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So much has been done, exclaimed the soul of Frankenstein—more, far more, will I achieve; treading in the steps already marked, I will pioneer a new way, explore unknown powers, and unfold to the world the deepest mysteries of creation.

MARY SHELLEY, FRANKENSTEIN, 1818

It was going to be a joke. This was all going to be a joke. Why did it become so real?

LOGAN PAUL, “WE FOUND A DEAD BODY IN THE JAPANESE SUICIDE FOREST,” YOUTUBE, 2017
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PROLOGUE

March 15, 2019

Haji-Daoud Nabi, a grandfather with a thick white beard and a bright smile, met the man who would end his life on a sunny Friday afternoon in Christchurch, New Zealand. Nabi stood at the entrance to his mosque. As the younger man approached, Nabi assumed this visitor was coming to join in worship and greeted him warmly, “Hello, brother.”

Before his arrival the younger man had sent an email with the subject line “On the attack in New Zealand today.” The email began with a confession—“I was the partisan that committed the assault”—and included a long manifesto. It landed in in-boxes of the nation’s newspaper editors and television producers, professionals who, not too long ago, determined what was broadcast to the world. The email was dismissed as spam or the ramblings of a crank.

Then the calls flooded in. Gunshots heard everywhere around Christchurch’s Hagley Park. Lifeless, bloodied bodies lay across two mosques, sacred sites on either side of the park’s rich green. At least fifty dead, including a three-year-old child and Nabi. A reporter who landed on the scene, Kirsty Johnston, saw only carnage and wounded survivors frantically waving down taxis to the hospital. She had grown up in this placid island nation, where police usually didn’t carry guns, where violence and vitriol happened overseas, on the news. Not here.

But the nation had changed, and so had the news. Everyone soon learned that the terrorist behind the killings, a twenty-eight-year-old white man, had strapped on a body camera and broadcast seventeen minutes of his rampage live on the internet. And so those same newspaper editors and television producers combed through his footage and manifesto for any clues behind the country’s gravest mass shooting ever. They waded through arcane references to Serbian politics, sixteenth-century warfare, and internet subcultures. Little made sense. But one bit stood out as recognizable: the name of a YouTube star. “Remember, lads,” the terrorist said on-screen, moments before opening fire. “Subscribe to PewDiePie.”

•  •  •

In the days before, halfway around the globe, YouTube employees soaked in a gigantic, heated resort pool. They had arrived in shuttle buses, as always. The buses had come north, through San Francisco and Berkeley, through tony suburbs and towns, through forested state parks dotted with soaring redwoods, and into the heart of California wine country to Indian Springs, to a quaint hotel situated atop a natural hot spring in Calistoga. In 1859, that city was declared settled by California’s first millionaire, a man made rich by promoting the gold rush to anyone who would listen.

Claire Stapleton, a YouTube manager, unpacked her bags in a hotel cottage. She had done these corporate retreats many, many times before. This particular one was only for members of YouTube’s marketing division, those responsible for the upkeep of its public image, its brand. It would also be her last; she didn’t know it for certain then, but she had some suspicions.

Stapleton was pale with dark brown hair, nearly black. Normally carefree in demeanor, she could pull off stern, as she had in The New York Times four months earlier, where she was photographed in a solemn black turtleneck as the face of a rebellion inside Silicon Valley.1 At the resort, Stapleton walked out of her cottage and past an outdoor spill fountain, a lovely trellis garden, and a meditation circle to the small conference rooms named River and Reflection.

Overnight stays there for business groups cost around $350 a room. No issue for YouTube, which earned more than $11 billion in sales the prior year. Though these guests signed in under the name of another corporation: Google, YouTube’s owner and parent since 2006. Google posted sales of more than $136 billion in 2018. Yet the technology Goliath was trying to be more cautious with its wealth. A financial chief had come from Wall Street and pinched pennies at a company famed for spending freely. Also, two years into Trump’s America, Google and its Silicon Valley peers, used to being celebrated as innovators and underdogs, suddenly found themselves reviled as greedy, irresponsible, and too powerful. As the establishment. Even some of Google’s own employees had started seeing the company this way.

To limit such unwanted attention, Google now held fewer retreats at lavish, exclusive spots. Indian Springs was perfectly understated. From the outside the two-story, Spanish-mission-style property looked like a simple 1950s motel, but there were subtle touches of luxury inside: organic shampoos, “Be Well” filtered-water stations, and faux fireplaces. The resort had managed, by some miracle, to pipe hot springs water into a gentle, calming Olympic-sized pool.

Stapleton and her colleagues were encouraged to enjoy themselves. It had been a stressful year or two. Google had, everyone knew, some of the happiest employees on earth. Yet its regular survey of staff satisfaction, called Googlegeist, had recently returned troubling results: more employees were reporting shrinking faith in the company’s leadership and priorities, and nearly half felt their pay was not “fair and equitable.”2 That fall, Stapleton had led thousands of employees in a protest against Google’s handling of sexual harassment charges. Google had a long-established alarm system for its vast computer network. “Code Yellow” meant software programmers should work overtime to fix a flaw or bug. “Code Orange” was close to an emergency. “Code Red” rang when Google’s search page or its email service stopped working. Fix it now. The company had extended this alarm system to nontechnical affairs, such as the satisfaction levels of staff.

This YouTube retreat at Indian Springs was unofficially designated a “Well-Being Code Red.”3

Stapleton’s marketing team went to wine-tasting sessions in town and took pizza-making classes. They strolled through the resort’s manicured agave garden and its Buddha Pond. They roasted marshmallows outside at a fire pit. They practiced self-care. They drank. YouTube staff expensed treats at the Chaise Lounge, an old-fashioned soda shop, and reclined under the shade of retro blue-and-white-striped awnings. A big American flag waved at the pool’s entrance above an old-fashioned clock inscribed with “Pepsi-Cola.” Indian Springs described this design as “Old Hollywood,” a poetic irony for its guests from YouTube, a business that, more than any other, took the “old” of Hollywood—the studios, the agents, the groomed stars, the entertainment people paid for—and blew it up.

Once Stapleton arrived in the River and Reflection rooms, she sat for a mandatory screening of a YouTube video they had all seen before. Someone pulled it up online and pressed the iconic triangular Play button.

YouTube: “Our Brand Mission.”4 June 22, 2017. 1:48.


The video begins with a small boy in his bedroom, too cute with his too-big electric guitar. It cuts to another child, somewhere in Asia, herding sheep; then a woman crying; a man landing a skate trick. “Look at these moments,” a female voice-over begins. “All of these stories. Secrets. Revelations. From every corner of the world.” It is a montage of inspiring YouTube footage. Babies, athletes, random acts of kindness, a woman in a hijab, group dancers, group huggers, more criers. “This is the rarest, purest, most unfiltered portrait of who we are as a people,” the narrator says. “This is what happens when you give everyone a voice, a chance to be heard, a stage to be seen.”



The video closed with familiar text, YouTube’s brand mission: “Give everyone a voice and show them the world.” So strange, Stapleton thought. So much of the world had changed since her team first made this motivational montage back in 2017. So much of YouTube had changed. She had been in countless conversations about reworking its brand mission since then, and they were still playing the same old video as motivation. She kept these thoughts to herself.

