, the risk of valuing 

drama, character, and tidy explanation and ending over chaotic reality. I tell 

my students to beware the form of the story giving them too much control 

over other’s stories. In an infamous case in Germany in 2018, an award-

winning writer for   Der Spiegel , Claas Relotius, was exposed as a fabulist 

and fraud who confessed that he made up elements of ever-better stories 

because he feared failure. Much self-examination followed, with editors 

daring to wonder about the risks inherent in the device of the story. 

“Everyone who writes knows the seduction of the narrative,” said Bernhard 

P ö rksen in   Die Zeit . “At last, don’t we need a new objectivity, a return to a 

stricter form,  or instead an absolute and open declaration of subjectivity?”  7 

In his mea culpa,  Der Spiegel  editor-in-chief Ulrich Fichtner began, “Just 

before the end of his career, splendor and misery came together in the life of 

Claas Relotius.” Fichtner made the story of the storymaker into a story 

itself. He couldn’t help himself. The siren call of the story is too powerful to 

resist. He wrote of Relotius’ subjects: “They are not human beings of fl esh, 

they live only on paper, and their creator is called Claas Relotius. Sometimes 

he lets them sing, sometimes cry, sometimes pray. ” 8 

What if the story, this foundational institution of the Gutenberg 

Parenthesis, of Eisenstein’s culture of print, is too alluring and perilous? And 

what if the hubris of storytellers—that they can explain the world to the 

world—is myth? In his book  

 How History Gets Things Wrong: The 

 Neuroscience of Our Addiction to Stories , Alex Rosenberg, a philosopher of 

science at Duke University, asserted that the human addiction to the story is 

an extension of our over-reliance on the theory of mind, which he concluded 

has little foundation in science. The theory of mind holds that in our brains, 

humans balance beliefs and desires to decide on action. The theory arose, 

Rosenberg explained, from the lessons our ancestors learned on the veldt, 

where they would mind read—that is, use available information about their 

environment and others’ goals and past actions to predict the behavior of 

the antelope that was their quarry, the lion they were racing against, and 

their fellow tribesmen with whom they competed or whom they trusted to 

collaborate and share. “Since mind readers share their target animals’ 

environments, they have some sensory access to what the target animals see, 

hear, smell, taste, and so on,” Rosenberg said. Humans became profi cient at 

predicting the immediate behavior of other animals and humans, which led 

their literate descendants to believe they could not only predict behavior in 

the present and future but also explain it in the past, in history. 

Rosenberg questioned historical narrative, pointing out that if we could 

reliably ascertain the motives of past actors, there would not be so many books 

with clashing theories about why the Kaiser did this or that. The theory of 
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mind also fails to predict behavior in the future—witness how awful political 

pundits and pollsters are at foretelling elections. Said Rosenberg: “The 

progression from a (nearly) innate theory of mind to a fi xation on stories—

narrative—was made in only a few short steps. We went from explaining how 

and why we did things in the present, to explaining how and why we did things 

in the past, to explaining how and why others did things in the present, then 

the past, and fi nally to explaining how others did things with, to, against, and 

for still others.” Voil á : narrative. “Neuroscientists have shown that hearing a 

story, especially a tension-fi lled one in which the protagonists’ emotions are 

involved, is followed by the release of pleasure-producing hormones such as 

oxytocin, which is also released during orgasm.” In fact, research has also 

shown that oxytocin helped test subjects better infer the mental states of other 

mammals.  9 We do mind read; the question is how good we are at it. 

The basis of Rosenberg’s debunking of the theory of mind was neuroscientifi c 

research that he said failed to fi nd a sequence in rats’ brains that balances 

beliefs and desires to arrive at a behavior. “The theory of mind and neuroscientifi c 

theory turn out to be logically incompatible,” he concluded. With the theory of 

mind out the window, Rosenberg defenestrated the institution of the story and 

much more. Newton robbed us of our belief that the universe had purpose—

divine purpose—demonstrating that it was instead ruled by laws of nature and 

science. Likewise, Darwin robbed evolution of its grander purpose in favor of 

natural selection and survival of the fi ttest. Now, Rosenberg said, neuroscience 

robs us of our belief in our own purpose. “Neuroscience has shown that, despite 

their appearance, human behaviors aren’t really driven by purposes, ends, or 

goals.” Obviously, we do make decisions, but Rosenberg said our choices are 

more likely determined by patterns in memory—experience or instinct—or 

motivated by rewards (which I would say constitutes a goal). In the end, it’s 

Darwin’s survival of the fi ttest that governs us, for those who—for whatever 

reason—make good decisions survive and prosper more than those who make 

bad choices. “When success is a matter of tinkering, trying anything and seeing 

what works, there is no scope for   insight , no need for it,” Rosenberg said in 

another piece he sent me. He was saying that our intelligence operates like 

machine learning, running a constant A/B test in the mind to pick the better 

path, may the fi ttest survive, higher purpose be damned. 

In his book   Everyday Chaos: Technology, Complexity, and How We’re 

 Thriving in a New World of Possibility , philosopher David Weinberger 

examined the implications of artifi cial intelligence, machine learning, and 

other data-fed and algorithmically driven means of predicting events and 

behaviors. Even the simple A/B test, which informs much decision-making in 

technology companies, “works without needing, or generating, a hypothesis 

about   why  it works.” Data and formulae can often predict human behavior 

more accurately than fellow humans can, relying as we do on our theory of 

mind, our storytelling, our belief in the certainty of rules and institutions. 

But here’s the catch: The machines do not provide explanations. “Deep 
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learning’s algorithms work because they capture better than any human can 

the complexity, fl uidity, and even beauty of a universe in which everything 

affects everything else, all at once,” Weinberger wrote. “Machine learning is 

just one of many tools and strategies that have been increasingly bringing us 

face to face with the incomprehensible intricacy of our everyday world. But 

this benefi t comes at a price: we need to give up our insistence on always 

understanding our world and how things happen in it. ”  10 

Machine learning can often better predict cancer or market movements or 

traffi c accidents (which really aren’t accidents at all but occurrences too 

complex to explain), thus saving time, money, and sometimes lives. “Our 

new engines of prediction are able to make more accurate predictions and to 

make predictions in domains that we used to think were impervious to them 

because this new technology can handle far more data, constrained by fewer 

human expectations about how that data fi ts together, with more complex 

rules, more complex interdependencies, and more sensitivity to starting 

points.” With that benefi t of more reliable prediction, we might sacrifi ce our 

belief in stories, in the theory of mind, and in our ability to uncover knowable 

laws, especially in relation to human behavior. “Stories are a crucial tool but 

an inadequate architecture for understanding our future,” said Weinberger. 

