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“Andrew Keen has had the temerity to point out that
our search for instant wisdom through, say, Google and
Wikipedia provides not necessarily what is most true or
reliable—merely what is most popular. I read it in one
sitting then went outside to fish for our supper, firmly
believing that the poor fish that swallows my
squirming worm on a barbed hook is infinitely smarter
than the idiot on the other end holding the rod.”
Ralph Steadman, The Observer,
“That’s the best thing we’ve read all year”

“A staggering new book by Andrew Keen. He is an
English-born digital media entrepreneur and Silicon
Valley insider who really knows his stuff and he writes
with the passion of a man who can at last see the
dangers he has helped unleash. His book will come as
a real shock to many. It certainly did to me.”
A N Wilson, Daily Mail

“Keen deserves to be taken seriously… I admire his
bravery in arguing against the vociferous IT crowd.”
Luke Johnson, Management Today,
“Books of the year”

“The Cult of the Amateur needed to be written
and it needs to be read.”
Management Today

“This is a powerful, provocative and beautifully written
stop-and-breathe book in the midst of the greatest
paradigm shift in information and communications
history.”
Chris Schroeder, CEO, Health Central Network and former
CEO, WashingtonPost/Newsweek online

“Andrew Keen is a brilliant, witty, classically-educated
technoscold—and thank goodness. The world needs an
intellectual Goliath to slay Web 2.0’s army of Davids.”
Jonathan Last, online editor, The Weekly Standard

“Important… will spur some very constructive debate.
This is a book that can produce positive changes to the
current inertia of web 2.0.”
Martin Green, VP of Community, CNET

“For anyone who thinks that technology alone will
make for a better democracy, Andrew Keen will make
them think twice.”
Andrew Rasiej, founder, Personal Democracy Forum

“Very engaging, and quite controversial and
provocative. He doesn’t hold back any punches.”
Dan Farber, editor-in-chief, ZDNet

“Thank you so much for your virtual BIBLE. It is the
only thing I have come across that is uncompromising
and clear. The computer is a wonderful piece of
machinery, but it is in danger of becoming a barometer
of our moral stance, a law maker for our shared values
and a bulwark against the sheer essence of beauty that
has gone before. It must never be the annihilator of
human effort, the touchstone of ingenuity or the
simple pleasure of making something that may have
been made for a thousand years.”
Ralph Steadman

“A shrewdly argued jeremiad against the digerati effort
to dethrone cultural and political gatekeepers and
replace experts with ‘the wisdom of the crowd’.
Keen writes with acuity and passion.”
The New York Times

“My initial reaction to the book was: ‘Geez, I have a lot
of things to think about now.’ For people immersed in
the social communities of Web 2.0, this is bound to be a
thought-provoking and sobering book. While I don’t
agree with everything Keen says, there is page after page
of really interesting insight and research. I look forward
to the much-needed debate about the problems that
Keen articulates—which can’t be lightly dismissed.”
Larry Sanger, co-founder of Wikipedia and
founder of Citizendium
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Foreword to the paperback edition

The woman who came up me after the lecture seemed traumatized. “How could it have happened?” she asked me numbly. “Such a thing has never occurred before.”

It was late November 2007 and we were standing together in the auditorium of a Berlin hotel trying to make sense of a senseless massacre that had occurred at a small high school in southern Finland. I had just given a lecture about why the Web 2.0 revolution is corrupting young people across the world. My speech had presented the same arguments that are laid out in this book: MySpace and Facebook are creating a youth culture of digital narcissism; open-source knowledge-sharing sites like Wikipedia are undermining the authority of teachers in the classroom; the YouTube generation are more interested in self-expression than in learning about the outside world; the cacophony of anonymous blogs and user-generated content is deafening today’s youth to the voices of informed experts and professional journalists; kids are so busy self-broadcasting themselves on social networks that they no longer consume the creative work of professional musicians, novelists, or filmmakers.

The woman was a school teacher from Finland, a country distinguished not only for the exceedingly wired and interconnected lifestyle of its citizens (especially its young people), but also for its exceptionally low rates of crime and violence. That blissful peace was shattered, however, soon after Pekka Eric Auvinen, an 18-year-old schoolboy from a small town just north of Helsinki, posted some content on YouTube. His video, authored under the name of “sturmgeist89” (which means storm spirit in German) and titled “Jokela High School Massacre—11/7/2007”, featured the gun-toting Auvinen dressed in a “Humanity is Overrated” t-shirt, predicting a massacre at his high school. Yet nobody—neither the YouTube administrators nor the site’s millions of viewers—flagged this video or reported it to the police. As promised, two weeks later, on 11/7/2007, Auvinen walked into Jokela High School and shot dead two girls, five boys, and the headmistress.