Fourteen years after its founding, YouTube.com was still a marvel of the modern world. In under two decades, on-demand lightning-fast internet television had gone from an impossibility to a simple fact of life. YouTube had become the place for free moving pictures online. “The video scaffolding of the internet,” one employee called it. More than 2 billion people visited every month, making YouTube the second most frequented website on earth (behind Google). It was also the world’s second most popular search engine (behind Google). By mid-2019, some 1.7 billion people—more than a third of the world’s internet population—visited YouTube every day.5 They used YouTube for entertainment, instruction, and comfort. Polls showed that a quarter of Americans relied on YouTube for news, and more people visited the site regularly than Facebook, Instagram, or any other social media. An entire generation of children had ditched television for YouTube. In many countries, YouTube was television. YouTube reinvented supermarket tabloids and instruction manuals. In parts of Silicon Valley, futurists imagined YouTube replacing college professors and doctors.

And unlike virtually any other website open to the masses, YouTube paid its contributors. That novelty had birthed an entire creative industry, a stable of performers, personalities, artists, influencers, instructors, and franchises, a new media as revolutionary as radio and TV, all in just a few short years. YouTube made everyone broadcasters. YouTube has given us “Gangnam Style,” Charlie biting a finger, “Baby Shark,” It’s Friday, Friday, gotta get down on Friday. Yoga with Adriene, lunch doodles with Mo, professional Minecraft players. A diverse sea of enormous talent old media had ignored or overlooked. Thousands of microcelebrities you might not know, but millions of young fans certainly do, watching with a fervor they never show for movie or TV stars.

YouTube was formed in the same stretch as a crop of flashy consumer internet upstarts, and has outlasted nearly all of them, except Facebook. But while Facebook has since struggled to remain relevant to young people, YouTube never has—it draws in younger and younger audiences, year after year. No company has done more to create the online attention economy we’re all living in today. YouTube started paying people to make videos when Facebook was still a site for dorm-room flirting, when Twitter was a techie fad, and a decade before TikTok existed. All those companies ripped from Google their philosophy—more information online is better—and their business model: get a free service to as many people as possible and mine their clicks, habits, and data to sell ads. Influencers, preteen millionaires, fake news, internet addictions, con artists—Google and YouTube enabled all these messy wonders and ills of social media, usually first. “Google made the wheel,” one veteran of Google and Facebook said. “Facebook and every other internet company copied it.”

YouTube was as reliable as running water and as voluminous as an ocean. Before the Indian Springs retreat, the company publicized this unfathomable stat: 450 hours of video were uploaded every minute to its site. Imagine the longest movie you’ve ever seen. A Lord of the Rings, maybe. Now imagine watching it one hundred times in a row, and you still have not sat through the footage added to YouTube every sixty seconds. Since 2016 people have watched more than a billion hours of video there every single day. The mind numbs. Want a video on any topic imaginable? It’s probably there. Type, type, click. Like, comment, subscribe. Billions did that every day, with little knowledge of how the video that popped up before them wound up there.

Everyone knew YouTube. But few knew how it works—who runs it, what decisions they make, and why those decisions matter. This book was written to remedy that. It is the story of a business that transformed from a money pit into a raging commercial success, a pillar of the internet that made Google one of the world’s most profitable and powerful companies. It’s the story of a new mass media programmed not by editors, artists, or educators but by algorithms. And it’s the story of some very consequential, and very strange, recent events that most people who visit YouTube.com know nothing about.

For most people used YouTube as a utility, a well of information, or a harmless pastime.

But YouTube contained far more than that. YouTube’s marketing team was all too aware of a different, more disturbing side. And as they sat in the resort, in River and Reflection, watching their own marketing footage, touching and warm, they couldn’t help but notice how distant it felt from the Nightmare Fuel.

Nightmare Fuel was a grim moniker some on the team used to refer to a daily email that monitored press coverage and online chatter about YouTube, normal fare. But the emails also exposed the site’s underbelly, its bizarre corners and horrors. The term “Nightmare Fuel” was born after a YouTube star broadcast a dead body hanging in a Japanese forest. Because the marketing team handled all of YouTube’s official online accounts, they needed to be made aware of the site’s constantly shifting controversies lest they accidentally wade into one. Like when teens started posting videos documenting their consumption of laundry detergent pods, marketing had a new edict—don’t post anything about laundry. When a thirteen-year-old girl generated press for making ASMR videos on YouTube with troubling sexual connotations—best to avoid ASMR, and maybe teenage girls. Or when a news story noted the preponderance of horse bestiality on YouTube—nothing horse related. This deluge of videos and critical coverage piled into their in-boxes every morning. Stapleton worried that Nightmare Fuel made her team think YouTube reflected the worst of humanity.

Most of the retreat offered a nice escape from the Nightmare Fuel. Except one agenda item: the team was told they were to end a long moratorium and begin using YouTube’s corporate accounts to promote PewDiePie. This order, marketing staff there understood, had come from on high, “from Susan.” This was Susan Wojcicki (pronounced wo-JIT-ski), Google’s first marketer and YouTube’s chief executive since 2014.

Each person at the retreat knew the tale of PewDiePie.

Real name: Felix Kjellberg (pronounced SHEL-burg), a Swede, not yet thirty, fond of shrieking his online persona as a customary greeting in his videos. PEW dee PIIIIIIIIIE! He was YouTube’s biggest star by a metric the company invented: “subscribers.” Viewers clicked on a tiny red button to subscribe to video makers (as they would for a magazine or cable package, only this was free). When YouTube introduced this feature, its inventors never imagined that any given broadcaster would get more than a few million subscribers, tops. By March 2019, PewDiePie had nearly 100 million, on par with the Instagram followings of celebrities like Miley Cyrus and Katy Perry. Kjellberg had debuted as PewDiePie nine years earlier, eons in YouTube years, streaming himself playing video games and publishing his reels, like everyone else, at his own discretion, straight into the great big video tapestry. Over time, he had amassed a ferociously loyal fan base.

Kjellberg and Google made considerable money together. Google knew this. Google counted everything; it named itself after a number (googol, an unbelievably large sum) and existed on the 0s and 1s of computer code. Google counted every minute of footage consumed on YouTube. For a seven-year stretch starting in 2012, humanity consumed 130,322,387,624 minutes of PewDiePie videos, according to internal company documents. During this period Kjellberg earned $38,814,561.79. A lion’s share (95 percent) came from commercials YouTube inserted before and during his videos. Every time an advertiser spent a dollar to run a commercial, YouTube handed fifty-five cents to the video broadcaster and kept the remaining forty-five—its fee for hosting footage and providing the enormous machinery that made its site work. So, from PewDiePie’s videos in that stretch, YouTube made, roughly, $32 million. Given the size of his audience and the salaries silver screen stars commanded, one could argue Kjellberg was underpaid.

And yet the headaches. All the marketing staff knew them. How, in 2017, The Wall Street Journal printed a story with an image from a YouTube video of PewDiePie next to a sign that read DEATH TO ALL JEWS. How, in the ensuing chaos about bad jokes, neo-Nazis, and things taken out of context, Google ended a broader commercial deal with Kjellberg. How, seven months later, he had dropped the n-word casually in a video game stream (and apologized) but then went on to direct his viewers to a YouTuber who spouted anti-Semitic bile. How critics called PewDiePie “dangerous” and “flirting with the alt-right.” How one headline about him read, WHEN DID FASCISM BECOME SO COOL? How people compared him to Donald Trump.