“There’s no harm in telling those stories to ourselves. There’s only harm in 

thinking that they are the whole or highest truth. ”  11 

I see a rug being pulled out from under our understanding of the world: a 

crisis of cognition. If we question the theory of mind and with it the story then 

we question the primacy of the book, don’t we? “Marshall McLuhan was 

right: the medium is the message,” said Weinberger. “We shrank our ideas to 

fi t on pages sewn in a sequence that was then glued between cardboard stops. 

Books are good at telling stories and bad at guiding us through knowledge 

that bursts out in every conceivable direction, as all knowledge does when we 

let it. But now the medium of our daily experiences—the internet—has the 

capacity, the connections, and the engine needed to express the richly chaotic 

nature of the world.” Can we learn to value chaos for the freedom it implies? 

T.S. Eliot asked, “Where is the wisdom we have lost in knowledge? Where 

is the knowledge we have lost in information?”  12  Now what is the information 

we have lost in data? How do we learn enough about data and machines to 

gain greater understanding of them so we attain greater confi dence  and 

control? What institutions do we need to achieve this end: what ethics, 

standards, and rules about bias, equity, and transparency to build accountability 

and trust? Some wish to limit the creation and collection of data. I worry that 

when we demonize data and regulate its collection more than its exploitation, 

we might cut ourselves off from the knowledge that can result. The answer is 

not to know less. It is to be cautious, understand impact, and build standards—

institutions—to govern our use of data. It is to know wisely. 

- 

232

LEAVING THE PARENTHESIS

Institutions are human creations. They are not the products of technologies 

or corporations. They result from need. They are intended to arbitrate 

confl ict. They are the result of the negotiation of norms and standards, rules 

and laws, among everyone who has a place at the table. They represent 

consensus at one level of power or another. They take time to establish. They 

take time to alter or erase. What institutions do we need to support, change, 

or establish after the Parenthesis? That is for us, together, to decide. We 

could establish institutions to set limits on the use of data, to reward 

creativity, to protect privacy, to nurture community, to verify fact—or to 

punish heresy—all these choices are ours and they will not be made in an 

instant, only over time, the length of the transition out of the Parenthesis. 

In 1998—Google’s birth year—James Dewar, head of a center for long-

term (that is, centuries-long) planning at the RAND Corporation, was inspired 

by Elizabeth Eisenstein to interrogate lessons from the past. In a paper entitled, 

“The Information Age and the Printing Press: Looking Backward to See 

Ahead,” he asserted that “changes in the information age will be as dramatic 

as those in the Middle Ages in Europe” and “the future of the information age 

will be dominated by unintended consequences.” For example: “The Protestant 

Reformation and the shift from an earth-centered to a sun-centered universe 

were unintended consequences in the printing press era. ”  13 

Dewar cited a RAND colleague, David Ronfeldt, who two years earlier 

claimed that “societal evolution has not ceased” (perhaps a reply to Francis 

Fukuyama’s 1992 book,  The End of History and the Last Man ). Ronfeldt 

said that among society’s four organizing structures since ancient times—

tribal; hierarchical (church, army, state); market-based; and collaboratively 

networked—the last would become dominant with the internet. “Why does 

the information revolution, in both its technological and non-technological 

aspects, favor the rise of organizational networks?” Ronfeldt asked. He 

answered: “In the fi rst place, this revolution makes life diffi cult for traditional 

institutions. It erodes hierarchies, diffuses power, ignores boundaries, and 

generally compels closed systems to open up. This hurts large, centralized, 

aging, bureaucratic institutions.” He charted key characteristics of a 

networked society: It is post-industrial; it gives rise to greater infl uence for 

civil society; it sees its purpose as knowledge over capital; it idealizes 

cooperation over competition; it values equity and justice; and—in a 

prediction that certainly came true—it is vulnerable to deception. Ronfeldt 

offered prescient observations about the transition from a market- to a 

network-dominated society. “During the rise of a new form, subversion 

precedes addition,” he said. As we have learned since the so-called Arab 

Spring, it is easier to use our new tools to challenge and tear down than to 

rebuild. “A new generation of societal confl icts is in the making, and it will 

expand for decades. ”  14 

Dewar, too, issued a warning: “Countries that failed to take advantage of 

the printing press fell behind Europe. Those that strictly suppressed the 
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printing press were eclipsed on the world stage. Even in Europe, countries 

that tried to suppress ‘dangerous’ aspects of the printing press suffered. This 

strongly suggests that the advantages of the printing press outweighed the 

disadvantages. Further, it suggests that, in retrospect, it was more important 

to explore the upside of the technology than to protect against the downside.” 

His recommendation: We should maintain “a policy of experimentation, 

paying particular attention to unintended consequences. . . . If the future is 

to be dominated by unintended consequences, it would be a good idea to get 

to those consequences as quickly as possible and to work to recognize them 

when they appear.” In other words: embrace the chaos—or what seems to us 

to be chaos because we cannot explain and control it. To do that, Dewar 

strongly recommended that “the Internet should remain unregulated.” Two 

decades after he wrote that paper, I emailed Dewar to ask whether anything 

in the net’s development had surprised him. His answer was no, except for 

the unintended consequences for government: the Arab Spring for good and 

autocrats’ exploitation of the internet for bad. “We were all pretty sure that 

the internet would unfold much along the lines that it has,” he emailed. 