The woman standing opposite me was right. Such a thing had never occurred before in peaceful, enlightened Finland. I stared back at her in silence, not knowing what to say or how to comfort her. I couldn’t blame user-generated media for this crime; YouTube wasn’t the cause of Auvinen’s murderous psychosis, it was merely the vehicle for his expression. And yet one can’t deny that this tragic, senseless story—the self-broadcasting teenager, the anonymous used-generated video, the absence of regulation or accountability on YouTube, the breakdown of cultural authority, the ultimate bloodbath—was, if not directly caused by the Web 2.0 revolution, at least facilitated by it.

“Anyway,” she said, sticking out her hand out toward me, “I want to thank you.”

“Thank me?” I replied. “I’m not sure I’ve been very helpful in explaining what happened.”

“Nobody can explain such a thing,” she said quietly. “But I want to thank you for your book and for your speech today. I certainly don’t agree with everything you say, but finally somebody is raising serious cultural and ethical questions about this YouTube generation. You are starting a really important conversation. We all need to talk about this before it’s too late.”

A few months earlier, I’d had an entirely different response to this book. It was the day before publication and a journalist friend was predicting its reception. “When your book comes out,” she said, “you’ll instantly become one of the most hated people on the Internet.”

“But it’s just a book that’s critical of user-generated media,” I countered. “It’s not exactly about life or death. Why would strangers hate me for writing a book?”

My journalist friend had been right. As soon as the book hit the shelves, I was instantaneously attacked from all directions. For the digital utopians, Cult of the Amateur was more than just a book, it was a violent assault on their very lifestyle. The bloggers, the YouTubers, the Wikipedians: they not only all took my criticism seriously, they also took it personally. I was subverting their original subversion, questioning their unquestioned faith in digital democracy, revolting against the very user-generated media revolution that had come to define their community.

So it was only fair, I suppose, that their attacks on me were also personal. Bloggers called me and my book Luddite, error ridden, simplistic, inaccurate, shameless, wrongheaded, beneath criticism, and worse—unprintably worse. The French newspaper Libération summed up my new infamy by calling me “L’Antichrist de la Silicon Valley” and an American reporter for CNet coined the book a “latter day ‘J’accuse’.” The Guardian even dressed me up in religious garb, describing me as the “Martin Luther of the Internet counter-reformation.”

Were my critics correct?

I’m not sure about being either the Antichrist or Martin Luther 2.0, but they were certainly correct about one thing. Last summer, the popular American satirist Stephen Colbert invited me onto his Comedy Central show, The Colbert Report. “You, sir,” Colbert shouted, leaning forward and jabbing his finger under my nose. “You, sir, are an elitist!”

“Yes, I am,” I admitted, backing away from his satirical finger. “What’s wrong with that?”

So yes, I confess. It doesn’t embarrass me to admit that I trust information about the Iraq war from accountable, well-trained New York Times reporters more than that from anonymous bloggers, or that I put more stock in election coverage from NPR commentators than from poorly prepared podcasters. Nor am I ashamed to acknowledge that I prefer the professional wit of Stephen Colbert to any raw YouTube comic, or the refined music of Bob Dylan to that of an amateur self-broadcasting artist. Talent always has been, and will always be, scarce. So just as I want my doctor to have gone to a credible medical school and my lawyer to have passed the bar exam, so I want to be informed and entertained by trained, talented professionals.

Some critics have suggested that my embrace of elitism makes me a political reactionary. But valuing the existence of a professional elite is not necessarily a paleo-conservative position. I believe in a meritocracy in which we all can, with hard work, become successful experts. I acknowledge that some professions do a better job than others in providing that level playing field for aspiring professionals. I also admit that no meritocracy is ever perfect and that the hiring record of the media profession—like medicine, the law, and academia—does sometimes favor some social groups over others. But it is the role of government to right those wrongs. The role of media, in contrast, is to provide high-quality information and entertainment rather than to become an agent of social engineering.