But the marketing team also knew that all this only strengthened the resolve of PewDiePie’s fans—his “Bro Army,” he called them. That past autumn, when a YouTube channel featuring Bollywood songs looked set to surpass PewDiePie’s subscriber total, his army had formed a rallying cry to defend their king against critics and the threat to his crown. Subscribe to PewDiePie!

That cry rang out from every corner of the internet. It appeared on signs at the Super Bowl in Atlanta and during a basketball game in Lithuania. A British political party tweeted it. A colorful cast of characters spread the cry: HackerGiraffe, Goose Wayne Batman, Elon Musk. It was an antiestablishment mantra, a screw-you to corporate internet overlords, a cultural phenomenon. A meme. And the cry, like YouTube.com, grew beyond anything YouTube, the company, ever imagined.

Since the DEATH TO ALL JEWS incident, YouTube had kept its biggest star at arm’s length, making no public displays of support or promotions as it did for other broadcasters. But the company had decided to change its stance. The marketing team discussed this decision at the retreat. Claire Stapleton’s boss, Marion Dickson, wrote an email that Thursday, March 14, to her staff at the retreat on the edict to “re-engage” with PewDiePie. “I want to make sure we put some proper guidelines and principles in place on how we do this so we can manage any potential backlash,” Dickson wrote, noting the importance of being “clear on how this aligns with brand values and messaging.”

Staff soon boarded their buses in the retreat parking lot, drove past the palm trees and redwoods, out of wine country, and back home. They pondered these questions of proper guidelines, principles, and brand values. By that evening it was Friday in New Zealand. Stapleton and her colleagues watched news alerts light up their phones and emails pour in. A terrorist had broadcast mass murder online, posting footage of his rampage that looked like a first-person-shooter video game. With children as shooting targets. It appeared first on Facebook Live, a YouTube competitor, then soon on YouTube, where accounts kept reposting copies of the video even as the company scrambled to take it offline. One of the only clues of the murderer’s intent was the PewDiePie rallying cry.

Not long ago virtually no one took YouTube that seriously. No one cared about its rallying cries. In the intervening years the company had pursued a massive business opportunity so swiftly, driven so much by a blind faith in its technology, that YouTube had unwittingly built a machine that exposed the vilest parts of human nature. Some outside the company thought its business flourished because of that vileness. By 2019 the world was beginning to grapple with social media’s real impact—how a few computer science companies in California suddenly controlled most pathways of information and speech. YouTube, when it could, liked to fly below the radar of these debates. But in so many ways, YouTube had set the stage for modern social media, making decisions throughout its history that shaped how attention, money, ideology, and everything else worked online.

By that Thursday in March, when Stapleton and her colleagues left the retreat, their company had been through two hellish years of firestorms with unruly stars, wackos, conspiracies, child abusers, and an existential business crisis. They were eager to put that behind them. Mending public ties with PewDiePie felt like a first step. Then the Christchurch shooting happened, a tragedy that unspooled on the company’s website and, it seemed, involved the influence of its biggest broadcaster. A nauseous feeling Stapleton had about her company and its role in society got even worse. As she processed the horror, she thought of the marketing video they had just rewatched hours before. Was this gruesome act actually, as the video said, the “most unfiltered portrait of who we are as a people”?

No one at the company wanted it to be. But this would hardly be the first time YouTube’s creation careened forward in a direction the company behind it couldn’t control.
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Part I




CHAPTER 1

Everyday People

Chad Hurley wanted to create something; he just wasn’t sure what.

It was early 2005, and Hurley spent most of his time hunched over a computer screen in Northern California. Hurley didn’t look like the brainy Poindexters around Silicon Valley. He had broad shoulders and a high forehead, a high school jock’s physique, and dirty-blond locks that he swept back surfer-dude style. He liked beer and the Philadelphia Eagles and considered himself an artist of sorts. With a friend, a kindred spirit, he had recently started a menswear line making laptop bags after finding most on the market ugly and dull.

But Hurley, a web graphic designer, knew the real money was in computers, not bags, so that’s where he and his two programmer pals, Jawed Karim and Steve Chen, hoped to strike gold. At twenty-eight, Hurley was the eldest, by a year, and de facto leader. He had a toddler son and had married into Silicon Valley royalty—his father-in-law was Jim Clark, a famed internet entrepreneur. Hurley began dreaming of his own company at the dawn of Web 2.0—websites filled with the work of regular folk, not professionals. Web surfers rushed to post online diaries, photo albums, poems, recipes, screeds, whatever they liked. “Everyday people,” Hurley would call them. For months, Hurley and his pals had batted around proposals for a new internet business, meeting at his house in Menlo Park or a café nearby, where they discussed popular Web 2.0 fixtures to emulate, like Friendster, a social network, and the blogging websites growing like weeds. More often they talked about Hot or Not, a skeletal site that let people upload photographs of a face and vote on its attractiveness. Crude, but so popular. The trio knew one of Hot or Not’s creators from a coffee shop they frequented at their old jobs, and they knew he was making decent money. That was cool.

The three finally settled on an idea for a website to let people share and watch video. On Valentine’s Day they had stayed up way too late, working in Hurley’s garage with his dog, and settled on a name for their idea. Hurley tried words that evoked personal television, riffing on old slang for the medium, “the boob tube.” A tube for you. They typed it into Google. No results. That evening, they bought the web domain YouTube.com, a first step on solid ground.

Eight days later Hurley opened an email from Karim with the subject line “Strategy: please comment.”


The site should look good, but not too professional. It should look like it was thrown together by a couple of guys. Note that hotornot and friendster, while easy to use, don’t look professional, and yet they’ve had enormous success. We don’t want to look too professional because it scares people off …

The most important aspect of the design is ease of use. Our moms should be able to use this site easily.

Timing/Competition:



I think our timing is perfect. Digital video recording just became commonplace last year since this is now supported by most digital cameras.

There is one site I’m aware of: stupidvideos.com, that also hosts videos and allows viewers to rate them. Luckily the site hasn’t caught on very much. We should discuss why this is the case, and why we expect our site to gain more traction.



Hurley read on.


Site Focus



Our focus should implicitly be dating, just like hotornot. Note that hotornot is a dating site without seeming too much like one. This puts people at ease. I believe that a dating-focused video site will draw much more attention than stupidvideos. Why? Because dating and finding girls is what most people who are not married are primarily occupied with. There are only so many stupid videos you can watch.



Hurley was married but agreed that dating could motivate people to make and watch videos. “People want to see and be seen,” he would write weeks later. Karim’s email ended with a target date for YouTube’s launch less than three months away: May 15, 2005.

They set to work. Hurley tinkered with the way YouTube.com would look to a visitor. Chen and Karim engineered the code to bring the site to life. Then, on March 20, Yahoo announced it was buying Flickr. Yahoo was a web titan, a valuable “portal” for online activity that raked in billions a year. Flickr, a sleek Web 2.0 service, let people upload digital photos. The press reported that Yahoo had paid as much as $25 million for the acquisition. The Flickr deal lit a fire. Karim sent another email, with the subject line “new direction”:


Chad and I were discussing today that the focus of the site should be more like flickr. Basically a repository for all kinds of personal videos on the internet.



