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Preface

Love it or loathe it, YouTube is now part of the mainstream media 
landscape, and a force to be reckoned with in contemporary popu-
lar culture. Although it isn’t the only video-sharing website on 
the Internet, YouTube’s rapid rise, diverse range of content, and 
public prominence in the Western, English-speaking world make 
it useful for understanding the evolving relationships between 
new media technologies, the creative industries, and the politics 
of popular culture. The aim of this book is to work through some 
of the often competing ideas about just what YouTube is, and 
what it might or might not turn out to be for.

The site’s value – what YouTube has turned out to be ‘for’ so far 
– is co-created by YouTube Inc., now owned by Google, the users 
who upload content to the website, and the audiences who engage 
around that content. The contributors are a diverse group of par-
ticipants – from large media producers and rights-owners such 
as television stations, sports companies, and major advertisers, 
to small-to-medium enterprises looking for cheap distribution or 
alternatives to mainstream broadcast systems, cultural institu-
tions, artists, activists, media literate fans, non-professional and 
amateur media producers. Each of these participants approaches 
YouTube with their own purposes and aims and collectively 
shape YouTube as a dynamic cultural system: YouTube is a site 
of participatory culture. 

The fact that YouTube is co-created is not always apparent to 
either YouTube Inc. or the participants within the system. Indeed, 
as we argue throughout, many of these different participants 
engage with YouTube as if it is a space specifi cally designed for 
them and that should therefore serve their own particular interests, 



often without an appreciation of the roles played by others. This 
is the source of the many ongoing confl icts around the way that 
YouTube as a site of participatory culture should develop.

In the chapters that follow, we begin by looking at YouTube’s 
origins and the prehistory of the debates around it, contextual-
izing them within the politics of popular culture, especially in 
relation to the emergence of new media. Drawing on a survey of 
the website’s most popular content, we uncover some of the ways 
YouTube has been put to use, deploying this discussion to think 
through the implications of the practices of cultural participa-
tion that take place there, and their relationship to long-running 
debates about the place of media in everyday life. 

Moving beyond the affordances of digital technologies and 
their potential to enable active cultural participation, YouTube 
also presents us with an opportunity to confront some of par-
ticipatory culture’s most pressing problems: the unevenness of 
participation and voice; the apparent tensions between commer-
cial interests and the public good; and the contestation of ethics 
and social norms that occurs as belief systems, interests, and cul-
tural differences collide. In the later chapters we focus on some of 
the most important new debates around the creative industries, 
the new media, and the new economy: user-led innovation, ama-
teur production, and questions of labour; the apparent tensions 
between global connectedness and commercial monopolies; and 
defi nitions of new media literacy. 

At the conclusion of the book are two specially commissioned 
essays, one by Henry Jenkins and one by John Hartley. They look 
outward from our detailed study of YouTube, which is grounded 
in the contemporary moment, to provide more expansive explo-
rations of the challenges and opportunities developments like 
YouTube represent to some of the central areas of concern in 
media and cultural studies, past, present, and future. Jenkins 
asks us to remember the often under-acknowledged prehisto-
ries of YouTube that are to be found in minority, activist, and 
alternative media, in order better to understand the potential and 
limits of YouTube to support cultural diversity. John Hartley’s 
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concluding chapter casts an even wider net, situating YouTube 
within the longue durée history of media, popular literacy, and 
the public. It addresses the question of the extent to which user-
created, self-mediated expression is capable of being ‘scaled up’ 
to contribute to a more inclusive cultural public sphere and the 
growth of knowledge.
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chapter one

How YouTube Matters

Founded by Chad Hurley, Steve Chen, and Jawed Karim, former 
employees of online commerce website PayPal, YouTube’s web-
site was offi cially launched with little public fanfare in June 2005. 
The original innovation was a technological (but non-unique) one: 
YouTube was one of a number of competing services aiming to 
remove the technical barriers to the widespread sharing of video 
online. The website provided a very simple, integrated interface 
within which users could upload, publish, and view streaming 
videos without high levels of technical knowledge, and within the 
technological constraints of standard browser software and rela-
tively modest bandwidth. YouTube set no limits on the number 
of videos users could upload, offered basic community func-
tions such as the opportunity to link to other users as friends, 
and provided URLs and HTML code that enabled videos to be 
easily embedded into other websites, a feature that capitalized 
on the recent introduction of popularly accessible blogging tech-
nologies. With the exception of a limit on the duration of videos 
that could be uploaded, YouTube’s offerings were comparable to 
other online video start-ups at the time.1

Most versions of YouTube’s history conform to the Silicon 
Valley myth of the garage entrepreneur, where technological and 
business innovation comes from youthful visionaries working 
outside of established enterprises; where, out of humble ori-
gins in an offi ce over a pizzeria with a paper sign on the door 
(Allison, 2006), a multi-billion dollar success story emerges. 
In this story, the moment of success arrived in October 2006, 
when Google acquired YouTube for $1.65 billion.2 By November 
2007 it was the most popular entertainment website in Britain, 
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with the BBC website in second place,3 and in early 2008 it was, 
according to various web metrics services, consistently in the top 
ten most visited websites globally.4 As of April 2008, YouTube 
hosted upwards of 85 million videos, a number that represents 
a tenfold increase over the previous year and that continues to 
increase exponentially.5 Internet market research company com-
Score reported that the service accounted for 37 percent of all 
Internet videos watched inside the United States, with the next 
largest service, Fox Interactive Media, accounting for only 4.2 
percent.6 As a user-created content community, its sheer size and 
mainstream popularity were unprecedented.

How did this happen? There are three different myths about the 
emergence of YouTube into mainstream popularity. According 
to the tech community, the rise of YouTube can be traced to a 
profi le of the site written by prominent technology-business blog 
TechCrunch on 8 August 2005 (Arrington, 2005a), which itself 
made the front page of Slashdot, an agenda-setting user-driven 
technology news site.7 The ‘news for nerds’ site was prompt 
both to critique YouTube’s technological architecture and add 
YouTube to their roster of sites to watch.

As told by Jawed Karim, the third co-founder who left the busi-
ness to return to college in November 2005, the success of the site 
is due to the implementation of four key features – video recom-
mendations via the ‘related videos’ list, an email link to enable video 
sharing, comments (and other social networking functionality), 
and an embeddable video player (Gannes, 2006). These features 
were implemented as part of a redesign after the failure of previous 
attempts to popularize the website, attempts that included offering 
$100 to attractive girls who posted ten or more videos. According to 
Karim, the founders reportedly didn’t receive a single reply to this 
offer, which they posted on Craigslist (Gannes, 2006).8

The third narrative of YouTube’s success relates to a satirical 
sketch from Saturday Night Live featuring two nerdy, stereotypi-
cal New Yorkers rapping about buying cupcakes and going to see 
the Chronicles of Narnia. In December 2005 this clip – entitled 
‘Lazy Sunday’ – became something of a break-out YouTube hit. 
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The two-and-a-half-minute sketch was viewed 1.2 million times in 
its fi rst ten days online and had been seen more than fi ve million 
times by February 2006, when NBC Universal demanded YouTube 
remove it, along with 500 other clips, or face legal action under 
the Digital Millennium Copyright Act (Biggs, 2006). The rise and 
fall of ‘Lazy Sunday’ brought YouTube to the notice of the popular 
press as something other than a technological development. For 
The New York Times (Biggs, 2006), ‘Lazy Sunday’ demonstrated 
the potential of YouTube as an outlet for established media to reach 
out to the elusive but much-desired youth audience. As much as a 
viral marketing wonderland, however, the site was reported as a 
looming threat to the established logics of the broadcast landscape 
(Kerwin, 2006; Wallenstein, 2006a). Although early reporting in 
the features, technology, and business pages discussed YouTube 
and video sharing as the Internet’s new ‘new thing’ (Byrne, 2005; 
Graham, 2005; Kirsner, 2005; Nussenbaum, Ryan, and Lewis, 
2005; Rowan, 2005) it was through this ‘big media’-related event 
that YouTube became a regular subject for the mainstream media.

Each of these narratives created a different idea of what YouTube 
was: was it another online fad, beloved by the tech crowd? A clever 
invention that people needed to be convinced to use? Or a media 
distribution platform, kind of like television? While attention 
from early adopters and the mainstream press certainly moved 
the service forward, YouTube’s ascendancy has occurred amid 
a fog of uncertainty and contradiction around what it is actu-
ally for. YouTube’s apparent or stated mission has continuously 
morphed as a result of both corporate practices and audience use. 
In August 2005, only a few months into the life of the service, the 
‘About Us’ page offered only the most tentative and vague hints 
at the possible uses of YouTube:

Show off your favorite videos to the world 
Take videos of your dogs, cats, and other pets
Blog the videos you take with your digital camera or cell phone
Securely and privately show videos to your friends and family
  around the world
. . . and much, much more!
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In these early days, the website carried the byline ‘Your Digital 
Video Repository,’ a statement which confl icts somewhat with 
the now-notorious exhortation to ‘Broadcast Yourself.’ This shift 
from the idea of the website as a personal storage facility for video 
content to a platform for public self-expression matches YouTube 
to the ideas about a user-led revolution that characterizes rheto-
ric around ‘Web 2.0’ (Grossman, 2006b). Despite the insistence 
that the service was designed for sharing personal videos among 
existing social networks (even, as above, explicitly referring to the 
paradigmatic amateur video genre – the cat video), it was a com-
bination of the mass popularity of particular user-created videos 
and the uses of YouTube to distribute broadcast media content 
that captured the public imagination. It is also this combination 
that has positioned it as a key place where disputes over copy-
right, participatory culture, and the market structures of online 
video distribution are taking place.

As a media company, YouTube is a platform for, and an aggre-
gator of, content, but it is not a content producer itself. It is an 
example of what David Weinberger (2007) calls ‘meta businesses’ 
– the ‘new category of business that enhances the value of informa-
tion developed elsewhere and thus benefi ts the original creators of 
that information’ (224). Weinberger’s examples include Apple’s 
iTunes store, which profi ts through music purchases but doesn’t 
‘provide’ music in the way that record labels do – bearing the costs 
of discovery and production; rather, iTunes makes aggregated 
information about music ‘more searchable, more fi ndable, and 
more usable’ (225). So too, YouTube serves a discovery role for 
video producers, drawing attention to content, as well as offering 
revenue streams from advertising sold on the website.

Similarly, YouTube is not actually in the video business – its 
business, rather, is the provision of a convenient and usable plat-
form for online video sharing: users (some of them premium 
content partners) supply the content, which in turn brings new 
participants and new audiences. To a certain extent then, YouTube 
is in the reach business as understood in traditional media busi-
ness models; supporting a high volume of visitors and a range 
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of different audiences, it offers participants a way to garner wide 
exposure. But Karim’s proposition that the website’s success can 
be traced to four key features that enabled media sharing reveals 
the most about the success behind the service. While it would even-
tually seek premium content distribution deals and, once utilized, 
a tiered access program that provided paying users with the ability 
to upload longer videos, YouTube has always oriented its services 
toward content sharing, including the sharing of mundane and 
amateur content, rather than the provision of high-quality video.9

YouTube’s business practices have proven particularly contro-
versial, both with the old media and with some of the most active 
members of YouTube’s social network. While some Big Content 
players – large media producers and rights holders such as the 
Warner and Universal Music Groups – have signed revenue 
sharing deals with YouTube,10 others such as US conglomer-
ate Viacom have rejected these deals, arguing that the service 
induces and profi ts from copyright infringement (Helft, 2008). 
Many of these companies seem uncomfortable with their role as 
participants in a space where they don’t exercise complete control 
over the distribution and circulation of their cultural products. At 
the same time, some of the most active members of the YouTube 
social network have expressed discomfort with the interjection 
of corporate players into a space they experience as community 
generated.

The discomfort of both corporate interests and commu-
nity participants points to the uncertainty associated with the 
meaning and uses of YouTube. This uncertainty can also be 
interpreted as the source of YouTube’s cultural ‘generativ-
ity’ (Zittrain, 2008), which emerges from its multiple roles as 
a high-volume website, a broadcast platform, a media archive, 
and a social network. YouTube’s value is not produced solely 
or even predominantly by the top-down activities of YouTube, 
Inc. as a company. Rather, various forms of cultural, social, and 
economic values are collectively produced by users en masse, via 
their consumption, evaluation, and entrepreneurial activities. 
Consumer co-creation (Potts et al., 2008b) is fundamental to 
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YouTube’s value proposition as well as to its disruptive infl uence 
on established media business models. When we think in this 
way, we can begin to think about how YouTube matters in terms 
of culture. For YouTube, participatory culture is not a gimmick 
or a sideshow; it is absolutely core business.

Making Sense of YouTube

At the heart of this book is an attempt to treat YouTube in itself 
as an object of research. Writing about the methodological chal-
lenges of making sense of television nearly two decades ago, 
Stephen Heath described it as:

a somewhat diffi cult object, unstable, all over the place, tending 
derisively to escape anything we say about it: given the speed 
of its changes (in technology, economics, programming), its 
interminable fl ow (of images and sounds, their endlessly disap-
pearing present), its quantitative everydayness (the very quality 
of this medium each and every day). (Heath, 1990: 267)

YouTube, even more than television, is a particularly unstable 
object of study, marked by dynamic change (both in terms of 
videos and organization), a diversity of content (which moves 
with a different rhythm to television but likewise fl ows through, 
and often disappears from, the service), and a similar quotid-
ian frequency, or ‘everydayness.’ It is further complicated by its 
double function as both a ‘top-down’ platform for the distribution 
of popular culture and a ‘bottom-up’ platform for vernacular crea-
tivity. It is variously understood as a distribution platform that 
can make the products of commercial media widely popular, chal-
lenging the promotional reach the mass media is accustomed to 
monopolizing, while at the same time a platform for user-created 
content where challenges to commercial popular culture might 
emerge, be they user-created news services, or generic forms 
such as vlogging – which might in turn be appropriated and 
exploited by the traditional media industry. Because there is not 
yet a shared understanding of YouTube’s common culture, each 
scholarly approach to understanding how YouTube works must 
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make choices among these interpretations, in effect recreating 
it as a different object each time – at this early stage of research, 
each study of YouTube gives us a different understanding of what 
YouTube actually is.

An ambition to contribute to an understanding of how 
YouTube works as a site of participatory culture also requires 
dealing with both specifi city and scale, and so presents epistemo-
logical and methodological challenges to the humanities as well 
as to the social sciences. The methods of cultural and media stud-
ies (and anthropology) are particularly adept at the close, richly 
contextualized analysis of the local and the specifi c, bringing this 
close analysis into dialogue with context, guided by and speaking 
back to cultural theory. Work based on these approaches is used 
throughout this book. But scale at the level which YouTube rep-
resents tests the limits of the explanatory power of even our best 
grounded or particularist accounts. As cultural studies research-
ers, if we determined at the outset we were interested in exploring 
remix culture, or music fandom, or foot fetish videos, or DIY 
cooking shows, or any number of other niche uses of YouTube, 
we would be sure to fi nd suffi cient examples among the more 
than 85 million videos (and counting) that are currently available 
in the YouTube archive – although, we may not fi nd as many as 
we would expect. The challenge we set ourselves in this book is to 
get beyond the level of particular examples or themes, and to gain 
some perspective on YouTube as a mediated cultural system.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, approaches to YouTube that attempt 
to comprehend it as a system have, so far, been restricted to the 
‘hard’ end of social science – usually, from computer science and 
informatics, employing methodological tools like social network 
analysis (Cha et al., 2007; Gill et al., 2007). These studies are used, 
for instance, to reveal content patterns, to explore the popularity 
life-cycles of videos across the website, and to map the behavioral 
patterns of users based on the traces that they leave behind.

Such approaches draw heavily on the most obvious and acces-
sible features of the information architecture of the website itself, 
trading scale off against nuance and complexity. For example, 
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hyperlink analysis can be used productively to map large-scale 
patterns in connections between videos or users, but only if 
those connections have been ‘hard-wired’ as hyperlinks. What 
this analysis misses are the many social connections and con-
fl icts between participants in the YouTube community that are 
created via the content of the videos. Much of this large-scale, 
computer-assisted research also tends to rely on YouTube’s own 
categorization and tagging systems, which enable uploaders to 
describe and sort their videos by content, theme, and style. The 
limited choices of categories YouTube provides, with titles such 
as ‘Pets & Animals’ and ‘Cars & Vehicles,’ at best offer a very gen-
eral framework for organizing content across the website; and 
one that is imposed by design rather than emerging organically 
out of collective practice. They are necessarily broad and unable 
to contain much information about the videos themselves – they 
tell us little that is useful about genres, aesthetics, or the modes 
of communication associated with them. Similarly, the strate-
gic use of the website’s tagging functionality – where uploaders 
apply popular but perhaps inaccurate tags and titles to content 
and mark videos as responses to popular but unrelated content in 
order to increase the chances of a video being seen – make analy-
ses of YouTube based primarily on those data problematic. It is 
naive simply to treat user-assigned tags, titles, and descriptions as 
matters of fact; indeed the misuses of tags may well turn out to be 
more interesting than their ‘proper’ uses.

At the other end of the methodological spectrum, Patricia 
Lange’s two-year ethnography with the YouTube community has 
produced a number of important insights into the ways YouTube 
operates as a social networking site for certain participants, and 
the rich mundanity of the communicative practices that take 
place there. Most importantly, her work insistently reminds us of 
the need to consider fully the lived experience and materiality of 
everyday cultural practice.

This work is important because it asks us to think about the 
uses of YouTube by real people as part of everyday life and as 
part of the mix of media we all use as part of our lives, rather 
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than thinking about YouTube as if it is a weightless depository 
of content. Like millions of other people, we use YouTube this 
way ourselves – we watch videos after we stumble across them on 
blogs, or click on links sent to us in emails by our friends, and we 
pass them along to others. We have our own YouTube channels 
and even occasionally upload and/or make videos to contribute to 
the growing archive of material available there.

But, while the book benefi ts greatly from the insights of ethno-
graphic work on YouTube, we didn’t do any ethnographic research 
ourselves. Such an investigation would have taken us in a different 
direction, telling us more about how YouTube works as part of the 
lived experience of our research participants than it would about 
how YouTube is structured and evolving as a media system in the 
economic and social context of broader media and technological 
change. Also, ethnographic approaches tend to emphasize the sig-
nifi cance of the social networking aspects of YouTube, and so tend to 
focus on individual users who operate outside the commercial media 
system (see, for example, Lange, 2007a; Lange 2007b). In her work 
on the YouTube community, Lange (2007a) develops a typology that 
breaks down the notion of a singular ‘casual user’ and helpfully prob-
lematizes how we can understand participation in YouTube. But 
inevitably this typology excludes YouTube participants who might 
make use of the website for its promotional capacity, rather than its 
social networking aspects – a group that would include professional 
media producers and brands, both large and small.

Attempting to address the missing middle between large-scale 
quantitative analysis and the sensitivity of qualitative methods, 
we combined the close reading of media and cultural studies with 
a survey of 4,320 of the videos calculated to be ‘most popular’ on 
the website at a particular moment – gathered between August 
and November 2007. As humanities researchers, this survey 
of content provided a way to order a relatively large body of raw 
material without selecting it in advance, so that we were able to 
identify patterns across the sample, as well as to interrogate clus-
ters of individual texts using our much more familiar qualitative 
methods. This strategy has been useful throughout this book for 
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purposes such as identifying controversies and mapping aesthetic 
characteristics across particular cultural forms: it gives us some 
idea of the shape and scope of YouTube’s ‘common culture’; rais-
ing some new questions about how to think about ‘the popular’ 
in the context of participatory culture; and provides some new 
conceptual tools in the quest to move forward from ‘ignorance to 
uncertainty’ (Matthews, 2008).

Combining a broad survey of content and some quantitative 
methods with critical and qualitative modes of analysis, our study 
sought not only to measure the extent of popularity of particular 
forms and uses, but how mapping those forms and uses helps us 
to understand the emerging issues for the cultural politics of dig-
ital media. Moving back and forth between the empirical fi ndings 
of this study, critical discussion of the current public debates, and 
the insights provided by existing media and cultural studies per-
spectives, this book places YouTube into dialogue with the central 
problems that cultural and media studies have been grappling 
with for decades, focusing on the politics of popular culture and 
media power. These are the questions that are encoded in the 
term ‘participatory culture.’

YouTube as a Site of Participatory Culture

Participatory culture is a term that is often used to talk about the 
apparent link between more accessible digital technologies, user-
created content, and some kind of shift in the power relations 
between media industries and their consumers (see especially 
Jenkins, 2006a). Indeed, Jenkins’ defi nition of a ‘participatory 
culture’ is one in which ‘fans and other consumers are invited to 
actively participate in the creation and circulation of new content’ 
(Jenkins, 2006a: 290). This might seem at fi rst like a rather com-
fortable arrangement (and one which Jenkins presents as a potential 
rather than present reality), but YouTube proves that in practice the 
economic and cultural rearrangements that ‘participatory culture’ 
stands for are as disruptive and uncomfortable as they might be 
potentially liberating. The debates and struggles around YouTube 



 How YouTube Matters 11

as a site of participatory culture that we discuss in the following 
chapter are less about technology and more about cultural and polit-
ical questions: who gets to speak, and who gets the attention; what 
compensations or rewards there are for creativity and work; and 
the uncertainties around various forms of expertise and authority. 
These are all questions that have come up time and again in debates 
about the value and legitimacy of popular culture, especially when 
new forms of it emerge, and particularly (as with YouTube) when 
those new forms are made accessible via mass media technologies.