“Furthermore, I still think (as do you) that it’s way too early to say what the 

internet has done to society. We still have no clear idea of what the 

technologies of the internet are going to be when it settles out, let alone 

what the societal impact will be. ”  15 

The unintended consequences of print are history. Pope Leo X did not 

intend to empower Luther when he banned his texts and excommunicated 

him. Luther did not wish for armed revolts. Regulators in Europe have 

attempted to take power away from American technology platforms but 

ended up granting them more: With Europe’s Right to be Forgotten, Google 

decides what we may remember; with Germany’s NetzDG hate-speech law, 

Facebook decides outside a court what speech is illegal and must be banned; 

YouTube takes down works of criticism and creativity in overcautious reading 

of copyright. This is not to say that the internet and technology companies 

should not be regulated. They need to be regulated more wisely. In 2019, I 

joined a Transatlantic High-Level Working Group on Content Moderation 

Online and Freedom of Expression convened by former Federal 

Communications Commissioner Susan Ness under the auspices of the 

University of Pennsylvania and the University of Amsterdam. The working 

group recommended that social-media platforms should be held accountable 

for their impact on users and society through transparency of data mandated 

by regulators and made available to researchers. Inspired by R ó bert Ragnar 

Span ó , later the president of the European Court of Human Rights, the group 

also urged the creation of e-courts to adjudicate questions of legality where 

they should be decided: in public, in court,  with due process.  16 The hope is that nations will establish fl exible frameworks for oversight, collaborating 

with technology companies, their communities, regulators, civil society, and 

researchers able to call upon data and evidence of impact before attempting 
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to intervene. I say regulators should keep in mind that many of the problems 

they wish to regulate are no more born of technology than heresy or sedition 

were born of print. The goal of regulation is to direct the behavior of citizens, 

as legislation does, and any abridgement of freedom should be approached 

with caution and only when existing norms and laws are tested and fail. 

More than that, I hope we turn our attention away from trying to 

eradicate everything bad online to fi nding, encouraging, and supporting the 

good—to paraphrase Dewar, to see upsides over downsides. In the 

development of print and the culture around it, the fi rst refl ex was to outlaw 

the bad—heresy and sin, blasphemy and incitement, which more often than 

not were labels legacy powers placed on the challenges they feared. It never 

worked, not for long and not without considerable pain. The   Index of 

 Forbidden Books  was a laughingstock. An entire international industry was 

built up around avoiding the censorship controls of France and England.  17 

Licensing of books and thus speech, whether by government itself or its 

private agents, was brought down under the weight of higher principles of 

freedom. The bonfi re of the vanities was just that. 

Interventions in speech are often well-intentioned but ill-informed. A trope 

I hear often—like the fi lter bubble and the echo chamber—is that young 

people are particularly vulnerable to disinformation and “fake news” because 

they do not have the critical reasoning and experience to cope with it. Well-

meaning organizations sprang to the rescue to bring “media literacy” and 

“news literacy” to schools. Problem is, researchers from Princeton and New 

York University found in 2019 that the most prolifi c sharers of the worst false 

social media posts were older men. The kids are alright; it’s grandpa who’s 

screwing up the world.  18 Another study of engagement with “fake news” in 

the 2016 election of Donald Trump found that “only 1 percent of individuals 

accounted for 80 percent of fake news source exposures, and 0.1 percent 

accounted for nearly 80 percent of fake news sources shared. ”  19 That is why it is critical to gather and study evidence before leaping to conclusions and 

designing interventions: the problem might not be as big as media would have 

us believe; the causes might not be what we presume; untested solutions might 

make the matter worse (as Facebook found when fact-checking fl ags added to 

posts increased their traffi c). To fi ght to eradicate bad speech is a distraction. 

In the history of Gutenberg’s age, what worked instead was the creation or 

expansion of institutions dedicated to nurturing, supporting, and sharing the 

best of what came of print: editing, publishing houses, criticism, and expansion 

of libraries and disciplines of humanities and arts in universities and schools. 

Let us turn our attention to that more fruitful path now. 

- 

Only a year after the introduction of the fi rst commercial web browser in 

October 1994, Vanderbilt University English Professor Leah Marcus wrote 

a lovely essay called “Cyberspace Renaissance.” After distancing herself 
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from the freighted periodization of the term “Renaissance” and pledging to 

avoid technological determinism, she observed: “The discovery, or invention, 

of cyberspace is only one of the ways in which our own age seems uncannily 

to replicate Renaissance discovery.” Marcus was fascinated by the “radical 

unfi xity of language” brought on by the computer and by changes wrought 

on the institution of the author. “The fact that we can read and write nearly 

simultaneously onscreen . . . seriously diminishes the reverence in which 

authorship has been held for several centuries.” She offered empathy to the 

author as person and institution. “It is both amusing and comforting to 

recognize how closely our uneasiness with the unleashing of previously fi xed 

text into the nebulous freefall of cyberspace approximates the anxiety 

experienced by Renaissance authors as they surrendered their writings into 

what appeared to them as the impersonality and uncontrolled dispersal of 

print.” I was most taken with Marcus’ thrill at fi nding herself in an age of 

discovery. With a necessary caveat that “the peaceable invention of print . . . 

helped spawn violence as well as renewal,” she still wished that in our time 

“we could transfer the romance of exploration to a new form of space 

without conquistadors, the extermination of indigenous populations or the 

violent squandering of native resources. ”  20 

With prescience and hope, Marcus concluded: “The coming age of fresh 

exploration and revitalization will likely give way eventually to consolidation, 

familiarization, and eventually a cynical backlash, as in the late Renaissance 

with which we are already familiar.” She correctly predicted the arrival of 

the techlash in media’s coverage of the internet—which, according to 

researcher Nirit Weiss-Blatt’s work arrived coincident with the election of 

Donald Trump in 2016.  21 “But,” Marcus continued, “as in the case of the 

late Renaissance, it may in the meantime have altered teaching and 

scholarship so fundamentally that a return to the past is not only impossible 

but also inconceivable. There is no point in dwelling on the dark potentialities 

of the new technology when we have, in fact, no way of predicting its 

eventual effects. Renaissances happen by infrequently enough that they 

should be enjoyed in the process. I, for one, await the Cyberspace Renaissance 

with great interest, and hope to live to see its zenith. ”  22 

Certain institutions—democracy, free and fair voting, the First 

Amendment, journalism, education, the academe—must be secured against 

the attacks of the far right, and the way to defend them is to help update 

them. Some institutions—policing and prisons, in my earlier example—need 

to be overhauled or replaced. And some institutions are doing a good job 

adapting and should be supported. For example, libraries have shifted online 

and are providing computers, access, and help, and are working to bring 

printed works to the net. Librarians are defending freedom of expression. I 

include supporting librarianship in a larger context: helping to decide what 

conversation, creation, and data we should be keeping and how we should 

provide access to it outside of Google and private enterprise. We need 
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standards for privacy and mechanisms for detecting bias in sets of data. We 