In the coming weeks Hurley, Chen, and Karim doubled down and debated anew how their site should work. Like the dating site or the photo site? Hot or Not appealed to “hip college kids with raging hormones,” Chen wrote in one email, while Flickr reached “designers, artists, and creative folks.” Who would use YouTube? Should they make two sites? Hurley wavered on the Flickr model, concerned that video was more difficult to upload and edit online, but he also didn’t want to pigeonhole the site. Late on Sunday, April 3, Hurley emailed the others that they should just get their site out into the world; they could “figure out where we are going down the road.”

Ten days later an obstacle appeared on the road. Google put out a call online for people to submit amateur videos, which the company might then post for the world to see. Hurley would later recall his reaction: “Ah, fuck.” Google was scarier than Yahoo. When Google started, it was one of many web search engines, but it quickly pulverized all its competitors. Now Google was starting to reveal its true ambition. On April Fools’ Day 2004, it launched an email service, Gmail, with so much unheard-of free data storage that people assumed it was a joke. Then it announced a massive, free digital map of the planet. And now Google, spigot of cash, hoarder of brilliant programmers, was coming for YouTube.

When Hurley and his pals next met, a new agenda item appeared: Should we give up?

•  •  •

Chad Hurley grew up in Reading, Pennsylvania, and had landed in California the customary way: on a living room floor. After college, a small school in Pennsylvania where he took odd jobs cobbling together websites, Hurley had moved back in with his parents. He was aimless and a little bored. One day he was leafing through an issue of Wired magazine and came upon an article on Confinity, a California company trying to move currency through early handheld computers called PalmPilots. Confinity needed a designer. On a whim Hurley sent a résumé. He heard back the next day. Could he come for an interview tomorrow?

This was 1999, when Silicon Valley was flush with cash and desperate for warm bodies. Confinity asked Hurley to design a logo for their new payments service, PayPal, and hired him quickly. He flew to Northern California, the new epicenter of innovation and commercial success, and slept on a mattress pad on the floor. His host, Erik Klein, a programmer from Illinois, had also started in California this way. Practically all the rookie hires at Confinity initially crashed on pads or couches near the office; with little job and life experience, the twentysomethings waited for a broker they knew who rented apartments without checking references.

At Confinity, Hurley soon met another new hire, a young coder named Steve Chen who had round cheeks, spiky black hair, and an easy laugh. Chen had arrived on a one-way ticket from Chicago, deserting college one semester before graduation, a shock to his parents. Born in Taipei, Chen moved to the United States with his family at the age of eight. On the flight over he didn’t know how to ask the stewardess for water in English. Much of his youth in suburban Chicago was devoted to learning the language. Then, at fifteen, he went off to boarding school, the Illinois Mathematics and Science Academy, where he found his real fluent tongue: computer-speak. Chen got his own hulking desktop machine, and with no parents around he stayed up late, downing coffee, toying with code that animated screens. He went on to study computer science at the University of Illinois but frequently skipped classes. Assignments asked for outcomes from code—a program or an algorithm optimized to perform a task. If this, then that. Chen could figure that out with just a book and a keyboard. And he already had a contact in the industry. One of Confinity’s founders, Max Levchin, a University of Illinois alum, liked to recruit from Chen’s high school; Levchin once told a reporter that the Illinois academy churned out “hard-core smart, hardworking, non-spoiled” coders, perfect for a start-up.1 Chen started at Confinity on a Sunday, walking into its office to find four other coders playing video games. Heaven.

Chen liked to work late, fueled on cappuccinos and cigarettes, sometimes stumbling into the office past noon. Colleagues teased him for being a mischievous joker; he took frequent smoke breaks and frequent programming “shortcuts,” inelegant technical work-arounds others avoided. Chen loved writing code in Python, an obscure computing language nobody else used. He liked it because it was open source, built and maintained by contributors around the world with an unrestrained spirit he saw in himself.

Occasionally, he worked alongside Jawed Karim, another gifted, mischievous immigrant from the University of Illinois. Karim also loved the internet for its rule-bending openness. In college Karim had invented MP3 Voyeur, a file-sharing service tech-savvy college students used to rip music online, months before another named Napster debuted.

Chen, Karim, and Hurley lived through turbulent years at Confinity. Start-ups back then were sharks circling for blood, willing to turn on a dime at the smell of money. Confinity ditched its first idea, security software, for another—mobile payments. It managed to survive the dot-com crash, when bursting markets demolished young internet businesses, and changed its name to PayPal. Emerging from the rubble, PayPal went public and, in 2002, sold itself to the auction site eBay.

PayPal’s early staff were a tight-knit group of type A overachievers, and after the eBay purchase several of them went on to join blue-chip investment firms and start marquee companies: Yelp, LinkedIn, SpaceX. The press would christen this cadre (of mostly men) “the PayPal Mafia.” At PayPal, the YouTube founders had a reputation as more of the B team. Hurley had left soon after the eBay acquisition, chafing at its stuffy corporate culture. Chen worked on PayPal’s expansion into China but grew to hate the culture too, believing that it valued financial gain over programming gusto.

When the trio started talking up their new idea for a video website in early 2005, few took them that seriously. In April, Chen sent over their test website to an old colleague.

“Nice,” the PayPal alum wrote back, “it works really well. how you gonna keep out the parn?” (He mistyped “porn.”) Chen reassured him that they would, then asked, “Want to put a video in??????”

The internet was not yet an enormous public stage, not yet the automatic place for people to share and overshare. Posting unpolished personal stuff felt weird. Chen’s ex-colleague wrote back, “I’m not sure I have any.”

•  •  •

Ultimately, a lukewarm reception didn’t deter the YouTube dudes. Neither did Google’s entrance into amateur web video. Google wasn’t the only one after all. Microsoft had a video site and so did a litany of start-ups, like Revver and Metacafe, and crass shock portals, like Big Boys and eBaum’s World. Each featured footage on their own websites or applications, but they lacked a way to let videos play everywhere else on the web. YouTube had found a way.

Jawed Karim showed it off to a PayPal coder he knew, Yu Pan, at a house party. “It’s Flash,” Karim explained. With Flash, a software system for rendering text, audio, and video graphics, YouTube could embed its video player box on other websites. That would ultimately be the trio’s most brilliant move, an innovation that enabled YouTube to leapfrog all its competitors. At the party Karim pulled up a test video for Pan, who had toyed with Flash at PayPal and grasped its technical potential. On-screen Hurley had sketched a simple rectangle and tiny triangular Play button in pixels, a miniature TV that could plonk down anywhere online.

Getting videos to play in Flash was easy. Getting them to sync with sound was not. Chen made countless four-second films of himself just talking, going back each time into the code to make sure his lips and words moved together. Once the dudes were confident it worked, Karim published their site’s first proper video, an eighteen-second clip with a crude wink.

jawed: “Me at the zoo.” April 23, 2005. 0:18.


Karim is in a black ski jacket at the San Diego Zoo. Kids chattering in the background nearly drown out his voice, but his mouth moves in sync. “All right, so here we are in front of the elephants,” he says, looking straight at the camera. “The cool thing about these guys is that they have really, really, really”—pause—“long trunks. And that’s pretty much all there is to say.”



