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CHAPTER

Digg

IF WIKIPEDIA WAS CONCEIVED AS AN ONLINE ENCYCLOPEDIA,
also used nonetheless as an online newspaper, Digg was conceived by Kevin Rose,
Owen Byrne, Ron Gorodetzky and Jay Adelson inDecember 2004 as an index for all
news published on the Web, and it serves as an instantly updating digest of news,
or an online newspaper of newspapers. Along with Reddit, Buzzflash and at least
half a dozen other online news-listing services, the articles that appear on Digg are
published elsewhere online and selected—in the case ofDigg, "Dugg"—by readers
to appear on its front pages. Digg is the biggest and best known and was number
32 in thetop100 American online sites aslisted by Alexa onJune 25, 2008.

Digg's ranking had dropped to 294 in December 2008 and 272 in February
2009—a significant decline from the previous June, likely due toareduction ininter
est after thepresidential election, butstill impressive (my paullevinson.blogspot.com
blog, the blog address ofInfinite Regress, was 492,000 on Alexa in February 2009 in
comparison). As CNET News reported in May 2008, "with the 2008 presidential elec
tion on the way, Digg has caught on among another very vocal set ofnews junkies:
the political crowd. It's helped boost the site's numbers for sure: Digg now boasts
230 million page views per month, 26 million unique visitors, and 15,000 stories sub
mitted per day" (McCarthy, 2008).

Registering as a user of Digg is a bit more exacting than on Wikipedia: an
email account is required. Once registered, a user can postanything with a URL—
any blog post, online newspaper article, photograph, video—on Digg. All users can
Digg or Bury as many posts as they like. The names of those actions mean just
what they sound like: ADigg is an approval, aBury a dislike ofaposted link.

When apost orsubmission receives an undisclosed number ofDiggs, and no
minimum number of Buries (Digg keeps this Digg/Bury algorithm secret), the
submission becomes"Popular," or is put on the front page of Digg.

Users can also comment on a submission, and the number of comments also
workson behalf of a submission becoming "Popular." Comments can be supportive
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or critical of asubmission and can be made by users who Digg( Bury or do neither
for a submission. Abusive comments can be reported. And as is the case with
Wikipedia, disruptive commenters on Digg are disciplined not by Digg users (which
would be the equivalent of reader/editors on Wikipedia) but by the Digg administra
tion,which canban a useras an ultimate sanction.

Thus, in contrast to The New York Times' "all the news that's fit to print" Digg
pubhshes-i.e., makes "Popular," or puts on its front page-all the submissions that
its users endorse via Diggs, comments, and not many Burys. The Times' motto of
course, was never true in the first place, as pointed out in Chapter 2.

But neither does Digg's method always function in complete accordance with
its ideal. As is the case with all people or nonexpert-directed new new media, Digg
is subject to abuse or "gaming"-or users teaming up to get stories to the front
page, rather than Digging what they genuinely see as worthy.

This is an abuse as old as democracy itself: The more that any process, government
or news publication is open to the will of the people, the more vulnerable it is to small
groups of people using the democratic levers to make the process work in their favor
In government, we call this process "lobbying." On Digg and in new new media, it is
called "gaming." In this chapter, we examine some ofDigg's democratizing techniques
how they have been utilized by "gamers," and what impact both the democratizing and
the gaming may have had on the world at large.

Shouting, Paying for Diggs (and Buries)
In principle, stories are supposed to be Dugg or Buried on Digg according to the
assessments ofeach individual reader. In practice, Diggs and Buries are often amassed
via deliberate campaigns of readers. As is the case with the "meat puppet" problem on
Wikipedia (sock puppetry is alway unethical), aquestion always remains as to the valid
ity of such sought-after Diggs and Buries: Would the Digger (or Burier) on his or her
own have been moved to Digg or Bury the story? Is the mere fact that the Digg or Bury
occurred after the reader received asolicitation enough to invalidate the Digg or Bury?

Digg, itself—which has an administration more active in the daily operation of
its system than Wikipedia's and is therefore more top-down, or old media, than
Wikipedia—is not consistent in its response to solicited Diggs and Buries. Apow
erful feature on Digg from 2007-2009 allowed users to "Shout" to up to as many
as 200 "Friends." Such Shouts could encourage Diggs or Buries. (Encouraging
Diggs was alittle easier, since the default Shout was "sharing." To elicit Buries, the
shouter had to attach abrief note urging aBury.) Digg retired the Shout feature in
May 2009, and encouraged Diggers to continue shouting about Digg stories on
Twitter and Facebook, via buttons provided on Digg's pages (Milian, 2009).

Of concern to the Digg administration, then, was not Digg's own "Shouting"
feature or informal sharing and promotion of Digg stories on Twitter and Facebook,
but deliberate campaigns on and off the system to Digg or Bury stories, including



operations purported to deliver Xnumber ofDiggs for a given story for $1 ormore
per Digg (Newitz, 2007). Ablogger might be tempted to use such aservice, not only
to obtain more readers, but forthe advertising revenue that a monetizedblogwith a
larger number of readers could generate.

And the numbers are considerable. Of the ten stories written by me and
posted on my blogs that went "Popular" on Digg in 2007-2008, the least number of
additional readersattractedto myblogwas15,000, and the most was50,000. But in
terms ofmy book sales and advertising income received from that number ofvisi
tors, having "Popular" articles onDigg was notonly notenough to retire on, but it
would not even have been enoughto payfor the purchase of Diggs (assuming a
minimum number of 150 Diggs at $1 each to get the article to the front page,
though most articles take atleast 200 to 300 Diggs tobe promoted tothefront).

But Digg isby nomeans averse topromotion ofDigg stories offtheDigg Web
site. Itprovides avariety of"buttons" and widgets that bloggers can putdirectly on
their sites, with the result that readers can Digg a story directly from the blog.
Some blogs, such as The Huffington Post and Blogcritics.com, have widgets indi
catingwhich of their storiesare surging on Digg at any moment,

o These arethe ethical bottom lines, then,forpromoting stories on Digg: Stories
- promoted on Web sites on which the stories appear and stories promoted (and

trashed) to and by "Friends" on Digg are fine. Stories promoted and trashed by
groups outside ofDigg, especially ifan exchange ofmoney is involved, are not. And,
of course, sock puppets set up to Digg or Bury stories is a practice that, as on
Wikipedia, is also not allowed on Digg but, as is the case onWikipedia, no doubt
can, and do, take place until uncovered (see Saleem, 2006 and Saleem, "Ruining the
Digg Experience," 2007, for analysis and cautions about gaming Diggs).

Or, as Digg advises in its posted "Terms ofUse" (2009): Digg isnotto beused
"with the intention of artificially inflating or altering the 'digg count,' blog count,
comments, or any other Digg service, including by way of creating separate user
accounts for the purpose of artificially altering Digg's services; giving or receiving
money orother remuneration in exchange for votes; orparticipating in any other
organized effort that inany way artificially alters the results ofDigg's services."

What Digg is aiming for, therefore, in addition to individual preferences for
stories, isa sense ofgenuine ornonartificial community. But what isgenuine about
an online "friend"?

"Friends" in New New Media

Digg is the first place we have fully encountered "Friends" thus far inthis book. But
online "Friends" are the core of MySpace and Facebook and play a major role in
Second Life. "Friends" are the essence of "social media," a significant subset of new
new media.

And the essence of online "Friends"-their first and foremost principle-is
that they have little in common with real-life friends, or friends offline, in the real
world. To be friends with someone offline, to be even acasual acquaintance, means
you know many things about them, including what they look and sound like
Offline impersonations are, of course, possible, but they happen much less fre
quently than online. Indeed, by far the best of way of authenticating an online
Friend's identity is to know that person offline-we might say that online Friends
are bona fide tothe degree that they are offline friends.

But is the online Friend atotally inapt and deceptive usage, ametaphor with
nothing in common with its offline referent? No. Successful, widely used metaphors
usually share at least some significant characteristic with their referents, and, in this
case, online Friends do have something crucially in common with offline friends:
both have asimilarity or community ofinterests.

In the case ofDigg "Friends," the common interest is presumably ataste for the
same kinds of stories. As afirst step toward such "friendship," any user can become
a"Fan" ofanother user on Digg, signifying that the Fan enjoys or for whatever rea
son wants to follow or easUy find or know more about the user's submitted stories
Diggs, comments or any ofthe user's activities on Digg. If this user reciprocates and
becomes aFan of the Fan, then the two are "Friends" (this allowed the two to send
Shouts to one another).

This two-step approach to online "friendship" is also a feature of Twitter
where users can elect to "follow" the posted notes of other users and in turn
can be followed. In other systems, including MySpace and Facebook, arequest
for "friendship" bestows no privileges, until it is accepted, in which case the
two parties become "Friends."

In most new new media systems, including Digg, users can put relevant links
to their blogs, photos and other information in their profiles, and they can decide
whether to make such information available to everyone or just to "Friends." But
no one can ever be sure that photographs on aprofile, for example, are actually
photographs of the name on the profile or if the person described in the profile
is even real-unless, again, the person in the profile is already known to the user
visiting the profile.

Such issues of authenticity get to one of the fundamental questions about
new new media—what impact do they have in the real world? At one end ofthe
spectrum, we can have users under pseudonyms writing and otherwise partici
pating online in ways that no one offline knows or cares about. At the other
end, online activity can have profound consequences in the real world. We will
consider the personal impact of online relationships, including its dangers, in
subsequent chapters about MySpace, Facebook, and "The Dark Side of New
New Media."