need discussion about right vs. wrong uses of data and about what to 

preserve—what should be left ephemeral and what should be kept, what we 

value in the present and future tenses. We need curators to assure data can 

be retrieved when today’s formats are obsolete. I trust librarians to address 

these questions according to higher principles, for they are and long have 

been the selectors and protectors of our communal knowledge in print as 

well as defenders of our speech and our privacy. Said Ervin Gaines in the 

 Bulletin  of the American Library Association in 1964: “We must beware 

two kinds of censorship: the kind which, after the fact, seeks to raise a 

public cry over the evil book and attempts to cow more modest people into 

accepting the judgment of the outraged minority; and the kind which seeks 

to murder an idea before it can even make its presence known. ”  23  Deciding 

to erase data before we know what we and machines can learn from it is 

erasing ideas before we might know them. 

Regarding libraries, Andrew Pettegree observed that when books were 

printed and became commonplace—“no longer an object of wonder, but an 

everyday aspect of life”—then among Europe’s elites “the accumulation of a 

library lost its allure.” He traced the cultural progression of the library from the 

Renaissance, when it “was a noisy place—a place for conversation and display, 

rather than one for study and contemplation. It was only in the seventeenth 

century, with these new institutional collections, that the library began its long 

descent into silence, emerging as that new phenomenon of the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries, the library as mausoleum, a silent repository of countless 

unread books, its principal purpose the protection of books from the ravages 

of human contact. ”  24  I wish for the digital Renaissance library, a place (virtual) where our lives, our conversations, our collective comings and goings are 

preserved and made available for research and refl ection to build a better 

mirror for ourselves, a better basis for the decisions we make. 

What institutions might we need to invent? I cannot know. Surely no one 

in Gutenberg’s or Sch ö ffer’s shops could have foretold the conception of the 

novel or the news. I do not wish for the invention of more new technologies; 

in this now-connected world, we have plenty to work with already. I do not 

subscribe to the idea that some new iteration—whatever the hell “Web3” is 

said to mean this week—will change everything. I hope my students and 

their children and theirs will create new functions or enterprises that will 

meet needs and opportunities to, for example, aid the establishment of 

authority of information, foster creativity and collaboration, educate people 

of all ages, bridge cultural understanding, exploit our data to our ends, 

nurture meaningful community, and solve problems of their time. And I 

pray we might establish productive public discourse to negotiate our norms 

from a basis of informed, rational, open, mutual understanding. 

In this process, we need to study the past—before and during the 

Gutenberg Parenthesis—not to return to it or to discard it but to learn from 
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those who faced similar challenges. We must begin with the human values 

we wish to maintain and I can see no better way to do that than to emphasize 

education in the humanities: lessons from history (with apologies to Alex 

Rosenberg) and debates about the nature of society with sociologists; about 

the nature of community with anthropologists; about the human mind and 

how it arrives at decisions with psychologists; about our values with ethicists 

and philosophers; about culture and creativity with artists; about the 

Parenthesis itself from book historians, medievalists, and classicists; and 

about equity and inclusion from scholars of many cultures. I celebrate the 

founding of the new fi eld of digital humanities and the study of web sciences, 

pioneered by the inventor of the web, Sir Tim Berners-Lee, as well as the 

research being highlighted by the Association of Internet Researchers.  25 

I wish for a robust academic discipline to be built around research on the 

net and its impact. The academy waited fi ve centuries after print for Elizabeth 

Eisenstein et al., to create the fi eld of book history, which is now a vigorous, 

growing, and interdisciplinary endeavor. James Carey explained why the 

discipline might have come so late. Writing fi ve years after Eisenstein’s 

monumental study, he said: “Scholarship on the book and literacy is, in one 

sense, another example of the principle of Minerva’s Owl: We focus our 

energies on a phenomenon at the moment it takes fl ight, at the moment we are 

about to lose it. Scholarship becomes simultaneously an episode in nostalgia 

and a way of fi nding our bearings in a world that seems to be shifting under 

our feet. ”  26 

As a journalism professor, I am less interested in studying the subset of 

media than the superset of the internet and a connected society. Technology 

companies have spent too long going it alone, acting as sole proprietors of the 

net, just as in the early days of the press, when its technologists—printers—

exercised much infl uence over its use. As with print, I will bet that the internet 

and its technologists will become less important, even boring and pass é . What 

is far more interesting is what people do   with  the technology: what new arts 

and forms of creativity may emerge, the ways communities may connect and 

collaborate, the insight we may receive about our society. I hope researchers 

study the results. I have begun to teach a course in designing the internet to 

inspire students who will both use and make the net. 

In the short term, our most important task and most diffi cult transition is 

to shift our attention from technology to humanity, from the chronically 

negative—“The internet is ruining everything”—to the positive, seeing the 

potential not in the net but in ourselves, in what we can create and accomplish 

with it, in how we can use it to improve our world, as we did eventually with 

Gutenberg’s gift. 
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In   What Would Google Do?  , I confess, I called for the book to be 

rethought and remade, digital and connected, so it could be updated 

and made searchable, conversational, collaborative, linkable, less 

expensive to produce, and cheaper to buy. The problem, I said, was that we 

so revered the book it had become sacrosanct, untouchable. “We need to get 

over books,” I wrote. “Only then can we reinvent them. ”  1 

I recant. 

