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INTRODUCTION

The Social Ranking

THIS IS A BOOK ABOUT A REVOLUTION. LIKE MOST REVOLUTIONS, THIS one has done less than some of its vanguard promised and more than anyone predicted. It has radically upended how we’ve understood and interacted with our world. It has demolished traditional barriers and empowered millions who were previously marginalized. It has created vast new sectors of our economy while devastating legacy institutions. It is often dismissed by traditionalists as a vacant fad, when in fact it is the greatest and most disruptive change in modern capitalism.

When looking at what the internet has wrought in the last twenty years, we tend to focus on Big Tech: the massive corporations, the founders behind them, their visionary innovations, and the power they wield. But that’s only half of the story. For all the platforms that Silicon Valley has created and algorithms they’ve tested, the real transformation has occurred closer to the ground. The business of Big Tech doesn’t hinge on what they’ve invented but on what they’ve channeled. From the first amateur blog to the newest TikTok sensation, it has been users and those in their periphery who’ve brought the creative energy, the tech companies rising around them, fueled by the rich content and collective attention. It’s users who revolutionized entirely new approaches to work, entertainment, fame, and ambition in the twenty-first century. And the first glimpse of this transformation came when the internet collided with the most status-conscious group: New York socialites.

✹

New York socialites kept Who’s Who lists as far back as the 1800s. Women like Gloria Vanderbilt, Nan Kempner, and Brooke Astor appeared in the pages of magazines, served as muses for fashion designers, and held prestigious jobs at publications like Vogue. At every party, a small group of trusted photographers and columnists was allowed entry, and media coverage was invariably aglow. While there had always been controversies and untoward behavior, it usually stayed within the circle.

But, on April 24, 2006, something popped this well-tended bubble. An interloper emerged. A mysterious website. A blog.

The site, socialrank.wordpress.com, came out of nowhere. On a website with a pale1 purple background, black text, and a banner of Champagne flutes appeared a list: “The Top 20 Female Socialites in Manhattan.”

“It all started with a meeting in Four Seasons exactly two weeks ago,”2 read the inaugural Socialite Rank post, “where a committee nailed down 132 finalists for the New York socialite power ranking system …. The group are the most praise-worthy, beautiful, press hogging, inspirational and hot personalities that make [the] New York party scene so ruthlessly competitive and yet so breathtakingly exciting.”

The post explained that its Top 20 rankings were based on the evaluations made by judges in four categories:


	Personal style and designer relations (1–20 pts)

	Press coverage in major publications and gossip columns (10 pts)

	Appearances and commitment to events (10 pts)

	Hot factor—what makes each of the individuals sizzle with personality (10 pts)



Twenty-five women’s names were listed, along with recent photos. At number one, a socialite by the name of Tinsley Mortimer.

Blogs dominated the internet at the time, but most were unfashionable. The web was still perceived to be for dweebs in sweatpants and thick glasses. Yet New York high society, while none would admit it, began to check Socialite Rank religiously. As word about the blog spread, some of the women in contention put more effort into their outfits; the demand for hot party invites grew. The rankings were built on points and metrics that, however subjective, could in theory be gamed. “All spots are up for grabs,”3 the site declared. “You can sleep all you want after you die, but parties, pretty outfits and publicized engagements are what SR points are made of.”

It was as much fun to speculate about the identity of the author(s) as it was to track the rankings. Socialites had always enjoyed playing out a fairy tale on the red carpet, but now they were cast as characters in someone else’s play. Whose play was it, though? The anonymous posts relied on inside knowledge of parties, suggesting a mole. But the posts were also weirdly ungrammatical and voyeuristic.

Throughout the spring and summer of 2006, new socialite rankings dropped every other week, with near daily, gossipy blog posts in between. It was no surprise that on the list of top 20 Manhattan socialites, Tinsley Mortimer was a perennial front-runner. A Southern belle, she had debuted at the cotillion in Richmond, Virginia; attended Lawrenceville boarding school and Columbia University; and married into an oil-money fortune. She then embarked on a life of charity balls. While others in New York wore muted tones, she preferred pink, frilly outfits and baby-doll dresses. She also liked to wink at the camera in photos.

As the site’s audience grew, the highs and lows intensified. The authors stirred up drama with every biweekly ranking. The comments section filled with insults,4 spats, and wild rumors of out-of-control behavior and drug abuse. Few outside New York had cared about high society before, but suddenly the whole scene was on display to anyone with an internet connection.

Within months,5 as New York Magazine reported, “Socialite Rank manipulated the city’s gossip cycle, elevated unknown women to unlikely prominence, and gained thousands of readers, who filled the comment boards with catty and frequently venomous remarks.”

Several women were devastated by the rankings and commentary. When the blog derided one socialite6 for “being a social operator and having a horse face,” the insulted woman “cried for days,” a friend recalled to New York Magazine. Yet in a hint of the dynamics that had already begun reshaping the media world beyond the Upper East Side, her tears later gave way to a welcome revelation. “Because of that site,” the friend continued, “she’s a huge social star.” (“Social” here meaning within high society, since social media as we know it had not yet emerged).

By early 2007, Socialite Rank had been publishing its rankings for nearly a year. The holiday party circuit had come and gone, and the same women jostled for spots on the bi-weekly list. Mortimer remained the unchallenged queen.

Then, on February 8, 2007,7 the New York Post ran a story announcing an emerging new rivalry. The story declared that in a “scene straight out of ‘Mean Girls,’” Tinsley Mortimer “looked less than delighted” at a recent fashion show when photographers asked her to embrace “up-and-comer” Olivia Palermo.

At first, Palermo received a warm reaction8 from Socialite Rank and started to climb the ladder. Like Mortimer, she had all the trappings of an A-lister: daughter of a real-estate developer and an interior decorator, she’d divided her childhood between New York City and Greenwich, Connecticut. Now she was living in the city studying fashion design at the New School.