In the next section, we examine the impact of Digg and its online activities on
thereal world activity ofpolitics.
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Ron Paul vs. Barack Obama on Digg
Stories about Ron Paul, a contender in the Republican presidential primaries in
2007-2008, were enormously popular on Digg. CNET News reported in August
2007 that he "enjoys about 160,000 mentions on Digg.com, more than the next
four most popular candidates combined" (McCullagh, 2007) but also advised that
"Paul's poll numbers award him less than 2percent ofthe vote among Republican
candidates." And, in fact, Ron Paul obtained less than 5 percent of the votes in
Republican primaries inmost states. Stories about Barack Obama were also highly
popular on Digg, though, in the primaries, not as successful as Ron Paul's. Why did
Obama succeed in real, offline politics, while Ron Paul didnot?

The easy explanation that Ron Paul's success onDigg was inflated, manipulated or
otherwise gamed, while Obama's was not, is probably not correct, because, although we
have no reliable, proven knowledge about what either of the candidates' supporters
did to promote their candidate on Digg, there is no reason to think that Ron Paul's
supporters did anything more ordifferent from Obama's.

Ron Paul's high profile onDigg did attract much more general attention than
Obama's, because Paul was so low in offline polls and primary votes. First heralded
and decried by various observers as a "fringe politician" taking "over the Web"
(Spiegel, 2007), Ron Paul's success on Digg soon came under more serious analysis by
social media practitioners such as Muhammad Saleem, who wrote inJuly 2007 that
"A few months ago, I was surprised by the candidate's [Ron Paul's] popularity on
the various socially driven sites and thought to myself that was simply the result
of an online democracy in action. A couple of days ago, however, this image was
shattered..." The cause of the shattering was an "expose byRon Sansone" (2007),
another social media analyst, whose investigation convinced Saleem that Paul's
"apparent popularity was simply a result ofmass manipulation" onDigg, orencour
agement ofRon Paul supporters on various Web sites to join Digg and vote up Ron
Paul stories. Saleem later noted (November 2007) that "Ron Paul submissions can
now get over 100 diggs inan hour" and that Shouting had exacerbated this problem.

Ron Paul's supporters responded throughout 2007 that more stories about their
candidate should have made the frontpageof Digg, and did not because theywere
hit by an anti-Ron Paul "bury brigade" (Jones, 2007). Mainstream online media
such as Wired.com had been reporting about possible "bury brigades," or organized
efforts tovote down avariety ofarticles posted onDigg (not justabout Ron Paul), for
several months (Cohen, 2007), and, ironically insofar as Ron Paul, Saleem had offered
screenshot "proof" ofbury brigades atwork, several months earlier (February 2007),
concluding that although Buries are "supposed tobeused toremove superfluous or
irrelevant content from Digg, themechanism isoften abused to remove useful and
insightful content by malicious users for self-serving and vindictive reasons."

Obama was recognized early on and throughout the primaries as the other
Internet candidate (Stirland, 2007; VanDenPlas, 2007) and inthegeneral election as the
Internet candidate, period (see Chapter 12, "New New Media and the Election of2008,"

for details and analysis). One observer at the end of August 2008 noticed multiple
stones about Obama on Digg "having over 2thousand votes on them and hundreds of
comments" (Gladkova, 2008), or easily being at the top of the front page. An article in
Business Week from the same time reported that "Obama's people may ask you to Digg
an article that is favorable to Obama or critical ofhis opponent" (Hoffman, 2008). But
interestingly, such reports stopped short of claiming that Obama's supporters had
outrightly gamed the system. ScottVanDenPlas's report from ayear earlier sums up the
enduring perception about the successes of Ron Paul and Barack Obama on Digg:
"Paul's surge seems to be more manufactured, based on rigging the democratic sys
tems of the web to return results favorable to the supported candidate. Obama's sup
port has more of an organic feel with power in numbers" (VanDenPlas, 2007).

But what is the difference between being asked "to Digg an article that is favor
able to Obama" (Hoffman, 2008) and "manipulation" of Digg (Sansone, 2007, about
Ron Paul)? As an alternative to the "Ron Paul gamed the system and Obama did not"
explanation of why Ron Paul's excellent showing on Digg bore such meager results
in the primaries while Obama's excellent showing on Digg correlated with his
getting the Democratic nomination and going on to win the election, let me offer a
hypothesis that has to do not with the ethics and sincerity of pro-Paul and pro-
Obama Diggers, but their ages.

Users must be 13 years of age to register on Digg, and registration is needed to
submit articles, Digg or Bury, comment, etc. The registration process, however, does
not insist on any proof of age, so it is asafe assumption that children under the age
of13 are submitting stories, Digging and so forth on Digg. But even ifthe 13-year-old
requirement were 100 percent honored, that would leave five years of people—ages
13 to 17—who could Digg stories but not vote in primary or general elections.

That discrepancy is probably the best place to start looking for why apolitical can
didate could do splendidly on Digg—have stories about him or her dominate the Digg
front pages—but fail, and by large margins, in actual elections. Socialmediatrader.com
reported that, in asnapshot analysis of Diggs on January 11, 2008, Ron Paul had the
greatest number of Diggs in popular or front-page stories—close to 3,000, some
50 percent more than the candidate with the second biggest number, Hillary Clinton
with close to 2,000. The other candidates were just hundreds of Diggs below Hillary
Clinton. Rudy Giuliani was third, Mike Gravel fourth, Dennis Kucinich fifth, Mike
Huckabee sixth—all ahead of Barack Obama, who had only the seventh greatest
number ofDiggs, alittle under 1,500, on front-page stories about him, on this day. John
McCain was in eighth place, with about ahundred fewer Diggs than Obama. This was
eight days after the January 3Iowa caucuses, in which Obama came in first for the
Democrats and Hillary third, while Ron Paul came in fourth or about midway in
the field ofRepublicans. In the January 8primary in New Hampshire, Clinton came in
first for the Democrats, McCain first for the Republicans and Ron Paul fifth. Clearly, the
January 11 Digg activity was already way out of synch with what was happening in
caucuses and primary voting booths, most especially concerning Ron Paul.



Was this because Ron Paul's supporters were already gaming Digg, while Barack
Obama's supporters were not, at least not at that point in the primaries? That may
have been a contributing factor, but let's look atthe discrepancy between Diggs and
the results in the primaries from another angle. Obama's campaign clearly worked
the "grassroots" well enough to win in Iowa and come in second in New Hampshire.
Ron Paul's campaign did poorly in both states. This means that Obama's campaign
galvanized afar greater number of people who caucused or voted, age 18 or above,
than did Ron Paul's campaign. Let's assume that a similar percentage of those
Obama andPaul voters—anywhere from o to 100 percent—found theirway to Digg,
orwere already on Digg at the time of the primaries. An alternate explanation to
Paul's supporters gaming or manipulating Digg isthat, in addition tothe 18 orolder
supporters, Ron Paul also had alarge number ofsupporters on Digg ages 13 through 17,
or even younger, and that theirs were the Diggs that lifted Ron Paul's articles so high
up on the front page.

Buthow was it that Barack Obama, the widelyacknowledged "youth" candi
date, aswe saw in Chapter 3about YouTube (see Wertheimer, 2008; Baird, 2008),
did not attract large numbers of 13- to 17-year-old supporters of his own to
Digg? The answer, I would suggest, is that Obama's campaign wisely focused on
people aged 18 to 30, who could go out and caucus orvote. Ron Paul's campaign
had no equivalent grassroots operation and did the best it could with extensive
Internet promotion, which reaches people below theage of18 as easily as people
above that voting age. Obama's Internet campaign, in otherwords, built on the
foundation of a powerful in-person campaign directed at potential voters and
partnered with it. Ron Paul's campaign started with the Internet and never got
beyond it.

No scientific statistics exist for the age of Digg users. But a poll reported in
September 2006 shows 5percent ofDigg users are between the ages of13 and 16,
22 percent ages 17-20, 28 percent ages 21-24, 20 percent ages 25-28, etc. (Ironic
Pentameter, 2006), which certainly indicates a tilt toward younger users and a
significant percentage (more than 5, less than 27 percent) of Diggers under 18.
Amore recent impression, widely shared (at least insofar as mental age), "is that
the average age of Digg users is about 15" (MacBeach, 2008).

I thus think there is sufficient reason to think that, as an alternative to the
"gaming" effect, or at least a more significant factor, the below voting-age of
Ron Paul's supporters on Digg resulted in his success on Digg and failure at the
polls. Obama's campaign concentrated from the outset on young voting-age
people, who helped propel him to first- andsecond-place finishes in the primaries
and eventually to a position on Digg almost as powerful as Ron Paul's and,
ultimately, to a revolutionary victory in the general election. Ron Paul, in con
trast, never succeeded off of Digg and the Internet. He was defeated in the
primaries not by the failure of gaming on Digg to translate into votes but
because Digg demographics had little correlation to the demographics and
views of American voters.

Ron Paul and the Older Media

The possible gaming by Ron Paul's supporters, and their likely young age, figured
in asimilar story off of Digg, in the older medium of television and its coverage of
the primary campaigns and debates.