These questions about popular culture – the culture of ‘the people’ 
– have a very long history in Cultural Studies and the disciplines 
which preceded it (see Storey, 2003). Struggles over the meaning 
and value of popular culture are symptoms of modernity, tied up 
with shifting class politics, the mass industrialization of cultural pro-
duction, and the ‘common’ people’s growing affl uence and access 
to education. For cultural studies theorists at various times, culture 
is both ‘ordinary’ (Hoggart, 1957; Williams, 1958) and a potential 
site of symbolic struggle, empowerment, or self-expression (Fiske, 
1989; 1992a). For many of these theorists, bottom-up participation 
and ‘the popular’ are rarely if ever valued for their own sake; rather 
they matter only insofar as they can be understood as part of a politi-
cal project of emancipation and democracy, tied to the politics of 
class, race, and gender. This was a point made with searing clarity in 
Stuart Hall’s famous (1981) statement that:

Popular culture is one of the sites where this struggle for and 
against a culture of the powerful is engaged: it is also the stake 
to be won or lost in that struggle. It is the arena of consent and 
resistance. It is partly where hegemony arises, and where it is 
secured. It is not a sphere where socialism, a socialist culture – 
already fully formed – might be simply ‘expressed’. But it is one 
of the places where socialism might be constituted. That is why 
‘popular culture’ matters. Otherwise, to tell you the truth, I don’t 
give a damn about it. (Hall, 1981: 239)

These longstanding struggles over the politics of the popular in 
modernity have left a legacy in the competing defi nitions of popu-
lar culture operating today. On the one hand, popular culture is 
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most commonly thought of – often pejoratively – as mass com-
mercial, consumer culture – reality TV, shopping malls, celebrity 
gossip, the Top 40, and computer games. Under this defi nition, 
popular culture is distinct from high culture through its condi-
tions of production and consumption within capitalism, as much 
as its aesthetics and associated identities. A second way of under-
standing ‘the culture of the people’ is as authentic, homegrown 
culture, part of the long traditions of folk culture, distinct from 
both high culture (the Paris Opera) on the one hand, and mass 
commercial culture (Paris Hilton) on the other. The residual desire 
for a contemporary folk culture that underpinned the West Coast 
counterculture later articulated to technoculture and US individu-
alism to produce the ‘digital utopianism’ (F. Turner, 2006) that 
surfaces repeatedly as part of the DIY ideology of participatory 
culture, the valorization of amateur and community media, and 
hopeful ideas about the democratization of cultural production 
(see both Benkler, 2006: 274–8; and Jenkins, 2006a: 135–7). Both 
of these defi nitions of the popular, and the politics that go along 
with them, crop up in the discourses around YouTube.

In the 1990s, fan production was mobilized as a recuperation of 
both of these versions of the popular – cultural studies used it as evi-
dence that at least some of the audience – even for mass media like 
commercial television – was active rather than ‘passive’ and simply 
acted upon (Fiske, 1992b; Jenkins, 1992). Studies of fan cultures 
proved that (some) audiences were creative, engaging in legitimate 
fi elds of cultural production in a symbiotic (and at times uneasy) 
relationship with the ‘big media,’ who saw themselves as the origi-
nating authors of the texts, characters, and fi ctional worlds that fans 
‘made over’ for their own purposes. Underlying fan studies is a 
commitment to the idea of everyday life as a site of potential creative 
resistance, to a large extent appropriated from theorists of everyday 
life such as Michel de Certeau (1984), and articulated to a feminist 
politics of popular culture. Continuing this tradition, much work on 
popular culture online to date has focused on fan communities and 
their creative practices (see, for example, Hellekson and Busse, eds, 
2006), and fandom is frequently represented as a site of resistance 
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to capitalism that is always at the same time in danger of being 
 captured or shut down by corporate interests (Consalvo, 2003).

However, the exponential growth of more mundane and for-
merly private forms of ‘vernacular creativity’ as part of public culture 
(Burgess, 2007), as evident in the growth of online social networks, 
blogs, photosharing, and videoblogging; the incorporation of user-
generated content in the logics of public service broadcasting 
(even in the latest BBC charter); the new business models associ-
ated with Web 2.0 relying on user-generated content and user-led 
innovation (O’Reilly, 2005); and the attempts of brand capitalism 
to manufacture bottom-up engagement through viral marketing 
(Spurgeon, 2008), demonstrate that there is a broader ‘participa-
tory turn’ taking place, so that these two opposing defi nitions of 
the popular are converging. Everyday creativity is no longer either 
trivial or quaintly authentic, but instead occupies central stage in 
discussions of the media industries and their future in the context 
of digital culture (see, for example, OECD, 2007). Consumption is 
no longer necessarily seen as the end point in an economic chain of 
production but as a dynamic site of innovation and growth in itself 
(Bruns, 2007; Potts et al., 2008b), and this extends to the practices 
of media consumers or audiences (see Hartley, 2004; Green and 
Jenkins, 2009). Further, the practices of fan communities are now 
increasingly incorporated within the logics of the media industries 
(Green and Jenkins, 2009; Jenkins, 2006b: 144–9; Johnson, 2007; 
Murray, 2004; Shefrin, 2004). Increasingly, more sophisticated 
narratives, which reward the close attention and repeated viewing 
associated with media fandom, are becoming more commonplace 
(Mittell, 2006; Jenkins 2006a), and the committed, attentive, and 
often productive practices of fans provide models for desired audi-
ence and consumer behavior in a wider range of industries (Gray, 
Sandvoss, and Harrington, 2008).

In The Wealth of Networks, Yochai Benkler’s (2006) enthusiasm 
about the possibilities of the new networks of social production 
relies on an imagined opposition between a pre-industrial folk 
culture and the alienation of twentieth-century mass popular cul-
ture, which, he argues, ‘displaced’ folk culture and transformed 
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individuals and communities from ‘coproducers and replicators to 
passive consumers’ (Benkler, 2006: 296). In the light of the con-
vergence between commercial popular culture and community 
participation that YouTube represents, this claim that the emer-
gence of peer-produced culture represents a renaissance of folk 
culture reproduces too simplistic a divide between the culture of 
the people and the culture of the mass media industries. YouTube 
is experienced in a range of different ways by consumer-citizens 
via a hybrid model of engagement with popular culture – part 
amateur production, part creative consumption. From an audi-
ence point of view, is it a platform that provides access to culture, 
or a platform that enables consumers to participate as producers? 
This openness is the source of YouTube’s diversity and reach, as 
well as the cause of the many clashes between top-down control 
and bottom-up emergence that produce its politics.

YouTube has a place within the long history and uncertain future 
of media change, the politics of cultural participation, and the 
growth of knowledge. Clearly, it is both a symptom of, and an actor 
in, economic and cultural transitions that are tied up somehow 
with digital technologies, the Internet, and the more direct partici-
pation of consumers; but it is important to be careful about just 
what claims are made for the historical status of these transitions. 
Like massively multiplayer online games (MMOGs), YouTube 
illustrates the increasingly complex relations among producers and 
consumers in the creation of meaning, value, and agency. There is 
no doubt it is a site of cultural and economic disruption. However, 
these moments of media transition should not be understood as 
radical historical breaks, but rather as periods of increased turbu-
lence, becoming visible as various established practices, infl uences, 
and ideas compete with emerging ones as part of the long history 
of culture, media, and society. YouTube represents not so much 
the collision as the co-evolution and uneasy co-existence of ‘old’ and 
‘new’ media industries, forms, and practices.
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chapter two

YouTube and the 
Mainstream Media

YouTube clearly represents a disruption to existing media busi-
ness models and is emerging as a new site of media power. It 
has received signifi cant press attention, and is now part, how-
ever begrudgingly accepted, of the mainstream media landscape, 
but it is also regularly used as a vehicle for rehearsing public 
debates about new media and the Internet as a disruptive force 
on business and society, particularly with regard to young people. 
The assumptions underlying these representations of YouTube 
deserve a closer look.

In engaging with these debates, this chapter draws on a thematic 
analysis of mainstream media coverage of YouTube throughout 
2006 and 2007. What emerges is a set of issues that, while ‘news-
worthy’ in the traditional sense, have more to do with the news 
agenda of mainstream media than with the way YouTube works. 
It tends to be framed as either as a lawless repository for a fl ood 
of amateur content, or (in Business sections particularly) as a big 
player in the new economy. These defi nitional frames result in 
a steady but repetitive stream of news stories clustering around 
some familiar themes: youth, celebrity, and morality on the one 
hand; copyright law and media business on the other.

These debates, however familiar, contribute to shaping our 
understanding of what YouTube is and what matters about it: 
media discourses – whether celebratory, condemnatory, or some-
where in between – cannot help but both refl ect and shape the 
meaning of new media forms as they evolve. Media ‘framing’ (De 
Vreese, 2005) and reality create each other, forming a dynamic 
feedback loop, so that the mainstream or incumbent media’s 
struggles to comprehend and make sense of the meanings and 



16 YouTube and the Mainstream Media

implications of YouTube not only refl ect public concerns, but 
also help to produce them. The repetitive framing of YouTube 
as an amateur ‘free-for-all’ rather than a place for community or 
artistic experimentation, for instance, situates it as a space where 
the public or the masses are rising up from the bottom, so that 
the matters of concern around it have to do with lawlessness, the 
crisis of expertise, and the collapse of cultural value. Similarly, 
mainstream media discourses about YouTube have the power 
to defi ne the issues that may later be realized in policy, in law, 
and even in material form, so concern about ‘piracy’ or ‘cyberbul-
lying’ can give the impression that regulatory interventions are 
required – like Digital Rights Management (DRM) to fi ght piracy, 
or blocking YouTube on school computers to fi ght cyberbullying. 
Our aim here is not simply to point out that mainstream media 
discourses about new media are wrong, but to work through 
them and provide some alternative perspectives that can be used 
in public debates or in practice.

One of the most striking things about mainstream reporting 
of YouTube is the degree to which these matters of concern con-
fl ict with one another. For example, on New Year’s Eve 2007, 
Australian current affairs programs Today Tonight and A Current 
Affair both broadcast stories about the most popular YouTube 
clips of 2007, describing the website as both a repository for 
‘amazing, embarrassing, and sometimes downright dangerous 
moments’ around the world, and a launching platform for ‘many 
new stars’ (‘YouTube’s Most Watched,’ 2007; ‘Best YouTube 
Videos,’ 2007). YouTube as good object is a site of wacky, weird, 
and wonderful user-generated content. Within only a few weeks, 
however, the same programs returned to business-as-usual sto-
ries about cyberbullying on YouTube, framing it as a very bad 
object indeed – an under-regulated site of lawless, unethical and 
pathological behavior centered around youth as a risk category. 
But as YouTube has evolved, so has its role in the cycles of news 
reporting: from being described as one among a plethora of 
novel new media applications and a potential site of ordinary self 
expression, to its prominence as a threat to media dominance 
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and civil order, and, more recently, as a bona fi de mainstream, 
if somewhat unruly and under-regulated, medium in its own 
right.

Media Panics

In press coverage, YouTube is often used to express familiar 
anxieties about young people and digital media, especially in rela-
tion to the risks, uses and misuses of Internet and mobile phone 
technologies. These stories are characterized by the particularly 
modern convergence of ‘trouble-as-fun, fun-as-trouble’ Hebdige 
(1988: 30) saw in media images of youth in postwar Britain – 
where young people are represented as an exotic other, at once 
exuberantly creative and dangerous. Images of youth have been 
closely associated with ideas about shifts in capitalism and the 
organization of social structures such as class, wealth distribu-
tion, and consumption practices (Murdock and McCron, 1976: 
10), and where new media are seen as key disruptive agents, the 
two are often confl ated. Indeed, Kirsten Drotner (2000: 150) 
argues young people are connected to media by complemen-
tary metaphors of newness and change, and because of this, 
discourses around youth and discourses around new media 
inevitably become entangled. In the case of YouTube the ‘trouble-
as-fun, fun-as-trouble’ convergence is further amplifi ed through 
adult anxieties about an ‘intergenerational [digital] divide’ mobi-
lized through discourses of ‘technological exoticism’ (Herring, 
2008), where both YouTube and the masses of ‘youth’ assumed 
to be its default users, are undisciplined, savage, and at the same 
time new and exciting (Driscoll and Gregg, 2008). This is appar-
ent even in seemingly positive arguments about young people’s 
‘natural’ technological prowess, such as Prensky’s (2001a; 2001b) 
notion of the ‘digital native.’

This equation of new media platforms like YouTube with ‘youth’ 
fl ows through to policy as well. In a recent attempt to encourage 
young people to be more physically active, the Department for 
Culture, Media, and Sport in the UK created a website intended 
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to aggregate user-created content about sports performance. The 
idea seemed to be, “If you can’t beat ’em, join ’em” – the develop-
ment was reportedly motivated by the fact ‘the Government can’t 
get the YouTube generation away from their computer screens’ 
(Eason, 2008).

Some news stories about YouTube follow the pattern of the 
‘moral panic’ – a term which has now passed into everyday lan-
guage but which in cultural studies is used to describe a specifi c 
cycle of co-infl uence between media representation and social 
reality around issues of public concern (Cohen, 1972). In the 
landmark cultural studies text Policing the Crisis, Stuart Hall et 
al. (1978) analyzed the way mugging in Britain was constructed 
as a new crime that represented specifi c threats to society in the 
context of a particular historical ‘conjuncture’, arguing the focus 
on this newly acute ‘problem’ worked to obscure what was really 
a crisis for institutionalized ideological power. As the police and 
the media targeted ‘mugging,’ the problem was amplifi ed in the 
public imagination and in reality,1 constituting a ‘moral panic’. 
Similarly, in media coverage of YouTube, stories exhibiting the 
characteristics of a moral panic draw on and amplify two inter-
locking strains of public anxiety: youth and morality on the one 
hand, and new media and its ‘effects’ on the other. Drotner (1999) 
describes this double pattern of convergence between new media 
anxiety and moral anxiety as a ‘media panic’, and demonstrates 
that it has a long history as an ‘intrinsic and recurrent’ feature of 
modernity.

Tom Rawstorne and Brad Crouch’s (2006) opinion piece in 
News Limited paper The Sunday Mail provides a telling example, 
by turns blaming and absolving both young people and YouTube 
for deviance. Rawstorne and Crouch (2006) paint YouTube as a 
video free-for-all, experiencing ‘unchecked growth’ where a sinis-
ter space fi lled with graphic content lies only a few mouse-clicks 
behind ‘music videos, general entertainment . . . or just people 
mucking around with a video camera.’ YouTube, they suggest, pro-
vides a platform for exhibitionists, beyond the reach of Australian 
media regulators because of the international character of the 
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Internet. Young people are both agents and victims – responsible 
for the majority of YouTube’s mundane content (teen-age hijinks 
and bedroom lip synching), much of its glorifi ed hooliganism 
(car surfi ng, happy-slapping, public vandalism, and school-yard 
brawls), and at risk from exposure to footage of Hitler’s speeches, 
racist propaganda, gruesome autopsies, dismemberment foot-
age, and videos of mortar attacks in Baghdad.

This media panic convergence is exemplifi ed by stories about 
‘cyberbullying’ – the use of digital technologies to bully others, 
especially by posting humiliating or insulting videos, or by using 
video to document and celebrate acts of violence. In March 2007, 
the Victorian Government in Australia blocked access to YouTube 
from school property in part as a response to the uploading of a 
video showing twelve boys sexually abusing a 17-year-old Victorian 
girl (Smith, 2007). Similar calls to restrict access to the website 
to combat cyberbullying have come from teachers’ groups and 
school boards in the UK (‘Teachers in websites closure call,’ 
2007) and the US (Kranz, 2008). In response, YouTube launched 
its own anti-cyberbullying initiative – the Beatbullying channel 
(‘YouTube tackles bullying online,’ 2007).2 The new category of 
cyberbullying, which academia has been complicit in creating 
(see, for example Patchin and Hinduja, 2006; Slonje and Smith, 
2008), is a good illustration of how moral panics around youth, 
violence, and risk are linked to existing media effects discourses, 
producing a media panic (Drotner, 1999).

The media discourses around issues of morality in YouTube, 
the tone of alarm in Rawstorne and Crouch’s 2,000-word 
demonization of the site, and the construction of the new cat-
egory of ‘cyberbullying,’ can be seen as symptoms of uneasiness 
and uncertainty around media expertise and moral authority 
provoked by the mass uses of new media technologies such as 
mobile camera phones and the Internet for self-publishing. These 
moral panics are further amplifi ed by the utopian hyperbole 
about ‘Web 2.0’ and the democratization of cultural production, 
because they can simply invert the value judgments without 
disturbing the assumptions underlying the trope of a user-led 
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‘revolution.’ It is the same myth of mass democratization as a 
direct effect of technological change that underpins both TIME 
Magazine’s announcement the ‘Person of the Year’ for 2006 was 
‘You’ (Grossman, 2006b) and Andrew Keen’s (2007) The Cult 
of the Amateur, which launched a polemical assault on participa-
tory online culture on the grounds that it is eroding intellectual 
expertise and moral standards (35–46). In both cases, digital 
technologies are treated as if they directly cause the cultural trans-
formations being celebrated or deplored.

The themes of these contemporary panics about participatory 
Internet culture are not as new as they appear to be. They mirror 
those that have occurred around the mass popularization of new 
media technologies and forms since early modernity. Concerns 
emerged around the pauper press in the early nineteenth century 
(Hartley, 2008b) and the emergence of the portable hand camera 
at the beginning of the twentieth (Mensel, 1991; Seiberling and 
Bloore, 1986), reproducing similar anxieties about the tools of 
cultural production or cultural record being in the hands of the 
masses – or more specifi cally, the ‘children of the lower classes’ 
(Springhall, 1999). Further, the mobilization of moral panic dis-
courses is in some ways business-as-usual for the media these 
days when dealing with topics like new media, youth, and vio-
lence (see McRobbie and Thornton, 2002) – the discourse of the 
moral panic is now simply part of the professional repertoire of 
journalists. But, as Driscoll and Gregg (2008) note, one important 
point of difference in contemporary moral panics, particularly 
about the Internet, is that the ‘establishment’ discourses, as rep-
resented by the mainstream media, are less hegemonic than they 
were in earlier periods, and therefore less able really to contain 
the debates. Rather, they necessarily incorporate a wide range of 
dissenting views precisely because the web makes it possible to 
publicize a range of opinions.

Most importantly, the uses of YouTube that are the subjects of 
these media panics are not representative of the practices of the 
YouTube community as a whole. The offending videos uncovered 
by journalists often have received comparatively few views before 
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their exposure in the national or international press, exposure 
that draws further attention to the very phenomena we are being 
encouraged to worry about. Based on the long history of this pat-
tern of media panics, it is important we consider the extent to 
which moral panic discourses in public debates might actually 
amplify more risky, careless, or hurtful practices, while at the 
same time doing nothing whatsoever to exert a positive infl uence 
on the social norms that operate within the social networks that 
use YouTube as a platform.

Debates around good or bad uses of YouTube come down to 
ideas about ethics. But the ethics of participation in YouTube 
should not be reduced to making judgments about whether or 
not pre-determined moral standards are being lived up to. More 
pragmatically, ethics can be defi ned as the freedom and capacity 
to act refl exively – that is, to think about the ethical implications of 
one’s own practice, and to formulate one’s actions based on this 
ethical awareness, relative to a particular context. In the context of 
YouTube, ethical norms can be understood as the rules for prac-
tice that are continually being co-created, contested and negotiated 
in YouTube’s social network. Given the long, repetitive history of 
interpreting new media as an articulation of risk, (im)morality, 
and youth, we might more productively seek to understand the 
extent and circumstances within which participation in sites such 
as YouTube involves refl ection, ethical awareness, and care, as 
part of broader discussions about new media literacy, rather than 
as part of regimes of top-down control. Chapter 5 addresses this, 
describing how the user community engages actively in negotiat-
ing and contesting the social norms of participation on YouTube.

The Meanings of Amateur Video

A common assumption underlying the most celebratory accounts 
of the democratization of cultural production (Grossman, 2006a, 
2006b) is that raw talent combined with digital distribution can 
convert directly to legitimate success and media fame. This 
assumption is especially noticeable in the mainstream media 
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discourse around amateur video, usually invoking individual suc-
cess stories that appear to realize this promise. For example, early 
in YouTube’s history, the media interest in ‘Lazy Sunday’ turned 
the mainstream media spotlight on comedian Andy Samberg, at 
the time a new cast-member of Saturday Night Live. Samberg, 
along with writing partners Jorma Taccone and Akiva Schnaffer, 
came to the attention of the entertainment industry after post-
ing their sketch comedy to the video-sharing website Channel101.
com, which runs a monthly user-created fi lm content, and on their 
own website The Lonely Island (Stein, 2006).3 The success of 
their videos on these sites, especially The’Bu (short for ‘Malibu’), 
their parody of US teen drama The O.C., brought the team to the 
notice of Fox executives, who commissioned a pilot for a sketch 
comedy series (titled Awesometown). Though this series was not 
picked up, it did score the team a job writing for MTV, eventu-
ally landing them both in front of and behind the Saturday Night 
Live cameras. In another success story, home-made music videos 
featuring US band OK Go dancing on treadmills and in their 
backyard pushed the band into the mainstream after fans took 
the videos from the band’s offi cial website and uploaded them 
to YouTube (Adegoke, 2006a). Similarly, musician Terra Naomi 
secured a recording contract after becoming one of the most 
subscribed artists on YouTube musician’s channel (Adegoke 
2006a; Hutchinson, 2007). As recording labels and talent scouts 
increasingly turn their attention to online publishing opportuni-
ties (Bruno, 2007), YouTube has been mythologized as literally a 
way to ‘broadcast yourself’ into fame and fortune.

