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			Book Presentation: Bloggers on the Bus by Eric Boehlert

			Book Abstract

			While the liberal blogosphere has been gaining power and influence for several years, the 2008 presidential election campaign marked the emergence of this phenomenon as a force which literally changed the landscape of how political campaigns are organized, funded, and kept accountable. Bloggers on the Bus showcases a number of stories from the 2008 presidential campaign that illustrate the impact made by the Internet and bloggers on the mainstream media, the campaigns, and the candidates themselves.

			About the Author

			Eric Boehlert is an award-winning journalist who writes extensively about media and politics. He is the author of Lapdogs: How the Press Rolled Over for Bush and is currently a Senior Fellow for Media Matters in America.

		

	
		
			Summary of Bloggers on the Bus (Eric Boehlert)

			Fox News and “WTF?”

			In February 2007, news was released that Nevada Democrats had teamed up with Fox News to sponsor a debate among the Party’s presidential hopefuls. Given the common belief that the Fox Network’s main focus was to promote and advance the Republican agenda, including the creation of a smear campaign against Barack Obama, the news of the co-sponsorship was met with shock and disbelief all over the liberal blogosphere.

			When political blogger Matt Stoller read the news, he did what he always does: he blogged about it, with the headline “WTF?” For Stoller and others, the remedy was obvious: bloggers needed to get the debate canceled. By the time the media brawl ended, bloggers got their way and had actually forced two Fox-sponsored debates off the campaign schedule.

			In the past, complacent Democratic politicians had adopted a “go along, get along” strategy with Fox News, hoping that Fox would be cooperative in return. It didn’t work.

			In early 2007, Fox News had begun its smear campaign of Obama. In response, documentary filmmaker Robert Greenwald decided to make a short montage of clips – peeled off of Fox News – to give viewers a focused look at the cable channel’s slanted ways. When the controversy erupted over the planned debates, Greenwald added a petition for viewers to sign urging that the debate be dropped. The petition received over 300,000 signatures.

			In addition to Greenwald’s video, the website MoveOn.org began emailing 2,500 members daily, asking them to contact the Nevada Democratic Party and urge the cancellation of the debate. Bloggers all over simultaneously went nuts about the issue. On March 6, John Edwards’ campaign sent word that he would not participate, and sent the statement first to bloggers. By March 7, the Carson City Democratic Central Committee passed a 40-2 resolution that proclaimed that Fox News was not a neutral source of news, but one that spread misinformation and smeared Democrats, and accordingly, opposed the proposal to let Fox News host a debate.

			Fox News provided itself with the final death blow when on March 8, its chairman, Roger Ailes, accepted an award at the First Amendment Leadership Awards and said, “And it is true that Barack Obama is on the move. I don’t know if it’s true that President Bush called Musharraf and said, ‘Why can’t we catch this guy?’” This quip supplied Nevada Democrats with the final evidence they needed and they canceled the August debate.

			“Vote Different”

			In March 2007, a video entitled “Vote Different” was posted anonymously on YouTube. It took Apple’s famous 1984 “Orwellian” ad and interspersed clips of Hillary Clinton addressing the masses, with the woman throwing the hammer at the projection screen now wearing a shirt with an Obama logo. The clip was viewed more than 100,000 times in the first 48 hours and became an instant hit within the “netroots” movement, striking a nerve among those calling for more interactivity and genuine outreach from candidates.

			The video was created by Philip de Vellis, who had thought that an ordinary citizen should make a statement about how the old political machine no longer held all the power. The only problem was that he worked for Blue State Digital, a communications firm that enjoyed close ties with the Obama campaign. If he were to post the video, he would have to be extremely careful that it was not tied to his employer in any way.

			At any point, Apple could have gotten the clip yanked for copyright infringement, as could have Obama’s campaign. Neither did. For two weeks, the video clip enjoyed steady growth, enough to be considered a brilliant case of viral marketing. Then, the traditional media belatedly took notice of the clip and its influence, and the video became a bonified blockbuster.

			By late March, the press had moved on from the what and the why part of the “Vote Different” story and into the who. The Huffington Post contacted de Vellis and told him they knew he’d created the clip. After he told his employers, before the story broke, he was fired, as he knew he would be. If he’d known all the headaches that his ad would cause the Obama campaign in terms of questions about its possible association, de Vellis would never have posted the video. It had just gotten out of control, which is what “going viral” is all about.

			Whose Space?

			Whereas “Vote Different” showcases the eye-popping creativity of unsung volunteers and how it can boost a campaign, there is a darker side, where a volunteer can collide with the mechanics of a presidential campaign still eager to exert control over online structures, not just coordinate them.

			When Obama spoke at the Democratic National Convention in July 2004, a citizen named Joe Anthony was inspired and started an unofficial MySpace fan page for him, grabbing the golden Web address of myspace.com/barackobama. Anthony believed social networking sites could be very useful to its members in learning about presidential hopefuls.