ABC neglected to mention on at least oneoccasion thatRon Paul came in first in
its post-debate poll. It removed comments from Ron Paul supporters on its online
board and then proceeded to shut it down. And ABC also showed a lone Ron Paul
supporter before the Iowa caucus, in contrast to big crowds for Mitt Romney, when in
fact Ron Paul had big crowds of supporters, too (see Levinson, "Rating the News
Networks," 2007, for asummary of these and other network shortcomings in their
coverage ofRon Paul, with links). CNBC removed a post-debate poll that Ron Paul
won (Wastler, 2007; see also Levinson, "Open Letter to CNBC," 2007). Sean Hannity
denigrated Ron Paul's first-place finish in another post-debate poll on Fox, as due to
repeat dialing by a small number of supporters, in contrast to Alan Colmes, who
insisted on reporting Ron Paul's first-place result without spin (Hannity 85 Colmes,
2007; see also Levinson, "Hannity %Colmes Split," 2007).

Obama was generally spared such dismissive treatment by the old media, but
MSNBC's professional pollster Chuck Todd discounted Obama's success in apost-
debate poll on that cable network as due to his supporters dialing repeatedly on
cellphones in responding to the poll (Levinson, "Now Obama's Poll Results Are E
Denigrated," 2007).

Hannity may have had cellphones in mind, too, and he and Todd may have been
right that cellphones were themedium that propelled Paul and Obama tovictories in
the phone polls—but not because of repeat dialing or the same small number of sup
porters casting numerous phone votes. A15-year-old, after all, who cannot vote in a
primary, could respond via cellphone to apost-debate poll as easily as a25-year-old.
And although I would not put it past supporters of any candidate to cast repeated
votes in apost-debate poll, apparently that was not possible with the Fox texting poll
on October 22, 2007—I tried to vote twice, as a test to see what would happen, and
mysecond vote was notcounted. Ofcourse, I could have cast additional votes on dif
ferent phones or texted my friends to vote for my candidate on their phones. But the
explanation for Ron Paul's success inpost-debate phone polls may well be much the
same as for his success on Digg: some gaming and manipulation, no doubt, but
the younger-than-voting-age ofthe callers also was likely asignificant factor. Since
Obama did as well in the primaries as in post-debate polls, his success in the phone
polls requires no further explanation, though it is likely that under-voting-age people
cast phone votes for him as well.

Restricting phone polling to people 18 or over is no more appealing or easy to
accomplish than allowing only people 18 or older on Digg or any place else onthe
Web. The discrepancy between Ron Paul's success in the phone polls and his perform
ance in the primaries thus is probably best chalked up to unavoidable noise in the
phone poll system.
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The networks, however, would have done better tooffer such ananalysis, rather
than remove polls that showed Ron Paul winning and disparage his supporters
withoutproof.

Reddit, Fark, Buzzflash and Digg Alternatives
Digg is not the only user-generated headline news service on the Web. Some of the
niches ofnew new media are filled with solitary giants, such as Wikipedia inencyclope
dic reference and Twitter in microblogging, which dominate to the point ofbeing the
only real games in the global town. On the other hand, MySpace and Facebook, which
we will examine inthe next two chapters, have carved up the world ofsocial media into
two, titanic, competing spheres, much like the two superpowers in the Cold War.
YouTube issomewhere inbetween inthis continuum, closer toWikipedia and Twitter
in dominating the video field but with competition from such sites as the Daily
Motion, Blip.tv and Metacafe, as well as cable networks such as MSNBC and CNN,
which increasingly put up videos from their shows on their own sites, and sites such as
Hulu and tv.com, which post episodes from television. Ifwe place Wikipedia and
Twitter on the extreme left ofacontinuum, representing no competition, and MySpace
and Facebook on the extreme right, representing competition between two giants,
then YouTube could be placed on the left, about 10 percent to the right ofWikipedia
and Twitter. Digg might be placed somewhere in the middle, about equidistant from
Wikipedia and Twitter on the left, and MySpace and Facebook on the right

Reddit is the most Digg-like ofthe Digg alternatives. Readers submit stories just
as on Digg and vote them up or down. Readers also make comments, which can be
voted up or down. Stories that receive the requisite net number of"up"votes make the
front page. As ofDecember 2008, Reddit was second to Digg as the most popular new
new media news site—though Reddit's Alexa ranking was 5,122, way below Digg's 294.

Fark represents the least new new media of reader-driven online news listings.
Although any reader can submit an article with alink, Fark's editors choose which
articles make its front pages. Very few are selected. As ofFebruary 2009, only three
of my hundreds of submissions made the Fark front page: a blog post I wrote
about Dennis Kucinich wanting the voting age lowered to 16 (I think it should be
lowered to 14), avideo clip from my appearance on the History Channel afew years
ago in which I talked about the history of science fiction, and a review of an
episode of"Life on Mars", which Ititled "'Life on Mars' Meets Itself on TV." Alarge
part of what drives Fark's selections is humor, in particular, clever headlines—I'm
sure part of the reason my "'Life on Mars' Meets Itself on TV" review was chosen
was because it was published on my Infinite Regress blog (two video cameras
pointing at each other is one way of producing avisual infinite regress).

Articles that do not make theFark front page—Fark says "less than 5percent"
(2009), and in my experience that's been less than 1percent—are made available to
the "Total Fark" community, which can extensively comment on these articles. But

the only people who can see such articles and comments are members ofTotal
Fark, and this membership is available only via paid subscription. So, in sum, Fark
does draw on stories submitted by readers and in that sense is anew new medium,
but its editorial selection (rather than reader selection) and its charging for Total
Fark membership (rather than being free) is decidedly old media in approach.

Buzzflash differs in several important ways, the most significant ofwhich is that
Buzzflash is directed to a"progressive" political audience. Although it can and does
publish links to items that may be antiprogressive—or, at the very least, critical of
Barack Obama, for example, from both the left and the right—these are usually
attacked in the commentary and not "flashed" to the front page. Buzzflash can thus
be considered the new new media equivalent ofThe New Republic, The Nation and
other progressive news and commentary magazines.

Buzzflash also differs from Digg in providing two ways to get to the front page
One works much like Digg, with users "flashing" stories they like and commenting
upon them. Stories with the requisite number of flashes—usually 25 in 24 hours, in
contrast to Digg, which requires at the very least hundreds (Reddit is in the middle')—
ascend to the front page. But Buzzflash editors can also select astory for another front
page-BuzzHash.com, in contrast to BuzzHash.net—and in this way the Buzzflash
operation seeks togetthebest ofboth old and new new media worlds.

Given that the very purpose of Digg, Reddit and the other headline-ranking
services is to vote news stories up or down, it is not surprising that they often post
stories about themselves and each other and proceed to rank them, as well, in a
fiercely partisan way.

Astory on the front page ofReddit on December 25,2008—in the top 20, in fact,
with 3,378 up votes and 1,170 down votes for anet of 2,258 "points," as well as 843 com
ments—was titled "So Who Else Here Left Digg for Reddit?" (ILeftDiggforReddit,
2008). The gist ofthe comments was that Digg was terrible and Reddit was wonderful,'
and Reddit had either already buried or soon would bury Digg.

The first comment read, "First digg. Then both. Then reddit. Nothing against
diggers, it's the bots, having to have to randomly add so many friends to get your
content on the front page." The second comment read, "The first rule ofReddit
is to tell other intelligent people about Reddit. The second rule ofReddit is to tell
stupid people about digg." And so on.

But Reddit's far worse Alexa ranking of 5,122, in comparison to Digg's 294,
mentioned above, told adifferent story—a helpful reminder, though we should not
need one, that democratically selected news media provide no presumptions
of truth. Indeed, StumbleUpon, another Digg-like system, has an Alexa ranking
of 811—much better than Reddit's—but StumbleUpon features many community
applications and is as much like MySpace as it is like Digg. (See Bennett, 2009, for
more onthese and other alternate Digg systems.)

We turn now to two social media whose rankings in Alexa are beyond dispute,
except insofar as one could be apoint or two higher or lower than the rankings indi
cated. But both are inthe top 10: MySpace at 7and Facebook at 5.



CHAPTER

MySpace

AXL MEDIA, NEW AND OLD, ARE INTRINSICALLY SOCIAL. EVEN
ancient hieroglyphics required at least two people to work—one to write, one to read-
as does all communication. Aword spoken or written to oneself, unheard or unseen by
anyone, may be just as real as the proverbial tree falling in aforest with no one around,
but it is not communication.

New new media all heighten the crucial social aspect of communication.
Wikipedia and Digg would be unworkable without groups of editors and Diggers,
and ablog with no comments would technically still be ablog but much more
like an online magazine or newspaper than a blog. We could say that a blog
without comments is more like a new medium than a new new medium. Old
media such as printed newspapers, of course, publish letters to the editor, but
these enjoy amuch smaller role in the daily life of a newspaper than do com
ments in a blog.

Some new new media, however, go beyond relying on social networks for their
operation. Unlike Wikipedia, which requires groups of people to write and edit, there
is a species of new new media with the very purpose of creating and developing
social networks. Such media may and do offer blogging and YouTube-like storage
and dissemination of videos, but their primary purpose is neither to inform nor
entertain but to enable people to connect for whatever purpose.

Enter the new new media realm ofsocial media, dominated by MySpace and
Facebook.