Cultural studies has a different view of how DIY celebrity 
works. Nick Couldry (2003) argues that in the mainstream media, 
the distance between ‘ordinary’ citizen and celebrity can only be 
bridged when the ordinary person gains access to the modes of 
representation of the mass media, making the transition from 
what Couldry calls ‘ordinary worlds’ to what he refers to as ‘media 
worlds.’ For Couldry, rather than blurring distinctions between 
the ordinary person and the celebrity, rags-to-riches stories and 
Reality TV alike reproduce the distinctions between the ‘media 
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world’ and the ‘ordinary world,’ which ‘disguises (and therefore 
helps naturalize) the inequality of symbolic power which media 
institutions represent’ (2000: 16). The promise that talented but 
undiscovered YouTubers can make the leap from their ‘ordinary 
worlds’ to the bona fi de ‘media world’ is fi rmly embedded in 
YouTube itself, evident in a number of YouTube’s talent discov-
ery competitions and initiatives. In response to the success of OK 
Go, YouTube created a dedicated channel for musicians to which 
120,000 signed up in the three months between June 2006 
(when the service was launched) and August 2006 (Adegoke, 
2006a). Recent competitions for quality DIY content include the 
‘My Grammy Moment’ competition, where YouTube musicians 
performed versions of the Foo Fighters’ song ‘The Pretender’ 
on their chosen instruments in a bid to win a spot performing 
live with the band at the awards ceremony;4 various short fi lm 
competitions, including YouTube’s fi rst ‘International Film 
Competition’ in November 2007; the ‘From Here to Awesome’ 
contest in February 2008;5 and the ‘sketchies’ comedy awards.6

Despite appearances, these examples do not in themselves 
realize the myth of DIY celebrity so much as they demonstrate 
its limits. In Graeme Turner’s (2004; 2006) discussion of the 
topic,7 he argues that the increased representation of ordinary 
people as potential or temporary celebrities in the mass media 
represents the ‘demoticization’ rather than the ‘democratiza-
tion’ of the media. Even when ordinary people become celebrities 
through their own creative efforts, there is no necessary transfer 
of media power: they remain within the system of celebrity native 
to, and controlled by, the mass media. According to Turner, the 
‘demotic turn’ in media culture relies on the existing structures 
of celebrity to deliver ‘ordinary celebrity’ which, far from provid-
ing alternatives to the existing media industry, is produced and 
captured by it.

Celebrity, at least as viewed through this frame, is not so dif-
ferent in YouTube. More accessible new media technologies and 
platforms can open up possibilities for the commercialization of 
amateur content, and in some cases turn the producers of that 
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content into celebrities. But, as the examples discussed above 
show, the marker of success for these new forms, paradoxically, 
is measured not only by their online popularity but by their sub-
sequent ability to pass through the gate-keeping mechanisms of 
old media – the recording contract, the fi lm festival, the television 
pilot, the advertising deal.

Despite the prominence given to talent discovery initiatives 
in the mainstream media, YouTube press releases, and on the 
offi cial YouTube blog, it is not self-evident that these initiatives 
have as much impact on the YouTube ‘economy of attention’ 
(Lanham, 2006) as they do on the mainstream media’s conversa-
tions about YouTube. While much of the most popular content on 
YouTube comes from a variety of sources including mainstream 
media, YouTube has its own, internal system of celebrity based 
on and refl ecting values that don’t necessarily match up neatly 
with those of the ‘dominant’ media. There are YouTube celebri-
ties who are famous for being notorious, obnoxious, or annoying: 
Chris Crocker of ‘Leave Britney Alone!’ fame8 would certainly be 
one. But however spectacularly bizarre his performances may 
seem, Crocker’s ongoing status as a ‘star’ YouTuber can only 
be achieved by ongoing participation in YouTube. This is quite 
different from the short-term fl are of attention a Big Brother con-
testant receives at the whim of a television producer, or indeed 
the kind of celebrity associated with one-off viral videos that give 
the creators of the videos (or their subjects) their fabled fi fteen 
minutes of fame. Additionally, there are YouTube ‘stars’ who, 
despite their carefully cultivated ‘homegrown’ brand identities, 
seem to be making a living via advertising revenue, reaching large 
audiences with content produced within and for YouTube, often 
with their own external websites as well.9 They are not celebrities, 
famous for being famous; rather they are stars. Some of them, in 
fact, are famous for doing something in particular very well, even 
if that ‘something’ is unlikely to accrue prestige in the traditional 
media or arts industries. But, as Graeme Turner (2006) argues, 
this doesn’t necessarily make the ‘star system’ of YouTube any 
more democratic than it is anywhere else.



 YouTube and the Mainstream Media 25

There is another important dimension to the ways the DIY 
myth is articulated to the celebrity one. The rise to Internet fame 
the producers or subjects of ‘viral videos’ experience is repre-
sented as being all the more remarkable given the mundane, 
tasteless, or talentless qualities of amateur video. In a segment 
on YouTube from the ABC (US) Network’s 20/20, journalist John 
Stossel covers the perceived cultural range of amateur video, 
affecting a somewhat typical tone of incredulity in his opening 
address to the audience:

Do you like watching kids doing stupid and reckless things?
Animals doing cute things?
Beauty queens falling down?
Or a thousand prisoners dancing to the music of Thriller?
It’s all on YouTube.

It is possible to employ an alternative perspective here. Rather 
than amateur video being explained via the notion of the ‘video 
about nothing’ or by notoriety without talent, it could also be 
situated in the much longer history of vernacular creativity – the 
wide range of everyday creative practices (from scrapbooking to 
family photography to the storytelling that forms part of casual 
chat) practiced outside the cultural value systems of either high 
culture or commercial creative practice (Burgess, 2007). Amateur 
video on YouTube has just as much to do with the social his-
tory of the home movie – used to document the lives of ordinary 
citizens (Zimmerman, 1995) – as it has to do with exhibitionist 
consumers appearing on talk shows or being made over on ‘ordi-
nary television’ (Bonner, 2003), and now racing to broadcast 
themselves. More broadly, interpersonal, playful, and identity-
forming uses of information communication technologies 
(ICTs) have a long and well-documented history – exemplifi ed in 
the famous example of rural women using telephones for group 
chat, going against the grain of the top-down intended uses of 
the technology for directly purposeful, business-like commu-
nication (Fischer, 1992). Learning from this history, as well as 
from observations of YouTube, it is important not to fall into 
the trap of simply assuming that vernacular video is organized 
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primarily around a desire to broadcast the self. Viewed as a form 
of ‘vernacular creativity,’ the creation and sharing of videos func-
tions culturally as a means of social networking as opposed to as 
a mode of cultural ‘production.’

One of the early hits of YouTube, the ‘Hey Clip,’10 illustrates 
both the mainstream media perspective on amateur video – the 
articulation of youth, gender, and DIY celebrity – and the ver-
nacular creativity perspective, where formerly private media 
consumption and cultural production are now a legitimate part 
of the cultural public sphere. In the video, Lital Mizel and her 
friend Adi Frimerman lip-sync, dance, play air guitar, and gener-
ally goof around to The Pixies song ‘Hey.’ The video was clearly 
shot in several takes, and has undergone extensive editing so 
that each cut is precisely in time with the beat of the song. It had 
had several million views by mid-2006, remains one of the most 
popular videos on the website, and had received more than 21 
million views by March 2008. Demonstrating a sophisticated 
understanding of the rules of the vernacular genre she was draw-
ing on – the bedroom dance video – as well as a self-deprecating 
awareness of its status as a vernacular form, Mizel explained the 
motivation and meaning behind the video:

We just turned on the camera and danced funny . . . I keep asking 
people why do you like it, and they say, ‘Because it’s reality.’ You 
see it’s homemade, that we’re so spontaneous and natural – 
dancing, having fun. It makes people remember when they were 
young and danced in front of the mirror. (Kornblu, 2006)

The ‘Hey’ clip, along with the thousands of others like it, is both an 
example and a witty and self-aware celebration of the mediatized 
‘bedroom cultures’ of young people, particularly girls. Productive 
play, media consumption, and cultural performance have always 
been part of the repertoire of these semi-private spaces of cultural 
participation (McRobbie and Garber, 1976; Baker, 2004), but 
increasingly they have become ‘publicized’ via webcams, social 
networking site profi les, and YouTube itself. Public media pro-
duction and performance adds new dimensions to these circuits 
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of ‘privatized media use’ (Bovill and Livingstone, 2001). Webcam 
cultures – also associated with the online cultures of women and 
girls – had a signifi cant history before YouTube, and early aca-
demic research and critique noted the implications of webcam 
culture for surveillance, shifting it from a vertical to a horizontal 
or ‘participatory’ model (Knight, 2000). In contrast to the exploita-
tive mode of participation in Reality TV (Andrejevic, 2003), these 
authors argued ‘cam-girls’ had greater control over the conditions 
of both production and consumption of their own representa-
tions, so that webcam cultures should be understood at least as 
much in terms of ‘empowering exhibitionism’ (Koskela, 2004) 
as voyeurism. But, as with the ‘moral’ dimensions of participa-
tory culture discussed earlier in this chapter, tensions between 
‘expression’ and ‘exhibitionism,’ performance and surveillance 
are actively negotiated by the participants themselves. YouTube’s 
vernacular producers attempt to control the ‘publicness’ of their 
participation in various ways, albeit with varying degrees of aware-
ness of the extent to which relatively ‘private’ contributions might 
be accessed in ways outside of their control (Lange, 2007b).

The case of Bree, better known as Lonelygirl15, provides a 
particularly rich example that draws together various ways of 
understanding the role of amateur video, and points to the new 
relations of cultural production that make it hard simply to apply 
assumptions about the meaning of the amateur, the vernacular, 
and the everyday in the context of YouTube. Between July and 
September 2006, mainstream US media outlets such as The New 
York Times, The Los Angeles Times, and The San Francisco Chronicle 
became particularly enamored with Bree, a YouTuber vlogging11 
under the username Lonelygirl15. Her apparently emotional post 
on 4 July 2006 discussing troubles with her parents getting in 
the way of a burgeoning relationship drew half a million views 
in forty-eight hours, a signifi cant increase from the 50,000 to 
100,000 views a week her previous videos received (Davis, 2006: 
238). Lonelygirl’s videos were impassioned – they described a 
fraught relationship with her religious parents and played out the 
quandaries and capriciousness of her relationship with friend and 
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fellow vlogger Daniel. Lonelygirl’s posts eventually developed a 
stable viewership of around 300,000 views each.

Media commentators, especially New York Times blogger 
Virginia Heffernan12 took an interest in the rapid fame of Bree, 
as well as the high level of speculation building in YouTube’s 
user community regarding the authenticity of her videos. 
Though they fi t the vlogging mould – a talking head speaking 
straight-to-camera, and covered the domestic, personal politics 
considered characteristic of the form, some of them looked ‘too 
slick.’ They were a little too well edited, and as a series, revealed a 
series of events that unfolded a little too much like a narrative for 
a  personal journal.

The YouTube community was especially curious about these 
videos. Users began openly to query the authenticity of the videos 
in comments on YouTube, in online discussion, and in replies 
to blog posts. The press joined the debate, some guardedly dis-
cussed Lonelygirl and acknowledged the debate about whether 
Bree was a real vlogger while at the same time using her videos 
as an example to explore the creative capacities of young people 
(Murphy, 2006). Others, however, jumped headlong into the 
debate about her legitimacy (Chonin, 2006), especially once the 
truth was revealed: that the LonelyGirl15 ‘vlog’ was really a fi lm-
making experiment by independent producers Mesh Flinders 
and Miles Beckett (Fine, 2006; Gentile, 2006; Heffernan and 
Zeller, 2006).

The case of Lonelygirl15 both supports and subverts the 
mythologies around the signifi cance of YouTube’s amateur 
content. Skillfully appropriating the aesthetics and formal con-
straints of the vlog and its confessional style, the Lonelygirl 
videos publicized and legitimized vlogging as a genre of cultural 
production. Arguably, however, it was the embeddedness within 
YouTube’s social network of each character in the LonelyGirl15 
universe that marked the videos as authentic: characters in the 
series used their own YouTube profi les and videos to introduce 
themselves and carry the narrative, as well as forging connec-
tions across other social networking sites such as MySpace. Bree, 
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Daniel, and other characters were made real not only through 
the skills of writers and actors, but also through their apparent 
use of YouTube to create and negotiate social relationships with 
other participants in the social network. Similarly, the ‘gotcha’ 
energies generated by Lonelygirl15 – the discussion around the 
authenticity of the characters and the series and the investigative 
efforts of YouTube users – point to the centrality of these social 
networking functions.

LonelyGirl15 violated the ideology of authenticity associated 
with DIY culture, while at the same time being wholly consist-
ent with the way YouTube actually works. Though the series 
continued after the ruse was revealed, expanding beyond the bed-
room locations to adopt something more of a cinema verité style, 
LonelyGirl15 introduced new possibilities for experimenting with 
and expanding the uses of the vlog form within YouTube. The 
possibilities of inauthentic authenticity are now a part of the cul-
tural repertoire of YouTube; subsequent vloggers – such as the 
apparently awkward but earnest high-school boy daxfl ame – have 
built identities around a similar ambiguity about their authen-
ticity. Trying to fi gure out how much of a given YouTuber’s act 
is real (notable in the discussion around daxfl ame), or how big 
their production team is (a topic of debate in discussion around 
user LisaNova), demonstrates refl exive knowledge about the 
construction of YouTube videos that is now part of the mode 
of participation within the site – indeed a kind of game is built 
around the race to do the detective work involved in busting or 
confi rming the myth of authenticity in each new case.

It is this social network function that is most noticeably absent 
from most mainstream media accounts of amateur and every-
day content creation: the idea that the motivation for this activity 
might have at least as much to do with social network formation 
or collective play as it does self-promotion. In most discussions 
of user-created content, self-promotion is assumed to be a prin-
cipal motivation. Amateurs are represented as individualistic, 
self-expressive producers who are mainly interested in ‘broadcast-
ing themselves,’ rather than engaging in textual productivity as a 
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means to participation in social networks. As a result, the collective 
practice of user-led content creation is sidelined in favor of indi-
vidualistic narratives of web celebrity and self-expression, rather 
than an understanding of how amateur video as a whole – as repre-
sented by the fl ourishing genre of the vlog which, by far, preceded 
and extends beyond LonelyGirl15 – contributes to the production of 
value in YouTube through its sheer ubiquity and everydayness.

The Copyright Wars

The area where YouTube and the mainstream media actively inter-
act most is, perhaps unsurprisingly, around questions regarding 
the website’s status as a new platform for media distribution and 
consumption. Some incumbent media companies seem solely 
concerned with YouTube as a distribution system and, as such, 
debates about the site have been dominated by questions regard-
ing the relationship between YouTube, Inc. and existing media 
companies, the advertising revenues that fl ow from the website, 
and the perceived copyright infringement of YouTube users. 
These debates are conducted on terms that struggle to engage 
with the issues regarding user rights and acceptable modes of 
participation in participatory culture that they raise.

Particularly in the lead-up to Google’s acquisition, discussion 
on the technology and business pages pointed to the presence of 
copyright infringing content on YouTube as a possible encum-
brance to sale or the expansion of YouTube’s content offerings 
(Bawden and Sabbagh, 2006; Elias, 2006; Goo, 2006; Harris, 
2006; Kopytoff, 2006; McKenna, 2006). Questions of infringe-
ment and the presence of copyrighted content contribute to 
a public perception of YouTube as primarily a distribution 
platform for the sharing of illegally reproduced proprietary con-
tent, particularly content made for broadcast. This perception 
of YouTube intersects with its constructions as a dangerous 
space – copyright infringement sets up a discourse about the 
threat to the entertainment industries posed by empowered but 
unchecked consumers.
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Reporting about copyright is often responsive to events that fi t 
with hard news values; we see stories about the saber-rattling by 
big business and large rights holders threatening lawsuits, and 
concerned about YouTube as a sanctuary for, or business built 
upon, copyright infringement (Blakely, 2007; Elfman, 2006; 
Karnitschnig and Delaney, 2006; Martinson, 2006). Reporting 
concerned with ‘hard’ technological innovation as YouTube devel-
ops and introduces (or fails to introduce) various Digital Rights 
Management strategies and other copyright controls makes up a 
second group (Geist, 2006; Letzing, 2007; Swartz, 2007; Veiga, 
2006). Finally, we see stories about YouTube’s copyright manage-
ment strategies, the lawsuits actually leveled, the deals done, and 
the videos removed, reported because they are connected to the 
always-looming avalanche of lawsuits that might, at any moment, 
bring the company to its knees (Arthur, 2006; Charney, 2007; Li, 
2006; Noguchi and Goo, 2006).

Discussion of these copyright wranglings has constructed a 
sometimes inaccurate narrative about the slow decline of broad-
cast media. YouTube’s business model puts it in the ‘reach’ 
business, much like traditional media such as radio, television, 
and newspapers. The company has made partnership deals with 
content producers and offers revenue sharing deals with some of 
its most popular content providers. The service has also, at vari-
ous times, been in talks with major American media players such 
as CBS, NBC, and Viacom about signing on as premium con-
tent providers (Delaney and Karnitschnig, 2007). But embedded 
within this narrative about YouTube as a savior of big media is a 
note of unease. The portrait is one of declining powers struggling 
to adjust to new modes of business and new structures of control, 
fueled by apocryphal tales of internally confl icted entertainment 
conglomerates whose marketing divisions upload content to the 
service only to have unaware legal departments request to have 
the same content removed (see Morrissey, 2006; Ryan, 2006; 
Wallenstein, 2006b).

As the success of ‘Lazy Sunday’ brought the service to public 
attention and the potential of the platform as a way to launch viral 
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successes became accepted, large media companies including 
both NBC and Viacom began a cautious embrace of the service as a 
promotional platform (PC Magazine, 2006).13 In March of 2006, 
after the removal of the ‘Lazy Sunday’ video proved YouTube to 
be ‘trustworthy partners’ in the eyes of NBC Universal’s Chief 
Executive Jeff Zucker (Ryan, 2006), NBC was attempting to 
straighten out a deal to deliver clips of NBC content via the serv-
ice. By 23 October 2007, however, talks had soured and NBC had 
moved all its content to ‘private’ status as it launched testing of 
its own premium content website Hulu.14 Offering television 
programing and some fi lms from the NBC Universal and Fox sta-
bles, media hype circulating around Hulu positioned it as a direct 
competitor to YouTube, delivering content and allowing users to 
embed clips from the service into their own webpages.

Positioning Hulu as a competitor to YouTube, however, once 
again bears out the mainstream media vision of YouTube as a 
distribution and promotional platform. While offering the ability 
to embed clips is a signifi cant step forward for a mass-media-run 
website, and that functionality is one of the factors contributing 
to YouTube’s early success, Hulu’s focus on delivering content, 
rather than positioning audiences and content producers as par-
ticipants in a social network, means the service provides none of 
the civic opportunity of YouTube that responds to many of the 
ways media consumers use content in their everyday practice. It 
is, instead, an online television delivery system.

Not long after the removal of ‘Lazy Sunday,’ US media conglom-
erate Viacom fi led a lawsuit against YouTube and Google claiming 
$1 billion for copyright infringement (Hilderbrand, 2007). This 
followed a demand in late 2006 that the service remove upwards of 
100,000 clips of Viacom content, including videos from Viacom 
brands Comedy Central, Nickelodeon, and MTV (Becker, 2007). 
Despite initially embracing YouTube –  particularly for youth cul-
ture oriented channel MTV2 (Wallenstein, 2006b; Morrissey, 
2006) – Viacom was less convinced by the end of 2006 of the 
promotional value of having videos on the service. Claiming pro-
grams such as Comedy Central’s The Daily Show were among 
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the most viewed videos on the website, and unhappy with the 
revenue-sharing deal they could negotiate, Viacom accused 
YouTube of unduly profi ting from their labor.15 ‘YouTube and 
Google retain all of the revenue generated from [users uploading 
videos],’ the company claimed, ‘without extending fair compen-
sation to the people who have expended all of the effort and cost 
to create it’ (Karnitschnig, 2007). As YouTube sells advertising 
on some videos across the site, and doesn’t police closely enough 
for Viacom’s liking the uploading of copyrighted content without 
permission from copyright owners, Viacom argued YouTube not 
only profi ts from but has legitimated the uploading of content 
that infringes upon the copyrights of Viacom and others.16 As the 
media conglomerate wrote in a press release shortly after fi ling 
their original motion:

There is no question that YouTube and Google are continuing 
to take the fruit of our efforts without permission and destroy-
ing enormous value in the process. This is value that rightfully 
belongs to the writers, directors and talent who create it and 
companies like Viacom that have invested to make possible this 
innovation and creativity.17

Viacom were not alone; in mid-2008 Silvio Berlusconi’s Mediaset 
took action against YouTube for 500 million Euros (US$780 
million) for copyright infringement, TF1, the largest French broad-
caster, fi led suit for 100 million euros, (‘UPDATE 2-Mediaset sues 
Google, YouTube; seeks $780 mln’), and the English Premier 
League announced action against YouTube for copyright infringe-
ment in 2007 (‘Premier League to take action against YouTube’).