Ironically, it’s in Silicon Valley—among the venture capitalist backers, technologists, and entrepreneurs of the so-called democratic Web 2.0 revolution—where the real political reactionaries can be unmasked. The ideological creed of these libertarians is an unfettered embrace of the free market: keep government, the state, all regulation out of media, these self-described revolutionaries tell us, thereby allowing the free market to work its supposed magic. This unfettered market, they promise us, will consequently create new wealth and new jobs. But the truth of the new economy is, of course, disturbingly different from their seductive promises. The reality is that this free market is creating historically unprecedented wealth for a tiny aristocracy of Silicon Valley technologists at Google, YouTube, and Facebook, while tens of thousands of salaried journalists, editors, and publishers are losing their jobs as a consequence of the revolution in user-generated content.

Take Facebook, the social network start-up now valued at over $15 billion. In theory the poster child of the Web 2.0 democratic revolution, Facebook is actually a chilling reminder of Silicon Valley’s reactionary ideology. One investor and board member, Peter Theil, is a radical conservative partial to extreme Darwinian theories about the free market and a mad utopian faith in our ability to conquer the physical world through virtual reality.

As for the other criticisms of the book, a handful are valid. Yes, I do at times put traditional mainstream media on a pedestal, ignoring the often dreadful quality of both network and cable television, particularly their so-called “news” shows and inane reality programming and American Idol-style popularity contests. Yes, I do fail to acknowledge that there is some very worthwhile and high-quality content to be found on YouTube and in the blogosphere; if you know where to look. And yes, I neglect to recognize that user-generated content has forced mainstream media to become more competitive and accountable. My detractors have helped me see the truth on these points, and for that I am grateful.

But most of the online criticisms of the book reflect the myopia of the digital mob. Like the claims that I hate technology, that I’m anti-progress or a “Luddite”—I wish my critics could see me now. I’m writing this foreword on one laptop while browsing the Internet on another. In one pocket is my BlackBerry and in the other my iPod loaded with hundreds of podcasts.

If I’m as wired as a Finnish teenager, then why have I written a polemic against the Internet? The school teacher I met in Berlin put it best. I may not be Martin Luther, but I do want to start a conversation. While I concede that not all user-generated, amateur content is worthless, talentless, or without merit, and I admit that mainstream media is certainly far from perfect, I still believe that we need to talk about the consequences of today’s user-generated media before it’s too late. Blogs, MySpace, YouTube, and their ilk may not directly lead to the corruption of our culture, but the anonymous, unfettered nature of user-generated media is contributing to it by misinforming our young people, corroding our tradition of physical civic participation, endangering our individual right to privacy, and damaging our sense of personal responsibility and accountability.

This is the conversation I set out to start by writing this book, and I think I have succeeded, both in the US and all over the world. Since the book came out I’ve been fortunate to talk with many thousands of people who, like me, are deeply worried and confused about the economic, cultural, and ethical consequences of our user-generated media revolution. The digital mob might hate me, but many others—teachers, recording engineers, politicians, musicians, librarians, parents, publishers, graphic artists, intellectual property lawyers, filmmakers, media entrepreneurs, and other professionals—are on my side. Like the school teacher from Finland, they want to talk about all this before it’s too late.

I don’t expect anyone to agree with every single one of my arguments. I’m not the head of the Internet counter-reformation and there’s no “here I stand I can do no other” theology here. All I politely request is that the reader bring to this book an open mind toward both the benefits and the problems of user-generated media. Such open-mindedness will create a conversation about the digital revolution. And then this little book will have accomplished its purpose.


introduction

If I didn’t know better, I’d think it was 1999 all over again. The boom has returned to Silicon Valley, and the mad utopians are once again running wild. I bumped into one such evangelist at a recent San Francisco mixer.

Over glasses of fruity local Chardonnay, we swapped notes about our newest new things. He told me his current gig involved a new software for publishing music, text, and video on the Internet.

“It’s MySpace meets YouTube meets Wikipedia meets Google,” he said. “On steroids.”

In reply, I explained I was working on a polemic about the destructive impact of the digital revolution on our culture, economy, and values.

“It’s ignorance meets egoism meets bad taste meets mob rule,” I said, unable to resist a smile. “On steroids.”

He smiled uneasily in return. “So it’s Huxley meets the digital age,” he said. “You’re rewriting Huxley for the twenty-first century.” He raised his wine glass in my honor. “To Brave New World 2.0!”

We clinked wine glasses. But I knew we were toasting the wrong Huxley. Rather than Aldous, the inspiration behind this book comes from his grandfather, T. H. Huxley, the nineteenth-century evolutionary biologist and author of the “infinite monkey theorem.” Huxley’s theory says that if you provide infinite monkeys with infinite typewriters, some monkey somewhere will eventually create a masterpiece—a play by Shakespeare, a Platonic dialogue, or an economic treatise by Adam Smith.1

In the pre-Internet age, T. H. Huxley’s scenario of infinite monkeys empowered with infinite technology seemed more like a mathematical jest than a dystopian vision. But what had once appeared as a joke now seems to foretell the consequences of a flattening of culture that is blurring the lines between traditional audience and author, creator and consumer, expert and amateur. This is no laughing matter.