The Irresistible Appeal of "Friends"
MySpace was launched in August 2003 by Brad Greenspan (then CEO of e-Universe)
and Tom Anderson, Chris DeWolfe and Josh Berman, also with e-Universe. MySpace
built upon the social dynamics of America OnLine, CompuServe, message boards,
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forums and computer conferencing (see Levinson, 1985 and 1997; Ryan, 2008;
Vedro, 2007, for details), but Greenspan saw the key new new media value, as did
Friendster (2002), of not charging for accounts. Rupert Murdoch's News Corp.
purchased MySpace for $580 million in July 2005, and it currently is one ofthe
two behemoths of online social media (along with Facebook) with more
than 300 million accounts. Some number of these are different accounts used
by the same people, but the number still dwarfs the populations ofmost coun
tries in the world and may or may not trump Facebook, which as of February
2009 claims some 170 million "active" users (and which we will examine in the
next chapter).

MySpace's tagline—the equivalent of The New York Times' "all the news
that's fit toprint" or Fox News' "fair and balanced"—is "a place for friends." Is that
slogan any more truthful? Is it as accurate adescription ofMySpace as "broadcast
yourself" is for YouTube, which, as we saw in Chapter 3, is accurate indeed? As we
also saw earlier, The New York Times' classic blurb, on its front page since 1897,
disguises the fact that what gets into its pages is not all the news that's fit to print
but all the news that the editors at The New York Times deem fit to print. Fox's
1998 slogan is more subjective and thus less easy to refute—what, exactly, does
"fair" mean—but no one except Fox would characterize its lineup ofanchors and
commentators as "balanced" between left and right, or even Democratic versus
Republican points of view.

And what of"Friends" on MySpace? As we saw with "Friends" on Digg (Chapter 5),
a purely online friend has only one significant thing in common with offline,
in-person friends—a sharing ofone ormore keen interests. Otherwise, I recall the
response I received shortly after I joined MySpace in 2005 and invited someone
with tastes in science fiction very similar to mine to be Friends. "Uh, are we, like,
going to hang out," he replied, sarcastically. I apologized, and I said Iregretted that
the invitation to be a"Friend" implied aconnection that went far beyond acoinci
dence of interest in science fiction.

The problem of not really being afriend to your "Friends" on MySpace or any
online system goes far deeper than whether I, in my real identity ofPaul Levinson,
can be online Friends with you, in your real identity. What would you do ifyou got
a"Friend request" from Socrates, Aristotle, or "Sawyer" or "Kate" (characters on the
TV series "Lost")? One advantage of such arequest is that you would presumably
immediately know you were not receiving aFriend request from the real Socrates.
But what if you received a request from someone with a historical or fictitious
name you did not recognize?

"Sierra Waters" is a lead character in my published works "The Plot to Save
Socrates" (2006) and "Unburning Alexandria" (2008). I established accounts under her
name onMySpace and Facebook in2008. Itwas crystal clear to anyone who looked at
the profile pages for Sierra that she was acharacter in my novels. Nonetheless, Ireceived
more than one email from men on MySpace—or accounts with male names—asking
"Sierra" for sexual favors.
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"Cyberbullying" on MySpace
The capacity of any user to take on a completely false identity—false not only in
name but also in gender and age—opens up all kinds of possibilities for abusive
and dangerous behaviors. As wewill see in Chapter11, "TheDarkSideof NewNew
Media," no medium—old or new—is immune to abusive, dangerous and criminal
uses, and in that chapter we will examine some of the misuses and abuses that
arise from false identities and other aspects of new new media, some seemingly
innocuous, others actuallyvery useful to users not intent on crime. But the Lori
Drew"cyberbullying" caseis so intrinsically an example of what can go verywrong
on MySpace—how a social medium canbe used to kill or can resultin a"Friend's"
death—that we will consider that perversion of a social medium right here.

To begin with, the Lori Drew case was not a straightforward instance of
cyberstalking, in whichsomeone, usually with a false name and picture,befriends
someone else on MySpace—usually a vulnerable, young teenage girl—with the
goal of arranginga meeting with this new friend, in person, for whatever nefari
ous purpose.The remedy for this sort of cyberstalking is to never meet a person
face to face whomyou knowonly online,unless it is in a verypublic, safe place.

Nor wasthis a typical caseof cyberbullying, in which one or more people harass
an individual for the purposeof embarrassing, ridiculing, or humiliating the victim
(see Chapter 11).

The Lori Drew cyberbullying instance was something different, although it
occurred because of the same inability of anyone to know who their online Friends
reallyare,unless they alreadyknowthem offline.

The background of the case is as follows: According to Lori Drew, a 49-year-old
mother,her 13-year-old neighbor, Megan Meier, was spreading nasty rumors about
Drew's daughter. Lori Drewexacted revenge. She created the false MySpace identity
of"Josh Evans" on MySpace and there befriended Megan Meier. "Josh" pretendedto
fall in love with Megan. And when the 13-year-old was convinced of "his" love,
Josh/Lori had email sent to Megan which said "the world would be a better place
without you." Megan, whosuffered from depression, hung herself(Masterson, 2008).

Local prosecutorswere unable to get an indictment against Drew in Missouri,
where she and Megan Meier lived. But federal prosecutors were able to indict
her in Los Angeles (headquarters of News Corp/Fox, which owns MySpace) on
three counts of illegally accessing computers (misdemeanors) and one felony
count of conspiracy under the Computer Fraud and AbuseAct. The jury found her
guiltyof the first three, lesser charges.

As Kim Zenterpointed out in Wired.com (November 26,2008), the prosecution
was based on a "novel" equation of the use of MySpace to harass (in violationof its
"terms-of-service" agreement) and "hacking" as prohibited under the federal law.
Although MySpace supported the prosecution, numerous legal experts and civil
libertarians objected (Zenter, May15,2008), and althoughI almostalways agreewith
them (see my"Flouting ofthe FirstAmendment," 2005), in this case I didnot. I think

the verdict, even for just the misdemeanors, created an important precedent. Using
false identifies for fun, role-playing and nondeceptive commercial activity is fine.
But using afalse identity to abuse someone—especially an adult abusing achild-
would be harassment not protected under the First Amendment. (A federal judge in
July 2009 announced his intention ofoverturning the verdict, but I still think the
conviction was warranted; seeZavis, 2009.)

In terms of new new media: These systems empower us in all ways, including a
parent's very wrong acting out of understandable anger at anyone, including some
one else's child, who is causing any grief to her child. Therefore, we as asociety
need to create whatever obstacles we can to prevent, stop and punish any acting on
this anger through the easy, powerful avenues ofnew new orwhatever media.

In some ways the most disturbing part ofwhat happened to Megan Meier is that
she did not fall prey to "traditional" cyberstalking—she did not die because she fool
ishly met an online friend in person at some private place. Indeed, she did nothing
wrong or foolish at all—other than falling in love with a"boy" on MySpace.

What can we do to protect our children from this kind ofpotentially deadly abuse?
Other than keeping them offline completely or forbidding them to be "Friends"

with anyone they do not already know—neither of which is likely to succeed in
practice—the only remedy is to hold adults accountable, as the jury did with Lori Drew.

But children can also be abusive to other children on MySpace and elsewhere
online, and, in the end, there is no law or enforcement that can completely protect us
from our worst instincts, expressed in new new media, old media or anyplace else.

New New Media Provide Medicine
for Cyberbullying
Within a few days after I posted a blog on MySpace about Megan's awful story
(Levinson, 2008), I received amessage from apublicist, alerting me to asong that
had just been written and released, "Shot with aBulletless Gun" by the Truth on
Earth band. The song begins, "I try to explain what itfeels like when you're shot in
the back of your mind with abulletless gun by akid that you don't even hardly
know..." (written by band members Serena, Kiley and Tess).

The band put up aWeb page, http://truthonearthband.com/bg, which, in addi
tion to an MP3 ofthe song and its lyrics, has a link to where you can "Read Facts
about Cyber Bullying." The band consists ofthree teenaged sisters. Their musical
influences include "Crosby, Stills and Nash, Creedence Clearwater, Lynyrd Skynyrd,
Jethro lull, Eric Clapton and Santana"; their social influences include Martin
Luther King, Jr., and Mahatma Gandhi.

Truth on Earth says its "main goal is to raise consciousness to alevel where, over
time, everyone can become part ofthe solutions instead ofjust living the experience
of the problems."



I would saythe band is an example of newnewmediaproviding a remedy for
its own worst ills—in this case, cyberbullying. It's not a cure but a medicine that
might help keep this abuse of new new media in check by alerting people to its
dangers. (See "MySpace Music," below, and Chapter 10 ofthis book for more onthe
Truth on Earth band and podcasting.)

MySpace as One-Stop Social Media Cafeteria
Withmost new new media systems, the question of the purpose of the system—
what the newnewmedium does—is easily answered. Wikipedia is an encyclopedia,
Digg is a headline news service, YouTube shows videos and Blogspot (obviously)
hosts blogs. We could say that thepurpose ofMySpace isto bring people together—
hence its designation as a social medium—but it also serves a different purpose,
profoundly different from all other new new media, with thepartial exception ofthe
other bigsocial medium,Facebook.

Thatdifferent purpose isnotjustone aspect or function—in fact, it is the smor
gasbord multiplicity ofMySpace, which gives itsmembers asingle place orplatform
fromwhich to engage in a wide variety ofnewnewmedia activities. These include
private messages, bulletins or group messaging to all of one's MySpace Friends,
blogging, posting ofphotographs, videos and music, IM'ing and groups devoted to
common interests.