There are questions that need to be asked about whether 
YouTube and Google really are profi ting on the back of material 
produced by large media producers, especially as the arguments 
made by Viacom and others seem so soundly rooted in broadcast-
era understandings of what media is and how it operates. There 
are questions about how we understand what is popular across 
the website, about how we understand what types of content it 
supports, and about the rights of both producers and audiences 
in a post-broadcast era.
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While perhaps well within their legal rights, Viacom’s actions 
conveyed a certain degree of disrespect toward the audience for 
their own programs. Online distribution – both through direct 
peer-to-peer technologies and online video sharing – is held to 
be partly responsible for the success of both The Daily Show and 
The Colbert Report (Goetz, 2005; Broersma, 2007). In fact, star of 
The Colbert Report, Stephen Colbert had made extensive use of 
YouTube up until that point, encouraging fans to post remixed 
videos of himself to the website. Colbert also gained both notice 
and notoriety when the US non-profi t station C-SPAN demanded 
that a very popular clip of his performance at the 2006 White 
House Correspondents Dinner be removed, despite the fact that 
it was already freely available through the (then separate) Google 
Video service (Delaney, 2006). Beyond this incident, Viacom was 
at times clearly over-zealous in patrolling YouTube, resulting in 
both legitimate parodies and completely unrelated videos being 
claimed by accident (Mills, 2007).

The assertion that the videos that are ‘Most Viewed’ on the serv-
ice constitute the most popular content treats YouTube as if it is 
just a distribution platform. As much as the site supports broad-
casting-like activities, for some users the site is as much about 
discussion, response, and interaction with audiences and friends 
as it is achieving economies of scale for wide-spread distribution 
(Lange, 2007a). While Viacom’s principal interest is fi nding the 
proportion of the overall archive composed of content they claim 
infringes copyrights, as we discuss in the following chapter, 
popularity on the service revolves as much around what is ‘Most 
Discussed’ or ‘Most Responded’ as it does what is ‘Most Viewed.’

Understanding this is crucial to accounting effectively for 
YouTube as a diverse media space and to come to terms with the 
fact that YouTube is built as much through audience practices as 
it is through practices of publishing. As much as the video blog, 
YouTube is ruled by the clip and the quote – the short grab or 
edited selection that constitute traces of active audience-hood. 
Selecting and editing a particular moment might be seen as acts of 
what Fiske (1992b: 37–8) described as ‘enunciative productivity,’ 
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creating and circulating certain meanings about objects of fandom. 
To see these only as acts of publishing or distribution is to impose 
broadcast-era understandings of how the media operates onto a 
service at the forefront of defi ning post-broadcast media logics. 
Copyright infringement and piracy are broadcast-era ways to deal 
with what are essentially audience practices. Indeed, as we sug-
gest in the chapter that follows, that as audience practices, posting 
clips or quotes to YouTube more closely resembles what John 
Hartley (2008a: 112) describes as ‘redaction’ – ‘the production of 
new material by the process of editing existing content,’ (p. 112), 
than it does an act of copyright infringement or ‘piracy.’

What the copyright wars illustrate particularly well is the dif-
fi cult dual identity that YouTube, Inc. maintains. YouTube needs 
to be understood as both a business – where the arguments of 
Viacom et al. might be legitimate – and as a cultural resource 
co-created by its users – where these arguments strain for cred-
ibility. The truth is that both of these very different ideas of what 
YouTube is for are real and co-existing, if not always happily; at 
various times, as with disputes over claims of copyright infringe-
ment, the faultlines emerge.

YouTube as Mainstream Media

Amanda Lotz’s book The Television Will be Revolutionized (2007) 
is one of the very fi rst published scholarly works to deal with 
YouTube specifi cally. Her discussions of YouTube are evidently 
something of a late addition to the book, which was completed in 
late 2006, when it was only just beginning to receive a great deal 
of attention in the press and academia. On the implications of the 
proliferation of amateur video for industry production, cutting 
into demand, Lotz writes:

By late 2006, it remained unclear whether the fl urry of amateur 
video was merely a passing trend or likely to revolutionize televi-
sion [. . .] Like so much of the new technological space, existing 
amateur video was largely confi ned to the efforts of high-school 
and college-aged students by the end of 2006. But as cultural 
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discussion of YouTube grew, politicians and corporations quickly 
began adding their videos, creating an odd amalgamation span-
ning talking-head video of Ted Kennedy, Paris Hilton’s music 
video debut, and cats using human toilets. (Lotz, 2007: 252)

We see here, in the absence at the time of scholarly work on 
YouTube as a cultural system, the use of a list of oddities to sig-
nify the diversity of YouTube. We also see the speed at which 
YouTube has continued to grow and the way that, even in the 
space of twelve months, it had become normalized as part of the 
mediascape. This is a pattern also borne out by the evolution of 
mainstream media discourse around YouTube – from oddity to 
the center of serious industrial, legal, and moral issues.

While mainstream media coverage continues to be character-
ized by a high degree of ambivalence about just what YouTube 
is and what it is for, there are increasingly indications that it is 
gradually becoming incorporated as a mainstream part of the cul-
tural public sphere. The mainstream media deal with this as they 
have done before, by fi ltering the uses and meanings of YouTube 
through their own news values as well as through an ideologi-
cal approach to emerging and popular media that refuses to 
admit that the vernacular uses of YouTube might have their own 
forms of legitimacy. Instead, they only admit YouTube’s cultural 
signifi cance when it can be shown to be articulated to tradition-
ally legitimate forms of communication: mainstream political 
debate, as in the coverage of the YouTube/CNN debate as part 
of the lead-up to the 2008 US Presidential campaign (Feldman, 
2007; Dilanian, 2007); or institutionally legitimized education 
and learning, as when various prestigious universities began 
uploading videos of entire lectures to YouTube (Alexander, 2007; 
E. Lee, 2007; Kessler, 2007).

YouTube has now arguably achieved mainstream media 
status; but just what kind of a medium is it? In YouTube, new 
business models and more accessible tools of production are 
provoking new and uncertain articulations between alternative 
media and the mainstream, commercial media; and throwing 
up anxieties about issues of media authority and control. These 
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uncertainties could partly explain the oscillation between two 
dominant explanatory frameworks for the website – YouTube 
as a player in the commercial new media landscape on the one 
hand (the top-down view), and YouTube as a site of vernacular 
creativity and lawless disruption on the other (the bottom-up 
view). YouTube is not just another media company, and it is 
not just a platform for user-created content. It is more helpful 
to understand YouTube (the company and the website infra-
structure it provides) as occupying an institutional function 
– operating as a coordinating mechanism between individual 
and collective creativity and meaning production; and as a medi-
ator between various competing industry-oriented discourses 
and ideologies and various audience- or user-oriented ones. 
Without this audience-centered perspective, without a sense of 
how people use media in their everyday lives, any discussion of 
YouTube’s cultural or social impact is likely to be based on a 
series of  fundamental misunderstandings.
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chapter three

YouTube’s Popular Culture

Accounting for Popularity

In this chapter we draw on a survey of some of YouTube’s most 
popular content to establish some baseline knowledge about 
the range of uses people are making of the site. Understanding 
what YouTube might be for, and moving beyond moral panics 
about young people, the destruction of existing media business, 
copyright infringement, or the trivialities of user-created content, 
requires contextualizing YouTube’s content with everyday media 
practices. Simply looking at content on YouTube doesn’t give us 
the whole picture, of course – YouTube videos circulate and are 
made sense of on other websites; they are embedded in blogs, 
discussed in living rooms, and they are produced in rich every-
day or professional contexts. But combining this knowledge with 
an analysis of the way particular types of videos move through 
YouTube as a system allows us to identify some of the most sig-
nifi cant and interesting patterns in YouTube’s popular culture.

This content survey draws on a sample of videos from four 
of YouTube’s categories of popularity – Most Viewed, Most 
Favorited, Most Responded, Most Discussed. Across these catego-
ries, 4,320 videos were gathered by sampling from six days across 
two weeks in each of three months of 2007 (August, October, and 
November).1 A coding system was developed to categorize these 
videos according to textual and extra-textual features, coding for 
origin, uploader, genre, and themes.2

This coding scheme involved two primary categories: the appar-
ent industrial origin of the video (whether it was user-created or 
the product of a traditional media company), and the apparent 
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identity of the uploader (whether a traditional media company, a 
small-to-medium enterprise or independent producer, a govern-
ment organization, cultural institution, or the like, or an amateur 
user).3 Our concern with the appearance of these videos, where they 
appear to come from and what they appear to be, is motivated by a 
desire to understand how content might be perceived and function 
within YouTube’s ecology; by focusing on the apparent nature of 
the content coded, the study does not discriminate, for example, 
between ‘pure’ user-created efforts and supposedly user-created 
videos produced for viral marketing purposes or those seized upon 
by marketing campaigns. In practice, these are often indistinguish-
able, and to some participants, the role they perform is the same.

Our survey concentrated on the most popular videos within 
the time period of the study, partly because it helped to order 
our sample, but also because we were trying to understand some 
of the dominant patterns in popular uses of YouTube. Working 
through these patterns, in this chapter we attempt to locate the 
‘YouTube-ness’ of YouTube – its shared and particular common 
culture – while respecting its complexity and diversity. We look 
not only at the mix of content that moves through the service 
but at the particular patterns of relations between videos on the 
website and the organization of YouTube itself.

But understanding how popularity works on YouTube requires 
more than simply identifying and describing which of the videos 
have been watched the most. Is the ‘popular’ simply a matter of 
degree – how popular a particular cultural product is, measured 
by its reach or sales? Or is it a matter of kind – the cultural forms 
that are loved intensely, or that are ‘of the people’? Even within 
YouTube itself, content is represented as being more or less pop-
ular according to a range of different measures, including:

most viewed, most responded, most discussed, top rated, most favorited, 
previously popular, and most active 4

And it offers a range of different time periods:

today, this week, this month, and all time
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We concentrated on four of these categories of popularity – 
Most Viewed, Most Favorited, Most Responded, Most Discussed 
– because we (correctly, as it turns out) hypothesized that compar-
ing across them would give us a sense of the way different kinds of 
video content are made popular by audiences in different ways.

Each of these measures of popularity orders YouTube according 
to a different logic of audience engagement. While all of these meas-
ures rely on quantitative assessments – they all count things – the 
categories Most Responded, Most Discussed, and Most Favorited 
provide a way to access measures of attention other than those that 
have predominated in the broadcast era. Whereas Most Viewed 
most closely resembles the aggregate measures of attention uti-
lized by mainstream media industries as a way of counting ‘eyeballs 
in front of the screen,’5 each of the other three measures provides 
some account of popularity based on activities that signal a degree 
of participation in the YouTube community – if nothing else, all of 
them require the user to have an account. The Most Favorited cat-
egory aggregates the videos popular enough to be added to a user’s 
profi le, and Most Discussed aggregates the videos that generate the 
most comments, whereas Most Responded records the videos that 
viewers were most frequently prompted to post a video response 
to, either by fi lming their own material or linking to another video 
in the system. Because it compares types of popular video content 
across these measures of popularity, this content survey doesn’t 
simply tell us what is ‘on’ YouTube. Each of these ways of identi-
fying YouTube’s popular culture ends up constituting a different 
version of what YouTube is, and what it is for.

Because we were looking at a sample of the most popular videos, 
the results of this content survey are not simply a refl ection of the 
collective tastes of the YouTube audience as a whole. The picture 
of what YouTube is and how it is used that emerges from the 
study is also partly shaped by the way popularity is measured, and 
the way popular content is represented on the YouTube itself.

Of course, in some ways, the popularity metrics do just what we 
might think – they measure the relative popularity of individual 
videos over a given time period, according to various criteria. But 
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this is not all they do. They are not representations of reality, but 
technologies of re-presentation. Because they communicate to 
the audience what counts as popular on YouTube, these metrics 
also take an active role in creating the reality of what is popular on 
YouTube: they are not only descriptive; they are also performative.

Michel Callon (1998) makes the argument that economic theo-
ries of markets ‘format’ real markets by making them calculable, 
and therefore affecting the choices of real actors who participate 
in those markets. This is not the same as saying that the ‘dis-
courses’ of markets ‘socially construct’ our choices; rather, our 
models and understandings of markets function technologically, 
producing knowledge that can be used in practice, but only within 
the constraints of the ways this knowledge is structured and pre-
sented. Much more modestly, the various measures of videos’ 
popularity within YouTube function similarly: to a certain extent 
they make calculable and measurable a simplifi ed and atomized 
model of audience engagement – based on the raw frequencies 
of views, comments, response videos, and additions to users’ 
favorites. In turn, these metrics shape the character of the most 
popular content; users can either deliberately attempt to produce 
content that will achieve mass attention according to the preset 
criteria, or they can ignore them altogether (and receive attention 
from dramatically smaller audiences). As with the mainstream 
media interpretations of what YouTube is for, this produces a 
feedback loop between the perceived uses of and value logics of 
YouTube; and its ‘actual’ uses and meanings.

The Two YouTubes

The constructions of YouTube discussed in the previous chap-
ter somewhat simplistically represent videos on the website as 
coming either from inside established media practice6 or outside 
of it.7 In doing so, YouTube is imagined as a space where these two 
categories co-exist and collide, but do not really converge: where 
familiar forms of mass media content will be encountered along-
side amateur oddities; where television, cinema, music videos, 
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and advertising, appear next to bedroom, boardroom, or back-yard 
productions. This dichotomy between the ‘user-created’ and ‘tradi-
tional media’ content is of course problematic for understanding 
YouTube as a site of new convergences and mutations of these 
categories, and so employing it analytically (as we have done) is an 
oversimplifying move. Nevertheless, it provides a useful organiz-
ing framework within which to begin a large-scale content survey, 
and our baseline division of the content into the categories ‘user-
created’ or ‘traditional media’ produced some interesting results:

Figure 3.1. Content Type Overall

Table 3.1 Content Type Overall

 Number of MOST MOST MOST MOST TOTAL
 Videos FAVORITED VIEWED DISCUSSED RESPONDED

Traditional 511 717 276 308 1812

User-Created 466 277 751 683 2177

Uncertain 103 86 53 89 331

Totals  1080 1080 1080 1080 4320
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True to the ‘Broadcast Yourself’ promise of YouTube, the 
survey of the most popular content looks to be weighted, just 
slightly, in favor of user-created videos. Just over half the  material, 
or 2,177 videos, were coded as coming from user-created sources 
– content produced outside of the mainstream, broadcast, or 
established media. A majority of these videos were vlogs (nearly 
40 percent), the conversational form that is somewhat emblem-
atic of YouTube’s user-created content. Other genres included 
user-created music videos (15 percent) – including fanvids, 
and anime music videos;8 live material (13 percent) – musical 
performances, sporting footage, and ‘slice of life’ footage; and 
informational content (10 percent) such as newscasts, video-
game reviews, and interviews. Scripted material (8 percent) such 
as sketch comedy, animation, and machinima – animation made 
using video-game engines often created by capturing and edit-
ing choreographed gameplay – all made up a small part of the 
sample. New or unclassifi able genres, many of them exhibiting 
a fascination with the manipulation of technique rather than fol-
lowing any established form (discussed below) made up around 
10 percent of the sample.

But contrary to the emphases of the mainstream media and some 
academic work on online video (see for example Aufderheide and 
Jaszi, 2008), there was a surprisingly small number of amateur, 
mundane, ‘slice of life’ videos in the sample – despite the myth, 
we just didn’t come across very many cat videos at all. Nor were 
there any videos of children brutalizing each other, ‘happy slap-
ping’ innocent victims, or ‘hooning’ around the neighborhood. 
This is not to deny the presence of this material on YouTube 
(clearly, it is there somewhere, along with knitting videos and 
vintage documentaries), but it did not appear in this sample of 
YouTube’s most popular videos, which suggests to us its preva-
lence and popularity is generally overstated.

Almost 42 percent of the sample (1,812 videos) appeared to 
come from traditional media sources – videos originally produced 
within the established media industry, and frequently taken from 
an original source such as a television broadcast or a DVD, and 
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then uploaded to the website without a substantial amount of 
editing. Popular genres here included informational programing 
(30 percent), which collected clips from major news services in 
the US, the UK, and Latin America, particularly material featur-
ing 2008 US Presidential candidates, celebrity interviews, and 
appearances on talk shows, as well as portions from reality tel-
evision programing. Scripted materials (21 percent) made up the 
next largest category, and included sketch comedy, animation, 
and segments from soap operas from Turkey and the Philippines. 
Videos from traditional media sources also included live content 
(17 percent) – predominantly sports footage, clips from US pri-
mary debates and music videos (13 percent), which came mostly 
from US Top40 artists. The fi nal signifi cant category included 
promotional materials (11 percent) – trailers for fi lms and adver-
tisements for products. Based on their titles and other studies 
of copyright content on YouTube,9 it is probably the case that 
most of the videos that could not be coded because they had been 
removed came from traditional media sources.

Figure 3.2. Uploader Types
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Most of the videos seemed to have been uploaded by people 
outside established, mainstream media companies (see Figure 
3.2). This group – coded as ‘users’ – was responsible for contrib-
uting a majority of the content in the sample – around 60 percent. 
Traditional media companies and large rights holders, a group 
that includes television networks such as NBC and organizations 
such as the NBA (National Basketball Association), who have 
traditionally patrolled their intellectual property rights fi ercely 
on YouTube, made up only a fraction of the uploaders – about 8 
percent. Between these two categories was a group described as 
‘Small-to-medium enterprises (SMEs) or Independent producers 
(indies),’ those working within the professional media industry 
but outside the domains of big-media organizations. This group 
accounted for nearly 20 percent of the content uploaded.

When we compare user-created and traditional media across 
measures of popularity, some striking differences in how popular 
content is used begin to emerge (see Figure 3.3).

Figure 3.3. Content Types across Popularity Category
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While user-created content dominates the sample overall, and 
‘users’ appear to comprise the largest group of people contributing 
to the system, not all of the categories of popularity are dominated 
by user-created content. Though traditional media and large rights 
holders make up a small percentage of the overall uploaders – not 
surprising given the generally suspicious and cautious attitude 
taken by the majority of traditional media players we discussed in 
the previous chapter – content from broadcast and mass media 
sources comprises a signifi cant proportion of the videos coded 
in the Most Viewed and Most Favorited (see Figure 3.3). Indeed, 
material from broadcast and mass media sources make up two-
thirds (66 percent) of the Most Viewed category, where the 
largest genres were informational material – particularly news 
footage, political discussion, celebrity gossip, and interviews; 
live content – especially sports footage and live musical acts; and 
scripted programming – clips from television series, soap operas, 
and dramas, as well as animation and some sketch comedy. This 
content came mostly from television, but was mostly uploaded by 
users rather than by the traditional media and large rights holders 
themselves. User-created content in the Most Viewed category 
predominantly took the form of vlog entries, though there was 
also some instructional content, user-created sketch comedy, and 
musical performances – either footage from shows or users at 
home (or in the studio) performing directly for the camera.

The Most Favorited category – videos users have added to their 
personal profi les – was nearly evenly split between traditional 
(47 percent) and user-created content (43 percent). ‘Favoriting’ 
something is an act both of self-expression and identity perform-
ance; when videos are added to a user’s list of favorites, they’re 
not just saved for later viewing; they are published as markers of 
personal taste and implicitly communicate recommendations to 
other users.

A portion of videos in each category of popularity was coded as 
‘uncertain’; these videos, comprising roughly 10 percent in the 
case of both Most Favorited and Most Viewed, included videos 
the coders were unable to make a defi nitive decision about. Many 
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of the videos coded here had been removed from YouTube, and 
were undiscoverable on other video-sharing sites or elsewhere 
across the Internet. Others were from media systems coders 
were not familiar with – perhaps in a language other than 
English, Spanish, or Chinese – and coders were unable to read 
the formal, aesthetic, and extra-textual markers to determine the 
video’s origin. Finally, some videos were coded as ‘uncertain’ in 
instances where coders could not clearly determine whether the 
content was user-created or the product of professional media 
producers, based on the content of the video and details provided 
in any intertextual or extra-textual sources, such as the profi le 
of the uploader, hypertext links that might be provided to other 
sites on the Internet, or discussion in industry, press, or other 
publications regarding the videos.

These ‘uncertain’ videos reveal some of the most interesting 
diffi culties that arise when classifying the content of YouTube. In 
practice, there is a great deal of slippage between the categories of 
‘traditional media’ and ‘user-created content’ in our survey, and 
making determinations between them relies as much on how the 
material is positioned by extra-textual and intertextual material as 
it does on markers within the content itself. But these problems 
were also very productive: the coding process revealed some of the 
specifi c sources of uncertainty around the distinctions between 
professional and user-created content in YouTube.

Clips and Quotes: Uses of Traditional 
Media Content

Like all media, YouTube only really makes sense when under-
stood as something that people make use of in everyday life. 
Bruns (2007) notes participatory culture and digital tools mean 
audiences no longer need to resort to auxiliary media forms to 
respond to the culture around them, suggesting the everyday 
experience of media audiencehood might need to be rethought 
to include new forms of cultural production that occur as part of 
ordinary media use. Participants in YouTube clearly do engage in 



48 YouTube’s Popular Culture

new forms of ‘publishing,’ partly as a way to narrate and commu-
nicate their own cultural experiences, including their experiences 
as ‘citizen-consumers,’ which are bound up with commercial 
popular media. John Hartley (2008a) describes this mode of cul-
tural meaning making as ‘redaction’ – ‘the production of new 
material by the process of editing existing content.’ For Hartley, 
redaction is:

a form of production not reduction of text (which is why the 
more familiar term ‘editing’ is not quite adequate). Indeed, the 
current moment could be characterized as a redactional society, 
indicating a time when there is too much instantly available 
information for anyone to see the world whole, resulting in a 
society that is characterized by its editorial practices. (Hartley, 
2008a: 112)

Hartley (2008a: 19–35) argues the origin of meaning has migrated 
along the ‘value chain’ of the cultural industries, from the ‘author,’ 
the ‘producer,’ and the text, to the ‘citizen-consumer,’ so that ‘con-
sumption’ is a source of value creation, and not only its destination. 
Media consumption, under such a model, has moved away from 
being a ‘read-only’ activity to becoming a ‘read–write’ one.