Palermo was a constant presence in pictures posted by New York society’s favored party photographer, Patrick McMullan. In rapid succession, she courted designers, signed on with charitable organizations, and hired a publicist—all the necessary socialite steps. But Socialite Rank compared Palermo to canned tuna, implying that she was packaged and inauthentic. The site pushed rumors and cruel gossip and tore her apart with misogynistic insults, calling her “desperate” and Mortimer “old,” “washed up,” and “trashy.” It pitted the two women against each other in an imagined rivalry.

Within a year, the manufactured drama between the two women escalated, Socialite Rank sent the scene to a fever pitch. And then it disappeared.

Palermo’s father was said to be seeking a court order to unmask the authors behind the blog. Before those threats came to fruition, Avenue’s Peter Davis had sleuthed out the answer. In April 2007, he confronted the masterminds behind Socialite Rank. It wasn’t a group of top-tier socialites teaming up behind the scenes; in fact, it wasn’t anyone most people knew at all. The all-powerful website was run by a completely random pair of Russian émigrés named Valentine Uhovski and Olga Rei. The duo was not remotely born into high society and they had essentially created the blog as a social experiment.

New York Magazine ran a cover story9 on the shocking reveal. Elite society was astonished. They realized they had been brought to their knees, to tears, to a frenzy—by two people they wouldn’t have given the time of day. The outsiders had upended the ultimate insiders, and it had cost less than a trip to the hair salon.

The whole event was, to many, a strange blip. Socialite Rank existed for only a year. So why bother telling the story, almost two decades later? Because even after the site shut down, nothing returned to normal. Instead of New York society retreating back into its moated castle, the rupture only expanded. The story of Socialite Rank foreshadowed the next twenty years of online life.

The blog foreshadowed the rise of social media. Soon, we would all be beholden to public metrics, online rankings, pressures to commoditize ourselves and to build our brands online. The misogyny inherent to Socialite Rank and the way women were spoken about mirrors the type of sexism and biases women today still confront online.

Following the blog’s implosion, Tinsley Mortimer and Olivia Palermo both did stints on reality TV, but Palermo emerged as the big winner. She used her role on MTV’s The City to launch a career as an online fashion and lifestyle influencer. By 2016 she was reportedly10 being paid thirty thousand dollars just to walk a red carpet. Today, she has amassed over 8 million Instagram followers and juggles brand partnerships in between promoting her own beauty line, Olivia Palermo Beauty. She was the one, among all of those who had been pulled into the Socialite Rank craziness, who leveraged the new opportunities presented by the ever-evolving online world.

✹

The internet has steadily changed everything around us: who we know; how we meet; how we work; how we date; how we play; who gets famous; whom we trust; what we want; and who we want to be. More and more of us receive the bulk of our information and entertainment through social media. Any of us, now, can spend years working to climb the career ladder, or we can aim to go viral and completely transform the trajectory of our lives overnight. The old world is gone. But it’s not yet obvious where the new world will settle.

When the internet first emerged,11 Al Gore likened it to the highway system. After the highway network emerged, people needed new places to eat on the go, new places to stay cheaply. National chains appeared, but, in turn, mom-and-pop options vanished, and town centers dried up. Strip malls boomed and suburbs sprouted. The rhythm of neighborhoods, families, and daily lives changed—and those changes continued to play out for decades after the final mile of asphalt was set.

Thirty years later, Gore’s pronouncement reads presciently optimistic and ominous. The internet brought its own tidal wave of developments. The first wave was the invention of the technology itself. Once the infrastructure was in place, once the computer sat on a desk in every home connected to the internet, the trillion-dollar question became: What would people do online?

In answer to that question, the YouTubes, Facebooks, Musical.lys, Twitches, and TikToks of the world emerged, each of them offering new ways to feel at home online, to see and be seen, to gossip and share the latest news. But their ascent took time. The world changed in fits and spurts, as we all figured out what we would do once we were online—and what, in turn, being extremely online would do to us.

We are still figuring that out. We are now decades into the digital age, but the ground still shifts daily. Who, with their dial-up connection, could have ever envisioned fake followers, TikTok news cycles, meme stocks, Instagram-induced plastic surgeries, or QAnon?

The old world of New York socialites collided with the future a few years before the rest of us did. Today’s social media ecosystem looks like a larger, machine-run Socialite Rank. We’re all now deeply cognizant of our status, our metrics, our potential for micro-fame or outright celebrity. Even if our goal isn’t to be known to millions, we still fixate on the “likes” we get from friends or welcome new connections, even from people we hardly know. This phenomenon can inspire entrepreneurial fortunes, as well as nerve-racking anxiety.

This book is not a complete history of the internet and its effects on our lives—that would take tens of thousands of pages, if it could be written at all. Instead, Extremely Online offers a social history of social media. It is about a force and an industry that is upending legacy power, and the people—many far removed from Silicon Valley—who shaped this new landscape.

Nothing will ever be the same.




Part I



ONLINE INFLUENCE BEGINNINGS




CHAPTER 1

The Blogging Revolution

LET’S GO BACK TO THE YEAR 2000.

It was the year of the Y2K scare and the peak of the dot-com bubble. The web had been around since the early 1990s, long enough to spread euphoria and trepidation. The first browser had come out seven years earlier, but moving data over the internet was still arduous. Many ambitious companies hitched their cart to the proliferating internet, but their disruptive potential was qualified by many observers. Amazon, for example, was considered a threat to bookstores and music shops, but little else.