Thepostings of photographs, videos, music, and text of various sorts appear on
theMySpace member's "Profile" page, which serves asacyber calling card orone-stop
advertisement on behalfofthe user's vanity, social status, or onlineand offline profes
sional pursuits. In the following sections, weexamine MySpace Profiles aspromoters
of music and poetry.

MySpace Music and New New Media
MySpace's "music pages" are especially revolutionary. The traditional path to
becoming a successful recording artist was to come to the attention of a record
company's "A $ R" people—"Artist andRepertoire"—which could happen ata live
performance or by sending your "demos" (demonstration recordings) to the
record company. The concert was usually the preferred method, because it gave
the record company a way of gauging the public's interest in the potential
recording artist.

The"music pages" on MySpace, initiated in 2005, offered a different approach:
Set upanaccount onMySpace, onaspecial kind ofpage, which showcased MP3S of
your music. Invite people on and offMySpace to come over and listen—for free.
Build up your Friends list. And when the time was right, let a record company
know about all the excitement your music page was generating.

This can now beseen as a classic new new media approach: The musician, the
potential recording artist orgroup, need no longer rely onan agent toget into aclub
and on the club to book the musician for aperformance, just so arecord company
can see what impact the artist has on the audience. The recording artist, instead,
can create aclub orplace for performance right on MySpace and thereby eliminate
several levels of middlemen or experts.

Indeed, in September 2006, this elimination of experts went even further,
when MySpace teamed with "SNOCAP," an online jukebox offering free samples
ofyour music, with apurchase option for the full recording, at the price you set
(Arrington,2006).

MySpace music pages accommodate a wide array of genres. The following
recording artists all have active MySpace music pages asofDecember 2008.1 have
also played their music on my podcast, Light On Light Through, and this has given
me the opportunity to get to know alittle more about these artists than one might
find just by reading their publicity. MySpace has figured prominently in our pro
fessional relationships.

I first heard themusic ofNorth Carolinian Ebony Moore when she contacted me
inNovember 2006—not on MySpace—and asked me to listen to her music Ihad just
started my Light On Light Through podcast and thought Ebony's "Make It Count"
would make agreat song toplay onan episode. I played itonmy November 25,2006,
"Every Eye's aCamera, Every Ear's aMike" episode (which has received more than 1,100
listens as ofDecember 2008) and encouraged Ebony to get aMySpace music page to
help promote her music She setup a MySpace page on November 28, 2006. As of
December 2008, her page has had more than 110,000 views. Ebony characterizes her
music as "alternative/Christian" (I would say itis also amix ofpop and soul).

James Harris lives inBirmingham, England, and sounds alot like Paul McCartney
inthe early Beatles orGerry Marsden ofGerry and the Pacemakers' "Ferry Cross the
Mersey" fame (the 1964 hit record is considered partofthe"British invasion" of music
inthe United States—the group was managed by Brian Epstein, the Beatles' manager,
and, like the Beatles, came from Liverpool). James's first and still current account on
MySpace—he currently has at leastsix, to accommodate different mixes ofhis music
was established on November 26, 2006, coincidentally just two days before Ebony
Moore created her MySpace page. I did not know James or his music until he later
befriended me on MySpace, inJanuary 2007. As soon as Iheard his "Tonya McCreary," I
knew Iwanted to play iton Light On LightThrough, and Iincluded itinmy February u,
2007, episode, "How to Research Ancient History for Science Fiction" (which has
received more than 4,100 listens as ofDecember 2008). I subsequently played James's
"Walking On Air" on my April 15,2007, episode, "Four Imus Fallacies," in which Ipro
vided reasons that"Imus in theMorning," fired forracist comments onradio andtele
vision, did notbelong back on the air. (As was the case with Ebony Moore's "Make It
Count" and James Harris's "Tonya McCreary," the subject ofthe podcast had nothing to
dowith thelyrical theme ofthesong.) The "Imus Fallacies" podcast has received more
than 1,200 listens as ofDecember 2008. James recorded a"cover" version ofmy 1969



song"Looking for Sunsets (Inthe Early Morning)" (from my 1972 album"Twice Upon a
Rhyme") in the fall of 2007. It appears on his"JamesHarris,n" page on MySpace, estab
lished September 10,2007, andwhichhas morethan 5,500 views as of December2008.
James'smain MySpace page has more than 105,000views.

We already encountered the Truth on Earth band as an example of the Internet's
self-generatedmedicine or antibodies for the dangers of cyberbullying. Serena,Kiley
and Tess—the three sisters who comprise the band—address many other pressing,
compellingproblems that afflict our world,offline as well as online, including home
less people, child abuse and even the deception of mass media in their "Media
Relationship" song. As mentioned previously, the band says its musical ancestors
range from Crosby, Stillsand Nash to Santana,but I would add, because of the topi
cal cutting edge and relevance of their lyrics, that the band also writes and sings in
the protest music tradition of Dylan, Phil Ochs, and Peter,Paul and Mary—and in
the more current genre of Steve Earle and HollyNear. In Chapter10,"Podcasting,"
I describeand discuss in step-by-stepfashion howl produced Episode 55 of LightOn
Light Through about "Cyberbullying and a Remedy" in December 2008, which
featured "Shot with a Bulletless Gun" by Truth on Earth and a 20-minute interview
with the three sisters conducted via Skype (phone call over the Internet). Unlike the
"variety show" approaches of the podcasts with Ebony Moore's and James Harris's
songs—inwhich,as indicated above,the music was not related to the subjects of the
podcasts—the music and the general topic of the "Cyberbully" Truth on Earth
episode of LightOn LightThrough were pieces of a same theme.

Truth on Earth's MySpace page was established on April 17, 2008—some nine
months before the group's publicist contacted me—and had 5,100 views as of
December 2008.The band participates in just about everynew new medium consid
ered in this book,with pages and accounts on YouTube (twovideos as of December
2008), Twitter,Facebook (a"Fan"page), a blog on Blogspot and several social media
not discussed here, including "I Like." Their music is for sale on Amazon and
iTunes—70 percent of the money they make goes to social causes. (EbonyMoore's
is also available for sale on those two and many other online venues; some of
James's music is on iTunes.)

EbonyMoore, James Harrisand the Truth on Earthband havenot, as of February
2009, broken into the mainstream. But MySpace's music pages can claim credit for
severalartists that made the leap from new new to old media, and, indeed, you may
alreadyknow.

Kate Nash, a native of Dublin,Ireland,started her MySpace page on February18,
2006.Shethen "found a manager for herself before proceeding to look for producers
for her music"(Wikipedia, 2009). Her first single,produced in Iceland,had a limited
1,000-copy release in 2006.Meanwhile, her MySpace fan base grew. Her page as of
February 2009 has more than 12 millionviews. Her songshavebeen listenedto more
than 20 million times. She has more than 200,000 "Fans"(musicians on MySpace can
have "Fans" as well as "Friends"). And her "Made of Bricks" album went "platinum"
(soldone millioncopies) and hit No. 1 in the United Kingdomin 2007.

Londoner Lily Allen "created an account on MySpace and began posting
demos in November 2005" (Wikipedia, 2009). She attracted fans and mainstream
press interest, notably a piece in the UK's Guardian (Sawyer, 2006). Her single
*|Smile" was No. 1in the United Kingdom afew months later, and her album
"Alright, Still" has sold more than 3.3 million copies. She had 450,000 MySpace
Friends as of February2009.

Sean Kingston, born Kisean Anderson in Miami, Florida, raised in Kingston,
Jamaica, used MySpace to ignite his musical career in aslightly different way. "I hit
him up eight times aday. Kept hittin' him up eight times aday for, like, four weeks.
And it worked," Kingston (2007) explained. The "him" was Jonathan J. R. Rottem, a
record producer with aMySpace account, and Kingston "hit him up" with messages
from his own MySpace account, started July 7,2007. Kingston has had No. 1songs
in the U.S., Canada and Australia (Wikipedia, 2009).

The MySpace stories ofEbony Moore, James Harris and Truth on Earth—artists
still struggling to break through—are far more common than those ofKate Nash, Lily
Allen and Sean Kingston. More than eight million music pages competed for atten
tion on MySpace as ofJanuary 2008 (Techradar, 2008). But the fact that Nash, Allen,
Kingston and arelative handful ofother singers and musicians have succeeded due to
their MySpace pages is what makes all the difference and shows the mettle and
potential ofnew new media inbreaking out ofthe top-down old media confines of
the music business. (See also Chapter 3for YouTube music success stories.)

MySpace Poetry
Ititled this section "MySpace Poetry," not as alyrical way of describing arelationship
orsome kind ofwriting one might find onMySpace, but tocall attention toause of
MySpace blogs by aself-selected group of poets (all truly new new media producers
are self-selected).

Lance Strate is a colleague at Fordham University—in fact, as Chair of the
Department of Communication and Media Studies in 1998, Lance first brought me to
teach at Fordham. We are friends as well as colleagues—both graduates of New York
University's Media Ecology Ph.D. program, where we both studied under Neil
Postman at different times—and, in those capacities, we talked frequently about new
new media and their impact. Indeed, as Imentioned in the Preface to this book, it was
during adiscussion I was having with Lance in the fall of 2007 when I was Chair,
about the unsuitability of the name "new media" for one of our major tracks of study,'
that Irealized the name "new new media" would be much better to describe blogging,'
YouTube, Wikipedia, MySpace, Facebook and Twitter.