This concept of redaction provides an alternative to the dis-
courses of copyright infringement that dog the debates and 
corporate negotiations around the posting of traditional media 
content to YouTube. While some of the videos coded ‘uncer-
tain’ discussed above have either been made private or removed 
by users,10 the majority are unavailable as a result of copyright 
infringement claims by various parties, notably those identifi ed 
as traditional media. A small portion is also unavailable appar-
ently due to Terms of Use violations. This could signal a violation 
of YouTube’s (very loosely defi ned) policies around offensive con-
tent, or (more likely) it may be the result of the user uploading 
copyrighted content – also a violation of the YouTube Terms of 
Use. Therefore the amount of material from traditional media 
sources is probably larger than our results suggest, given that 
during the delay between capturing and coding the data, a number 
of videos were removed due to copyright claims.11
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There were several instances in this sample where the type of 
uploads media companies such as Viacom seem to dread most 
appeared – entire episodes of programming divided into sec-
tions. In particular, the sample included two soap opera series, 
one each from the Philippines and Turkey. Not only was this 
material fl agged as copyright-infringing fairly quickly but, in both 
instances, the videos made for a poor-quality viewing experience. 
Although in early 2008 YouTube had begun to make announce-
ments about the introduction of high-resolution video,12 to date 
the low quality of YouTube videos,13 and the ten-minute time limit 
imposed on uploads, have made it a poor technology by which to 
‘illegally’ distribute copyrighted content,14 especially compared to 
protocols such as BitTorrent, and compression technologies such 
as DivX and Xvid supported by some other video-sharing services. 
While YouTube’s size makes it a signifi cant site to explore the 
ramifi cations of digital distribution on the relationship between 
national boundaries and audience communities (Green, 2008), 
the uploading of traditional media content to the website is part 
of a more sophisticated range of cultural practices than simply 
the attempt to ‘fi leshare’ or to avoid nationally or commercially 
bound distribution systems.

YouTube is fi lled with short ‘quotes’15 of content – snippets 
of material users share to draw attention to the most signifi cant 
portion of a program. In terms of cultural analysis, the practice of 
quoting is quite distinct from that of uploading entire programs. 
Understanding YouTube as a redactional system, uploading 
is a meaning-making process, rather than an attempt to evade 
the constraints of mainstream media distribution mechanisms. 
Particularly through this practice of uploading media ‘quotes,’ 
YouTube functions as a central clearing house service that people 
use as a way to catch up on public media events, as well as to 
break new stories and raise awareness, as in the ‘citizen journal-
ism’ model.

When video of campus police using a Taser on UCLA student 
Mostafa Tabatabainejad was posted to YouTube in November of 
2006, the citizen jounalism potential of YouTube was elevated 
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to the attention of the US national press. Frequently, however, 
quoted materials in the Most Viewed category, tend to refl ect the 
topics already at the top of public agendas rather than breaking 
new stories. So we see, for instance, quite a number of high-
lights packages from qualifying matches for the 2008 UEFA 
European Football Championship, qualifying for which started 
in August 2007.

Unsurprisingly, the 2008 US Presidential election campaign-
ing was well represented in the sample, in the form of campaign 
materials, debates, press clips, as well as commentary, discus-
sion, and debate. This is to be expected given the increasingly 
signifi cant role YouTube has played as a site for both top-down 
and grass-roots political campaigning (Jenkins, Forthcoming; 
Shah and Marchionini, 2007). The presence of such material 
could be taken as an indication of a signifi cant degree of engage-
ment in US politics by the YouTube community, and on popular 
rather than offi cial terms. But arguably, the forms of political 
engagement hinted at in these videos have just as much to do 
with celebrity culture (Couldry and Markham, 2007) as they have 
to do with capital-P political culture – in the same way as the tab-
loid mainstream media focus on individual candidates as media 
personalities. Highlighting the effects on political life of the 
heightened and personalized media attention John Thompson 
(2005) calls the ‘new visibility,’ politicians’ stances on issues 
and their positions on the political spectrum in some ways are 
nothing but backstory for the front-stage drama of their media 
appearances and ‘gotcha’ moments; and in the case of the minor 
Republican US presidential candidate Ron Paul, for a concerted 
attempt to drive up the popularity of an underdog candidate in 
defi ance of the priorities set up by the mainstream media and the 
Democratic and Republican parties themselves.

In the light of our earlier discussions about the importance of 
understanding YouTube as part of everyday media use, it is espe-
cially signifi cant that music videos were prominent in the Most 
Favorited category. Frith (1996: 110–11) argues music plays a cen-
tral role for postmodern identity formation, its signifi cance and 
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usefulness coming from its dual status as a marker of individu-
alism and a signifi er of group participation. Music has likewise 
been central to the formation of other social networking serv-
ices (boyd, 2007) where it plays a signifi cant role as a marker 
of identity in user profi les, particularly of teens. The appearance 
of music videos as a signifi cant content type of Most Favorited 
videos matches the identity forming function music plays, func-
tions supported by social networking sites.

The patterns of cultural tastes and practices observed in our 
study are undoubtedly related to those associated with the domi-
nant forms of contemporary US popular culture more broadly 
– characterized by an engagement with dominant media events 
like the 2008 US Presidential Election; and by a preference for 
humor, vernacular video, Top-40 music and teen idols, tabloid 
culture, and celebrity gossip. But there is a certain ‘YouTube-ness’ 
to these patterns as well. The intensity of engagement around 
particular bands, artists, celebrities, and video genres is at least 
partly produced within YouTube itself – how else to explain the 
fact Ron Paul was, at times, more important to YouTube’s atten-
tion economy than either Barack Obama or Hillary Clinton; or 
the Jonas Brothers more adored than any other pop artist? The 
patterns that emerged from the content survey hint at the shape 
of YouTube’s common culture – a ‘structure of feeling’ neither 
unique to YouTube nor synonymous with web culture or popular 
culture more broadly, however those categories are understood.

Vaudeville to Vlogs: User-Created Content

It is often assumed that YouTube is a platform built for amateur 
creativity and that it thrives on user-created content. How much of 
this content is represented as part of YouTube’s popular culture?

User-created content makes up more than two-thirds of the 
content coded in both the Most Responded and Most Discussed 
categories, where it comprises 63 and 69 percent respectively – a 
dramatically higher percentage than traditional media content, 
especially when compared to the Most Viewed category, where 
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the situation was reversed.16 As noted above, the sample included 
some but not large numbers of many of the prototypical user-
 created video forms. There were a few mundane videos, short 
fi lms, fanvids, or hypercreative mashups, but there were also 
quite a few anime music videos, instructional video-game walk-
throughs, as well as some examples of machinima.

Whatever the specifi c form, there were several observable aes-
thetic trends across the range of user-created content, indicative 
of the kinds of practices and values associated with an emerging 
medium. Frequently, the aesthetics of these user-created videos 
were especially concerned with experimentation with the video 
form, an explicit foregrounding of the medium itself that has 
historically been associated with the emergence of new media 
technologies, which Jenkins (2006c) suggests resembles the 
technological and aesthetic experimentation of vaudeville.

In many of the most popular user-created videos there was a 
noticeable focus on video as a technology, and on the showcasing 
of technique rather than of artistry. There was a large number 
of trick videos – using green screen technology, split screens, or 
reversed footage, as well as the use of techniques to foreground 
the technology itself, for example the use of sound processing 
to produce ‘silly’ comic voices. Two good examples of the crea-
tive combination of a trick concept with the capabilities of video 
recording and editing techniques are ‘What Song is This?’ in 
which the Star Spangled Banner is sung backwards live, and then 
the footage is reversed to reveal the song;17 and ‘The Original 
Human TETRIS Performance by Guillaume Reymond,’18 a stop-
motion animation in which a group of people dressed in various 
colors arrange and rearrange themselves in formation to imitate 
the progress of a game of Tetris, accompanied by an accurate a 
cappella version of the Tetris soundtrack.19

Another good illustration of this fascination with the techno-
logical capabilities of digital video editing is the category of videos 
referred to by their producers as ‘YouTube Poop.’20 Emerging as 
a genre of their own, these often-frenetic videos piece together 
found television footage into irreverent, often nonsensical works. 
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They show a particular fascination with Saturday morning car-
toons from the 1990s (particularly ‘low’ American cartoons such 
as The Super Mario Bros. Super Show!) and television commercials, 
though there are also ‘poops’ made for anime series21 and videos 
from YouTube itself.22 The edits are often abrupt and jarring, and 
the audio is manipulated through quick cuts, changing speeds, 
and the introduction of alternative soundtracks. The result fre-
quently foregoes narrative and resembles something most akin 
to parody or video art. Throughout the user-created content in 
our survey, regardless of the techniques used, the sample points 
clearly to a logic of cultural value centered for the most part 
around novelty and humor.

But it was vlog entries that dominated the sample, making up 
nearly 40 percent of the videos coded at Most Discussed and just 
over a quarter of the videos coded at Most Responded. The preva-
lence of vlog entries is signifi cant given it is an almost exclusively 
user-created form of online video production. Vlogging itself is 
not necessarily new or unique to YouTube, but it is an emblem-
atic form of YouTube participation. The form has antecedents 
in webcam culture, personal blogging, and the more widespread 
‘confessional culture’ (Matthews, 2007) that characterizes televi-
sion talkshows and reality television focused on the observation 
of everyday life. The success of Ze Frank (real name Hosea Jan 
Frank) was important in publicly defi ning the genre and estab-
lishing its possibility as a bona fi de mode of cultural production, 
despite the fact it did not appear on YouTube. His 12-month vlog-
ging project, ‘the show with ze frank’ which ran from 16 March 
2006 to 16 March 2007, established some of the formal character-
istics of the genre as it has been taken up in YouTube, particularly 
in terms of rapid editing and snappy performance to camera.

Jenkins (2006c; see also Butsch, 2000) notes vaudeville func-
tioned as a relatively open platform for a wide range of short acts, 
each of which was kept under twenty minutes, and without direc-
tors, actors chose their own material and refi ned their skills based 
on direct audience feedback. There was a reliance on the emotional 
in order to create the memorable and the spectacular. Vlogging 
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shares this emphasis on liveness, immediacy, and conversation and 
it is also important in understanding the particularity of YouTube.

The vlog reminds us of the residual character of interpersonal 
face-to-face communication and provides an important point of 
difference between online video and television. Not only is the 
vlog technically easy to produce, generally requiring little more 
than a webcam and basic editing skills, it is a form whose persist-
ent direct address to the viewer inherently invites feedback. While 
television content – news, sketch comedy, clips from soap operas 
– may draw people to the service for a catch-up, traditional media 
content doesn’t explicitly invite conversational and inter-creative 
(Spurgeon, 2008; Meikle, 2002) participation, as might be meas-
ured by the numbers of comments and video responses. It seems 
that, more than any other form in the sample, the vlog as a genre 
of communication invites critique, debate, and discussion. Direct 
response, through comment and via video, is central to this mode 
of engagement. Vlogs are frequently responses to other vlogs, 
carrying out discussion across YouTube23 and directly addressing 
comments left on previous vlog entries. Patricia Lange (2007a) 
notes particularly engaged YouTubers directly address negative 
comments and ‘hating’ through their vlogs, many seeing this as 
an inherent part of the form itself. It is this conversational charac-
ter that distinguishes the mode of engagement in the categories 
dominated by user-created content from those dominated by 
 traditional media.

Two other signifi cant genres in both Most Discussed and Most 
Responded were informational content and music videos. The 
former includes user-created newscasts, interviews, documenta-
ries and a number of videos which would bleed over into the vlog 
category – they frequently critique popular media or comment on 
‘YouTube dramas’ through visual juxtaposition, or by adding com-
mentary or on-screen graphics. Many user-created music videos 
also adopt a conversational mode, as artists preface their work with 
a discussion of the motivations or context for the piece they have 
written or will perform, respond to suggestions and feedback, often 
drawing the audience into the intimacy afforded by direct address.
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Some artists represented by large labels have taken up this mode 
as a way to engage and manage their fan communities. English/
Portugese singer-songwriter Mia Rose is a good example of this. 
Rose represents herself as an independent artist, using YouTube 
to sell her content by reaching out across the social network to 
connect with her audiences.24 In April 2008, after the sample had 
been captured, she signed to the NextSection Lifestyle Group and 
is now a managed artist with a major label. Her channel25 remains 
unchanged, however, still projecting the same home-grown brand 
image with which it began. She remains, for all intents and pur-
poses, an independent artist who is also a user of YouTube.26

Beyond the Professional and Amateur Divide

YouTube’s popular videos are contributed by a range of profes-
sional, semi-professional, amateur, and pro-amateur participants, 
some of whom produce content that is an uncomfortable fi t with 
the available categories of either ‘traditional’ media content or the 
vernacular forms generally associated with the concept of ‘ama-
teur’ content. University lectures and educational materials, such 
as those uploaded by institutions including the University of New 
South Wales27 and the University of California, Berkeley,28 online 
presentations developed by Google for forthcoming products,29 
or footage of military aircraft landing uploaded by the Royal 
Australian Air Force30 – each of these are examples of content 
which strain to fi t anywhere in relation to the traditional media/
user-created content dichotomy.

This dichotomy also fails accurately to characterize uploaders 
like Ford Models, who use YouTube for both promotional purposes 
and to identify talent.31 Ford, much like Google, the RAAF, colleges 
and universities, is not a traditional media player; its presence on 
YouTube capitalizes on the same self-publishing and conversa-
tional opportunities as other non-media participants, despite their 
size. The material Ford produces – makeup tips, model profi les, 
fashion guidelines, and modelling tutorials32 – could conceivably 
be packaged for broadcast as fashion programing on cable or 
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broadcast television. Outside of the broadcast fl ow and contextual-
ized within a branded YouTube channel, these videos appear as 
organic YouTube content; it is only the professional quality of the 
content and the corporate size of the uploader that would mark 
Ford Models as a traditional media player.

Similarly, the category of ‘user’ is complicated by web-tv start-
ups, such as JumpTV Sports, who put together sports packages 
and deliver content to a range of sports sites around the world, and 
NoGoodTV, who produce vaguely risqué, masculinist, program-
ming. Many of these uploaders resemble traditional television 
producers using the Internet as a way to distribute niche program-
ming or specialized content without needing to negotiate cable or 
television distribution deals. NoGoodTV’s content, for instance, 
resembles the laddish programming regularly seen on cable 
channels in the US such as Spike (a Viacom brand) and the video-
game oriented G4 TV. It is a mixture of music videos, celebrity 
interviews, sketches, informational programing, and miscellanea, 
wrapped in on-screen graphics. Its resemblance to television con-
tent points to the way digital delivery options such as YouTube and 
the increasing move of material online are destabilizing medium-
dependent defi nitions of media forms (Green, 2008).

So too, although videoblogging is a dominant form of user-
created content and fundamental to YouTube’s sense of 
community, not all vlogs are personal journal entries created 
in bedrooms. Indeed, a number of prominent vloggers, such as 
Nalts,33 Charlestrippy,34 and Blunty300035 are quite clearly using 
YouTube as a business venture. They participate in YouTube’s 
advertising sharing scheme and draw revenue from their pres-
ence on YouTube. But unlike users like NoGoodTV who seem 
to bring to YouTube the same one-way model of participation 
we know from broadcasting, these producers are active partici-
pants in the YouTube community. Even though uploaders like 
Charlestrippy use their vlogs and YouTube pages to advertise 
their expertise – in his case, creating viral videos36 – they are also 
active participants in the YouTube community. Their online suc-
cess is as much due to their grounded knowledge of and effective 
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participation within YouTube’s communicative ecology as it is 
the savvy with which they produce content, and they are virtuosic 
in their mastery of YouTube’s home-grown forms and practices.

To understand YouTube’s popular culture, it is not helpful 
to draw sharp distinctions between professional and amateur 
production, or between commercial and community practices. 
These distinctions are based in industrial logics more at home in 
the context of the broadcast media rather than an understanding 
of how people use media in their everyday lives, or a knowledge 
of how YouTube actually works as a cultural system. It is more 
helpful to shift from thinking about media production, distribu-
tion, and consumption to thinking about YouTube in terms of a 
continuum of cultural participation.

This requires us to understand all those who upload, view, 
comment on, or create content for YouTube, whether they are 
businesses, organizations, or private individuals, as participants. 
For one thing, content is circulated and used in YouTube without 
much regard to its source – it is valued and engaged with in spe-
cifi c ways according to its genre and its uses within the website as 
well as its relevance to the everyday lives of other users, rather than 
according to whether or not it was uploaded by a Hollywood studio, 
a web TV company, or an amateur videoblogger. All contributors of 
content to YouTube are potential participants in a common space; 
one that supports a diverse range of uses and motivations, but that 
has a coherent cultural logic – what we refer to as the YouTube-
ness of YouTube. Likewise, this model asks us to understand the 
activities of not only content creators but also audiences as practices 
of participation, because the practices of audiencehood – quoting, 
favoriting, commenting, responding, sharing, and viewing – all 
leave traces, and therefore they all have effects on the common cul-
ture of YouTube as it evolves. Those who insist on treating YouTube 
as if it is a broadcasting platform are probably less likely to achieve 
the aims of their participation, whatever they may be.
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chapter four

YouTube’s Social Network

So far we have discussed various modes of engagement and par-
ticipation that occur within and around YouTube, including not 
only original content creation, but also the repurposing, annota-
tion, and remixing of traditional media content. The previous 
chapter highlighted the importance of understanding that in 
YouTube, content creation is probably far less signifi cant than 
the uses of that content within various social network settings. 
Video content from a wide range of sources is uploaded to 
YouTube for an equally wide range of communicative purposes, 
embedded in various existing or emerging taste communities, 
media subcultures, and fandoms.

Most people are far more likely to watch videos hosted on 
YouTube than they are to log into the website regularly, let alone 
to create and upload videos (Madden, 2007). But for a small pro-
portion of users, YouTube is a social network site. Unlike the 
more obvious social network sites such as Facebook, where social 
networking is based on personal profi les and ‘friending’ (boyd 
and Ellison, 2007), in YouTube the video content itself is the 
main vehicle of communication and the main indicator of social 
clustering (Paolillo, 2008; Lange, 2007b). In this chapter, we 
understand the users who spend time on the website contribut-
ing content, referring to, building on and critiquing each other’s 
videos, as well as collaborating (and arguing) with one another, 
as constituting YouTube’s ‘social core’ (Paolillo); and in terms of 
innovation theory, a group of ‘lead users’ who collectively iden-
tify and exploit opportunities to improve the way YouTube works 
through their own practices (Von Hippel, 2005). We argue that 
the activities of these ‘YouTubers’ (a category that operates in the 
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community itself as well as in academic discourse (as in Lange, 
2007a) are very important drivers of the attention economy of 
YouTube, and signifi cant in the co-creation of a particular version 
of YouTube’s emergent culture.

The difference between the Most Subscribed and the Most 
Viewed ‘channels’ (the name given to the profi le pages of par-
ticular contributors) of all time as at February 2008 illustrates 
this clearly.1

As Table 4.1 demonstrates, while traditional media com-
panies are well represented in the Most Viewed list, the list of 
Most Subscribed channels is dominated by ‘YouTube stars’ 
– participants (whether strictly ‘amateurs,’ SMEs, or even musi-
cians backed by major labels) whose brands were developed 
within YouTube’s social network. Their work covers a range of 
genres, from sketch comedy fi lms (smosh) through celebrity 

Table 4.1. Most Subscribed and Most Viewed Channels

Most Subscribed (all time) Most Viewed (all time)

1 smosh universal music group

2 universal music group sonybmg

3 kevjumba CBS

4 nighiga SouljaBoy

5 HappySlip mYcheMicalromaNce

6 esmeedenters linkinparktv

7 miaarose smosh

8 lonelygirl15 BritneyTV

9 WHATTHEBUCKSHOW TNAwrestling

10 JamesNintendoNerd esmeedenters

Homegrown YouTube
‘Stars’

Extension of Traditional
Media Brand
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news (WHATTHEBUCKSHOW), and comedy-style vlogging 
based around everyday life and personal identity (kevjumba, 
happyslip). In comparison to the Most Viewed category, the list 
of Most Subscribed videos contains far fewer traditional media 
companies like music labels (such as Universal Music Group) or 
sports franchises (TNAwrestling), using YouTube as a platform 
for brand extension.

These two categories sit at opposite ends of the spectrum of 
engagement on YouTube. The Most Viewed category, as for 
videos, simply measures the number of times a particular chan-
nel page has been viewed – representing the channels that may 
not draw an especially high level of intensity or direct visible 
engagement, but have the greatest reach. The Most Subscribed 
category contains those channels that the most users want to 
follow (or, perhaps, to publicly perform following). In aggregate 
it is a result of the actions of users who have a user account, 
and it represents a collective performance of what the YouTube 
 community values most.