Millions of people were starting to enjoy being online. They logged on through portals like AOL, using dial-up modems that moved at a crawl. But once online, they could instant message and email friends, join chat rooms, and shop. They could even read articles from the few newspapers experimenting with putting their content online. Heavily pixelated photos, Flash animation, and ASCII art were as glitzy as it got at the time. (On a 56K modem, it would have taken twelve hours to download a single TikTok video). As for online clout, Half-Life forum admin was the best you could hope for.

That would all change, however, with the rise of the blog.

The “web log” originated1 in the ’90s, when a cadre of early internet users began creating their own websites to share their thoughts and favorite links with the world. The barrier to entry was relatively high, since launching a website in those days required buying a domain name and knowing how to code.

That changed at the turn of the century, as blogging platforms like Blogger, Blogspot, and WordPress emerged. When it came to visual design, these platforms were unexciting. They offered cookie-cutter websites—usually text-only. But the bare-bones solution was sneakily revolutionary. Blogs could be set up in minutes. Suddenly, anyone with internet access could become a publisher. Media consumers became media producers.

It’s hard to remember how novel this was. Before the blog era, if you wanted to share your ideas with the public, you had to make it past layers upon layers of legacy gatekeepers. Letters to the editor, call-ins to the radio, article or book submissions—all had to be approved by a faceless authority at a moated institution. Even for those who’d been admitted through the tall gates of legacy media, publication opportunities only presented themselves after years of rising through the ranks, flattering the powerful, and simply lucking out. You could always go it alone and create your own underground zine or DIY publications, but your reach was limited as long as the gatekeepers gate-kept.

Not so with blogs. You could say whatever you wanted, on any subject, in any style. For your entire life, you’d been an outsider. No longer.

Predictably, some of the first notable blogs2 focused on technology, and while their impact might have been large within the tech world, they rarely made an impression outside of it. However, in the political world, a blog’s influence could extend beyond a narrow group of industry insiders, as shown by one blog with the somewhat cumbersome name Talking Points Memo.

Journalist Josh Marshall started Talking Points Memo days after the Bush-Gore election in 2000, when the result was still up in the air. He was covering politics for the bimonthly publication, the American Prospect. Marshall had some web-design chops, and he happened to have a vacation scheduled for the week after Election Day. As the Bush-Gore contest intensified,3 Marshall launched Talking Points Memo and posted commentary by the hour.

Marshall aggregated important news items and interspersed them with insider tips he received from fellow journalists and campaign officials. He seemed to post at lightspeed compared to everyone else, plus he could offer more color and candor than legacy media could. Soon Washington insiders were refreshing the site faster than Marshall could update it.

Talking Points Memo wasn’t the first online site to cover politics by the minute. Years before Marshall launched his blog, a former CBS gift-shop manager by the name of Matt Drudge launched a political gossip newsletter called Drudge Report. While Drudge’s website made a big splash—growing especially fast during the Clinton/Lewinsky scandal—Drudge was not a blogger but an aggregator. Marshall was playing a different game, reporting original stories and commenting in his unique voice. Within months,4 he decided to take the radical step of quitting his job at the Prospect to blog full-time.

Marshall got in at the right time, as he was among the first wave of bloggers who were attracting real audiences online. Talking Points Memo delved into the minutiae of policy debates and the Washington rumor mill. The writing was wonky and candid, not the view-from-nowhere type of writing that political news junkies were used to. That was the point.

As Talking Points Memo and its ilk got off the ground, the blogosphere bloomed around them. The total number of blogs5 doubled every six months. In 2006, there were 60 million blogs in existence. Blogging platforms expanded the web to non-techies, and soon new blogs emerged on everything—from indie music to Hollywood classics, to fashion, gaming, parenting, and drug culture—along with thousands of personal blogs that functioned as online journals.

Most legacy publications didn’t see blogs as a threat at first. Bloggers looked like curious eccentrics, a band of second-rate scribblers with too much time on their hands. The old guard scoffed that bloggers’ writing wasn’t up to the standards of the New York Times or Vanity Fair. They doubted that bloggers could ever break consequential stories without the access and talent monopolized by legacy media.

Readers, on the other hand, enjoyed the lack of polish. The media environment of the 1990s was centralized and corporate after waves of mergers left only a handful of conglomerates whose content was middle-of-the-road, burnished, and safe. In 2002, Wired declared “The Blogging Revolution,” a paradigm shift in how people distributed and received information: “Readers increasingly doubt the authority of the Washington Post or National Review, despite their grand-sounding titles and large staffs. They know that behind the curtain are fallible writers and editors who are no more inherently trustworthy than a lone blogger who has earned a reader’s respect.”6 Blogs offered readers everything that legacy media couldn’t, revealing what writers really thought. What’s more, blogs also enabled real-time interaction between writers and readers through comments sections attached to posts. Unlike message boards, blog posts primed the discussion with original, substantial content that was ripe for debate.

Soon little bubbles of taste, influence, and community formed, and they started to enter the mainstream.

It was from a reader tip that Marshall learned of a December 2002 toast given by Senate Majority Leader Trent Lott at the hundredth birthday tribute to longtime pro-segregationist Sen. Strom Thurmond. In his remarks, Lott7 openly praised Thurmond’s overtly racist 1948 presidential campaign.

While the Washington Post and ABC News8 ran brief stories about Thurmond’s birthday gathering, no outlet made particular note of Lott’s remarks. After the reader’s tip, however, Marshall ended up writing some twenty posts about Lott’s speech and its aftermath. Marshall assembled a broad argument9 against Lott, citing similar remarks in Lott’s past, establishing a pattern of praise for neo-Confederate causes and a refusal to condemn segregation. Soon, other bloggers, and then Washington media, took notice. Lott took to TV10 to try to repair his image, but his avoidance of apology only led to him being excoriated by both the left and the right.