Lance had joined MySpace just afew months earlier, after ayear or so ofcasual
discussion with me about the value of MySpace for promoting scholarly groups.
(Lance was then also president ofthe Media EcologyAssociation, agroup he and Iand
several others founded in 1998.) One early evening inJuly 2007—Lance and I were



teaching graduate classes that summer—Lance walked into my office and said some
thing along thelines of"Ifinally did it"Hewas referring toablog hehadjuststarted,
on July 4, 2007, on MySpace. Unlike another blog Lance had earlier started on
Blogspot (also under my coaxing), Lance told methatthis blog onMySpace was likely
to consist of his poetry.

Lance had never published anypoetry before. In the field of poetry, he is an
epitome of the nonprofessional new new media producer. As of December 2008,
Lance had published 150 poems on his MySpace blog. They had received more
than 13,000 comments and more than 66,500 views from hundreds of Friends,
most ofwhom also have poetry blogs on MySpace. Some, suchas Larry Kuechlin,
also have published "chap books" oftheirpoetry—real books madeof paper, which
can be purchased on Amazon.

In January 2009, Lance and several of his colleague MySpace poets took
another kind of step from MySpace to real space, or from the realmof newnew
media to the world of old media or the world at large. They announced the
creation of "NeoPoiesis Press...an independent publisher whose main goal is to
print and promote outstanding poets, writers, and artists whose work reflects the
creative drive and spirit of the new electronic media environment" (NeoPoiesis,
2009). The NeoPoiesis page has a beautiful picture of softlong grass growing up
through typewriter keys—the union of new viral media (grass spreads on its own)
and old ways of producing words (the typewriter)—and lists as its partners
(MySpace profile names noted in parentheses): "Erin Badough (Ciannait), David
Conroy (david), Si Philbrook (Si), Amanda Pierce (Amanda), Lance Strate (Lance
Strate) and Dale Winslow (Blackbird)." Lance told me that Blackbird made the
picture, and he came up with the name NeoPoiesis. The dual listing of MySpace
and real-life names is indicative, like the picture, of the mixing of new and old
media, which typifies an increasing numberof newnewmediaactivities.

The general pattern isthis: (1) New new media arise as alternatives tonew and old
media, as blogging didto newspapers printed and online, YouTube didto television,
Wikipedia did to printed encyclopedias, etc (2) New new media create groups, busi
nesses andproducts thatgoback to the old media, offline world andachieve success
there, asTucker Max did when he put his blogposts into a best-selling book (2006),
YouTube didwithitsvideos increasingly shown on broadcast and cable television, and
perhaps NeoPoiesis Press will dofor itsbooks ofpoetry, writing and art.

MySpace "Bones": Cooperation Between
Old Media Narratives and New New Media

The love/hate relationship between old and new new media thatwe first noticed in
Chapter 2about blogging frequently flares insocial media. MySpace and Facebook are
justifiably targeted by broadcast and print media as havens for predators—though

what group of hundreds of millions of people would not have some number of
psychos and criminals in their midsts—and Facebook was mentioned as an unhealthy
escape from the real world on "The Sarah Connor Chronicles" (see Chapter 2). These
would be examples ofthe hate or dislike side ofthe equation.

On the love or appreciation side, we have another example in the case of"The
Glowing Bones in the Old Stone House," or Episode 20 in the second season of
"Bones" on Fox TV in the spring of 2007. The murder victim, achef, had aMySpace
page with videos ofher restaurant, and this figures in the investigation. In the special
commentary on the DVD that was later released, Stephen Nathan (writer), Caleb
Deschanel (father of the lead actress, Emily Deschanel, and director of this episode)
and Emily explain that the producers uploaded the restaurant videos to MySpace five
weeks before the episode, as away of generating interest in the episode. This was a
savvy move—what better way ofcreating buzz than putting elements ofafictional
television story on areal social medium and in turn presenting that social medium
as part of the story.

The avatar social medium of Second Life, which we will visit in Chapter 9,
played an even more integral part in an old medium television story, when CBS's
fictional "CSI-NY" agents entered Second Life to pursue someone who killed a
Second Life denizen, in real life, in a case ofcyberstalking—that is, the flesh-and-
blood person who in this fictional television story was animating the Second Life
avatar. Viewers were "encouraged to join Second Life and investigate the case by
following alink on the CBS Web site," as Duncan Riley explains in "CSI: NY Comes
To Second Life Wednesday" (2007).

MySpace and Facebook have also been enlisted by broadcast media, such as Fox
and CNN, which have set up pages on both systems for their reporters as away of
hearing from the public, or at least the growing percentage of the public that spends
time online. Don Lemon, aCNN reporter and weekend anchor, has accounts on both
social media as well as Twitter, and regularly works responses from online "Friends"
and "Followers" into his weekend news coverage.

Facebook is an especially useful place to do this, because it has developed an
edge over MySpace as a vehiclefor socialcauses.
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Secret Service, of James Bond fame—was using Facebook as a recruitment tool
(Havenstein, 2008). Ads on Facebook stated the following, "A career in world
events? Help influence world events, protect the UK. Operational officer. Roles:
collecting and analyzingglobal intelligence."

Facebook is a logicalplace for such ads. It not only has more than 170 million
activeusers—likely now more than MySpace (which does not publicly distinguish
between active and inactive users) and definitely much faster growing (Nakashima,
2009)—but has roots in the college community that still shape and nurture its
pages. What better place than just out of college to recruitthe nextrealJames Bond
or Emma Peel?

What is the difference between Facebook and MySpace? A Friend on both
systems—apurely online friend, whom I have not met in person—recently asked
me which system I preferred. He said he found it "strangely displeasing" to have
active accounts on both systems—answer messages, post status reports, etc.—and
wasthinking of leaving either MySpace or Facebook.

I told him that this was a tough question—that, a while ago,I had had the same
irritation in tending to my comments, messages and Friends on both systems, but
that I had now become comfortable with both and enjoyed the pursuit of both
systems because theyprovided different services for me.

MySpace vs. Facebook: Subjective Differences
Some of these differences arise from what I call the "first love syndrome," found
not only in what we most like in online systems but in movies, television shows
and novels. The principle is that we most lovewhat we first experience. People who
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read the "Lord of the Fungs" trilogy before seeing the movies may well have enjoyed
the movies but thought the novels were better, giving the definitive treatment of
the epic. On the other hand, people who first saw the movies thought the novels
were good but sometimes meandered. Some people who saw the movies did not
even finish the novels. Ihave taken no formal survey, but conversations with many
people over the years about which they preferred, book or movie, movie or televi
sion show ofthe same story, convince me that what people most prefer is what
they first encountered and loved.

My Facebook account goes back to 2004. In those days, only people with .edu
email addresses could get accounts on Facebook, and most of the people on
Facebook were students at colleges and universities. My son was an early Facebook
enthusiast; he was a student at Harvard, where Facebook was launched by Mark
Zuckerberg, also a student, on February 4, 2004. I was able to join because, as a
Fordham University professor, I had an .edu email address. But I rarely used my
Facebook account. This was because other than my son, whom Iwas easily in touch
with via phone and email, and my students, whom I also was in touch with via
email and, if they currently were my students, in the classroom, there was no one
else I was interested in communicating with on Facebook in 2004.

This brings to light a second, important subjective principle in the evaluation of
online systems and communities: Whatever their objective differences and advantages,
their ultimate value is the good they do for each individual user's needs. Ifyou have
100 people you want to be in touch with in agiven online community, you obviously
will find that community better, or ofgreater value, than would I, if I had interest in
only a few people in thatcommunity.

I joined MySpace in May 2005, on the recommendation of one of my
students at Fordham. She had heard me lecture about how to get publicity for
authors and suggested that MySpace might be a good place for me to promote
my books.

But I could find no one that I knew other than her when I first logged on
and did not return to MySpace until February 2006, when my science fiction
novel "The Plot to Save Socrates" was published. I immediately began search
ing for people whose interests included "science fiction" or, better, "time
travel." Within afew days, I had about 20 Friends—all people ofwhom I had no
knowledge whatsoever in the offline, real world. Some of these people con
tinue to be my Friends on MySpace to this day—I now have some 6,000. They
comment on my MySpace blogs and my profile page, send me messages and
invitations to their blogs, and wish me Happy Halloween and Thanksgiving.
About 40 or 50 have purchased my books over the years, but that is no longer
the main reason Ivalue their online "friendship." Rather, I feel as if we are part
of a community—one that comments on political issues, on television shows
and movies we have seen—a community even though, with just a handful of
exceptions, we have never met.
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MySpace vs. Facebook: Objective Differences
Whenmy MySpace Friend wrote to me—on MySpace—asking whetherI preferred
MySpace or Facebook, I realized that there was an objective difference, at leastfor
me, between the two systems: Facebook has a much higher ratio of real-life friends
than does MySpace.

Facebook's origins as a way for college students to "meet" each other—see
what they look like, what their interests are—without having to physically meet
has shaped the growth of its online communities. Atfirst, the communities con
sisted of students who could easily meet in person if they wanted, because they
were attending the same college. Whether the students alreadyknew each other
before meeting on Facebook, or met in person after meeting on Facebook, the
result was the same: an online community directly grounded in the real world.
Subsequently, as Facebook grewto be a competitorof MySpace, with 170 million
active users, this real-world grounding continued even as it went far beyond
students.