Umberto Eco was right: “The book is like the spoon, scissors, the hammer, 

the wheel. Once invented, it cannot be improved. ”  2 When exactly the modern 

book was invented is a matter for debate. Was it with Gutenberg? No. He 

mechanized the manuscript and opened the door to the creation of the 

published book. Was it a half-century later, at the end of the incunabular 

phase, with the addition of the title page, page numbers, indexes, paragraph 

indentations, and the characteristics of the book as we know it? I think not. 

That describes the form of the modern book, not yet its soul. For me, the 

book became the book that century and a half after the opening of 

Gutenberg’s Parenthesis when it became a canvas for creation: of the essay 

and the modern novel and with them the author and soon the Enlightenment. 

Since then, the book has changed little, except for what might be in each, 

what each might look like, and how each might be produced and sold. The 

book is the book. It is a space between covers to be tamed. Its fi nitude makes 

demands upon author and editor, who decide what fi ts, what is worth saying 

and what they hope is worth discussing, remembering, and preserving—

though it is the reader who will make those decisions, the reader who fi nishes 

making the book. 

I wrote a book. Here you have it. When I wrote   What Would Google 

 Do?  , I acknowledged the irony of publishing a physical book about the 

digital age. Why had I not eaten my own dog food and produced it as a 

digital work? I blamed the publisher for paying me an advance. “Sorry. 

Dog’s gotta eat. ”  3 That was glib and foolish. Then as now, I wrote a book because of the challenge it presents to an idea: Is it worthy? The question I 

ask here is: What can we learn of our entrance into the Gutenberg Parenthesis, 

our culture within it, and our transition from the age of print as we build 

what follows? I have spent the better part of a decade searching for my 

answer. You, dear reader, will bring your own. 
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The death of the book has been oft foretold. Here I turn again to Elizabeth 

Eisenstein. Addressing the Media Ecology Association—a den of the 

followers of her inspiration and irritant, Marshall McLuhan—she said that 

“the last two centuries have witnessed not a succession of deaths—not the 

death of the sermon, the book, the novel—(I’ve spared you discussion of the 

death of the author and of God)—not a succession of deaths, but, rather, a 

sequence of premature obituaries. ”  4  Centuries ago,  Victor Hugo worried 

about what the book would kill. Now the worriers wonder what will kill the 

book. 

Thomas Edison’s invention of recording set off a rash of predictions of 

the book’s demise. Even though the fi rst recording medium held only three 

minutes at a crack, many speculated about recorded books because, as 

McLuhan has said, the content of a new medium is always the medium 

before. In   The Untold Story of the Talking Book , Matthew Rubery pointed 

out that “for the fi rst time, the phonograph confronted readers with a choice 

between two different forms of mechanical reproduction for their literature. ”  5 

Text suddenly had competition. Sound gave people an alternative to silent 

reading; hell, they could read with their eyes closed. The same month Edison 

announced his invention in 1877, 

 The New York Times  declared the 

phonograph a next electrical leap after the telephone. “The former 

transmitted sound. The latter bottles it up for future use. . . . Whether a man 

has or has not a wine cellar, he will certainly, if he wishes to be regarded as 

a man of taste, have a well-stocked oratorical cellar.”  The Times  predicted 

that “book-making and reading will fall into disuse. ”  6 

In 1883, Minnesota professor Evert Nymanover imagined “whispering 

machines” hidden inside hats. “It would accompany men to the offi ce, to the 

factory, to the bench, to the fi eld, to the ditch, down the mines, whispering 

into their ears greater thoughts and imaginations, strengthening, ennobling, 

and refi ning the mind. ”  7  In 1894,    Scribner’s Magazine  published a translation from the French of an odd piece by Octave Uzanne celebrating the 

supersession of listening over reading, which “consumes a large proportion 

of the cerebral phosphates,” takes our eyes off the beauties of nature, and 

“reigned despotically over the mind of man.” Train carriages, restaurant 

tables, and street corners will be equipped with listening devices, Uzanne 

predicted. “The voices of the whole world will be gathered up. ”  8  When 

audiobooks did fi nally become feasible, they were for years mocked as 

a means of cheating, not really reading. A 2016 survey “found that just 

10 percent of Britons believed that listening to an audiobook was the same 

as having read the physical version, with the majority believing it was a 

lesser form of culture. ”  9 

In 1992, two years before the introduction of the commercial web 

browser, critic Robert Coover warned in   The New York Times Book Review 

that “in the humming digitalized precincts of avant-garde computer hackers, 

cyberpunks and hyperspace freaks,” proponents of the hyperlink were 
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plotting the murder of print and books, and with them the novel. Paraphrasing 

McLuhan’s observation about the linearity of the print worldview, he said: 

“Much of the novel’s alleged power is embedded in the line, that compulsory 

author-directed movement from the beginning of a sentence to its period, 

from the top of the page to the bottom, from the fi rst page to the last. . . . 

But true freedom from the tyranny of the line is perceived as only really 

possible now at last with the advent of hypertext.” To his credit, Coover, 

then entering his seventh decade, chose to face the perpetrator head-on by 

teaching a hypertext fi ction workshop at Brown University.  10  He concluded: 

“Hypertext is a truly new and unique environment. Artists who work there 

must be read there.” It did not kill the book. It created something new. 

Two years later—in the same year as the introduction of the hyperlinked 

browser, Netscape—Sven Birkerts issued his sigh-fi lled   j’accuse  against the 

e-book, data, and online in   The Gutenberg Elegies . “The stable hierarchies 

of the printed page—one of the defi ning norms of that world—are being 

superseded by the rush of impulses through freshly minted circuits,” he 

cried. “The formerly stable system—the axis with writer at one end, editor, 

publisher, and bookseller in the middle, and the reader at the other end—is 

slowly being bent into a pretzel.” Like many a digital dystopian, Birkerts 

engaged in pessimistic technological determinism: “We have created the 

technology that not only enables us to change our basic nature, but that is 

making such change all but inevitable.” He proclaimed that the internet 

would result in a “fragmented sense of time,” a “reduced attention span and 

general impatience with sustained inquiry,” a “shattered faith in institutions,” 

a “divorce from the past,” an “estrangement from geographic place and 

community,” “language erosion,” the “waning of the private self,” and an 

“absence of any strong vision of a personal or collective future.” He further 

fretted about “the decline of the prestige of authorship” and a “major 

sacrifi ce of authority,” not to mention “cognitive and moral paralysis.” And 

he declared that “the explosion of data—along with general societal 

secularization and the collapse of what the theorists call the ‘master 

narratives’ (Christian, Marxist, Freudian, humanist. 