Within two weeks of Marshall’s first blog post, Lott resigned from his leadership position in disgrace. Washington insiders realized that the story would have never taken off if not for Marshall and the blogosphere. A blogger had just sacked the Senate majority leader.

On December 13, 2002,11 the New York Post ran the headline: “THE INTERNET’S FIRST SCALP.”

✹

Throughout the 2000s, in every field they touched, blogs circumvented gatekeepers and tore down old structures. Launching a blog required next to no monetary investment, which made it a venture within reach to all.

Here was the great advantage that promised to upend capitalism as it existed before the internet. With hard work and the cost of a few large pizzas, someone could take on a company with thousands of employees and hundreds of millions of dollars in annual revenue.

In 2002, a company called BlogAds launched to help blogs sell display ads on their sites. BlogAds was soon followed by Google’s AdSense and other competitors, allowing top blogs to adopt an ad-driven business model similar to that used by print publications, but with vastly lower overhead and superior targeting capabilities.

Marshall started using BlogAds in 2003,12 and by the following year he was making nearly $10,000 per month. A few years later, ad revenue had grown13 so much that he was able to hire a team of reporters—often from old-media outlets—growing his staff to about twenty-five by 2012. A decade in, Marshall was no longer a reporter or a blogger; he was running a full-fledged media company. So it was elsewhere: popular sites like Gawker and FiveThirtyEight started with just one or two people, but as audiences grew, they were able to scale up into full newsrooms.

As bloggers proliferated, they didn’t just adopt traditional beats; they shaped the cultures around the topics they wrote about. In 2005, Garrett Graff, who had helped run online outreach for Democratic presidential candidate Howard Dean, became the first blogger to receive a White House press pass. That same year, Perez Hilton14 had Hollywood in knots, out-tabloiding the tabloids with his blog PageSixSixSix, which was later dubbed “Hollywood’s Most-Hated Website.” Music blogs like Pitchfork were defining an indie scene that the major labels scrambled to made sense of. Fashion blogs like the Sartorialist were identifying new looks before the glossy mags picked them up. Nightlife blogs like Hipster Runoff and photographer Mark Hunter’s The Cobrasnake cultivated a new aesthetic for the era and launched internet “It” girls into mainstream celebrity culture.

In 2021, W magazine wrote, “Hunter’s unfiltered nightlife shots defined an early digital aesthetic—and ushered in the social media age.”15

“My site was Instagram before there was Instagram,” Hunter told me. It was the first time “regular” people were able to build their image off online party photos en masse. “There was this whole underbelly of nightlife getting documented and put out there,” explained writer Lina Abascal, who documented the scene in her book Never Be Alone Again. “Sure, there were photographers at Studio 54, but there wasn’t the internet … a whole night would be captured by people like Mark and uploaded online for people to go through.” The model Cory Kennedy became a quintessential “Cobrasnake star.”

By 2009, fashion bloggers like Bryan Boy and Garance Doré made their foray into high-brow fashion circles. Bloggers were suddenly sitting16 in coveted front-row seats during New York Fashion Week, then at Dolce & Gabbana’s show at Milan Fashion Week, in a shocking upset17 that fashion insiders dubbed “blogger gate.” “Bloggers have ascended from the nosebleed seats to the front row with such alacrity that a long-held social code among editors, one that prizes position and experience above outward displays of ambition or enjoyment, has practically been obliterated,”18 wrote Eric Wilson of the New York Times.

As blogs boomed,19 traditional media felt the hurt, especially local and regional newspapers. Subscription rates everywhere plummeted now that the internet gave readers access to a wealth of free information, including articles from the very newspapers they no longer purchased in physical form. The industry’s century-old business model crumbled, forcing newsrooms around the country to hemorrhage staff and shut down. As they did, gatekeepers went from dismissive to hostile. In testimony before Congress,20 David Simon, a former reporter for the Baltimore Sun and creator of The Wire, warned that the blogosphere was causing a media death spiral: “Readers acquire news from the aggregators and abandon its point of origin—namely the newspapers themselves. In short, the parasite is slowly killing the host.”

By the end of the 2000s, it looked more like the parasite and host had merged. As top blogs expanded their headcount by hiring professional reporters, designers, and support staff, they came to resemble traditional media companies, complete with newsrooms and sales departments. Many legacy publishers realized that their best strategy was simply to invite bloggers in. Major publications,21 from the New York Times and the Atlantic to Glamour and Elle, hired the top crop of bloggers to fill out their ranks of writers and reporters. These same organizations also started major blogs of their own, or bought successful sites outright. By 2009, nearly half of the fifty most-trafficked blogs were owned by corporate media behemoths like CNN, ABC, and AOL. Yet while star bloggers in tech and politics received top billing, another class of bloggers was quietly ushering in a larger shift.

In the end, the defining figure of the blog era wasn’t the nerd or the wonk. It was the mommy blogger.




CHAPTER 2

The Mommy Bloggers

REBECCA WOOLF HAD HER FIRST CHILD AT AGE TWENTY-THREE, WITH a husband she hardly knew. It was 2005 and she’d moved from San Diego to Los Angeles six years earlier to work as a copywriter, ghostwriter, and headshot photographer. In her spare time, she blogged. She created her first blog in 2002 on Blogspot, an early publishing platform. Then she started a second one, “Pointy Toe Shoe Factory,” where she wrote about traveling and single life.

When she got pregnant unexpectedly, Woolf wrote about her decision to keep the baby and marry the baby’s father. She reflected on the drastic shift from carefree partying to impending parenthood. Shortly after their son, Archer, was born in May 2005, she decided to start a new blog cataloging motherhood. She named it “Childbearing Hipster” at first, then changed it to “Girl’s Gone Child” a few months later.