Currently on Facebook, I am "friends" with both of my children, all nine of
my nephews and nieces, and about five other members of my extended family.
I am also "friends" with at least 150former and current students, 30 professors at
Fordham and other universities that I know in person, and at least 20 other peo
ple I do real businesswith,as an author,guest on radio shows, etc.Add to that at
least another 100 authors and podcasters whom I know moderately to very well
offline—several are good friends—and at least a dozen or more old friends from
various times of my life.All of these friends known in real life or offline activities
and relationships account for about a quarter of my current 2,000 Friends on
Facebook.

In contrast, I know at most perhaps 100 of the 6,000 Friends I have on
MySpace.

MySpace has another objective difference from Facebook: MySpace allows
users to decorate their profile pages with all the colors, images and sounds
available through HTML (much like an independent blog page), in contrast to
Facebook, which permits only plain text and links on its profile pages. But the
most significant feature on both social systems is not the Profile page but the
Friend.

Facebook Friends as a Knowledge-Base
Resource

Facebook and MySpace both have"statusbars," which,as in the caseof Twitter (see
nextchapter) are usually usedto tell the onlineworldwhatyou are thinking,doing
or feeling. Theycan also be used to ask questions when you can't otherwise find
the answers on the Web. The nature of the Friendship base on Facebook—in my

case, as aprofessor, a fair number of former and current students—is especially
conducive to thissortofknowledge acquisition.

Here's an example:

In the week ofNovember 17,2008, Keith Olbermann and Rachel Maddow were
unaccountably absent from their MSNBC "Countdown" and "Rachel Maddow"
shows. No explanation at all was given for Olbermann's absence; David Shuster
simply said he was filling infor Olbermann. Maddow started each ofher shows with
an announcement that her replacements—Arianna Huffington (founder of The
Huffington Post) the first night, Allison Stewart the second night—would be taking
her place that night. The substitutes said at the end ofeach ofRachel Maddow's
shows that she would be back "soon."

Not only was there was no announcement on MSNBC, but I couldn't find
much about this on the Web, other than someone else (Arnold, 2008) who also was
wondering what had happened to the two. I'd assumed they were on some sort of
vacations, but...

Iposted aquestion in my "Status" on Facebook, and, sure enough, Mike Plugh,
one ofmy most brilliant and knowledgeable former students, came back with an
answer (see Levinson, "Where Have Olbermann and Maddow Disappeared
To?", 2008):

Vacation. They ran straight through the election without abreak and Ithink Rachel
is on the Air America Cruise with some lucky listeners. Olbermann may be in his
basement hitting rewind and play on the Ben Affleck impression at "SNL"

Mike not only answered my question with style, he also provided an important les
son inthe value ofnew new media as sources ofinformation. When old media fail
to keep us posted, and old-fashioned searches for information on the Web fail to
give us answers, the new new media and its principle of readers becoming writers
and providers ofinformation sometimes can give us the answers we seek. In this
sense, Facebook and MySpace go one step further than Wikipedia, by turning the
whole new new media world into one big encyclopedia, in which any one of your
online Friends can write the answer toyour question.

Facebook Friends as Real-Time Knowledge
Resources

I am on Facebook right now, November 21,2008, as Iwrite this. James Winston, a
Facebook Friend whom I have never met inperson, asked me ifhe could ask me
a question or two for a paper he is writing. James is a graduate student in
Communication and Media Studies at Northern Illinois University.

Hisquestion was about "information overload"—did I think theWeb was con
tributing to it, and did Ithink higher education was doing agood job in teaching
students how to cope with it?



I replied that I do not think"overload" is the problem weface; the challenge
is how to copewith "information underload," or not enough information to get
the most out of new new media to successfully navigate the Web. Humans are,
after all, inherently multitasking organisms. I referred him to William James'
"blooming, buzzing confusion" of the world and our capacity to make senseof it
(see Chapter 1 of the present volume). Updated to today's world and media, we
could saythat all we need is the right navigational information—that is why we
do not feel too overwhelmed when we walk into a library or a bookstore, which
have vastly more books than we could possibly read. We have learned, since we
were children, how to navigate libraries and bookstores (see Levinson, 1997,
pp. 134-135, and Levinson, "Interview byMark Molaro," 2007, for more on infor
mation "overload" as "underload").

As for higher education, I toldJames I thinkit does a good enough jobgiving
students some information about new new media, but the best way of learning
howto use these media is to actually use them (asperJohn Dewey, 1925, and as we
also considered in Chapter 1).

In the process of answering James, I realized that whatwe were doing—his
asking me these questions, my answering him, on Facebook—was an excellent
example of new new media as not just an interactive knowledge base but a live,
real-time knowledge resource. I told him I might put this conversation in this
book; he saidthat wouldbe great.All of that happenedjust secondsbeforeI started
writing this section.

I also toldJames I would see that he received a complimentary copy of this
book. By the time you are reading this, James will likely have already received his
copy. He maybe readingthis sectionright now.

James asked me oneadditional question: DidI thinkthe advantages andcon
tent of the Web were more useful to younger people—Generation Y? I told him
I thought the Internet, aswhat I call the "medium of media" ("Digital McLuhan",
1999), had information relevant to peopleof allages.

James thanked me—for answering his questions and for the "shout-out" in
this book—and asked if he could ask me additional questions in the future.
I said sure.

And the conversation ended.My knowledge as a resource for James was that
easy. Hewas in Illinois, I in New York, butwe could have been on opposite ends of
the Earth. And the conversation could have taken place with equal ease between
James and any other professor, or any other student and me, or any two people,
professors, students or otherwise. The world of new new media has made knowl
edgeeasier to obtainthan at anytime in history.

But what if I had given James mistaken information, whether because of igno
ranceor malice? Had Jamesanyreason to think that, he could easily havechecked
my other writings available on the Web. As we saw in Chapter 4 about Wikipedia,
new new media provide not only resources of knowledge but resources to check
and correct any knowledge that needs revision.

Facebook Groups as Social and Political Forces
MySpace and Facebook both have "groups"—or communities ofusers who share
and discuss links, texts, photos and videos of similar interest. Indeed, groups and
similar online activities such as forums and message boards are a fundamental
component of online life that goes back to the 1980s (see Levinson, 1997). But
Facebook has developed the group to afine social art and apiercing political force.

The Facebook group "Barack Obama (One Million Strong for Barack)" contin
ued to grow even after the election on November 4,2008, and as of May 2009 had
more than a million members. Groups can be formed in a minute or two on
Facebook (just as on MySpace). You come up with atopic, write abriefdescription,
perhaps aparagraph or two about current developments, upload apicture and start
inviting your Friends.

The "One Million Strong" group was created under the "Common Interests -
PoUtics" category. Its description reads, "This is the Largest Obama Facebook Group.
We started before the Campaign was official and because of all your help as volun
teers, donors, and supporters."And this was added after the election: "YES WE DID..."

But Facebook is not just an American social medium, and its groups serve as ve
hicles of social action in countries all over the world. As Eric Shawn reported on Fox
News (December 1, 2008), twelve million people "took to the streets" in 190 cities
around the world in February 2008 to protest Colombia's terrorist group FARC, all in
response to Oscar Morales's organization of the event in the Facebook group'"One
Million Voices Against FARC'Jared Cohen of the U.S. State Department explained
to Shawn that, on Facebook, "you can be an activist from your bedroom."

To appreciate just how easy it is to create aFacebook group, and on whatever
more narrow or arcane subject—in contrast to "One Million Strong for Obama"
and "One Million Voices Against FARC," which, as the titles suggest, are directed
toward mass appeal—consider the following:

I returned home late Friday of the Thanksgiving 2008 weekend, the third day of
the terrorist crisis in Mumbai, India, and was looking for the latest news coverage on
my favorite all-news television station, MSNBC. What Igot instead was MSNBC's "doc
bloc"—in this case, canned footage from several years ago, called "Caught on Camera."

I posted several blogs about this problem, such as "MSNBC Runs Canned Doc
Bloc as Mumbai Bums" on Infinite Regress (Levinson, 2008), and discovered, via
comments posted and email, that many other people felt the same way. We all
wanted MSNBC to provide 24/7 news coverage; our day and age and world require
no less. (See Chapter 11 for a discussion of how new new media Facebook and
Twitter, in contrast to old medium MSNBC, provided crucially important initial
coverage ofthe Mumbai terrorist attack and its consequences.)

MSNBC hadstarted inthe1990s asapartnership ofthebest oftheInternet and
television, oramarriage ofold (NBC) and new (Microsoft) media. I decided to see if
I could harness the social power of new new media—in this case, Facebook—to
influence programming ontelevision. On December 1, 2008,1 created a Facebook



group called "Stop the Doc Bloc" on MSNBC, provided a description much like the
above—"I returned home late Friday..."—and concluded:

Let's see ifwehere on Facebook, perhapsjust byjoining thisgroup, can getMSNBC
to dowhat's bestfor its viewers anditself—stop the doc bloc—give usnews! Tell
your newsjunkiefriends about this FB group!