To populate the site, Karim uploaded clips of 747s taking off and landing. Chen posted clips of his cat, PJ, with his handle, tunafat.

But they needed more material. They were still toying with the dating idea, and for that to work, they had to have plenty of videos of women. “YouTube is in need of creative content!” Chen wrote in a Craigslist post. “If you are a female or an extremely creative male between the ages of 18 to 45 and if you have a digital camera that can create short video clips, please follow these steps to earn $20.” Instructions followed: visit YouTube.com, start an account, upload three videos of yourself. Visitors could pick from a drop-down menu: “I’m a FEMALE seeking MALES between 18 to 45.”

They posted these listings around Las Vegas and Los Angeles. No one responded.

Back at the drawing board, Hurley decided these calls for creativity were too daunting, arguing that they should encourage “real personal clips that are taken by everyday people.” For him the site’s handicap was that it lacked a clear purpose. Was it a place to flaunt your opinions or your sex appeal? “I keep getting mixed signals from both of you,” he wrote in one email, exasperated. “Are we moving towards blogging or dating?” Karim wrote back, “Screw blogging. we should just be a site where you can post videos of yourself. Broadcast yourself. That’s it.” An early slogan the three had used for their site—“Tune In, Hook Up”—was a dud. Karim now proposed that phrase—“broadcast yourself”—as the site’s motto, and it stuck.

Karim’s bluntness would soon start to grate on his co-founders. But his decisiveness and motto certainly helped their site once it went live to the public that May. Still, YouTube’s real fuel came from some prescient tweaks the trio made a month later. They added features for people to leave comments and a small button to easily email friends links to clips. And when someone clicked on a video, a row of related ones appeared on the right of the page, prompting them to watch more.

•  •  •

In the years before YouTube was formed, America’s broadcast networks, the lords of TV—NBC, ABC, CBS, and Fox—had just emerged alive, bruised and bent but alive, from a bloody bout with their first nemesis: cable. Unleashed by regulators in the 1990s, fleets of cable stations took over the airwaves, seizing viewers and advertisers from networks that had dominated TV since its inception. Networks fought back. They started competitive 24/7 stations (MSNBC, Fox News), and they consolidated: Viacom, owner of CBS, bought TNN, BET, and MTV within a few short years. But their winning weapon was reality TV. Shows with amateur casts and scant scripts (or none at all) were cheap to make, and audiences ate them up.

By 2005, though, that novelty had worn thin. The Real World was in its sixteenth season, Survivor in its tenth. Reality TV’s artifice had become all too obvious; audiences now knew that its characters and dramas were staged and manicured and that stardom there led to only fifteen minutes of fame, if that. Networks adapted. They turned to C-list celebrities (ABC had Dancing with the Stars) or promised real, lasting fame: Fox’s new show American Idol topped TV ratings, drawing twenty-six million viewers an episode. A year earlier NBC brass, fretting about the end of its megahit Friends, lucked out with the surprise success of The Apprentice, a reality contest starring a washed-up real estate heir, Donald Trump. TV moguls had seen what the internet did to music. Punk pirates at a site called Napster gave it away for free, obliterating the industry. Thankfully, boomers still soaked up reality TV.

But younger audiences, that slippery cultural bellwether, were already drifting away from broadcast again. During George W. Bush’s presidency, the kids got their news from Jon Stewart on Comedy Central. They spent their time on MySpace. By the summer of 2005, MySpace was the hottest thing online; it reeled in sixteen million visitors a month, making it the fifth most popular web destination. News Corporation, Fox’s parent company, paid $580 million in July to buy MySpace and its young audience.

By then Steve Chen had found a shortcut on MySpace to juice YouTube’s growth.

MySpace had a messy, abundant menagerie of blogs, music, and classifieds. But not video. Chen thought MySpace devotees were an ideal target for YouTube. They already shared photos. Why not videos? Thanks to Flash, YouTube was able to run its video files directly on MySpace pages, enticing visitors over to its own website. Newcomers arrived, posting footage from family vacations, cat clips, and oddities not found on TV. Traffic from MySpace, coupled with the new features for comments and related videos, brought a steady flow to YouTube that would never relent.

Chen may have had help from another social network. After leaving PayPal, he had taken a job with Facebook, then a new start-up from Harvard students. One early Facebook staffer recalled Chen showing off YouTube.com inside Facebook’s offices. After Chen left for YouTube, he held on to his Facebook corporate computer, and some at Facebook suspected that he authored code for YouTube on that device, which might entitle Facebook to the intellectual property. (Chen denied doing this and said he simply didn’t take the time to return the device to Facebook’s offices. Facebook never raised the issue publicly.2)

Chen was busy that year. With the rush of viewers and uploaders from MySpace that summer, he quickly realized YouTube needed help keeping the site afloat. So he turned to his PayPal friends. Chen lured over Yu Pan, a proficient coder colleagues described as a “mad scientist.” Erik Klein left PayPal on a Thursday, talked to Chen Monday morning, and had a new laptop and job by the afternoon. Several other PayPal alums soon joined.

Each day the team had a simple edict: don’t let YouTube.com crash. Sometimes the website would keel over from bugs or the sheer weight of video uploads. Coders took the train to a small office YouTube had rented and whipped out bulky laptops and wireless modems to work on their commutes. Chen, a night owl, read through user email complaints past midnight and left a fresh pile of fixes for his team each morning. For each video to play online, YouTube needed tons of computing bandwidth and gear. Chen bought 42U racks—hulking boxes, larger than fridges, made to hold servers—by the truckload. But that solution was short-lived. By September YouTube’s site was playing more than 100,000 video views a day. Eventually, Chen found a company in Texas that rented out server space, putting all the bills on his credit card, which he frequently maxed out.

At PayPal, programmers had used cash instead of their own service in their daily lives—a half joke in response to the fact that their system, exploding in usage, was so fragile that one transaction could push it over the edge. They continued the tradition at YouTube. The men who built the machinery behind the site rarely watched any of its videos.

But the founders in charge tried to watch. Very quickly the quirky home videos had begun to mix in with footage that looked an awful lot like TV. In July, Hurley found a few videos titled “budlight commercials,” pirated rip-offs of TV spots. He voted to pull them. The beer maker owned the copyright on its commercials, and if those videos appeared without its consent, Hurley knew YouTube could be in legal trouble. Karim disagreed, restoring twenty-eight removed videos. Those clips could spread widely, exposing more people to the site, he argued in an email. Worth the risk.

Hurley replied, ominously, “Ok man, save your meal money for some lawsuits! ;)”

Hurley was less casual the following month when he found YouTube clips of a NASA shuttle landing taken directly from CNN. “If the boys from Turner”—CNN’s owner—“would come to the site, they might be pissed?” he emailed. “These guys are the ones that will buy us for big money, so lets [sic] make them happy.”

While Hurley fretted over the boys from Turner and Chen tried keeping the site’s lights on, Karim was on his way out. Like Chen, Karim had dropped out of college to join an unknown internet company. He completed his degree online, but his parents were both scientists and, even after PayPal’s success, urged him to go to graduate school. He left YouTube that fall. Chen felt abandoned, down one expert programmer when their site needed that expertise the most. Later Karim’s role would come under dispute. He told people that he had birthed the initial idea for YouTube after getting frustrated with missing major live TV touchstones, like the 2004 Indonesian tsunami or Janet Jackson’s Super Bowl nipple flash. Once they aired, why couldn’t you watch them again? Chen would say the idea had come to him from a conversation during a dinner party at his apartment.