Bloggers were writing on every subject under the sun in the early 2000s, and parenting was no exception. Blogs were offering content1 that couldn’t be found in legacy media. As the New York Times declared, “The mommy bloggers were the first media voices who spoke directly—and exclusively—to mothers.” With her new blog, Woolf joined a burgeoning class of mommy bloggers who had found their community online. The path that these young mothers blazed and the strategies that they developed would set the stage for online creators for decades to come.

The pioneer of mommy blogging was Heather Armstrong, a blond, attractive woman who started Dooce.com back in 2001. (The name “Dooce” came from her inability to spell “dude” during online chats with former coworkers.) Armstrong’s blog soon developed a cult following.

Throughout the early 2000s, frank parenting talk was hard to come by. Women’s magazines pushed an idealized, often misogynistic version of motherhood that was less and less relevant to modern mothers. Home life remained private, with family life and children considered personal matters. When mothers did discuss those things, it was often within the confines of each other’s homes—not for the world to see.

Woolf and Armstrong were among the moms who, in grappling with changing but often contradictory gender roles, found themselves neglected by existing media channels. They had achieved successful careers before becoming mothers and held aspirations beyond homemaking. And now that they were stuck at home while their friends still lived the single life, they had complicated feelings about it.

So, a generation of mothers turned to the internet, either as readers, or writers, or both. Blogging gave them a needed outlet for their creative energy as well as a way to connect with others like them. What began as a hobby ultimately found millions of readers with a shared, unmet need: solace, entertainment, and camaraderie during a period of life that was often isolating and overwhelming.

Woolf, Armstrong, and their peers wrote deeply personal, raw, and unfiltered accounts of the sides of motherhood not found in parenting books. They spoke candidly about suffering from postpartum depression, struggling to breastfeed, and drinking wine during playtime. No topic was off limits. Many, led by Armstrong, wrote about their mental-health struggles.

“The early blogs were all about telling the messy story,”2 explained Catherine Connors, who started the blog “Her Bad Mother” in 2005 and is now a writer and consultant in Los Angeles. “And there was a sense that, yes, it had to be really brutally honest if it was going to get an audience.” Readers craved an antidote to the idealized depiction of motherhood that was championed by traditional media, and they found it in blogs.

Reading blog posts from that era today, it’s shocking how mundane much of it was. Venting about a bad mealtime or stressful playdate was revelatory, but now, over a decade later, the chatty, swear-laden, unfiltered style seems completely normal—because mommy bloggers were the first to bring that honesty to the public sphere.

The emergence of mommy blogs was a form of liberation for women. Once they got online and found their people, writers like Woolf felt as if a cork had been popped. Finally, they could connect and express themselves without fear of judgment. “We all felt super empowered and fearless,” Woolf told me. “We were all writing truthfully about our experiences as city moms, country moms. We created this virtual mommy group from all different backgrounds and shared this commonality of wanting to write truthfully about our lives and support each other.”

As the blogosphere expanded throughout the mid-2000s, so did the “mamasphere.” Mommy bloggers formed loose collaborative groups, cross-linking to other mothers and adding them to their “blog roll,” a list of blogs linked as a list on one side of a website.

Blogs at the time were primarily text, so there were no performative photos or glossy presentations of these women’s lives. Some readers didn’t know what their favorite bloggers even looked like. That proved no obstacle to forming strong connections. The blogs were deeply personal in a way that almost no other media at the time could match. Devoted audiences and fandoms accrued as readers lived their favorite bloggers’ adventures vicariously. “I had people show up at my home address: fans,” Rebecca Woolf recalled.

By the end of the decade,3 Nielsen gauged that 20 percent of the online population was made up of “women between the ages of 25 and 54 with at least one child.” Nielsen dubbed them “The Power Moms” and mapped out a core group of bloggers—“The Power Mom 50”—along with more than ten thousand smaller blogs that formed the larger network.

The next question was, “So what else can we do with this?”

✹

Mommy bloggers realized that, in their numbers, they had untapped economic power. People wanted to read their work—a lot of people. That work took time and effort, sometimes as much as a full-time job, yet they were usually uncompensated.

BlogAds offered a profitable model for the biggest blogs—which by now included a few mommy blogs—but most bloggers didn’t have enough traffic to bring in real revenue. Even for those who did, it was a fraught decision to try to make money online. Mommy bloggers’ advantage was their authenticity. Ads were seen as tacky and inauthentic, a sign of selling out.

In 2004, Armstrong decided to start running ads on Dooce.com. She explained to her readers that generating income from the site would help with her family’s financial pressures. “I’ve considered taking a job outside the home,” she wrote, “but that would mean that I would probably have to give up this website. I don’t possess the juggling skills to raise a baby and work a full or part-time job and maintain the amount of writing I have done here.”4

Despite Armstrong’s trepidation5 and candor, her post received a tidal wave of backlash, with comments so cruel that she had to block them. “Fans were really pissed,” she later told Vox. “They screamed, ‘Who do you think you are?’” she said to the New York Times. “What made you important enough to make money on your Web site?”6

Tech and politics blogs were already running ads, but when mothers started doing it, people became blind with rage. Armstrong was up against age-old stereotypes about women’s work, that it was gauche for mothers to bring money into conversations about the labor they performed. Mommy bloggers were, first and foremost, mothers. Even though nearly every top mommy blogger worked on their blog full-time, they and their audiences appeared to internalize negative stereotypes about the economic value of the work they were doing.

Between seeking a paycheck and shutting down,7 Armstrong chose the former. Dooce.com became the first mommy blog to accept significant advertising. Ultimately, Armstrong found it “empowering,” as she told Vox in 2019, “because I realized I didn’t need some male executive in New York to tell me that my story’s important enough to publish because I can just do it myself.”8

Running ads gave her license to treat blogging like a business and to be her own boss. She landed high-profile deals with Suave and other consumer brands. She partnered with a newly formed company called Federated Media, which sold ads and bundled blogs together. Soon the ad revenue made Armstrong the primary breadwinner of her household. Her husband quit his day job to help her run her blogging career.