			For a couple of years, managing the Obama profile took very little work. But in 2006, when chatter about a White House run intensified, the MySpace traffic spiked. After Obama officially announced his bid, Anthony became inundated with tens of thousands of new friend requests. Because the Obama team did not have an official MySpace presence, the campaign, unbeknownst to Anthony, told MySpace to use Anthony’s page as the candidate’s go-to networking source. Anthony’s profile rocketed to 140,000 friends. It took all his time to manage the profile, which he was doing on a completely volunteer basis.

			In April, it became clear that the Obama team wanted to take Anthony’s profile and all its friends, and fold it into Obama’s online operation. Anthony pushed for the campaign simply to start its own official MySpace profile, but the campaign wanted Anthony’s now 160,000 friends. Since Anthony knew that Obama’s online strategists were getting paid for all they were doing, he felt that he was owed something for all the work he had done, and suggested a one-time fee of $49,000 to document the profile’s transfer to Obama headquarters.

			Despite the fact that campaigns often pay as much as five dollars per name for snail mail addresses and one dollar for email addresses, the campaign was allegedly shocked by Anthony’s proposal and rejected it. When Anthony next tried to log on to MySpace, he found he was locked out of his own site and the campaign had posted bulletins on his Obama profile to join up at Obama’s new “official” site.

			The story went viral, with a large backlash against the Obama campaign. The campaign responded with an open letter that accused Anthony of having tried to hold the profile hostage, and the backlash turned. Anthony posted a rebuttal and the campaign responded with a post thanking Anthony for all his hard work and urging supporters not to attack Anthony for his actions. Anthony says today that this only led people to attack him more.

			When the California Democratic Primary rolled around, Anthony stayed home from the polls.

			The Accidental Empire

			Blogging’s semiofficial birth date is December 23, 1997, when online diarist and computer programmer Jorn Barger decided to keep a daily log of links to favorite items he read as he surfed the Internet.

			When Duncan Black ventured online in 2002, most of the political sites he found were conservative or “fake libertarian.” He decided he would be the liberal voice. That’s how small the blogosphere was in early 2002; the liberal spot was still there for the taking. He created his blog Eschaton, posting under the name Atrios. Rather than being a commentator, the blog served as a clearinghouse for online liberal stories.

			While many political blogs were launched in the years to follow Eschaton’s launch, it wasn’t until The Huffington Post was launched in 2005 that bloggers finally received a seat at the larger mass media table. From the time she first started writing about the emerging blogosphere, Arianna Huffington loved the netroots world, how bloggers could write about the same topic, such as the war, as often as they wished, even as much as once an hour. She launched The Huffington Post, reached out, and promoted bloggers and helped them build larger readerships. Hers was a liberal media operation that would help push stories and opinions into the mainstream press and shape the national debate for years to come.

			DIY Politics

			For aspiring liberal candidates and their campaign staff, blogger Howie Klein has emerged as the key “go-to guy” for progressives who want to establish a progressive online base, raise money, create an early grassroots buzz, and maybe even circumvent the Democratic Party establishment.

			In 2005, after commenting on The Huffington Post, Klein began his own blog, Down With Tyranny. He connected up with Jane Hamsher, began commenting on blogs like Daily Kos and Atrios, and saw his blog traffic rise. Because of Klein’s obsession with congressional races, he started up a fund-raising page on ActBlue, which featured his favorite liberal candidates. When he endorsed them on his blog, his readers began donating based solely on the recommendations. Eventually, Klein started vetting candidates for the Blue America Political Action Committee; highlighting candidates he felt would be progressive legislators and true ambassadors of the grassroots movement.

			Klein and other liberal bloggers were also trying to drain financial contributions away from the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee (DCCC), whose approved candidates generally were centrists, and who often tried to bump off progressive candidates in the early primary stages in favor of the incumbents. The bloggers’ efforts have occasionally worked, as in the case of Donna Edwards, who ran in the heavily-Democratic Fourth District in Maryland and defeated the DCCC-endorsed, eight-term Democratic incumbent, Al Wynn.

			“The Tweety Effect”

			In the New Hampshire primary that unfolded in January 2008, the mainstream media had been forecasting Hillary Clinton’s demise for weeks with an enthusiasm that seemed both out-of-place and extremely sexist. Driving the media’s gender-resentment bus was MSNBC’s Chris Matthews, who had likened Clinton to both Nurse Ratched from One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, as well as Madame DeFarge, a villain in Dickens’ A Tale of Two Cities.

			When Clinton scored an upset, winning the New Hampshire primary, many bloggers commented that the upset was due to voters pushing back against the press for its contemptuous Clinton coverage. Rachel Maddow read all the blog coverage and told Chris Matthews (known as “Tweety” in the netroots community for his distinctive, bright yellow hair) that people were citing Matthews in
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