•  •  •

After Karim left, YouTube began to truly take off, but not from anything his co-founders did. Instead, a group of young, creative oddballs had started to use the site religiously to build cultural touchstones all on their own.

Brooke Brodack was ten when she unwrapped her first video camera on Christmas. Or maybe eleven—she doesn’t remember. She does remember the grandiose video tours she shot in her backyard and the holidays when she filmed her family sitting around eating turkey, corralling them together to play back her footage. At thirteen she began writing skits, learning to plan and edit shots. This hobby stuck through college, where she studied broadcasting and worked as a hostess at the “Lucky 99,” the local name for a surf-and-turf eatery in Worcester, Massachusetts.

In the autumn of 2005, in between hostess shifts, she found a new film canvas.

Brookers: “CRAZED NUMA FAN!!!!” 4:03.3


A warning appears in all caps: “This video contains a very catchy song and dance. Some viewers may be susceptible to influence and attempt to copy this for fame.” A young woman appears, lopsided ponytails, big gap between her front teeth. She wears a paper with #1 NUMA FAN, an internet in-joke, stapled to her shirt.



Once she joined YouTube, Brodack, then nineteen, posted a flood of madcap home videos under the handle Brookers. In one she lip-synched to a song from the band Chicago while wielding a katana sword. “Crazed Numa Fan!” cast her as an obsessive devotee of another bedroom webcam performer: Gary Brolsma, who posted his footage in 2004, pre-YouTube, to a site called Newgrounds.com. In that video Brolsma’s headphones are wrapped over his round face, which stared off camera. Electronic music thumped, a Euro-pop song with a chorus, in Romanian, that sounded like “numa numa.” Brolsma mouthed along, growing more animated as the song unfurled. Viewing it was like intruding on someone’s private moment of joy. Brodack’s version, a huge YouTube hit, was longer and wilder, her limbs flapping around like Gumby.

Most people stumbling upon YouTube in 2006, especially young people, knew Brolsma’s clip. They had gathered around computer screens to enjoy his lip-sync routine. Brodack found its enthusiasm infectious, like seeing an introvert crawl from his shell. Her tribute became emblematic of YouTube’s emerging aesthetic: re-creation, conversation, inanity. It was a copy of a copy, each as famous as the one before.




CHAPTER 2

Raw and Random

Rats. The place was teeming with rats. In nooks between the ventilators and the ceiling, beneath the floorboards. God, more every day.

By early 2006, YouTube had moved into a bigger office to accommodate its rapid, surprising growth. It was kind of a mess. The start-up occupied the second floor above Amici’s pizza in San Mateo, a satellite city near San Francisco and train lines, and the twentysomething software engineers rarely cleaned up after their meals, resulting in an endless rodent problem.1 Someone placed two plush toy rats on YouTube’s reception desk, company mascots. The office was horseshoe shaped, with a stairwell in the middle and rows of makeshift desks, tacky fluorescent lights, and gray carpets. Hurley and Chen shared a corner table near the few windows. Hurley had commissioned an artist to paint spiraling red and gray stripes on the walls to represent bandwidth and maybe spruce up the place. They hung cheap white sheets from the ceiling as dividers. They bought bulk Costco snacks for employees, as Google did, some of which rotted in the back of the fridge. Each new hire had to assemble their own IKEA desk and chair, a ritual signaling the start-up’s scrappiness.

Hurley and Chen had formed a board and recruited business operators to join their coders, but the company kept its raffish quality, even as it drew more attention. MC Hammer, a bygone-era star, visited in February to check out the trendy new site, and Kevin Donahue, one of the recent hires, gave him an office tour. Staff recorded it and posted the resulting clip on YouTube (title: “Hammer Time!”). A Forbes reporter came by to watch a popular clip of a stepfather playing a cruel joke: while his kid was deep into a video game, he flashed a sinister face on-screen, prompting terrified sobs. “That’s just wrong,” said Chris Maxcy, another new YouTube business hire. Others laughed. Donahue described their site to Forbes as “raw and random.”

Just a few months earlier YouTube’s operational costs were still loaded on Chen’s credit card, and the company was barely hanging on. Mercifully, YouTube found a savior. Chen and Hurley, who were still tracking new accounts on their site, spotted his name that summer: Roelof Botha. Roelof had money. At PayPal he was the money guy—he served as chief financial officer—and had since moved to Sequoia Capital, a famed venture capital firm that once backed Google. A tall, pragmatic South African with a business degree and a geek’s fetish for tech novelties, Botha had recently taken a new digital camera on his honeymoon in the Italian countryside. He posted some footage to the site he had heard about through the PayPal network. Buzz outside the network was also building. In August, Slashdot, an influential tech news site Google’s founders read, gave a shout-out to YouTube, bringing in waves of fresh traffic. Botha reconnected with his former PayPal colleagues and drafted a memo that month persuading other partners at Sequoia to invest.

By late August, YouTube had eight thousand visitors, who generated more than fifteen thousand videos. Botha crunched its numbers: YouTube was paying around $4,000 a month to serve videos, with each play costing a tiny fraction of a cent in computing oomph. YouTube could conceivably charge people for features, like special video effects, or it could make money with ads, as Google did. In his memo Botha noted the recent success of “user-generated content” Web 2.0 companies like Flickr and Tripadvisor, a crowdsourced travel site that had sold for more than $100 million. YouTube could net at least that much.2

The memo worked. In November, Sequoia announced an investment of $3.5 million, praising the marvel of YouTube holding eight terabytes of footage, “the equivalent of moving one Blockbuster store a day over the Internet”—an astounding stat then, when Blockbuster still mattered. One Sequoia partner, Michael Moritz, would later call YouTube “the fourth horseman of the internet” alongside Amazon, Microsoft, and Google.3 Sequoia placed Botha on YouTube’s board and took 30 percent ownership.

The investment gave the startup enough money to rent its office in San Mateo above the pizza shop, where the rodents roamed freely. Once, Chris Maxcy, the fresh business hire, followed an awful smell to find a dead rat decaying in a trap near the office ceiling. Maxcy, who preferred slacks and button-downs, was the only one in the office to tuck in his shirt—Hurley and Chen, when they had to dress up, preferred untucked—but he was still playful. He held the dead rat at arm’s length in a trash bag. Micah Schaffer, a twenty-five-year-old newcomer with unruly hair, hipster jeans, and flannel, started recording a YouTube video.

“Let’s show this to Heather,” he quipped.

Heather was Heather Gillette, one of YouTube’s earliest hires and one of the few women in the company. She grew up nearby in Palo Alto, where her parents always rented their home, and as an adult she dreamed of buying her own. She wanted space for her dogs, cats, and two horses, and a flock of chickens she was thinking of buying. That summer she had found a perfect spot—a vacant lot beneath green rolling hills and a forest of redwoods. Elated, she pulled out a small handheld video recorder to share the perfection with her family. When she scoured the web for a way to send the footage, she found only a seedy-looking site, MPEG Nation, demanding $25. She had not heard of YouTube until she visited the home of Kathy, her childhood friend. Kathy’s husband, Chad Hurley, sat silently hunched over his computer in the dining room. Kathy explained Chad’s latest venture, a free video-sharing site, and Gillette walked over to see what he was up to. She had worked in customer service roles but was now between jobs and, thinking of the sprawling lot for sale, wanted a new one. “We’re not going to need customer service,” Hurley told her. “It’s free.”