. 

.)—has all but 

destroyed the premise of understandability. ” 

 11  Like many of his fellow 

eulogists, what worried Birkerts most was a loss of so-called deep reading. 

So did the National Endowment for the Arts, which in 2004 issued a klaxon 

alarm with results of a survey showing a decline in “literary reading,” leading 

to a “bleak assessment of the decline of reading’s role in the culture,” cause 

for “grave concern” about “irreplaceable forms of focused attention and 

contemplation” leading to “vast cultural impoverishment. ”  12 

In response, Leah Price has been a voice of calm and reason. In   What We 

 Talk About When We Talk About Books , the founder of the Initiative for the 

Book at Rutgers University noted that in the years after the book had been 

declared dead, sales of printed books rose as those of electronic books 

drooped. In psychoanalyzing reactions to challenges to the book, Price 
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uncovered the nature of our relationship with the book. “When we mourn 

the book, we’re really mourning the death of those in-between moments,” 

she said. Worry for the book is a proxy for other fears. “We may be seeking 

refuge from technological and commercial upheavals, from the people and 

places that crowd in on us, or from our own sickness and weakness. The 

problem is that treating the book as a bunker may shortchange its potential 

to engage with the world. ”  13 

The book is often seen as an escape from humanity. That is just what its 

critics once feared: that young people and especially women would lose 

themselves in fi ctional worlds and their passions. “Just over a century ago,” 

Price wrote, “one moralist warned that ‘some people cannot stand very 

exciting or thrilling stories, just as some people are better without any 

wine. ’ ”  14  Said Roger Chartier: “Uncontrolled reading was held to be 

dangerous because it combined corporeal immobility and excitation of the 

imagination. It introduced the worst ills: an engorged stomach or intestines, 

deranged nerves, bodily exhaustion. ”  15  Sometime later, expectations reversed and especially students were directed to engage in solitary, lengthy, and 

deep reading as a measure of their studiousness, seriousness, intellect, and 

maturity. Reading equaled virtue. “We fetishize books,” Price wrote, 

“because we imagine that they can protect us from our distractibility, our 

sloth, the weakness of will that the earliest monks called acedia. ”  16 

The book has many meanings. Books are companions, so we are not 

alone. Books are romantic, vessels for memory and emotion evoked by their 

heft and their smell. A 2017 study created a Historic Book Odor Wheel, 

treating the emissions from old paper, leather, and the wood they rest on like 

wine, sampling and analyzing air from libraries to dissect books’ bouquet: 

woody, smoky, earthy, vanilla, musty, sweet, almond, pungent. Thus the 

modern bookstore sells not only books but candles and cologne that smell 

like them.  17  Books are feelings.  Books are shields; before people were accused of avoiding human contact by staring at their phones (never mind that it 

could be conversations with other people they are staring at), people were 

accused of antisocial behavior for reading books in public. 

Books mark privilege; in the libraries of the rich or the Zoom rooms of 

the COVID-isolated, they are status symbols, with video viewers rating each 

other’s bookshelves and buying books just to improve their scores—

“proclaiming the self through the shelf,”  Jessica Pressman called it.  18  Before 

the idea of literary property, Chartier said, “stories belonged to everyone.” 

Then reading took on the properties of class. “The classic exercise of reading 

is, very nearly by defi nition, an elite acquirement inseparable from certain 

privileged standards of education and verbal usage,” said critic George 

Steiner in a 1970   Times Literary Supplement  essay. Books provided that 

elite with a “corpus of agreed reference,” he said—a language of the deeply 

literate—while “populist and mass technocracies are characterized by semi-

literacy,” leading to “a retreat from the word.” In response,  TLS  letter-writer 
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Ken Baynes said Steiner “seems unnecessarily full of anxiety,” for a 

broadening of culture “represents the repossession of millions of people 

dispossessed by the economic basis of art and learning in the past. ”  19 

Books democratize culture. Books inspire. Once upon a time, people were 

expected to leave marginalia on pages and to copy good bits into their 

commonplace books, as plagiarism was not yet a crime. And books ordered 

the world while digital disorders it. Said Chartier: “The digital world is a 

world of decontextualized, juxtaposed, and indefi nitely  recomposable 

fragments freed from any need or desire for a comprehension of the relation 

that inscribes them within the works from which they have been extracted. ”  20 

The book destroyed the cathedral. The internet will destroy the book. Or 

so some have feared. Kevin Kelly, a   Wired  editor and unabashed digital 

utopian, scared the hell out of John Updike in 2006 when he promised that 

a universal, digitized library would “transform the nature of what we now 

call the book,” for “unlike the libraries of old, which were restricted to the 

elite, this library would be truly democratic, offering every book to every 

person.” He foresaw “real magic” when “each word in each book is cross-

linked, clustered, cited, extracted, indexed, analyzed, annotated, remixed, 

reassembled and woven deeper into the culture than ever before. In the new 

world of books, every bit informs another; every page reads all the other 

pages. . . . Once text is digital, books seep out of their bindings and weave 

themselves together. . . . When books are digitized, reading becomes a 

community activity. ” 21 

Speaking to the Book Expo convention that year, Updike spat 

curmudgeonly dudgeon in response, calling Kelly’s vision “a pretty grisly 

scenario.” He did not want to perform for his lunch, only to write for it. “In 

imagining a huge, virtually infi nite wordstream accessed by search engines 

and populated by teeming, promiscuous word snippets stripped of credited 

authorship, are we not depriving the written word of its old-fashioned 

function of, through such inventions as the written alphabet and printing 

press, communication from one person to another—of, in short, 

accountability and intimacy?” Updike mourned the loss of the Parenthesis: 