✹

Armstrong’s decision to start running ads rippled across the mommy blogosphere. Other mothers began monetizing their blogs, too, and in doing so established a model for online creators that exists to this day.

The mommy blogosphere was an unexpected but perfect setting for a new path to online entrepreneurship. While the largest blogs on the internet aggregated links, mommy blogs were distinctly personality-driven and original, which favored a smaller scale in comparison. Many bloggers appreciated the built-in flexibility of blogging, since the work could be made to fit around parenting duties.

Meanwhile, consumer brands9 were interested in advertising to moms. Mothers are a multitrillion-dollar market in the United States alone, controlling as much as 80 percent of household spending. If you could get mothers talking10 about your product, you stood to make a windfall. In the early 2000s, Procter & Gamble launched a program where 600,000 mothers were given free samples of a product in exchange for mentioning it in everyday conversations with other mothers. In reviewing the results,11 P&G calculated that the average mother spoke to five people a day, while a “connector mom” spoke to twenty. By comparison, the right mommy blogger could reach hundreds or thousands of consumers with the click of a button.

This kind of breakthrough made marketers’ eyes light up. Health and beauty brands started sending bloggers free products in exchange for coverage. (Many bloggers at the time never disclosed such exchanges, leading the Federal Trade Commission to release new disclosure guidelines.) A blogger didn’t need enormous reach to make the cut. Nearly any online presence had greater reach than an analog connector mom.

While mommy bloggers shattered barriers, the demographic of women who were able to make it big in this new medium was skewed. The majority of those who were successful were attractive, thin, white women. Black mothers and mothers representing other marginalized identities were not granted the most lucrative brand deals. This bias went well beyond blogs and would become an even bigger concern as social media became more visual.

As their fame and revenue grew, mommy bloggers began hosting conferences with one another. One of the first and biggest events of this kind was BlogHer, founded in 2005 by entrepreneurs Elisa Camahort Page, Jory des Jardins, and Lisa Stone. There, and at similar events, women networked and traded information: tips on how best to manage your blog, create better content, engage with readers, and design one’s site.

The BlogHer organizers realized that the camaraderie among attendees might translate into bargaining power. Women at the conference were already talking about how to set ad rates and demand monetary compensation rather than simply receiving free products for posts. BlogHer sought to formalize those bonds by launching an advertising network much like Federated Media. By 2007, BlogHer placed ads12 on over 1,000 women’s blogs, helping more women chart a new path toward financial independence. One of the bloggers who took advantage of BlogHer was Ree Drummond, who’d launched a blog called the Pioneer Woman in 2006. Years later she became a multimillionaire tycoon overseeing a Pioneer Woman television show and spin-off cookbooks, and selling clothing and kitchenware.

✹

In 2008, knowing their audience was worth more than free detergent, bloggers made greater demands of their brand partners. Soon, Armstrong led the way with one of the first major “sponsored content” deals, getting Verizon to cover renovations to her office. Her husband shot a series of videos featuring Armstrong describing her new furniture and computer. Each one ran as a post on her site, opening and closing with the Verizon logo. To complete the look, the Armstrongs even had to switch from iPhones to Androids during the renovation.

For smaller bloggers, the perks were the treat. For example, Forbes reported in 2012, “Brand executives and women bloggers say the going rate for a $300 kitchen product is 500 monthly views; an all-expense trip to Hawaii requires at least 20,000 monthly views.”13 But for the top class of mommy bloggers, the windfall brought in by ads and sponsored content was astonishing. “Overnight we all went from making practically $0 to $100,000,” Woolf told me. “It happened so fast, but every one of us was like: Holy shit. We better strike while the iron is hot. Suddenly I had a video series with Target that I was getting paid a $20,000 retainer for.”14 In 2011, the opportunities for monetization expanded further as new “affiliate marketing” programs allowed bloggers to earn commission on products they recommended.

With the arrival of Instagram, some mothers radically reinvented themselves, toning down their “real talk” in pursuit of a highly curated, visually pleasing feed. Some gritted their teeth and kept up their blogs. Others quit the internet altogether.

✹

For Armstrong, it was already15 a difficult time. She went through a very public divorce in 2013 and struggled with mental health. She tried to push on with Dooce.com, even as the blogosphere emptied out and ad rates plummeted. But even she hit a breaking point later that year.

The issue came to a head during a 2013 Banana Republic campaign, when the company sent Armstrong and her assistant on a three-day getaway to Park City, Utah, complete with a horseback-riding expedition. The company told Armstrong that they wanted her posts to be natural and fun. One of the things that had made Armstrong popular, however, was her propensity for a little TMI (too much information). After two hours in the saddle on the trip, she found the pain from horseback-riding so bad that she needed to practice breathing methods just to get through it. As she did, she couldn’t stop picturing16 the natural-birthing book she’d read. In her post about the trip, Armstrong summed up the defining memory of her vacation with two words—“hairy vaginas.”

Readers loved it. The story was laugh-out-loud funny. Banana Republic, on the other hand, hated it. If Armstrong didn’t take it down, they told her agent at Federated Media, Banana Republic’s parent company would pull its millions from Federated’s network. Banana Republic eventually relented,17 but, from that point on, many companies insisted that sponsored content be approved by the brand in advance.

This new arrangement sucked the soul out of blogging for Armstrong. At the same time, her kids were reaching the age where they began to object to being the subject of her posts, sponsored or not. Armstrong was also grappling with the less desirable side of internet fame. Bloggers had started off looking for community, but once in the public eye, they became easy targets for what was already becoming a favored internet pastime: spewing hate, especially at women.