But weeks later, on Gillette’s next visit to her friend’s home, Hurley had changed his mind. He needed an office manager.

And as office manager, Gillette had to deal with the rodents. She couldn’t stomach killing them. The animals she owned were like her “children.” Men on staff teased her for her affection.

•  •  •

But Gillette had more complicated problems than rats. Hurley had also asked her to handle screening.

To avoid having YouTube become a crass shock site, its founders had outlawed uploads of porn and extreme violence. Still, those came. Initially staff took turns on moderation duty, scouring for offenders during the workday; Chen scanned during his late-night, coffee-fueled binges. A software system they built let viewers flag troubling or rule-breaking videos. But the daily barrage of footage demanded a better solution.

Gillette hired ten moderators for a team called SQUAD (Safety, Quality, and User Advocacy)—some of the internet’s first frontline workers. They sat at computers that displayed a steady, unending queue of videos viewers had flagged. Four buttons appeared on their screens’ top right corner. “Approve”—keep the video up. “Racy”—mark the video as suitable for eighteen and older. “Reject”—remove the video. “Strike”—remove the video and add a penalty to the account. Too many penalties, and the account went down. Gillette recruited more reviewers for night and weekend shifts and purchased industrial-sized protectors to shield screens from other onlookers. At first, these reviewers sat right by the office entryway, but soon YouTube decided it might not be ideal for visitors to first encounter a row of people scanning the internet’s underbelly. So they were moved.

Micah Schaffer was tasked with writing screening guidelines. He printed out one “Reject” rule and taped it above his desk: “Just to clarify, if the only reason that genitals are not visible is because they are inside someone else’s genitals—that’s not racy, that’s a strike.” Porn caused problems: when YouTube courted Disney for a partnership, Disney suits complained about easily spotting still frames of adult videos on YouTube. A reporter once called on a Friday morning asking about the abundance of salacious material. Gillette stood up during YouTube’s lunch hour and told everyone in the office they needed to spend their weekend scrubbing the site of genitalia. It worked: the reporter never published a story.

But moderation was rarely as simple as merely spotting private parts. Schaffer and Jennifer Carrico, an attorney volunteering at YouTube, sat together in a room one week to work on the guidelines. After watching some of the borderline, surreal footage pouring in, the pair settled on a tactic: they pointed at each body part and wondered aloud where it could go. Can someone put a thumb in there? What do we do with videos showing that? At one point Carrico wondered, “What kind of Pandora’s box have we opened?”

Julie Mora-Blanco, a college classmate of Schaffer’s, joined the SQUAD in the summer of 2006. YouTube paid her $45,000 a year with health benefits and equity, which she found incredible. Colleagues warned her about all the evils she might encounter, or so she thought. One morning, early in her tenure, she saw a video that would haunt her for more than a decade to come. “Oh, God,” she cried once it began.4 Later she would only describe it as involving a toddler and a dimly lit hotel room. A co-worker talked her through next steps: hit “Strike,” nix the account, and feed it to a nonprofit that monitored child exploitation and alerted federal authorities.

But those haunting videos, along with explicit porn, were really the SQUAD’s only clear-cut zones. When moderators had questions, footage often went to Gillette. She could watch most evils with a level head and found adult porn amusing. Anything bleak involving animals—fetish clips of women in heels stepping on creatures, cats being boiled alive—Gillette had to hand off. She also had nightmares for years about the few she did see. Mora-Blanco and her colleagues used dark jokes as a coping mechanism for this traumatic work—a running one involved an octopus and sexual consent—but they also felt deeply proud of their jobs keeping YouTube’s nascent web community safe and sanitized.

Soon Gillette’s job extended to keeping YouTube in good legal standing. Hurley approached her one day with a small slip from a company that housed YouTube’s computer servers; it said that YouTube had broken the law. “Do you think you could handle copyright?” Hurley asked.

From the early garage days, Hurley knew the legal risks of running pirated footage without approval from copyright owners. As YouTube grew, so did takedown requests from old media. (In instant message chats, later surfaced in a lawsuit, staff complained about these requesters variously as “copyright bastards” and “fucking assholes.”) But Hurley also knew that if the copyright owner did approve, and YouTube simply wasn’t aware, it would be stupid to take videos down. In October 2005 a user named joeB uploaded a three-minute, mesmerizing clip of Ronaldinho, the soccer superstar who had signed with Nike. Was it pirated? The video went gangbusters, and YouTube kept it up. They soon learned that joeB belonged to Nike’s marketing department.5 And that drove home a key lesson: YouTube could be a threat to copyright owners but it could also be a very valuable tool for businesses looking for audiences.

At the start of 2006, YouTube had another potential joeB on its hands: “Lazy Sunday.”

Saturday Night Live, NBC’s legendary show, was entering its fourth decade and growing stale. In a revival attempt it began airing “digital shorts” from new cast members like Andy Samberg, a floppy-haired comic with a Disney-prince jawline. His troupe’s skit “Lazy Sunday”—two white guys rapping about cupcakes and The Chronicles of Narnia—appeared on YouTube in December and went viral. Hurley sent an email to NBC: If you didn’t put it up, we’d happily take it down. Just let us know. For weeks no one answered, and “Lazy Sunday” continued to rack up views. Then, on February 3, an NBC lawyer finally replied in a stern letter demanding YouTube remove the sketch and all videos tagged “Saturday Night Live” or “SNL.” Kevin Donahue, YouTube’s new vice president, tried to convince NBC of the promotional value of keeping such viral content up. The value to YouTube was clear: that month most web searches bringing people to its site were the two words “lazy Sunday.” Eventually, YouTube did pull the clip, but most visitors the skit drew in stuck around.6 For other copyright claims Gillette tried to comply swiftly, which irritated the engineers, who worried that too many video removals would turn people off from uploading.

By 2006 programmers had most of YouTube’s frequent outages under control, though there were occasional hiccups. An annoyed viewer once called into YouTube’s office line and left a voice mail. “I need to goddamn masturbate, and I can’t do that when you don’t have all those videos up,” he shouted into the phone. “Get your shit together, you goddamn whores.” Staff laughed nervously. Unnerving messages like that, the NBC drama, the sprawling, unfettered moderation mess—it all made one thing terribly clear: YouTube needed a full-time lawyer.

•  •  •

Zahavah Levine loved music more than anything. When she was nine, she took the subway to the Philadelphia Spectrum to see Kiss, screaming along, “Shout it out loud!” She had had an enormous blues record collection until some asshole stole it during law school. Levine had wavy brown hair and a fighting spirit; at school she protested South African apartheid and the contras in Nicaragua. After Berkeley Law she was swept into the dot-com explosion happening across the bay, an industry plowing into digital frontiers and desperate for lawyers.