YouTube, Inc. as Patron

In her study of online photosharing and cellphone technolo-
gies, Virginia Nightingale (2007) draws on the anthropologist 
Alfred Gell (1998) to elaborate theories of agency and exchange 
as forms of participatory culture that take place at the nexus of 
corporate-controlled technological systems and everyday life. As 
Nightingale explains, Gell suggests patronage partly predeter-
mines ‘the conditions under which the creative work is produced 
and the environment of reception in which the image is dis-
played’ (Nightingale, 2007: 293). In the context of camera phones 
and image-sharing websites, ‘industry players maintain the ongo-
ing operational environment and offer “patronage” to site users.’ 
Likewise, YouTube, Inc. can be seen as the ‘patron’ of collec-
tive creativity, controlling at least some of the conditions under 
which creative content is produced, ordered, and re-presented 
for the interpretation of audiences. In previous chapters, we have 
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described the ways in which, for example, the YouTube website’s 
metrics of popularity order our understanding of what YouTube 
is for; as well as the impacts on aesthetics of YouTube’s technical 
limits, such as the short video duration and the low resolution; 
and the shaping effect of the aesthetics of the user interface.

But the purposes and meanings of YouTube as a cultural system 
are also collectively co-created by users. Through their many 
activities – uploading, viewing, discussing, and collaborating – 
the YouTube community forms a network of creative practice. 
Writing about the social worlds of various fi elds of cultural pro-
duction, from modernist poetry to dancehall jazz and avant-garde 
music, Howard Becker (1982) described this kind of formation 
as an ‘art world’ – ‘the network of people whose cooperative activ-
ity, organized via their joint knowledge of conventional means of 
doing things, produces the kind of art works that art world is noted 
for’ (Becker, 1982: x). Becker’s case studies demonstrate the ways 
that aesthetic principles and technologies are shared by produc-
ers, support workers, and audiences, and the way they organize, 
enable, and constrain the possible range of a particular artistic 
activity. The construction and negotiation of aesthetic values and 
‘proper’ techniques, he argues, is not confi ned to academics or 
experts, but involves everyone who contributes to the process of 
cultural production, including audiences. Similarly, in YouTube, 
aesthetic values, cultural forms, and creative techniques are nor-
malized via the collective activities and judgments of the social 
network – forming an informal and emergent ‘art world’ specifi c 
to YouTube.

As patron, YouTube, Inc. provides the supporting and con-
straining mechanisms of a system whose meaning is generated 
by the uses to which the website is put, and within which, col-
lectively, users exercise agency. The political implications of 
this arrangement, however, are undecided – with a recent pro-
liferation of scholarship arguing that the participation of user 
communities can be read in terms of ‘affective,’ ‘immaterial,’ 
and even ‘free’ labor (Terranova, 2000). Critiques of the crea-
tive industries discourse point out the implications of this for the 
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work conditions of creative practitioners and media professionals 
who are already under-compensated, and who work within condi-
tions of ‘precarious labor’ (Deuze, 2007; Ross, 2000), pointing 
to a crisis of uncertainty in the economic structures of the cul-
tural industries especially highlighted by the Writers’ Guild of 
America strike in 2007. Others are concerned with the various 
ways platform providers such as game publishers profi t directly 
from user productivity while simultaneously constraining users’ 
rights (Humphreys, 2005a).

As in the case of Massively Multiplayer Online Games 
(MMOGs), YouTube, Inc.’s role is not that of a producer but that 
of a platform-provider: indeed, even more so than in games, its 
value, meanings and possibilities – what we mean in general 
conversation when we say ‘YouTube’ – are produced out of the 
collective work and play of its users. But the more literal versions 
of labor-based critiques may not be helpful in understanding the 
economic transformations that accompany these new models of 
user-participation in cultural production.

Drawing largely on ethnographic work with both MMOG 
players and game developers, Banks and Humphreys (2008, 
n.p.) argue these new relations of cultural production indicate 
a profound shift in which ‘frameworks and categories of analy-
sis (such as the traditional labor theory of value) that worked 
well in the context of an industrial media economy are perhaps 
less helpful than before.’ They argue these relationships in fact 
‘introduce a form of creative destruction to labor relations’ in 
contexts where all the participants (including ‘producers’ as 
well as ‘user co-creators’) have mixed motivations, and where 
they work for a range of benefi ts. Some gamers engage in co-
creative activities out of a passion for the game itself, others 
for the pleasures of achievement, others for social status within 
the game community, and still others in pursuit of commercial 
opportunities. As Banks and Humphreys also note ‘producers, 
programmers, artists, community development managers, and 
CEOs’ have a wide range of often confl icting ideas about how 
the new collaborative and co-creative production processes of 
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game environments should be managed, but that ‘it is from 
these uneven, multiple and messy practices, motivations, nego-
tiations, actants, and materials that participatory culture is being 
made and negotiated.’

YouTube is a relatively new site of the same kinds of ‘messy’ 
and emergent relations among platform providers, content pro-
ducers, and the audiences Banks and Humphreys describe. In 
the rest of this chapter, we investigate the way these new models 
of cultural production and participation play out in YouTube 
and how they are understood and negotiated in practice by the 
‘YouTubers.’ In the ordinary course of their cultural practice 
as YouTubers, these most visibly engaged users of YouTube 
actively participate in shaping, contesting, and negotiating the 
emergent culture of YouTube’s social network, the idea of a 
YouTube  community, and their relationships to the company’s 
interests.

YouTubers as User Innovators

One of the more striking features of YouTubers’ community-
 oriented activities is that they take place within an architecture 
that is not primarily designed for collaborative or collective par-
ticipation. In comparison to other social networking sites built 
around user-created content, like Flickr and LiveJournal, and 
despite the rhetorical address to the YouTube ‘community’ in 
the company’s offi cial blog, the architecture of YouTube does not 
overtly invite community-building, collaboration, or purposeful 
group work. Harley and Fitzpatrick (2008, n.p.) note that the top-
down conceit of YouTube as an alternative ‘broadcaster’ (rather 
than a social network) fl ows through to interaction design ele-
ments that work to ‘fi lter out’ the social network aspects of the 
website for the casual or novice visitor or user. The website’s 
visual design is consistently dominated by thumbnails of videos, 
not user profi les, groups, or conversations; groups are far from 
easy to fi nd using keyword searches and, like videos, they are 
ranked quantitatively.2 The ban on downloading and the absence 
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of user-control over licensing creates serious barriers to collabo-
rative production – there are no overt invitations to collaborate 
with other users, or to remix or quote each other’s videos.

YouTube’s interface design may not be elegant, but it is 
famously usable, at least within the limits of its assumed pur-
pose – to upload, transcode, tag, and publish videos. Indeed, its 
usability is undoubtedly one of the reasons for its mass popu-
larization. But this apparently seamless usability can also be seen 
another way – as both a constraint and an unstable  compromise. 
Technologies designed for active user participation (like soft-
ware, digital cameras, or YouTube itself) generally represent 
a compromise in design between two ideological extremes. At 
one end is the ideal of extreme hackability – ‘where a given tech-
nology is perceived and presented as open-ended, manipulable, 
and affording complex experimentation with an accompanying 
level of diffi culty’ (Burgess, 2007: 89). At the other is the ideal 
of extreme usability – ‘where a technology is perceived and pre-
sented as allowing easy access to a pre-determined set of simple 
operations’ (Burgess, 2007: 89). As technologies stabilize and 
become widely adopted, compromises between the two are always 
reached. Ideally, the tensions between these competing dynam-
ics are never really resolved, opening up possibilities for highly 
usable and accessible technologies that are also expansible, adapt-
able, and malleable (Galloway et al., 2004), and so preserving the 
potential for the technologies to be ‘generative’ (Zittrain, 2008) of 
new or unexpected possibilities. Even the most usable and appar-
ently simple technologies may offer creative possibilities that 
extend far beyond their most obvious, invited uses –  possibilities 
most frequently realized (or even pioneered) by users, often to the 
surprise of the technology’s designers.

Similarly, despite YouTube’s design focus on usability and 
a simple and limited set of features, a number of interesting 
and innovative uses of YouTube have originated in the user 
community. For example, live video chat, which is a popular 
activity elsewhere, has not been introduced as a YouTube serv-
ice to date because of perceived privacy risks (Stone, 2007). As a 
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workaround, many of the most invested YouTubers are using rel-
atively unregulated alternatives like Stickam,3 the social network 
site based around live video chat, as a supplementary technology, 
maintaining consistent usernames across the two websites, and 
so effectively adding a ‘plug-in’ to YouTube. The use of Stickam 
amplifi es the social network affordances of YouTube and allows 
the YouTubers to build their brands using ambient, ‘always on’ 
technology, rather than only through the production of static epi-
sodes of their vlogs.4 Such a work around is necessary given the 
social networks that make use of YouTube are mobile and multi-
ple, not contained within YouTube’s architecture or technologies. 
The microblogging service 12seconds.tv, launched in mid-2008, 
similarly spawned a fl urry of cross-registrations, resulting in a 
YouTube ‘meme’ built around 12-second vlog entries.

Despite its community rhetoric, YouTube’s architecture and 
design invite individual participation, rather than collaborative 
activity; any opportunities for collaboration have to be specially 
created by the YouTube community itself, or by special invita-
tion from the company. YouTube provides no built-in, routinized 
methods of capturing video from other users and reusing it, 
or of making one’s own content available for this purpose. 
Nevertheless, collaborative and remixed vlog entries were a very 
noticeable feature of the most popular content in our survey. 
Sometimes, it was clear that a signifi cant amount of planning 
had gone into the production of these videos and that they were 
attached to purposeful aims (like infl uencing the rankings, cel-
ebrating an event, and so on). At other times they appeared to 
function as ways of celebrating and representing YouTube as a 
community of practice. Within weeks of the launch of 12seconds.
tv, several prominent YouTubers participated in a 12-second col-
laborative vlog entry posted at 12seconds.tv and linked to from 
a longer, individually produced vlog entry by fantasticblabbings. 
Fantasticblabbings used the cross-post to discuss the prolifera-
tion of online identities across social network sites, expressing 
scepticism with regard to the faddish adoption and abandonment 
of these sites.5 This provides an illustration of the extent to which 
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YouTubers, as cultural agents, are not captive to YouTube’s 
architecture, and demonstrates the permeability of YouTube as 
a system. It connects with surrounding social and cultural net-
works, and users embedded within these networks move their 
content and their identities back and forth between multiple 
sites. YouTube has never functioned as a closed system, from the 
beginning providing tools to embed content on other websites 
like blogs. Viewed in this light, it is surprising that this porting of 
content to and from the website is not more actively supported by 
the service itself.

There are a number of more subtle things users do to make up 
for perceived lacks or missing affordances in the provided technol-
ogy. For example, even though the technologies needed to embed 
clickable links or user-contributed annotations and comments 
within video streams have existed for quite some time, up until 
mid-2008 no such capability had been introduced into YouTube, 
and the ability to refer back to other YouTube videos as part of each 
new utterance in a conversation was likewise very limited. Adrian 
Miles’ (2006) experimental and theoretical work on networked 
video and hypertext cinema centers on these questions of video’s 
potential to become more like blogging, to be ‘porous to the net-
work,’ and ‘to allow quotation, interlinking and to develop a media 
which is as permeable and granular as networked text’ (Miles, 
2006: 221). While this potential is very far from being realized, 
some of YouTube’s competitors already offered the ability to tag 
and annotate other users’ videos with comments, attached to vari-
ous points in the video timeline.6 When YouTube did eventually 
add annotation to videos, its use was limited to the owners of the 
videos (presumably to avoid an onslaught of annotation spam). So 
YouTubers developed their own solution to the problem, collec-
tively instituting conventions to work around the absence of true 
media richness and interactivity – we observed several instances 
in which hyperlinks had been added as annotations in the texts 
of video descriptions or had been superimposed as graphics over 
the video footage, and then the performer physically pointed to the 
appropriate place on the screen to draw attention to the link. The 
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collective development of analogue solutions like this to perceived 
technological limitations hints at the strong desires of the YouTube 
community to embed their video practice within networks of con-
versation, rather than merely to ‘broadcast themselves’; and their 
willingness to fi nd ways to do this even if not supported to do so 
by the provided technology.

User-led innovation in YouTube also extends beyond ‘hacks’ of 
the technology to include content innovation – creative adaptations 
of the existing conventions of online video. In particular, the very 
basic formal rules of the vlog entry – a talking head, a camera, 
some editing – are used as the basis for collective creativity and 
innovation. Some examples of innovations on the basic prototype 
of the vlog entry include the use of shot-reverse-shot-style editing 
to create the impression of the vlogger having a conversation with 
herself; the use of split screens and green screens; and a signifi cant 
and growing level of generic hybridity, so that musical perform-
ances, stand-up comedy, and life-blogging merge and recombine 
to create new generic conventions and expressive possibilities.

The production and circulation of these vlog entries also 
 provide an environment for refl exivity and activism within 
YouTube’s social network. The results of our content survey 
revealed some patterns in the ways vloggers represent themselves 
as active  participants – even activists – in the ongoing process of 
shaping and negotiating the meanings and uses of YouTube. As a 
starting point, we conservatively estimated that a substantial pro-
portion – at least 10 percent – of the most popular YouTube videos 
uploaded between June and November 2007 were explicitly con-
cerned with YouTube itself. Of these, more than 99 percent were 
user-created; that is, almost none of these videos that were in some 
way about YouTube were coded as traditional media content. This 
fi nding is obvious in retrospect, because the mainstream media 
do not, as a rule, make much content specifi cally for YouTube, 
even though they do produce content destined generally for the 
web. If they were to make content for YouTube, it is almost certain 
to be designed around their own brands, and not the YouTube 
brand or its audience.
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The user-created ‘meta YouTube’ videos range widely in their 
forms and modes of address, from collaborative montages that 
evoke a sense of community to simple slideshows using text and 
music that invite responses in a bid for popularity. Tellingly, a 
full two-thirds of these videos were vlog entries. In general, vlog 
entries implicitly address an audience of fellow YouTubers along 
with a wider imagined audience. One of the basic communica-
tive functions of the vlog entry is purely phatic – it announces the 
social presence of the vlogger and calls into being an audience of 
peers who share the knowledge and experience of YouTube as a 
social space. But these specifi cally YouTube-focused vlog entries 
do something else as well: making videos about some aspect of 
YouTube demonstrates, and in fact requires, a refl exive under-
standing of how YouTube actually operates as a social network, 
rather than as a distribution platform that can be used to  broadcast 
to an online audience.

Vlogging tends to be canny and knowledgeable about YouTube’s 
attention economy, with all its many faults, and this knowledge 
is often performed playfully or humorously, even when the 
video critiques some aspect of the way the website measures and 
rewards attention. The measures of popularity we discussed in the 
previous chapter are increasingly the target of gaming strategies 
on behalf of marketers – there are even companies that offer to 
send videos ‘viral’ for a fee. The YouTube user community is well 
aware of this – their discourse reveals a perceived link between 
the common characteristics of the most popular content (which 
seems to them to represent an inauthentic overvaluation of sex, 
shock and stupidity); and the actions that need to be taken by con-
tent creators in order to gather audiences.7 Some videos cheerfully 
exploit this knowledge of the value system of YouTube’s common 
culture; some actively critique it. Whatever the perspective, these 
videos indicate that the most active participants in YouTube are 
highly knowledgeable – perhaps even more so than the company 
itself – of the specifi c ways in which these measures of popular-
ity can work to support or disturb what they see as the authentic, 
‘bottom-up’ culture of YouTube.
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This mode of communication – performing insider knowl-
edge in an entertaining way while also making interventions 
into the culture of the YouTube community – is evident in 
OhCurt’s video ‘Mission Improbable: An Almost Shout-Out,’8 
which was one of the most discussed videos in our sample. The 
video is a collaborative vlog sketch in which OhCurt play-acts 
telephone conversations with the other YouTubers he is nomi-
nating in his response to yet another YouTuber’s ‘tell me 5 cool 
channels’ invitation. The humor of the sketch is based around 
farcical miscommunications and misunderstandings between 
YouTube participants, and gently parodies the banality of the 
‘shout-out’ tradition.

Shout-out invitations are one example among many of the ways 
in which the self-constituting YouTube community introduces 
tactics to attempt to navigate, shape and control the otherwise 
vast and chaotic array of content that exists in the network. These 
kinds of videos represent situated creativity (Potts et al., 2008b) 
and refl exivity on the part of the YouTubers, constructing a 
YouTube that functions as a communicative space and a com-
munity (rather than an inert distribution platform for content 
produced in different contexts like television, for example). The 
YouTubers who participate in these ways are by defi nition ‘lead 
users’ (Von Hippel, 2005) – they are both early adopters of new 
technologies, ideas and practices, and signifi cant agents in the 
development of innovations that better serve the needs of the user 
community. This does not necessarily mean that these lead users 
are exceptional individuals. Rather, user-led innovation of this 
kind appears to be simply a fundamental part of the way YouTube 
works; an effective lead user is one who understands the way the 
system works and can mobilize their own skills and capacities in 
ways that make sense within that system.

The conclusion to be drawn from these observations is that in 
order to operate effectively as a participant in the YouTube com-
munity, it is not possible simply to import learned conventions 
for creative practice, and the cultural competencies required to 
enact them, from elsewhere (e.g. from professional television 
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production). ‘Success’ (measured by gaining large numbers of 
loyal subscribers, having videos ‘featured’ or receiving millions 
of views per video) appears to be gained by effectively exploiting 
these site-specifi c competencies. This requires some rethinking 
around what we might mean by digital literacy, and how the skills 
that count as literacies are acquired, shared, and learned, in the 
context of user-created content communities like YouTube.

Literacy and the Social Network

Digital literacy is one of the central problems of participatory cul-
ture. At least in the most technologized societies, earlier concerns 
around the unevenness of online participation focused around the 
idea of a ‘digital divide’ – a matter of access to technology – have 
given way to questions about digital inclusion and participation 
(Warschauer, 2003). The notion of the digital divide was a binary 
concept based simply on the access, or lack of access, to digital 
technologies like computers or broadband infrastructure. In such 
a construction either you were digital, or you weren’t. Although 
access is still a huge issue, debates have shifted to encompass the 
idea of a ‘participation gap’ (Jenkins et al., 2006): at its heart, a 
matter of literacy.

The long history of literacy, from print to media, brings with 
it a number of important debates relevant to the idea of a par-
ticipatory culture. Sonia Livingstone (2004) proposes most 
discussions of new media literacy are characterized by historically 
unresolved tensions between ‘critical’ or ‘Enlightenment’ views 
of literacy – polarized philosophical positions that see literacy as 
a normative and exclusionary construction on the one hand (the 
‘critical’ view); or as an aid to progress and equality we should 
aim to extend to all people on the other (the ‘Enlightenment’ 
view). Proving Livingstone’s point, the US media literacy move-
ment variously frames literacy as empowerment or therapy 
for the dangers of the media (or both; see Hobbs, 1998). The 
near-ubiquity of digital technologies means creative practice is 
necessary for both critical awareness and informed participation 
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in the media. On the one hand, young people in particular might 
be learning new media competencies through their participation 
in YouTube (Drotner, 2008); and at the same time, according to 
the media literacy framework, this active and creative participa-
tion might also be used to help young people learn to be more 
‘critical’ of media messages (Jenkins et al., 2006). In the UK 
also, the defi nition used by the national media regulator Ofcom 
refl ects this new emphasis on the interrelatedness of ‘writing’ as 
well as ‘reading’ competencies – it defi nes new media literacy as 
‘the ability to access, understand and create communications in 
a variety of contexts.’9

A second set of questions cluster around the problem of how 
to defi ne, measure, and build capacity for literacy. The apparent 
proliferation of possible modes of communication using digital 
technologies has given rise to an equally wide range of qualifi ers 
for the noun ‘literacy’ – visual literacy, media literacy, multimedia 
literacy, network literacy, and so on ad infi nitum. Rather than 
giving in to the pressure ‘to determine precisely and authori-
tatively which practices [. . .] legitimately fall under the rubric 
“literacy”’ (Collins and Blot, 2003: 3), it is perhaps more impor-
tant to acknowledge that the endless stream of ‘kinds’ of literacy 
indicates something about the current period of social instability 
around its relationship with media technologies. Indeed, Collins 
and Blot (2003: 3) suggest literacy has a status approaching that 
of ‘science’ in the nineteenth century: it ‘refers loosely to any body 
of systematic useful knowledge.’ This indeterminacy also hints 
at what is probably the most important point: ‘literacy’ is not a 
self-evident thing individuals can possess, and nor are any of the 
possible specifi c ‘literacies.’ Literacies, rather, are produced by, 
and  practiced in, particular social and historical contexts.

Since at the current moment both media and knowledge are 
in a state of fl ux, so too is the defi nition of literacy. Our approach 
is closely aligned with New Literacy Studies movement (Street, 
1984), where instead of literacy being a ‘technology of the mind’ 
or set of skills (i.e. an internalized competency or range of com-
petencies that can be attributed to or possessed by an individual 
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human agent) it is considered a social practice. The most impor-
tant outcome of these debates should be to understand that new 
media literacy is not a property of individuals – something a given 
human agent either possesses or lacks – but a system that both 
enables and shapes participation. It still follows, however, that 
it is possible (and necessary) within this conceptual framework 
to talk about the individual competencies required to participate 
effectively in this system. The questions of how this system is 
shaped and who has access to it represent the key political ques-
tions of new media literacy.

Being ‘literate’ in the context of YouTube, then, means not only 
being able to create and consume video content, but also being 
able to comprehend the way YouTube works as a set of technolo-
gies and as a social network. For our purposes, what counts as 
‘literacy’ is at least partly specifi c to the culture of YouTube itself. 
Individual competencies and knowledges are required, but not 
all of them can be imported from elsewhere. It is important to 
also note that, in our observations, while requiring a pre-existing 
familiarity with digital technologies and online culture, these 
competencies are not in-born natural attributes of the so-called 
digital natives (Prensky 2001a, 2001b). Indeed, many, if not 
most, of the most prominent ‘lead users’ – those whose videos 
gain the most attention and therefore those who are able to fi nd 
an audience for their views or to mobilize other users – are adults 
in their twenties or thirties.