I invited close to 1,500 of my then 1,600 Friends on Facebook. Users are only
allowed to be in a maximum of 300 groups, which was the reason the other 100
could not receive invitations. I downloaded a public domain image of a red stop
sign, used the free GIMP program (which works muchlike Photoshop) to write the
words "DOCBLOC" under the word "STOP" on the sign, and uploaded the image to
the group. Within two hours, the group had more than 50 members. Twenty-four
hours later, the group had 150 members—at least 15 ofwhom were not on my initial
invitation list. This is viral marketing in action—in this case, for a shared cause.
Whenever someone on Facebook joins a group, a "notification" about that is pub
lishedon the joiner'spage and sent out to allof his or her Friends. If they find the
groupof interest, they canjoin,and the cycle is re-initiated.

As of May 2009, "Stop the Doc Bloc" had expanded only to a little more than
300members, and MSNBC had not changed its weekend programmingone bit.Not
every group succeeds—though whoknows whatwill happenwiththe group in the fu
ture (itgenerates a fewnewcomments or "wall posts" eachmonth)and what impact
that might have on MSNBC programming. But the power of Facebook groups is
nonetheless undeniable, so much so.that the oldest media and their proponents also
useFacebook groups to further their causes. MarkHunterpointedoutthe irony, in his
Social Mediapodcast(2009), of the "Don'tLetNewspapers Die"cause on Facebook (a
"cause" is a special kind of group), with the motto "Save a Journalist, Buy a
Newspaper." Ironic, yes, to employ one of the very newnewmedia—though it's not
clear howmanypeople get their newsfrom Facebook—that is putting the object of
your cause outof business to helppromote yourcause. On the otherhand, it cannot
hurt, and the formation of this cause-group certainly reflects an understanding, on
the part of newspaper advocates, of the power of new new media. As of May 2009,
"Don't Let Newspapers Die" had a little more than 80,000 members—probably not
enough to stop the decline of newspapers, but they are in no immediate danger of
completely dying, in anycase (seeChapter2,which discusses the continuingneed in
the blogosphere for old-media investigative reporting).

Facebook as Myriad Local Political Pubs
Not every group and discussion on Facebook needs to be devoted to a major
cause or candidate. The ease of creating groups and discussion topics within
groups means that, in addition to the huge, rally-like groups on Facebook, there

also are numerous smaller groups and discussions, which, when political, feel
more like the colonialpub.

What did that offline, colonial pub, feel like? In the back room of the spirited
pub at the Village Pourhouse at 64 Third Avenue in the East Village of New York
City, I spoke on the evening of August 28, 2007, to the NYC Ron Paul Meet-Up
group about the mass media's mistreatment and miscoverage of Ron Paul in his
campaign for the Republican nomination for president. I outlined the historical
precedents and philosophic contexts of the mass media's behavior (see "Ron Paul
and the Older Media" inChapter 5) and what might be done about it. There were
about 30 people in attendance. Over clinking glasses and happy, boisterous voices
by the bar, we spoke ofJohn Milton, Thomas Jefferson, our Founding Fathers and
the ideals they set for this country (see Levinson, "YouTube Video of My Aug 28
Talk," 2007, for more).

Commenting the day after the video was posted, an observer noted on my
blog, "Many afounding father ofthe original revolution spent hours in the lo
cal pub plotting action and debating policy. I can think ofno nobler site to dis
cuss Ron Paul and the media. Hopefully those listening were partaking (to
make the bar owner happy). They should have had asmall table so you could
occasionally hoist the mug and wet your whistle... insensitive clods. Very nice
backdrop."

One advantage ofavirtual local pub on Facebook is that you don't need to rely
on your hosts to wet your whistle—indeed, your whistle might not need more wet
ting at all, since you would be writing rather than speaking. And the meeting could
take place over days, weeks, months, years, asynchronously.

The Libertarian Party group on Facebook has some 12,000 members. Ijoined
it and started adiscussion topic based on my "I'm aProgressive Libertarian" blog
post (Levinson, 2008). In its original posting on my Infinite Regress blog, the
650-word essay generated 30 comments in six months, half of which were by me.
Within a day after starting the topic on Facebook, I counted 60 comments, less
than 10 of which were mine. As was the case with my Village Pourhouse talk,
the majority ofthese Facebook discussants were college students. But unlike the
Village Pourhouse, the Facebook participants came from universities across the
country. And, more important, the conversation can continue for as long as
the participants wish, and new participants can enter the conversation at any time.
As inall things new new media, the political pub online makes distance and time
irrelevant.

Would our Founding Fathers have been more effective, would our nation
be better, if they had participated in a Facebook group rather than a local
venue? That question, of course, can never be answered, short of going back in
atime machine and changing history. But itwill be interesting to observe what
emerges in a politics nurtured and furthered on Facebook and other new new
media.



Meeting Online Friends in the Real World
The twofold initial logic of Facebook—either finding out more about classmates
you already knew or keeping an eye out on the physical campus for someone you
did not already knowbut whosefaceyou had seen on Facebook—contained an as
sumption,an expectation, that peoplemight be interested in jumping from online
to in-person friendships and relationships. In a campus community, safety was
not a major concern. You could meet someone you first got to see or know on
Facebook bygoingto a cafeteria or other public placewith a real-life friend or two.
That kind of environment was and is very different from the kinds of in-person
meetings that have come to be associated withMySpace, in which twopeople, not
part of anyphysical campus community, get to "know" each other online and then
meetin the real world. Such meetings, aswesaw in the previous chapter andwill
examine in more detail in Chapter 11, "The Dark Side of New New Media," are
fraughtwithseriousdangers.

But the expansion of Facebook far beyond the campus has made it more like
MySpace and its inducements, whether dangerous or beneficial, for real-life meet
ings ofonline Friends. As with MySpace, the easy way to meet safely with anyone
you have notmet inperson before istomeet in apublic place or, if appropriate, in a
professional environment. Arestaurant would bea good example ofsuch a public
place, anda business office would bea good example ofaprofessional environment
thatsomeone might visit for ajobinterview generated by anonline exchange.

Leaving aside the safety considerations (but see Chapter11), what do we know
about how online relationships fare whentransferred to the in-person world, when
transformed fromdigital code to flesh andblood? As I detailed backin 1996 whenI
was writing "The Soft Edge: A Natural History and Future of the Information
Revolution" (1997), there is a long history going back to the mid-1980s of people
meeting online andfalling in love (eHarmony would be a current example of a so
cial medium devoted to initiating real-world romantic relationships) and people
meeting online and progressing to successful in-person business relationships.

I have beena party, numerous times, to two kinds of business or professional
in-person relationships that began online.

From 1985-1995, my wife,Tina Vozick, and I created and administered Connected
Education, the first online program to offer courses for graduate credit and a com
plete MA in Media Studies, entirely online.Thousands of students from more than
40states in the U.S. and 20countries around the world registered in our courses for
credit granted bytheNew School for Social Research, Polytechnic University, theBath
College of Higher Education (in England) and other colleges and universities (see
Levinson, 1997, for details). I knew fewer than5percent ofourstudents inperson prior
to their Connect Ed registration. I met under another 5 percent of our online
students—people I had never met before in person—at conferences I attended in
various cities in the U.S. and abroad during the program, or when online students
came to NewYorkCityfor whatever reason.

Inoticed something the first time Imet someone in person whom Ihad previ
ously known only online, which has held true for just about every other such meet
ing Ihave had with an online student, friend or associate: After an initial jolt lasting
afew minutes at most, the online persona was clearly recognizable in the person
sitting across from me at atable. Indeed, in those days-from 1985 to the early
2000S—most of the online communication was in text, with no images or photo
graphs ofthe people with whom you were conversing online. So meeting someone
mperson whom you had gotten to know online was doubly strange: You were see
ing aface for the person whose written words you had come to know, as well as get
ting avoice and in-person personality for those words. The potential was there for
concluding that this person at the table or in the room with you was very different
from the person you knew online. And, yet, the result was just the opposite.

The other professional situation in which Imet afair number of people in
person whom I had first come to know online-as many as 50 percent of this
particular online community-arose in the early and mid-1990s, when authors and
publishers of science fiction began conversing on avariety of online systems such
as CompuServe and GEnie (Levinson, 1997). Ihad just started publishing science
fiction at that time, and in 19981 became president of the Science Fiction Writers of
America. In that capacity, as well as before and after (I served from 1998-2001)
Imet hundreds ofauthors and dozens ofpublishers and editors in person-at con
ventions and smaller meetings-whom Ialready knew from our online exchanges
As was the case with my students, in all cases the in-person face, voice and person
ality were completely in accordance with what Ialready knew of these authors and
publishers from their words online.

Reconnecting with Old Friends Online
At the opposite end of the spectrum of meeting online friends in person is the ex
perience of reconnecting online with in-person friends and acquaintances you
have not been in touch with for years. This has been happening with me for more
than 10 years, mostly when old friends, classmates and former students see me on
television and then contact me via email. On New Year's Day, 2000,1 appeared as
apanelist on Fox News' "The New Millennium: Science, Fiction, Fantasy" special
Shortly after, I received emails from Felix Poelz, ahigh school classmate whom
Ihad not seen since 1963, and Peter Rosenthal, guitarist on my 1972 "Twice Upon
aRhyme" album (Peter and I had been out of touch since the mid-1970s). In
the 1980s and 1990s, I received email from ahandful of former students. These
were early indications of the power of cyberspace, prior to 21st century social
media, to vanquish the time and distance that separates us from old friends and
acquaintances.

The pace picked up abit on MySpace when Ibecame an active member in early
2006. But Facebook, likely because of its origins as auniversity community, has
