Today’s technology hooks all those monkeys up with all those typewriters. Except in our Web 2.0 world, the typewriters aren’t quite typewriters, but rather networked personal computers, and the monkeys aren’t quite monkeys, but rather Internet users. And instead of creating masterpieces, these millions and millions of exuberant monkeys—many with no more talent in the creative arts than our primate cousins—are creating an endless digital forest of mediocrity. For today’s amateur monkeys can use their networked computers to publish everything from uninformed political commentary, to unseemly home videos, to embarrassingly amateurish music, to unreadable poems, reviews, essays, and novels.

At the heart of this infinite monkey experiment in self-publishing is the Internet diary, the ubiquitous blog. Blogging has become such a mania that a new blog is being created every second of every minute of every hour of every day. We are blogging with monkeylike shame-lessness about our private lives, our sex lives, our dream lives, our lack of lives, our Second Lives. At the time of writing there are fifty-three million blogs on the Internet, and this number is doubling every six months. In the time it took you to read this paragraph, ten new blogs were launched.

If we keep up this pace, there will be over five hundred million blogs by 2010, collectively corrupting and confusing popular opinion about everything from politics, to commerce, to arts and culture. Blogs have become so dizzyingly infinite that they’ve undermined our sense of what is true and what is false, what is real and what is imaginary. These days, kids can’t tell the difference between credible news by objective professional journalists and what they read on joeshmoe.blogspot.com. For these Generation Y utopians, every posting is just another person’s version of the truth; every fiction is just another person’s version of the facts.

Then there is Wikipedia, an online encyclopedia where anyone with opposable thumbs and a fifth-grade education can publish anything on any topic from AC/DC to Zoroastrianism. Since Wikipedia’s birth, more than fifteen thousand contributors have created nearly three million entries in over a hundred different languages—none of them edited or vetted for accuracy. With hundreds of thousands of visitors a day, Wikipedia has become the third most visited site for information and current events; a more trusted source for news than the CNN or BBC Web sites, even though Wikipedia has no reporters, no editorial staff, and no experience in news-gathering. It’s the blind leading the blind—infinite monkeys providing infinite information for infinite readers, perpetuating the cycle of misinformation and ignorance.

On Wikipedia, everyone with an agenda can rewrite an entry to their liking—and contributors frequently do. Forbes recently reported, for example, a story of anonymous McDonald and Wal-Mart employees furtively using Wikipedia entries as a medium for deceptively spreading corporate propaganda. On the McDonald’s entry, a link to Eric Schlosser’s Fast Food Nation conveniently disappeared; on Wal-Mart’s somebody eliminated a line about underpaid employees making less than 20 percent of the competition.2

But the Internet’s infinite monkey experiment is not limited to the written word. T. H. Huxley’s nineteenth-century typewriter has evolved into not only the computer, but also the camcorder, turning the Internet into a vast library for user-generated video content. One site, YouTube, is a portal of amateur videos that, at the time of writing, was the world’s fastest-growing site,3 attracting sixty-five thousand new videos daily and boasting sixty million clips being watched each day; that adds up to over twenty-five million new videos a year,4 and some twenty-five billion hits. In the fall of 2006, this overnight sensation was bought by Google for over a billion and a half dollars.

YouTube eclipses even the blogs in the inanity and absurdity of its content. Nothing seems too prosaic or narcissistic for these videographer monkeys. The site is an infinite gallery of amateur movies showing poor fools dancing, singing, eating, washing, shopping, driving, cleaning, sleeping, or just staring into their computers. In August 2006, one hugely popular video called “The Easter Bunny Hates You” showed a man in a bunny suit harassing and attacking people on the streets; according to Forbes magazine, this video was viewed more than three million times in two weeks. A few other favorite subjects include a young woman watching another YouTube user who is watching yet another user—a virtual hall of mirrors that eventually leads to a woman making a peanut butter and jelly sandwich in front of the television; a Malaysian dancer in absurdly short skirts grooving to Ricky Martin and Britney Spears; a dog chasing its tail; an Englishwoman instructing her viewers how to eat a chocolate and marmalade cookie; and, in a highly appropriate addition to the YouTube library, a video of dancing stuffed monkeys.