“This is where things started to get super dark and trolly,” said Catherine Connors, another early mommy blogger. “Bloggers, especially female influencers, became targets of hate when they became personalities.”

When mommy bloggers were covered in the press, legacy media reporters villainized them. The term “mommy blogger” itself was fraught and trivializing. Many women considered it demeaning and misogynistic. “It was used in the media pretty dismissively. The implication was always that these women are oversharing and profiting off their kids. People called them narcissists. It wasn’t normalized and people were very uncomfortable with it,”18 said Kathryn Jezer-Morton, who publishes a newsletter about the topic.

In order to survive this new landscape, a blogger had to be ready to face extreme vitriol daily. “A lot of bloggers who were super active when I was have left the industry,” Catherine Connors reflected. “The spaces got more and more toxic and it seemed to be getting worse and worse.” By 2015, for Heather Armstrong, there was only one solution: quit blogging. So, she did. A few years later she returned briefly, once again penning heartfelt and candid posts about her struggles with depression and alcohol addiction. Then, on May 9, 2023, after relapsing at her home in Salt Lake City, she took her own life. She died at age forty-seven.

✹

“It’s hard to overstate the way mommy bloggers changed motherhood discourse even into today,” said Jezer-Morton. “Everything to do with boobs or feeding children, mommy bloggers really normalized that. A lot of these ideas of moms having fun in a way that’s not totally squeaky-clean, mommy bloggers really pioneered that.”

Ultimately, mommy bloggers, more than any other group, created the model that content creators and platforms cultivated in the decades that followed. They were among the first people to commodify themselves online, to post candidly about their personal lives—and then monetize. They had stumbled upon internet fame and blazed a path through it. Before long, others would follow, this time with more powerful tools.




CHAPTER 3

The Friend Zone

WHEN WE THINK OF THE INTERNET TODAY, WE OFTEN THINK OF TECH behemoths like Twitter, YouTube, Instagram, and TikTok. It’s practically gospel that social networks were designed to addict and captivate users. But the early years of social media were awkward and halting. Most platforms didn’t know how to define what they were, let alone where they were headed. It’s shocking to look back at how long it took for social media sites to embrace the power of celebrity. For its first decade, social media was stuck in the friend zone. Every social app in the late 2000s made sure you knew it was a place to share with your friends!—even as users were figuring out how to launch careers off of internet fame. Most platform companies refused to put any effort into cultivating creators until the mid-2010s, and by then it was only because creators had become big enough to force their hand.

Why, then, were the social media giants so late to realize what they had? Why not embrace the power of internet stardom from the start?

It all goes back to the first major contest for users between MySpace and Facebook. At that time, social media was a clever bit of tech in search of a purpose, and each company was pushing a very different vision. Their battle was winner-take-all: one would conquer, one would shutter. They were fighting over the future of entertainment and media, and their clash would reverberate for decades.

✹

Digital social networks first emerged in the mid-’90s. In 1995, two Cornell students named Stephan Paternot and Todd Krizelman created TheGlobe.com. Their ambitious goal was to connect everybody on Earth through one website. They made headlines when the company went public on November 13, 1998, posting the largest first-day gain of any IPO to date. But the stock price plummeted1 a year later in the dot-com crash and TheGlobe.com never recovered.

In 1997, a site called SixDegrees.com allowed users to create a profile and connect with friends who were also on the site. As you added friends, the site would create a map of each user’s network, allowing you to see your friends, your friends of friends, and so on. In its first two years,2 SixDegrees gained 3.5 million users before selling for $125 million at the height of the dot-com boom to YouthStream Media Networks, a marketing company.

These products were ahead of their time. Since they appeared before most people were even online, most users’ friend maps didn’t reflect their real-world social networks. The concept of making new friends online was still foreign to most people.

By the time Friendster launched in 2002, the internet was mainstream. The majority of Americans were online, with teenagers and college kids increasingly spending their free time there. Digital cameras were also widely available, which allowed users to easily post photos of one another. Users could create a profile and meet new people through mutual friends. Suddenly, people’s amorphous web of relationships became visible, navigable. Some users found dates on Friendster; some reconnected with old friends and family. Others formed groups around niche hobbies and interests. Friendster became the hottest property3 in Silicon Valley since the dot-com crash in the late ’90s, shifting investors’ attention to social media.

But Friendster couldn’t handle its rapid growth. The company didn’t have enough servers in place, and just six months after its launch, it began to sputter under the traffic load. By the summer4 of 2003, Friendster pages took twenty seconds to load, opening the door for competitors.

MySpace quickly stepped in. In August 2003, it started as a brazen5 clone of Friendster. MySpace’s founders, Chris DeWolfe and Tom Anderson, had spent their tech careers immersed in the dregs of the industry, cobbling together copycat sites and making ends meet off of email spam networks and spyware schemes. The platform’s only real innovations were that it let users rank their “Top 8” connections and create accounts under pseudonyms, whereas Friendster required users to register with real names. MySpace also cut a few features to make the site faster to load, and it accidentally introduced a fortuitous glitch in its code: Users could access the HTML code on their own pages, allowing them to customize their profiles with garish fonts, neon colors, animated headers, and background music. Young users loved it: they could make MySpace their own.

Friendster’s woes gave MySpace a chance, and the upstart soon became the most popular social media site for teens in the United States. The founders of MySpace took every opportunity to accelerate growth. First, they made use of all the email lists that MySpace’s parent company had access to. Next, they marketed the site at bars in Los Angeles, where MySpace was based. Anderson realized that MySpace offered a great source of free publicity for any rising musician or event venue, so he made a pitch wherever he went.