Peter Oakley, a British vlogger in his eighties known on 
YouTube as Geriatric1927, provides a good example of how 
YouTube-specifi c competencies can be learned and mobilized 
through participation in YouTube’s social network. Oakley has 
been a consistently high-profi le celebrity on YouTube since August 
2006, when his fi rst videoblog post – a brief and tentative experi-
ment with a webcam and Windows Moviemaker humbly titled 
‘First Try,’ exploded onto the Most Viewed page of YouTube’s 
popularity rankings (largely because of the novelty, at the time, of 
his age).10 That fi rst video, as of March 2008, has received more 
than two-and-a-half million views, and Oakley remains a regular 
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and very engaged member of the YouTube community, posting 
on topics such as the making content for YouTube and the ethics 
of online behavior and ‘haters.’ By tracing his contributions to the 
website over time, it is clear Oakley has used his YouTube pres-
ence to refl ect on and develop his own creative and technological 
competencies – progressing from basic straight-to-camera vlogs 
using Windows Moviemaker to the integration of photos with 
overlaid titles, and more complex editing.

Geriatric1927 has also become something of an evangelist. In 
the video entry ‘Computing for the Terrifi ed,’11 Oakley records 
himself carrying on a conversation over video chat with ‘a group 
of elderly residents living in sheltered accommodation who are 
receiving instruction into basic computer techniques.’ Although 
we can only hear one side of the conversation, Oakley is clearly 
reassuring and encouraging them to just ‘have a go,’ using his 
own process of self-education as an example. He advises the par-
ticipants in his workshop to ‘just click around’ or ‘play a simple 
card game’ to get the hang of the mouse until it’s ‘almost like a 
third hand,’ after which ‘all sorts of amazing things will happen,’ 
and not to worry, because ‘you really can’t break a computer.’ In 
fact, he says, ‘you must be prepared to be a child again’ – to learn 
by ‘playing around.’

The interesting thing to observe here is how Oakley’s videos 
make his own process of learning explicit through a process of 
refl ection and communication – thus making his knowledge avail-
able to his peers. Beyond functional computer literacy, YouTube 
is a platform for peer learning and knowledge sharing about all 
kinds of things – guitar-playing, cooking, dancing, and computer 
games. Videos of players doing in-game stunts,12 compilations of 
in-game achievements,13 or illustrations of how to exploit glitches 
in games14 are as much about sharing knowledge as they are about 
‘showing off’ and showcasing one’s own competencies. Further, 
the specifi c technological and cultural competencies that are 
required in order to navigate, communicate and innovate within 
YouTube as a social network, as the example of Geriatric1927 
demonstrates, are collectively constructed, taught and learned as 
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part of how the social network develops. This process also takes 
great patience and a degree of fortitude.

But before we become overly enthusiastic about the possibili-
ties for informal learning and self-education that participation 
in YouTube makes possible, we should note that the dominance 
of vlogging in shaping what counts as the means to participate 
actively in the community may privilege some identities over 
others. That is, to build an online presence within the YouTube 
community as a vlogger requires time, patience, and persistence, 
rather than a more casual mode of engagement with YouTube. It 
also requires a certain propensity for self-revelation and even self-
promotion: ongoing participation as a vlogger requires that you 
be willing to commit yourself to being visible to the community 
and, potentially, to the wider public – to put your head on camera 
and put yourself ‘out there.’ As much as YouTube supports per-
formative and productive engagement in participatory culture, 
issues remain about how space can be made for other, quieter 
forms of participation to be recognized within the YouTube 
community, and to be properly valued as components of digital 
literacy  elsewhere.
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chapter five

YouTube’s Cultural Politics

There’s no getting away from it: YouTube is a commercial 
enterprise. But it is also a platform designed to enable cultural 
participation by ordinary citizens. It is a highly visible example 
of the broader trend toward uneasy convergences of market and 
non-market modes of cultural production in the digital envi-
ronment, where marginal, subcultural, and community-based 
modes of cultural production are by design incorporated within 
the commercial logics of major media corporations. As we have 
already suggested, YouTube’s value is partly generated out of 
the collective creativity and communication of its users and 
audiences, and its culture has both commercial and community 
motivations and outcomes. In some ways this situation requires 
a shift in focus for the cultural politics of the media – when 
commerce and community are not so easily separated, new 
versions of old questions arise. Ellie Rennie (2006) discusses 
this issue in relation to community media, which she describes 
as functioning historically as both a site of the ‘commons’ and 
a site of cultural innovation that operates alongside the market 
but that is not driven by it. This traditional model of innova-
tion from the margins, Rennie argues, is threatened by the 
convergence of corporate interests with the Internet: marketi-
zation might mean the enclosure, and therefore the failure, of 
the commons, thereby impacting negatively on media diversity 
and innovation. Taking Rennie’s concerns as a starting point, 
the fundamental question is whether YouTube’s domination 
of online video distribution, and the market logic behind it, 
represents a similar threat to the viability of alternative or com-
munity media spaces, or alternatively, whether its visibility and 
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accessibility might in some ways actually promote and sustain 
them.

It is doubtful that YouTube, Inc. ever had the aims of ‘com-
munity media’ as part of its mission to any great extent. It was 
always fi rst and foremost a commercial enterprise, building an 
audience for advertising by enabling individual users to share 
video for personal and entertainment purposes. But we might 
suggest that it has also turned out to be a site of similar oppor-
tunities as those offered by community media, not in spite of 
but because of its mainstream commerciality. That is, the com-
mercial drive behind and the hype around YouTube may have 
produced the possibility of participation in online video culture 
for a much broader range of participants than before. This idea 
allows us to shift our concern away from the false opposition 
between market and non-market culture, toward a concern with 
the tensions that arise when corporate logics have to contend 
with the unruly and emergent characteristics of participatory 
culture, and the limits of YouTube’s business model for cultural 
diversity and global communication.

Following this logic, in this chapter we explore the idea that 
YouTube is generating public and civic value as an unintended 
and often unsupported consequence of the practices of its 
users. If we imagine YouTube in this way then some interest-
ing questions emerge. We ask to what extent the unintentionally 
produced cultural, civic and social value of YouTube is truly 
being valued, especially by the company itself; and we explore 
the implications of public good being created collectively by pri-
vate individuals via the enabling technology of a company that 
is responsible for complying with the principles and regulations 
of corporate responsibility, but which is not necessarily required 
to prioritize the public interest. The larger in scale and demo-
graphic reach of YouTube, the more that is at stake, and the 
more signifi cant the already-existing tensions between top-down 
and bottom-up, ‘labor’ and ‘play,’ democracy and  profi teering, 
are likely to become.
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Everyday Cultural Citizenship and the Cultural 
Public Sphere

YouTube is big enough, and global enough, to count as a sig-
nifi cant mediating mechanism for the cultural public sphere. 
Beyond the very obvious and much-hyped role YouTube videos 
and audiences played in the 2008 US Presidential campaign, the 
ordinary activities of its users, in theory, could constitute prac-
tices of cultural citizenship; if they encounter one another under 
the right conditions, the website is an enabler of encounters with 
cultural differences and the development of political ‘listening’ 
across belief systems and identities. How are these ideas of a cul-
tural public sphere and cultural citizenship connected in theory, 
and how do they appear to help us explain what YouTube is, and 
is not, doing in terms of cultural politics?

There is by now a substantial body of work that argues commer-
cial popular culture can sometimes be literally as constitutive of 
cultural citizenship as the spaces of formal politics, especially for 
women, queers, and racial or ethnic minorities (Hartley, 1999; 
Hermes, 2005, 2006; McKee, 2004). Connected to this is the 
idea that contemporary citizenship is not only a matter of an indi-
vidual’s codifi ed rights and obligations in relation to the state, but 
also concerns the ways individuals participate in practices and col-
lectivities that form around matters of shared interest, identity or 
concern. Joke Hermes (2005) suggests notions of citizenship ‘can 
also be used in relation to less formal everyday practices of iden-
tity construction, representation, and ideology, and implicit moral 
obligations and rights’ (2005: 4), defi ning ‘cultural citizenship’ as:

the process of bonding and community building, and refl ection 
on that bonding, that is implied in partaking of the text-related 
practices of reading, consuming, celebrating, and criticizing 
offered in the realm of (popular) culture. (2005: 10)

Popular cultural texts and practices, she writes, are important 
because ‘they provide much of the wool from which the social 
tapestry is knit.’ Karina Hof (2006: 364) uses these ideas in a 
study of scrapbooking communities, arguing ‘scrapbooking 
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exemplifi es how an everyday cultural practice can magnetize and 
mobilize people through a community of practice.’ Participation 
in both scrapbooking as an individual creative practice and in 
communities of practice that form around scrapbooking, Hof 
argues, ‘offers a very visible form and forum through which 
scrappers show what and whom they care about, how they live 
and where they fi t into society at large’ (2006: 364) (self-repre-
sentation as a cultural citizen). Not only that, but such cultural 
participation also entails the exercising of ‘duties and privileges’ 
(the practice of cultural citizenship). This model of cultural citi-
zenship could just as easily apply to the creation, showcasing and 
discussion of video content in YouTube. William Uricchio (2004: 
140) argues that participation in certain P2P (peer-to-peer) com-
munities ‘constitutes a form of cultural citizenship, and that the 
terms of this citizenship have the potential to run head to head 
with established political citizenship.’ Uricchio proposes a model 
of cultural citizenship that directly incorporates the reconfi gured 
relations between (formerly centralized) cultural production and 
consumption in participatory culture:

Community, freed from any necessary relationship to the 
nation-state, and participation, in the sense of active, then, are 
two prerequisites for the enactment of cultural citizenship . . . 
And it is in this context that I want to assert that certain forms of 
. . . participatory culture . . . in fact constitute sites of cultural citi-
zenship. I refer here particularly to collaborative communities, 
sites of collective activity that exist thanks only to the creative 
contributions, sharing, and active participation of their mem-
bers. (Uricchio, 2004: 148)

Unlike a local community of practice, in YouTube there is also 
the matter of the relationship between the individual and the 
‘community’ in the face of globalization and cultural difference. 
Gandy (2002: 458) argues that the ‘real digital divide’ is the result 
of a social shaping of new media toward the interests of already 
powerful social groups, marked by class-specifi c characteristics, 
including profound individualization. Michael Tracey (1998: 263) 
frames this social shaping as a barrier to what has been traditionally 
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understood as a democratic public sphere – creating a mediated 
social world that is ‘profoundly individualistic and defi nitely not 
collective, public, shared, or coherent.’ Infi nite customization and 
the proliferation of ‘niche markets’ do not necessarily result in 
a more democratic participatory culture, regardless of whether 
the culture is produced by individuals or corporations. However, 
Nick Stevenson (Stevenson, 2003a, 2003b) argues it is possible to 
imagine a progressive, cosmopolitan cultural citizenship despite 
the reality of our increased individualization, if we can imagine 
a revived model of the public sphere, based on the promotion of 
sustained opportunities for participation and dialogue, requiring 
the genuine negotiation of complexity and difference.

The idea that a commercial website organized around enter-
tainment – whatever the source of its ‘content’ – can contribute to 
such worthy ideals is not as far fetched as it might at fi rst appear. 
Indeed, it is because so much of the symbolic material mediated 
via YouTube originates in the everyday lives of ordinary citizens, 
or is evaluated, discussed, and curated by them, that YouTube, in 
theory, represents a site of cosmopolitan cultural citizenship. But 
the communicative practices that constitute this form of cultural 
citizenship are more frequently found very far down the ‘long tail’ 
from the spectacular, antagonistic and less nuanced ‘common 
culture’ of YouTube that was the subject of the previous chapter, 
where ‘intercultural’ communication tends to revert to histrion-
ics and a battle between dramatized stereotypes.

Quietly bubbling away under the surface are the kinds of activi-
ties that might be recognized by feminist scholars of popular 
culture as the practices of cultural citizenship – mundane but 
engaging activities that create spaces for engagement and com-
munity-formation. Models of participation that function in this 
way range from peer-to-peer guitar lessons to ‘memes’ based 
around everyday consumer-citizenship, where a large number 
of YouTube participants respond in video form to questions like 
‘What’s in your fridge?’;1 as well as genuinely empathetic spaces for 
identity-based communities, such as transgender communities. 
See, for example, the range of generally supportive, ‘educational’ 
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and expansive comments and related videos on the hundreds of 
otherwise unremarkable and narrowly biographical video blog 
entries returned for the keyword search ‘transgender.’ It is these 
meta-texts around the video diaries of transgender people, partic-
ularly as they transition, that work to constitute community and 
at the same time to bring the issues around transgender activism 
and identity into the public sphere.

Patricia Lange (2007c, n.p.) notes that even though

people who are unfamiliar with the diary form of video blog-
ging are often critical of this genre, seeing it as self-centered 
and obsessed with fi lming micro-events with no particular point 
or relevance beyond the videomaker’s own life . . . many video 
bloggers argue that it is precisely by putting these intimate 
moments on the Internet for all to see that a space is created to 
expose and discuss diffi cult issues and thereby achieve greater 
understanding of oneself and others.

Drawing on her ethnographic interviews with (mainly women) 
videobloggers, Lange argues that ‘public access to intimate 
moments and the discourse surrounding the video artifacts on 
the Web allow social boundaries and pre-existing assumptions to 
be questioned and refashioned,’ therefore converting the inter-
personal and intimate identity work of everyday life to articulate 
to more ‘public’ debates around social identities, ethics, and cul-
tural politics. In contrast to the spectacular fl ame wars between 
atheists and theists that were frequently a feature of our sample of 
the most popular content, Lange describes a case in her study, in 
which ‘the quiet, intimate, yet public exploration of feelings about 
atheism set in motion by a private conversation with a coworker 
prompted a reconsideration of how personal views may transform 
into political questions.’ In these quiet moments of communica-
tion facilitated via, but not contained within, the video blog as 
‘text,’ Lange sees hope for an enrichment of public discourse: ‘by 
being vulnerable and sharing intimate moments and choices, it 
is possible to promote increased public discourse about formerly 
uncomfortable, distasteful, or diffi cult topics in ways that other 
media and other methods have not.’
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This mode of participation is not limited to the videoblog, how-
ever. The quoting of traditional media content we discussed in 
Chapter 3 also constitutes a very ordinary way in which citizens 
participate in or create the debates Lange identifi es. Constructing 
meaning through redaction can work to serve similar purposes – 
delineating, articulating, and expressing particular identities and 
modes of engagement with the world as members of particular 
communities; sports and anime fandoms provide particularly 
vibrant examples. Some of the quoted material in our sample 
featured footage from soccer matches, edited to include pictures 
of fans, and details of their adventures following certain teams 
throughout the season. Videos such as these give material form 
and visibility to the identities of fans as members of a community 
of fellow enthusiasts. Uploading this material serves as a way for 
the group to talk among themselves, and to the broader commu-
nity, using the same media texts that bring them together. The 
discussions that take place there spill over into other sites of every-
day culture, meaning, and identity practice. So too, the uploading 
of Philippino or Turkish soap opera episodes, divided into pieces 
to get around YouTube’s content limits, can be seen as acts of cul-
tural citizenship akin to the media sharing practices of diasporic 
communities identifi ed by Cunningham and Nguyen (2000).

YouTube is a potential site of cosmopolitan cultural citizen-
ship – a space in which individuals can represent their identities 
and perspectives, engage with the self-representations of others, 
and encounter cultural difference. But access to all the layers of 
possible participation is limited to a particular segment of the 
population – those with the motivations, technological compe-
tencies, and site-specifi c cultural capital suffi cient to participate 
at all levels of engagement the network affords. The cultural 
citizens who have the highest probability of encountering one 
another are those who engage most deeply with these various 
layers. This is what is commonly referred to as the ‘participation 
gap’ (Jenkins, 2006a: 258; Jenkins et al., 2006), and this is why 
both digital literacy and inclusive online communities are such 
important issues for cultural politics. ‘Voice’ is still unevenly 
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distributed; particularly noticeably in YouTube – a website that is 
US-dominated demographically to an extent; but whose common 
culture – at least as represented by our sample – feels culturally 
US-dominated out of all proportion.

Further, access to voice is no guarantee of an empathetic or 
engaged audience (Couldry, 2006). The dominant discourses 
around participatory culture (including the very idea of a gap in 
participation) appear to frame passive engagement as a kind of 
lack – continuing to affi rm and reward those who speak more 
than those who listen. Some of the excitement and energy around 
participatory culture was motivated by the possibility that those 
of us who had been limited to the role of the ‘passive’ audience 
could become producers, and therefore more ‘active’ participants 
in the media. While the affordances of the technologies and media 
forms associated with the participatory turn have increased the 
range of producers, and undoubtedly moved a signifi cant number 
of people toward cultural production, continuing to value only 
those who produce replicates the politics of the previous system. 
It is important to consider consumption and audience practices 
as signifi cant modes of participation, rather than as a lack of par-
ticipation – as in the widespread habit of referring to the online 
audience as (mere) ‘lurkers’. Similarly, it is important to con-
sider the possibility that forms of participation requiring original 
content creation are potentially less inclusive than forms of partic-
ipation that combine a range of modes of participation (including 
sharing, commenting, and viewing as well as the contribution of 
original content). Indeed, Nightingale (2007) suggests that the 
availability of a range of modes of participation, including ‘listen-
ing’ (or viewing) as well as ‘speaking’, is one explanation for the 
mass popularity of YouTube and MySpace.

One of the fundamental characteristics of co-creative environ-
ments like YouTube is that the participants are all at various times 
and to varying degrees audiences, producers, editors, distributors, 
and critics. But the cultural implications of the audience practices 
that form part of this complexity are not yet well understood. A 
question for the fi eld of media literacy as it moves forward in the 
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context of participatory culture is how skillful and empathetic 
reading and listening, especially across difference, might become 
more central to the politics and pragmatics of new media literacy.

Globalization and Localization

Stewart Butterfi eld, co-founder of Flickr, once encapsulated the 
corporate vision for the photo-sharing website in the phrase ‘the 
eyes of the world’:

That can manifest itself as art, or using photos as a means of 
keeping in touch with friends and family, ‘personal publishing’ or 
intimate, small group sharing. It includes ‘memory preservation’ 
(the de facto understanding of what drives the photo industry), 
but it also includes the ephemera that keeps people related to 
each other: do you like my new haircut? should I buy these shoes? 
holy smokes – look what I saw on the way to work! It lets you 
know who’s gone where with whom, what the vacation was like, 
how much the baby grew today, all as it’s happening . . . And 
most dramatically, Flickr gives you a window into things that you 
might otherwise never see, from the perspective of people that 
you might otherwise never encounter. (Butterfi eld, 2006)

Butterfi eld’s explanation links together individual consumption, 
social intimacy and everyday creativity with global intercultural 
communication – all based around sharing personal photo-
graphs. If Flickr aims to be the ‘eyes of the world,’ is YouTube 
the eyes and the ears? YouTube is ‘global’ in the sense that the 
Internet is – it is accessible from (almost) anywhere in the world, 
a feature that brings it into confl ict with the content fi ltering 
and media control frameworks of a number of nations. It is also 
globalizing in that it allows virtual border crossings between the 
geographical location of producers, distributors and consumers. 
The discussion that follows considers whether this results in a 
more cosmopolitan media space or one comprised of a greater 
number of disconnected niche groups.

In June 2007 YouTube began rolling out a series of localized 
versions of the website. By mid-2008 there were ‘YouTubes’ 
in Germany, Australia, Canada, the United Kingdom, Ireland, 
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New Zealand, Spain, Mexico, France, Italy, China, Japan, the 
Netherlands, Poland, Brazil, Russia, Hong Kong, and Taiwan. 
Upon visiting the YouTube website, users could opt for a local-
ized version by selecting from a localization menu with the 
options represented by the fl ags of each country for which a 
localized version was available. Content was customized for 
location, returning search results that were deemed more ‘rel-
evant’ to the user based on their geographic location, as well as 
providing country-specifi c video rankings and comments. As 
at August 2008, users could choose the particular country ver-
sion they wished to view, but they could also choose a language 
separately, meaning any country’s version of the website could 
be viewed in any of the available languages. It is also possible 
to leave the country designation ‘global,’ the default designation 
for the United States, which does not have an apparent country-
specifi c designation. However, the existence of this choice might 
turn out to be temporary or dependent on the platform – the 
YouTube application for the iPhone 3G at launch provided no 
such options, and seemed to be locked into displaying content 
fi ltered for the device’s location.

At the time, this move toward the localization of the website 
created some strange and problematic confl ations of ‘language,’ 
geopolitics, and location. Although the press releases announc-
ing the introduction of localization focus on ‘personalization,’ it 
seems safe to assume the move was undertaken as much in order 
to allow the company to more easily strike deals with content pro-
viders and advertisers as to offer more relevant videos to its users.2 
While in theory the introduction of languages other than English 
across YouTube might promote greater diversity of participation 
by removing some of the US-centricity of the website and amel-
iorating the language barrier issues for participants who do not 
have English as a fi rst language, ‘language’ and ‘localization’ are 
actually two separate issues.