What’s more disturbing than the fact that millions of us willingly tune in to such nonsense each day is that some Web sites are making monkeys out of us without our even knowing it. By entering words into Google’s search engine, we are actually creating something called “collective intelligence,” the sum wisdom of all Google users. The logic of Google’s search engine, what technologists call its algorithm, reflects the “wisdom” of the crowd. In other words, the more people click on a link that results from a search, the more likely that link will come up in subsequent searches. The search engine is an aggregation of the ninety million questions we collectively ask Google each day; in other words, it just tells us what we already know.

This same “wisdom” of the crowd is manifested on editor-free news-aggregation sites such as Digg and Reddit. The ordering of the headlines on these sites reflects what other users have been reading rather than the expert judgment of news editors. As I write, there is a brutal war going on in Lebanon between Israel and Hezbollah. But the Reddit user wouldn’t know this because there is nothing about Israel, Lebanon, or Hezbollah on the site’s top twenty “hot” stories. Instead, subscribers can read about a flat-chested English actress, the walking habits of elephants, a spoof of the latest Mac commercial, and underground tunnels in Japan. Reddit is a mirror of our most banal interests. It makes a mockery of traditional news media and turns current events into a childish game of Trivial Pursuit.

The New York Times reports that 50 percent of all bloggers blog for the sole purpose of reporting and sharing experiences about their personal lives. The tagline for YouTube is “Broadcast Yourself.” And broadcast ourselves we do, with all the shameless self-admiration of the mythical Narcissus. As traditional mainstream media is replaced by a personalized one, the Internet has become a mirror to ourselves. Rather than using it to seek news, information, or culture, we use it to actually BE the news, the information, the culture.

This infinite desire for personal attention is driving the hottest part of the new Internet economy—social-networking sites like MySpace, Facebook, and Bebo. As shrines for the cult of self-broadcasting, these sites have become tabula rasas of our individual desires and identities. They claim to be all about “social networking” with others, but in reality they exist so that we can advertise ourselves: everything from our favorite books and movies, to photos from our summer vacations, to “testimonials” praising our more winsome qualities or recapping our latest drunken exploits. It’s hardly surprising that the increasingly tasteless nature of such self-advertisements has led to an infestation of anonymous sexual predators and pedophiles.

But our cultural standards and moral values are not all that are at stake. Gravest of all, the very traditional institutions that have helped to foster and create our news, our music, our literature, our television shows, and our movies are under assault as well. Newspapers and news-magazines, one of the most reliable sources of information about the world we live in, are flailing, thanks to the proliferation of free blogs and sites like Craigslist that offer free classifieds, undermining paid ad placements. In the first quarter of 2006, profits plummeted dramatically at all the major newspaper companies—down 69 percent at the New York Times Company, 28 percent at the Tribune Company, and 11 percent at Gannett, the nation’s largest newspaper company. Circulation is down, too. At the San Francisco Chronicle, ironically one of the newspapers of record for Silicon Valley, readership was down a dizzying 16 percent in the middle two quarters of 2005 alone.5 And in 2007, Time, Inc., laid off almost 300 people, primarily from editorial, from such magazines as Time, People, and Sports Illustrated.

Those of us who still read the newspaper and magazines know that people are buying less music, too. Thanks to the rampant digital piracy spawned by file-sharing technology, sales of recorded music dropped over 20 percent between 2000 and 2006.6

In parallel with the rise of YouTube, Hollywood is experiencing its own financial troubles. Domestic box office sales now represent less than 20 percent of Hollywood’s revenue and, with the leveling off of DVD sales and the rampant global piracy, the industry is desperately searching for a new business model that will enable it to profitably distribute movies on the Internet. According to The New Yorker film critic David Denby, many studio executives in Hollywood are now in a “panic” over declining revenue. One bleak consequence is cuts. Disney, for example, announced 650 job cuts in 2006, and an almost 50 percent drop in the number of animated movies produced annually.7

Old media is facing extinction. But if so, what will take its place? Apparently, it will be Silicon Valley’s hot new search engines, social media sites, and video portals. Every new page on MySpace, every new blog post, every new YouTube video adds up to another potential source of advertising revenue lost to mainstream media. Thus, Rupert Murdoch’s canny—or desperate—decision in July 2005 to buy MySpace for five hundred and eighty million dollars. Thus, the $1.65 billion sale of YouTube and the explosion of venture capital funding YouTube copycat sites. And, thus, the seemingly unstoppable growth at Google where, in the second quarter of 2006, revenue
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