This was the roaring 1990s. Once the province of colleges and computer nerds, the internet had come to the masses. In 1995 sixteen million Americans went online from their homes; that number had jumped nearly tenfold by 1998. Surfing, shopping, banking, screwing—everything was moving online. Congress and Bill Clinton’s White House faced immense pressure from all directions to regulate the web. Religious right scolds wanted to wipe out sex and other ills, free-market champions wanted fewer impediments to commerce, and media lobbyists wanted protection from intellectual property theft. The resulting flurry of muddled laws included two whoppers that defined the modern internet. In 1996 the Communications Decency Act went after “obscene and indecent” materials online and included a short provision, Section 230, that gave websites permission to remove smut and shielded them from liability for posts users wrote. In 1998 the Digital Millennium Copyright Act (DMCA) provided ways for owners of intellectual property, like songs and movies, to claim rights online. In theory, the laws protected websites from lawsuits and copyright trouble.

In practice, the laws were far from clear. During their passage Levine first worked for a law firm that drew up “hyperlink contracts,” deals between companies that linked to one another’s websites. Such things seemed necessary until everyone got more comfortable online, and then they weren’t. In 2001, Levine found a job involving her true love: music. Listen.com ran the web music service Rhapsody, and one of Levine’s first tasks there was to explain how copyright law had knocked out Napster.

Napster was a fallen internet star. Music fans loved its free file-sharing system; the music industry hated it. Eighteen record labels sued Napster for copyright theft. Napster argued that it worked like a VHS player: people didn’t hold the VHS manufacturer responsible for videotapes they played. Courts did not agree. In 2001, Napster lost a California ruling, effectively sweeping it into the dustbin. Levine’s new company cut licensing deals with record labels to offer aboveboard on-demand streaming. She became an expert in the byzantine laws governing digital music. Within a few years, though, her tiny company risked obsolescence. Microsoft introduced a streaming service, and Apple released iTunes (ninety-nine cents a song).

Chris Maxcy had been a Rhapsody dealmaker before he left for YouTube, an upstart Levine had never heard of, and he started to send her messages: “We really need you. It’s doing well, you have to believe me.” Levine checked out YouTube and saw similar terrain to Rhapsody: scores of videos using popular songs as soundtracks, or just playing entire tracks with static images. But YouTube’s library contained far, far more than music. She interviewed with Hurley and Chen and faced a tougher grilling from Botha, the investor. YouTube extended an offer, but Levine was ambivalent, and much of her uncertainty stemmed from the DMCA. She called a friend and fellow lawyer, Fred von Lohmann, and asked him to meet after work at her usual watering hole, the Rite Spot Cafe, a dive bar in San Francisco’s Mission District. Levine arrived with pages printed out from the law, slapping them down on a table in front of her friend. Under poor bar light, she read directly from Section 512.

A website with copyright-infringing material—say, a clip from SNL—would not be held liable if one of three things happened: (1) the website lacked “actual knowledge” that the material was infringing; (2) the website didn’t get any “financial benefit directly” from the infringing material; or (3) the website, once it was notified of the material, took it down “expeditiously.”

“What does that mean?” Levine asked. What did “actual knowledge” mean for YouTube? The company didn’t even know who uploaded what, let alone whether copyrighted material was posted with authorization. YouTube had started running ads on pages where videos played, but they weren’t yet targeted based on the content. Was that ad money “directly” attributable to “infringing material”? So much of the DMCA was ambiguous. Newsweek had recently run an article calling YouTube the “video Napster.”7 Was that true?

Finally, Levine looked up at von Lohmann and asked, “Should I take the job?”

“Hell, yes,” he replied.

“But are they going to get sued out of existence?”

“Who cares?”

Few knew the DMCA like Fred von Lohmann. He had worked on one of its first prominent cases, defending Yahoo in a lawsuit over bootleg video game sales on its site. (Yahoo won.) Now he was a copyright gun for hire for the Electronic Frontier Foundation, or EFF, a prominent Silicon Valley civil liberties group. One of its founders, John Perry Barlow, an eccentric former lyricist for the Grateful Dead, railed against government and corporate attempts to rein in the web. In a 1994 essay Barlow predicted the internet’s coming ubiquity and laid out the philosophy that would define Silicon Valley:8


Once that has happened, all the goods of the Information Age—all of the expressions once contained in books or film strips or newsletters—will exist either as pure thought or something very much like thought: voltage conditions darting around the Net at the speed of light, in conditions that one might behold in effect, as glowing pixels or transmitted sounds, but never touch or claim to “own” in the old sense of the word.



The future was on YouTube’s side. Von Lohmann also knew that the site had hired at least one comrade: Micah Schaffer, the young staffer with the frank genitalia guidelines. Before YouTube, Schaffer had hung around with EFF staff and Cult of the Dead Cow, a hacktivist coding collective of rabble-rousers that supported dissidents. When Kevin Mitnick, a famed jailed hacker, was released from federal prison, Schaffer was there with friends filming a documentary. He had worked for Rotten.com, a repository of morbid and gross-out images created, in part, as an up-yours to the Communications Decency Act. (Many images came from medical texts.) “We love you, Micah,” von Lohmann would tell him. “But there are some things that we can’t unsee.” If YouTube was Napstered, von Lohmann then told Levine, she would get an enjoyable front seat to one of the most important legal cases of the decade.

Levine took the offer. She arrived at YouTube’s dinky San Mateo office feeling, at thirty-seven, like a grandmother. A torrent of legal issues immediately rained down. One record label honcho, friendly before, now screamed at her that YouTube owed the label “hundreds of millions of dollars!” Even peaceful talks had bumps. Schaffer had set a cheeky placard above his desk after YouTube received multiple requests from German officials. (Germany had strict laws against displaying Nazi imagery, but YouTube, which had no office there, didn’t have to comply.) The placard read, DO NOT APPEASE THE GERMANS. It came down after Levine hosted a group of German record executives who did not get the joke.

But one of Levine’s strangest cases came after less than two weeks on the job. PETA, the animal rights group, suddenly demanded YouTube remove a video of a truck running over a fish. “Oh my God,” Levine said to a friend. “Is this cruelty? Where should we draw the line?”

•  •  •

freddiew: “Aces.” February 22, 2006. 1:22.


The title appears, followed by a twang and a whistle, an ode to spaghetti westerns. Two guys sit at a card table next to cheap dorm-room furniture. Camera zooms on the faces, cuts to the poker chips. Faces, cards, chips. Then the gimmick: there are eight aces on the table. The smaller guy flips the table, pulls out a gun, and leaps through the air, firing, pure Quentin Tarantino.



Freddie Wong, the smaller guy, had filmed this footage at the break room in New North, a freshman dorm at the University of Southern California. Everyone on his floor was a film student or wanted to be one. They scripted and shot their own videos on cheap Flip cameras, plugged them into laptops with a FireWire, spent hours editing, then showed them off. The school gave them only fifty megabytes of free computing storage, so Wong, prowling for more space to store his creations, stumbled upon YouTube. There he found like-minded young strivers: nigahiga, a Hawaiian high schooler who uploaded spirited lip-synching clips; Little Loca, the “Mexican-American homegirl,” an alter ego of a twenty-two-year-old from rural California. They were producers, directors, stars. They competed in an informal brinkmanship to see how quirky, irreverent, and attention grabbing their videos could get. Unlike American Idol, YouTube had no judges, only audience. It felt as if everyone watching YouTube were also creating YouTube videos.

In San Mateo, YouTube staff, enamored with this







lonelygirl15: “My Parents Suck …” July 4, 2006. 01:01.
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