“Books traditionally have edges. . . . In the electronic anthill, where are the 

edges?”  22  He ended with a call to arms: “So, booksellers, defend your lonely forts.” Kelly and Updike dueled amid an effort by Google to scan millions of 

books, over the dead bodies of publishers and authors, who launched a long 

battle over the fate of copyright in court. In 2020, researchers at the 

University of California, Berkeley, and Northeastern University studied the 

effect of digitizing books and found that especially for less popular titles, 

having them searchable online increased demand for sales of the physical 

books.  So then digital does not destroy the book.  23 

What is a book? In his book of that title, Joseph Dane wrote: “ ‘The Book’ 

is simultaneously a thing, a force, an event, a history. ” 24 As a scholar of early book history, Dane concentrated on the book-copy, the “material object that 
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exists in time and space and carries with it its own unique history.” He 

decried the idea of “print culture” that Elizabeth Eisenstein and Adrian 

Johns debated, dismissing each in contrarian turn and declaring that “what 

exists is not print culture at all but rather the modern scholar’s invocation 

of print culture.” We see the past in present terms: presentism. Dane 

complained that “Eisenstein defi nes the problematic term ‘print culture’ by 

opposing it to an even more problematic term ‘scribal culture.’ . . . Scribal 

and print culture, if these things exist at all, coexist. They did in the late 

Middle Ages, they did in the early modern period, and they still do today. ” 25 

Did I just spend a book making the case for print culture? And am I now 

making a case for digital culture? Not so much. I do not think there ever was 

a uniform, shared vision of print culture, for from the start some found the 

book frightening and others found the idea of its demise worse. That is my 

point: We imbue in the book our own expectations and desires. In Birkert’s 

case, that was to maintain a set of societal standards and norms through the 

book. In Price’s case: “Seeing books thrust into the service of comfort and 

sanity and good taste, I started wanting to recover the book’s power to upset 

and unsettle and even anger readers. ”  26  My desire is for each of us to gain 

the perspective to interrogate the values, presumptions, meanings, norms, 

and expectations we instill in the book so we can better decide what we 

want to preserve and change on the other side of the Parenthesis. As Andrew 

Piper wrote in   Book Was There , “we cannot think about our electronic 

future without contending with its antecedent the bookish past.” That has 

been my quest here. “Technologies don’t just happen. At least not yet,” Piper 

added. “We are still agents in this story, and we have some choices to 

make. ”  27  I agree.  

The rising digital age is not a blank slate, for its creators and proprietors 

to date have already etched its surface with the decisions they have made 

about its operation, its rules, and its economy. Many of their presumptions 

are carried forward from their lives in print’s time. Yet I will insist again that 

it is early days—1480 in Gutenberg years—and that we have time and 

opportunity to make our own decisions. I wish the book to stand as a 

monument to the age soon eclipsed but also as a still-vital institution in our 

lives so we can examine our own perspectives through it. “The book has 

historically symbolized privacy, leisure, individualism, knowledge, and 

power,” wrote Jessica Pressman in   Bookishness . “This means that the book 

has been the emblem for the very experiences that must be renegotiated in a 

digital era: proximity, interiority, authenticity. ” 28 

“One thing is certain: What we call culture is in fact a lengthy process of 

selection and fi ltering,” said Jean-Philippe de Tonnac in an enchanting 

conversation he curated with Jean-Claude Carri è re and Umberto Eco in their 

book,  This is Not the End of the Book . “Now more than ever, we realize that 

culture is made up of what remains after everything else has been forgotten.” 

Eco explained that culture is not about remembering everything but instead 
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about deciding what to forget. “Culture is essentially a graveyard for books 

and other lost objects,” said the man who died with 35,000 books in his 

library.  29  “Scholars are currently researching how culture is a process of tacitly abandoning certain relics of the past (thus fi ltering), while placing 

others in a kind of refrigerator, for the future. Archives and libraries are cold 

rooms in which we store what has come before, so that the cultural space is 

not cluttered, without having to relinquish those memories entirely.” Then 

here comes the net, which “gives us everything and forces us to fi lter it not 

by the workings of culture, but with our own brains. This risks creating six 

billion separate encyclopedias, which would prevent any common 

understanding whatsoever. . . . We expected globalisation to make everyone 

start thinking alike. What has actually happened is the opposite. ”  30 

Our institutions of print culture—editors, publishers, booksellers, critics, 

scholars, teachers, librarians—are unprepared on their own to help us fi lter, 

not fl ounder, in the abundance of what we still think of in the context of 

content but which we must reconceive as conversation: voices, data, and life 

witnessed and recorded. Not that there hasn’t always been a problem of 

abundance: “Books are published at such a rapid rate that they make us 

exponentially more ignorant. If a person read a book a day, he would be 

neglecting to read four thousand others, published the same day.” So 

calculated Gabriel Zaid.  31 The problem—no, the opportunity—of abundance 

exists now on an entirely different plane, requiring new mechanisms to cope 

with it. “Culture fi lters things, telling us what we should retain and what we 

must forget,”  said Eco.  32 What will digital culture be in contrast with print culture and scribal culture? I cannot say for we have not left print culture 

and we have barely begun to imagine and build digital culture, let alone 

understand the immensity of the task before us. 