Finally, he courted a unique group of Friendster users. Some users of Friendster, like Tila Tequila, a Vietnamese pinup model, figured out a quick way to gain tens of thousands of friends on the site. Tequila would simply post revealing photos that violated the site’s acceptable use policies. After the fifth time her Friendster account was shut down, MySpace’s Tom Anderson made her an offer. He promised her that6 MySpace would support what she was doing, so she agreed to defect and invite her massive friend list over.

Tequila exploded on the platform, attracting a motley crew of teenagers, musicians, and models. The crowd made the site seem fresh7 and exciting, and by February 2004, after only six months in business, MySpace had accrued 1 million users.

✹

One of the many young people who joined MySpace during its heyday was thirteen-year-old Kirsten “Kiki” Ostrenga. In 2006, in a quiet suburb in Coral Springs, Florida, she decided to set up an account. MySpace let you use a pseudonym, so she went by Kiki Kannibal.

At first, Ostrenga was simply looking for a respite from bullying. She was the new kid at her middle school, and she had a sense of style that didn’t exactly fly under the radar. She chopped and teased her hair until it was twice its size, then dyed it hot pink. She wore dark eyeliner and heavy makeup with fishnet tights and lots of Hello Kitty gear. She was an easy target for bullies, and things got so bad that by eighth grade her parents withdrew her from school.

Homeschool afforded Ostrenga a break, but also boredom. With her parents’ permission, she joined MySpace to connect with other kids her age. Soon she started posting photos of herself and her personal style. Ostrenga was thin, with pale skin and striking features. Her colorful outfits attracted attention on the internet.

She quickly found others who were embracing similar trends on MySpace. Their aesthetic was best described as “scene,” a style that was decidedly different from mainstream culture. Ostrenga and teenage outsiders across the country could find their tribe on MySpace. Outcasts in their local schools, these users created a nationwide subculture.

At the time, MySpace profiles were public by default, but you could also request to connect as a friend. As she posted updates, Ostrenga began to get tons of friend requests. Every new connection seemed to bring a dozen more, and within three months she had more than 25,000 MySpace friends.

“It was kinda like a video game,”8 she later told Rolling Stone. “I didn’t see it as real people, more like as a number.” As that number grew higher, Ostrenga found herself setting fashion trends. Along with a handful of other influential teen users, she was dubbed one of the site’s “Scene Queens.”

MySpace’s founders had not anticipated the site’s cultural importance. “In the span of just years, a generation of kids whose cultural consumption primarily came from TV and magazines were given a surplus of access to our peers, celebrities, and total strangers—including their likes and dislikes as they changed in real-time,” observed Input magazine writer Sara Tardiff. “And for many, fashion subcultures were Myspace’s most impactful export at the time.”9

While Ostrenga’s friend list was ballooning, MySpace was rapidly establishing itself as social media’s frontrunner. In two years the company went from 0 to more than 20 million users. It shot past Friendster, which ultimately crumpled under the weight of its server load. And in July 2005, News Corp bought MySpace for $580 million. The following year, News Corp signed an unprecedented ad deal with Google, promising MySpace and a few other properties over $900 million in revenue over the course of three years. Meanwhile, millions more users were signing on monthly. By 2007, MySpace was the most visited website10 in the world. By all objective measures, it looked to be the future of the internet.

✹

In February 2004, Mark Zuckerberg launched TheFacebook.com at Harvard University. It was exactly what it sounded like—a digital version of the college’s face book (a student directory with photos), albeit with some new features. Users could note their relationship status and the classes they were taking. They could send messages to one another and add a profile photo. In the tight-knit environment of a college campus, this was enough to upend social life at Harvard. By the end of spring, Facebook was a hit. And by the end of the summer,11 Zuckerberg had dropped out and devoted himself to spreading his social network from campus to campus.

Facebook remained limited12 to college students for its first two years. Users needed a .edu email address to create an account, and quickly students across many campuses joined. Unlike MySpace, Facebook’s design was sparse and uniform. Students could create an account and populate their profile with basic information about their interests, classes, and relationship status. Then they could connect with their friends, post on one another’s walls, and, beginning in 2005, upload photos and “tag” their friends.

Very quickly, Facebook became a staple of college life, making it easy to plan parties and see what all your friends (and crushes) were up to. In 2005 the site expanded, allowing high schoolers to sign up. That year, the user base grew from 1 million13 to 5.5 million. In 2006 it opened to the public, allowing anyone over the age of thirteen to join, ending the year with 12 million users.

Both MySpace and Facebook experienced exponential growth, but they also presented opposing visions for social media. MySpace looked like Times Square. It had gaudy, flashing profile pages, massive friend lists, pseudonymous accounts, lax moderation, and a salacious blend of musicians and models. Facebook, on the other hand, blended Ivy League exclusivity with Silicon Valley sleekness. Los Angeles–based MySpace was the social network where users could create identities anew; Harvard-originated Facebook asked for real names and educational affiliation. While MySpace pages were public by default, Facebook pages were walled off. MySpace had no friend limit14; Facebook imposed a maximum of 5,000.

These differences were intentional, part of Facebook’s core strategy. Zuckerberg sought to do what hadn’t been done before on the internet: re-create existing social networks, online. He spoke of Facebook as15 a “utility,” a breakthrough technology that would “connect the world.”

MySpace’s founders saw16 the value in online creators and talked about the platform as a media and entertainment company. “We want to be the MTV of the Internet,” they told investors, seeing its top users as performers: “Unlike traditional media companies, MySpace generates free content, through its users; generates free traffic, by its users inviting their friends; and all you have to do is sell the ads!” Who could beat that?

✹

Just as bloggers had stumbled upon the novel power of the internet to reach the masses, MySpace power users learned that they could use the scale of social media as a way to build and engage an audience. They “befriended” hundreds of thousands, and eventually millions, of fellow users. MySpace stars also understood the
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