“Everything that has been said about life in an online world has already 

been said about books,” said Piper, comparing current complaints about the 

internet making us “stupider, twitchier, addicted, and perhaps worst of all, 

bad spellers” against “four hundred years ago in Spain people read too 

many romances (Don Quixote), three hundred years ago in London too 

many people wrote crap (Grub Street), two hundred years ago in Germany 

reading had turned into a madness (the so-called   Lesewut ), and one hundred 

years ago there was the telephone. We have worried that one day there 

would be more authors than readers (in 1788), that self-publishing would 

save, and then kill, reading (in 1773), and that no one would have time to 

read books anymore (in 1855).” In the early nineteenth century, Christoph 

Martin Wieland asked, “If everyone writes, who will read?” More than two 

centuries later, contemplating blogging, 

 The New York Times  snarked: 

“Never has so many people written so much to be read by so few. ” 33 

I have tried to avoid explicitly pointing to parallels in history, hoping to 

dodge accusations from historians of suggesting that history repeats itself, 

for it does not. I have wanted to leave it to you, my reader, to fi nd comparisons 
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and lessons where you may. In the end, I will propose but one lesson: As we 

begin to leave Gutenberg’s Parenthesis—a journey that itself might stretch 

out generations ahead—and venture into the unknown and unsure future to 

follow, we have the blessing, the gift, of the history of books and of our 

transition into the Parenthesis to learn from. I pray we may avoid the pitfalls 

of our forebears—our Thirty Years’ War, campaigns of censorship, books as 

victims and weapons in fi ghts not their own—and instead invent new art 

forms, new means of conversing and deliberating in democracies, new ways 

of learning, more paths to sharing. We do not yet know what the internet 

can be or will be. But we do know what the book is. We have it as our 

standard to judge against. So I say, fi nally, let the book be the book. 
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Colophon

Since the age of the scribes and into Gutenberg’s time, colophons provided 

readers with information about the source and production of books. 

The typefaces you read here come with their own stories. Headings are 

set in Doves Type, inspired initially by Nicolas Jenson’s fi rst roman typeface. 

Doves was designed around the turn of the twentieth century—then 

discarded in the Thames—by Thomas James Cobden-Sanderson, and lately 

resurrected by Robert Green. The body type is Sabon, favored by many 

book publishers, designed by Jan Tschichold after he escaped imprisonment 

by the Nazis over the typographical aesthetic he advocated in  Die neue 

 Typographie. You may read about them in Chapter 13.  The drop initials at the beginning of each chapter—meant to invoke the spirit of inky, hand-set, 

letterpress type—are Champ Fleury from GLC Foundry. Glenn Fleishman 

and Robert Green kindly provided advice on the typography. 

The book was produced using Google Docs, then Microsoft Word, then 

Adobe InDesign. It was typeset by Refi neCatch Limited of Bungay, Suffolk, 

UK. For the fi rst printing of the fi rst edition of the book, the text was 

supplied to the Sheridan Group in Chelsea, Michigan, as a PDF. That is, the 

text was no longer letters but instead shapes described by a descendent of 

the language PostScript (mentioned in Chapter 15).  From that fi le, printing plates—with twenty-four pages each—were produced by laser in a Kodak 

Platesetter. In the Timson one-color web offset press, signatures of forty-

eight pages were printed and folded from continuous rolls of 50# Glatfelter 

stock. The book was then bound in a Kolbus binder, with the  cover—

designed by Ben Anslow—printed separately. 
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the chance, read it. Have a pen and highlighter ready.” —@MatchbinPaul

“}ust finished What Would Google Do? Probably best read in
a long time. Jeff Jarvis = brilliant.” —@kbp0411
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Avisionary and optimistic thinker examines the
tension between privacy and publicness that is
transforming how we form communities, create
identities, do business, and live our lives.

‘Thanks to the intenet, we now live—more and more—in
public. More than 750 million people (and half of all
Americans) use Facebook, where we share a billion times
a day. The collective voice of Twitter echoes instantly
100 millon times daily,from Tahrir Square to the Mall of
America, on subects that range from democratic reform
to unfolding natural disasters to celebrity gossip. New
tools let us share our photos, videos, purchases, knowl-
edge, friendships, locations, and lives.

Yet change brings fear, and many people—nostalgic
for a more homogeneous mass culture and provoked by
well-meaning advocates for privacy—despair that the
internet and how we share there is making us dumber,
crasser, distracted, and vulnerable to threats of all
Kinds. But not Jeff Jarvi

In thisshibboleth-destroying book, Public Parts
argues persuasively and personally that the interet and
our new sense of publicness are, in fact, doing the oppo-
site. Jarvis travels back in time to show the amazing
parallels of fear and resistance that met the advent of
other innovations such as the camera and the printing
press. The intemet, he argues, will change business,
society, and life as profoundly as Gutenberg's invention,
shifting power from old institutions to us al.

Based on extensive interviews, Public Parts intro-
duces us to the men and women building a new industry
based on sharing. Some of them have become household
names—Facebook's Mark Zuckerberg, Google's Eric
Schmidt, and Twitter's Evan Williams. Others may soon
be recognized as the industrialists, philosophers, and
designers of our future.

Jarvis explores the promising ways in which the
internet and publicness allow us to collaborate, think,
organize, and create in dazzling and once impossible

ways—how we manufacture and market, buy and sell,
organize and govern, teach and lean. He also examines
the necessity as well as the limits of privacy in an effort
to understand and thus protect it.

This new and open era has already profoundly dis-
rupted economies, industries, laws, ethics, childhood,
and many other facets of our dail lives. But the change
has just begun. The shape of the future is not assured.
The amazing new tools of publicness can be used to
good ends and bad. The choices—and the responsibili-
ties—lie with us.

Jarvis makes an urgent case that the future of the
internet—what one technologist calls “the eighth conti-
nent"—requires as much protection as the physical
space we share, the air we breathe, and the rights we
afford one another. It s a space of the public, for the
public, and by the public. It needs protection and
respect from all of us. As Secretary of State Hillary
Clinton said in the wake of the uprisings in the Middle
East, “If people around the world are going to come
together every day online and have a safe and produc-
tive experience, we need a shared vision to guide us.”
Jeff Jarvis has that vision and will be that g

JEFF JARVIS blogs about med
news, technology, and business at
buzzmachine.com and appears
weekly as a cohost on Leo Laporte's
* This Week in Google. He is asso-
| cate professor and director of the
1" Tow-Knight Center for Entrepre-
neurial Journalism at the City University of New York's
Graduate School of Journalism. The author of What
Would Google Do?, he lives in the New York area. Join
the conversation at buzzmachine.com/publicparts and
on Twitter (@jeffjarvis and #publicparts).

NEETTHE AUTHORS, WATCH VIDEOS AND MORE AT
SimonandSchuster.com
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