In our study, coders were asked to indicate whether each video 
was in a language other than English, and if so, to identify the 
language of the video. In our sample of the most popular content, 
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only around 15 percent of the videos were in any language other 
than English, which is a striking, if not surprising result. The 
sample was composited on machines based in the United States, 
and drew always on the ‘global’ version (also the default version 
for US-based audiences). Although English appears to be operat-
ing as a lingua franca in many areas of web culture (Rose, 2005), 
non-native speakers of English have for some time now outnum-
bered native speakers. So while English is now a global language, 
it is not permanently or inevitably so, and it doesn’t simply 
mean that English-speakers have a secure cultural hegemony (see 
Crystal, 2005). Therefore, the apparent ‘dominance’ of English is 
probably not as important as questions about the extent to which 
YouTube’s ‘common culture’ exhibits and supports genuine 
 cultural diversity.

Community responses to the introduction of localization were 
sparse and largely indifferent, and protest videos relating to the 
move were quite diffi cult to fi nd. The dominant line of com-
plaint could be summed up as, ‘Dude, where’s my country?’ – a 
complaint that came mainly from people from English-speaking 
countries such as Australia and Canada. Those who did protest 
not only resented having to choose between either the UK fl ag or 
the US one (which, until uproar prompted the company to revert 
to a ‘globe’ symbol, was used to represent the ‘default,’ global 
version of the website), but also felt moved to demand a version 
of YouTube localized for their own countries, in a kind of ‘me 
too-ism.’ Indeed, in the period the research for this book was 
undertaken, the only prominent controversy that came close to 
addressing the issues of cultural diversity and globalization in 
relation to company decisions were around YouTube, Inc. com-
position of a ‘Community Council’ that only comprised white 
participants.3 Even then though, the fact that the ‘community 
council’ was also dominated by North Americans appeared to 
escape the notice of most of the participants in this debate.

In Segev, Ahituv, and Barzilai-Nahon’s (2007) comparative 
study of MSN and Yahoo! homepages across various local mar-
kets, they quite presciently argue that it is equally important to be 
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concerned about US website visitors encountering less ‘global’ 
content as it is to be concerned about the dominance of local web-
sites with US content. From the point of view of cultural politics, 
it is questionable whether localization would be a good thing for 
cosmopolitan cultural citizenship, which requires the genuine 
encounter with difference. Indeed, under such criteria, because 
of their ‘introverted’ mode of engagement with the outside world 
(Rose, 2005), perhaps US-based YouTube participants need a 
globalized YouTube far more than the rest of the world needs a 
‘localized’ one. While US and other English-speaking users are 
introverted language users and cultural consumers, Richard Rose 
argues speakers of languages other than English are generally 
more cosmopolitan, which, he suggests, adds up to a signifi cant 
and growing form of ‘soft power’ in the context of globalization.

Too much personalization, customization and localization may 
actually turn out to be a bad thing, both for the development of 
cosmopolitan cultural citizenship and for continued cultural 
innovation. Localization in particular, may have the effect of 
fi ltering out non-US and non-English speaking content for US 
viewers, and make it decreasingly unnecessary for Western, 
English-speaking users to encounter cultural difference in their 
experience of the website. Of course, localization may bring with 
it easier compliance with particular national legal and regulatory 
frameworks – a consistent source of corporate headaches for both 
YouTube and its parent company Google; and may make it easier 
to attract content partners and advertisers in particular regional 
markets. Indeed, in some countries with strong local content tra-
ditions, such as Korea and China, YouTube has made little impact 
at all so far, despite aggressive marketing attempts on behalf of 
the company.4

The overall impression is of a company negotiating a range of 
competing national regulatory structures and corporate demands 
while at the same time maintaining a brand image based on uni-
versal accessibility, and ideologically embedded in a particularly 
US-centric model of ‘free speech.’ Tensions arise around the need 
to control which ‘markets’ certain content is accessed in (primarily 



 YouTube’s Cultural Politics 87

an issue for corporate content providers like music labels and 
television networks) or to navigate the content regulation and 
censorship regimes of particular states – for example, to comply 
with the very strong regulation around hate speech and neo-Nazi 
imagery in Germany. Increasingly it appears these tensions are 
resolved through the selective use of content-specifi c geolocal 
fi lters. (See, for example, the discussion at OpenNet Initiative, 
2008.) It seems clear that Google, YouTube, corporate content 
providers, and national governments are quietly enacting a range 
of content fi ltering policies, effectively shaping and reshaping the 
possibilities of YouTube as an infl uential part of the networked 
cultural public sphere, but with no real responsibility to disclose 
the details of, or reasoning behind, these decisions to users. As 
users, we are generally none the wiser, instead being suddenly 
confronted by mysteriously inaccessible videos and incomplete 
search results, accompanied by nothing more than enigmatic 
messages like ‘this video is not available in your country,’ or ‘a 
portion of these search results cannot be displayed in accordance 
with local laws and regulations.’

The Accidental Archive

One of the apparently puzzling things about YouTube is the stark 
difference between the characteristics of the most popular con-
tent and the answer we get to the question ‘What do you watch on 
YouTube?’ One thing people often tell us is that they spend hours 
at a time watching old music videos, half-forgotten TV commer-
cials, or clips from Sesame Street – recapturing memories from 
their childhood or young adulthood, navigating through related 
videos or keyword searches, often discovering media moments 
they thought had been lost forever. This points us toward an 
important and widespread alternative use of YouTube, but one 
that is less frequently featured in discussions of its implications: 
the use of YouTube as a cultural archive.

It is possible to exhaust your own capacity for nostalgia before 
exhausting the possibilities of the vintage material available on 
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YouTube already. Some major music labels who have channels 
on YouTube are increasingly adding videos from the vault, and 
channels such as HBO are uploading old promotional spots 
and program bumpers, but most of the vintage music videos, 
documentary fi lms, advertisements, and children’s shows that 
constitute this archive have been made available as the result of 
hours of painstaking labor, undertaken by the amateur collectors 
and curators of television who are digitizing VHS tapes in their 
garages, editing them for upload at YouTube, tagging and describ-
ing them, and arranging them into playlists or ‘groups.’ Even 
without the contributions of these pro-am collectors, archivists, 
and curators, whose practices contribute to building YouTube 
as a cultural archive, it is evolving into one as an unintended 
consequence of how it is used. Indeed, YouTube’s status as an 
archive is more consistent with YouTube’s now-abandoned ‘Your 
Digital Video Repository’ tagline than their current provocation 
to ‘Broadcast Yourself.’ The collective activities of thousands 
of users, each with their individual enthusiasms and eclectic 
interests, are resulting in what is effectively a living archive of 
contemporary culture from a large and diverse range of sources. 
In fact, if YouTube remains in existence for long enough, the 
result will be not only a repository of vintage video content, but 
something even more signifi cant: a record of contemporary global 
popular culture (including vernacular and everyday culture) in 
video form, produced and evaluated according to the logics of 
cultural value that emerge from the collective choices of the dis-
tributed YouTube user community. YouTube is thus evolving 
into a massive, heterogeneous, but for the most part accidental 
and disordered, public archive.

This idea of YouTube as an archive has signifi cance for the 
prospect of widespread popular co-creation of cultural heritage, 
supplementing the more specifi cally purposeful and highly spe-
cialized practices of state-based cultural archiving institutions 
like public libraries and museums; or media companies and 
broadcasters. Writing in a journal devoted to librarianship stud-
ies, Karen F. Gracy (2007) considers the implications of YouTube 
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as an unfi ltered, bottom-up cultural archive for the role cultural 
institutions play:

If cultural institutions no longer muster the same authority to 
curate collections – and by curate I mean shape them through 
the activities of acquisition, appraisal, description, deaccession-
ing, and all the other processes in which such institutions engage 
– what is their role within society and in regard to cultural herit-
age? (Gracy, 2007: 184)

So cultural institutions are considering how such developments 
will impact on their own missions and practices, but less consid-
eration is usually given to the implications of commercial spaces 
taking on some of the work of cultural institutions without being 
tied to the same public and state-based responsibilities. Archivist 
Rick Prelinger (2007) argues that those who have provided the 
infrastructure which has unexpectedly produced these accidental 
archives, as in the case of YouTube, are mostly ‘blithely uncon-
cerned by [the] questions of persistence, ownership, standards, 
sustainability, or accountability’ that occupy professional archivists 
and their parent institutions. Because YouTube offers its service 
based on commercial interests, rather than public ones, there is no 
obligation to store these data beyond the commercial viability of the 
company that provides the storage service. Nor is there any straight-
forward way cultural institutions can re-archive material that shows 
up on YouTube, because of legal barriers such as copyright law, and 
YouTube’s Terms of Use.

The question of preservation highlights the precariousness 
of YouTube as a cultural resource – who is going to archive the 
archive? And what is going to be preserved? YouTube’s value as 
a cultural archive is actually a direct result of its unfi ltered, disor-
dered, vernacular, and extremely heterogeneous characteristics. 
Given that, should decisions about what to preserve be subject to 
the traditional criteria of cultural and historical ‘signifi cance,’ or 
does the idea of YouTube as ‘bottom-up’ cultural archive demand 
we question the ideological underpinnings of top-down thinking 
around cultural heritage? These are questions that librarians and 
information scientists are already actively engaged in considering 
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(see Lloyd, 2007; Shah and Marchionini, 2007; Gracy, 2007), but 
within cultural and media studies, they have not yet received as 
much attention as they deserve.

Beyond preservation, one of the most important functions of cul-
tural institutions is to organize, catalogue, interpret, and re-present 
the archive for public use. But YouTube, in several important ways, 
is profoundly disordered. As Weinberger points out for other con-
tent aggregating sites with a ‘fl at’ architecture like Flickr or del.
icio.us (Weinberger, 2007: 100), the way the content is actually 
arranged and presented on the YouTube website does not deter-
mine how that content will be re-aggregated, interpreted, and 
arranged for display by users. The video content that constitutes 
this vast archive is not fi ltered on its way in; it is fi ltered in use 
and through repurposing and re-presentation elsewhere. While 
various strategies are employed by YouTube’s editors and website 
designers to introduce some fi lters and perform some shaping of 
this archive (by ‘featuring’ videos on the front page, or creating blog 
entries drawing attention to certain kinds of videos), in the context 
of this vast archive of content, the intermediary and curatorial roles 
played by users, external bloggers, and existing online communi-
ties of interest are far more important. As Gehl (2009) argues, in 
YouTube the elements required for the collection and curation 
of a public archive are not organized around this purpose. While 
YouTube might contribute signifi cant public value as an ‘acciden-
tal’ cultural archive, the question of who is responsible for it, and 
to what extent these questions are even relevant to a commercial 
enterprise, have yet to be properly asked, yet alone answered.

Controversies in the YouTube Community

As is the case in other sites of participatory culture (like MMOGs 
and social network sites), controversies sometimes arise within 
the self-constituted YouTube community around the uneasy 
relationship between the company and its users. To borrow from 
Bruno Latour (2005), such controversies are highly signifi cant 
and analytically useful events: in the case of YouTube, they reveal 
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the uncertain and contested quality of the power relations between 
the community and the company, the level of investment these 
users have in protecting YouTube’s attention economy from the 
intrusions of Big Media, as well as the construction of symbolic 
boundaries between the YouTubers as a core group of ‘lead users’ 
and an imagined ‘mass’ of ordinary users.

These controversies reveal competing ideas about what 
YouTube is for – a social network site produced by communi-
ties of practice; a chaotic archive of weird, wonderful, and trashy 
vernacular video; or a distribution platform for branded and Big 
Media entertainment. Much of the discussion around these con-
troversies centers around changes or perceived changes to the 
culture of YouTube as it scales up, makes deals with major media 
players and attempts to create revenue from its constantly evolv-
ing business model. In participating in the debates around these 
controversies, the YouTubers exert an infl uence on a complex 
system to which they collectively contribute much of the value, 
performing and protecting the considerable personal investments 
they have in the YouTube culture and community.

The activity that occurred around the launch of Oprah Winfrey’s 
YouTube channel in early November 2007 was a particularly good 
example of the way participants in YouTube’s social network use 
their own video channels to shape and contest the way the cul-
ture of YouTube is evolving. The launch was cross-promoted via 
a ‘YouTube special’ on the Oprah television show (‘YouTube’s 
Greatest Hits With The Billionaire Founders,’ 2007), in which a 
number of the current and all-time most viewed videos and their 
creators were featured as guest stars. It seemed to commenters 
that at some stage in that fi rst week, the Oprah channel had been 
granted the privilege of editing the list of featured videos that 
appears on the front page of the YouTube website, with the result 
being that the featured videos that week were predominantly (and 
approvingly) about Oprah in some way. There was an intense and 
immediate fl urry of protest videos, spawning discussion about 
the implications of this event. One point made by several com-
mentators was that Oprah was importing the convergence of 



92 YouTube’s Cultural Politics

celebrity and control associated with ‘big media’ into the social 
media space (by disallowing external embedding, by moderating 
comments) and therefore ignoring the cultural norms that have 
developed over the life of the network. The Oprah channel was 
seen as symptomatic of late-arriving corporate partners exploit-
ing the market in attention that had been produced by earlier, 
more ‘authentic’ participants, a situation only exacerbated by 
YouTube’s practice of proactively promoting their partnerships 
with mainstream media companies and celebrities who hadn’t 
done the ‘hard yards’ in the subculture.

The blog devoted to YouTube, YouTube Stars,5 summed up the 
themes of the debates that occurred around this event:

The YouTube community has reacted with ambivalence to 
Oprah’s new channel. Some think it will bring new viewers for 
everyone’s videos. But others object to Oprah’s apparent ‘one-
way conversation’ – she seems to want to advertise to us without 
accepting feedback. It has also been lamented that the ‘golden 
age’ of YouTube is over. With the corporate accounts racking 
up lots of viewers, it’s hard to get on the most discussed or most 
viewed lists without resorting to histrionics and sensational-
ism. YouTube seemed more like a community of videomakers 
before ‘partners’ came on to advertise to us. But, all this was 
inevitable. YouTube was spending millions on the computer 
power and bandwidth necessary to provide this free service 
to the uploaders and viewers of the thousands of new videos 
posted weekly on the website.

In ‘Noprah,’6 an entry from his humorous vlog, star YouTuber 
Nalts responded to the Oprah ‘YouTube special’ and her related 
move to establish a channel on YouTube. Nalts complained about 
the ‘same old’ videos, like the ‘skateboarding dog,’ being used 
by ‘Big Media’ to represent YouTube. He voiced his irritation 
with Big Media not understanding the YouTube ‘community,’ as 
well as Oprah’s own channel not allowing comments. Renetto, 
another A-list YouTuber and self-styled community leader, sar-
castically commented that it was a good thing that Oprah got 
featured on the front page because, clearly, ‘she has trouble 
broadcasting herself.’7
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At around the same time, popular British vlogger Paperlilies 
argued in an entry entitled ‘RIP the Golden Age of YouTube,’8 
that the entrance of corporate players had produced a ‘crazy 
playing fi eld.’ Asserting that her own videos are made ‘in [her] 
bedroom,’ ‘using iMovie,’ she proposed that YouTube needed to 
look at introducing new ways for visitors to navigate and fi nd con-
tent that would allow people to fi nd ‘good’ user-created content. 
She went on to express anxiety about the impact on the cultural 
ecology of YouTube of the company’s recent success in attracting 
corporate partners:

It felt like it was a community and it doesn’t feel like that any-
more. It feels like we’re living in a TV channel and no-one’s 
looking at us, we’re just being trodden all over by corporate 
people who don’t give a shit about the people who make videos.

There was a palpable sense of betrayal in these entries, along 
with the idea the investment of time and effort the YouTube 
community has put in has gone unrewarded. This is not just 
a rights-based complaint motivated by jealousy or the loss of 
attention. Comments like these exhibit an ethic of care for the 
‘YouTube-ness’ of YouTube, and an aspiration to preserve 
the unique and diverse fl avor of ‘bottom-up’ participation. For 
Paperlilies and other ‘lead’ YouTubers, this is an issue of cultural 
diversity and sustainability, as much as one of mutual responsi-
bility. She says, addressing the company:

You’ve got the corporate thing now, you’ve got it down pat. 
Everyone wants to be on YouTube and that’s great. But now 
you’ve got to go back to those people who made YouTube what 
it is, and promote them. Because a lot of people are feeling 
neglected by YouTube. And the site that they grew to love last 
summer is no more. Now we have just another TV channel that 
happens to be on the Internet. And I don’t like that.

Whereas it used to be that ‘creative’ or ‘well-made’ videos could 
get a ‘huge amount of views,’ she said, now ‘sensationalist’ videos 
or those appealing to the ‘lowest common denominator’ get a lot 
of views, providing what the ‘mainstream media’ was providing 
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before the emergence of YouTube. ‘Creativity’ (understood as 
innovative user-created content) is ‘harder to fi nd’ the more 
 content there is.

At the same time, however, Blunty, another very well-known 
YouTuber, expressed skepticism about the extent of the threat 
‘real celebrities’ represent. He pointed out that the same debates 
occurred when Paris Hilton and P. Diddy got YouTube chan-
nels, occurrences which provoked a great deal of anxiety that 
later turned out to be unwarranted: ‘Neither P. Diddy nor Paris 
Hilton really affected the YouTube community in any way, shape 
or form.’ Blunty also argued that Oprah’s cross-promotion of her 
own YouTube presence would have the unintended consequence 
of bringing new audiences, not to the Oprah brand, but also to 
user-created YouTube content. In the end, Oprah is ‘just another 
YouTuber,’ he concludes, but one who may signifi cantly expand 
the audience, hence benefi ting the community as a whole; and, in 
fact, the protest videos themselves could be seen as a way of cash-
ing in on the Oprah brand, diverting the resultant attention back 
toward the YouTubers themselves.

The controversy around Oprah’s entrance to YouTube, then, 
functioned partly as an opportunity for the community to explic-
itly refl ect on, take stock of, and activate around the terms of 
participation within which they work. These videos were also 
part of a much longer-term and more widespread pattern of com-
munity ‘protest’ videos, frequently led by the more well-known 
YouTubers. In her vlog entry entitled ‘YouTube is NOT involved 
with the Community,’ xgobobeanx discussed a number of per-
ceived inadequacies and inequities in YouTube’s community 
management practices. Her description of the video expressed 
irritation that ‘YouTube does not answer emails and that anyone 
can fl ag a video with out any notice or explanation. Why do part-
ners get away with so much?’ Much of the argument is grounded 
in a separation between (commercial) partners on the one hand, 
and ‘the community’ (non-corporate ‘YouTubers’) on the other. 
The importance of this distinction is also illustrated by some of 
the counter-tactics employed by the YouTube community to gain 
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some control over the public landscape of the website. For exam-
ple, the website YouTube Stars regularly publishes a chart of the 
‘Non Corporate Top 100’ YouTube videos, which is similar to 
YouTube’s Most Viewed page, but with all content uploaded by 
known corporate partners fi ltered out.9

This resistance to the perceived commercial appropriation of 
grass-roots enterprise is not unique to YouTube, of course. It is 
very similar to the perception of ‘appropriation’ or ‘selling out’ 
that have been so well documented in relation to music subcul-
tures and scenes that go from being marginal to the mainstream 
(see, for example, Schilt, 2003, on the Riot Grrrl phenomenon in 
the 1990s). Protesting, parodying, or participating in the turbu-
lence around the perceived transformation of YouTube from DIY 
free-for-all to corporate media platform is a way of performing 
insider knowledge and expertise. The discourse that takes places 
around these controversies reveals the tensions between the 
‘active’ participants, or ‘core users,’ who play by the rules that have 
been collectively established over time by the user community, 
and those who, according to the perceptions of the YouTubers, 
contribute to the erosion of the cultural value and integrity of 
the service by disregarding those norms: haters (who haven’t 
uploaded their own videos but leave abusive comments in the 
discussion threads of other users’ videos); big media players (like 
Oprah) who assume the privileges of cultural authority without 
earning them on the ground. But these issues cannot simply be 
reduced to ‘early adopters’ feeling that the mainstream is taking 
over. These discussions and controversies actually reveal the 
shared but implicit understanding of the social contract between 
the YouTubers and YouTube, Inc. This implicit understanding 
might only be made explicit once it appears to be disrupted by new 
developments (like the Oprah channel), at which time  discourses 
of entitlement, fairness, and even labor emerge.

As well as revealing the emerging politics of the relationships 
between the YouTube user community, YouTube Inc., and big 
media organizations, the controversies and debates that can be 
observed via YouTube vlog entries also concern the norms of 
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behavior within the social network itself. It is well known (if some-
times exaggerated) that there are issues in YouTube with abusive 
comments, exacerbated by anonymity (so that there are few dis-
incentives to behave badly) and scale (so that it becomes diffi cult 
to keep up with policing and moderating comments). As demon-
strated by the relatively recent introduction of moderation into 
the commenting policy of the very popular weblog BoingBoing, 
and the very complicated policies surrounding the discussion 
and editing of Wikipedia entries, it is possible to deal with ‘trolls’ 
at an institutional level, as long as an appropriately sophisticated 
approach is taken to balancing free communication with the 
quality of the website as a communicative space. But to an extent, 
the apparently anti-social communicative practices of trolls and 
haters have already become normalized in the cultural system of 
YouTube, at least for the most popular videos – in fact, we might 
say that the comments section of any highly popular video’s page 
is a playspace for the audience as much as it is a means of the 
uploader getting feedback. Many prominent YouTubers express 
reluctance to moderate or ban comments because those kinds 
of controls are counter to the ethos of openness that supposedly 
distinguishes participatory culture. Lange (2007a) explains that 
dealing with the ‘haters’ – negative and often personally offen-
sive commenters – is part of the YouTube experience for those 
who participate in YouTube as a social network, and something 
YouTubers accept as part of the game, taking the bad with the 
good. Learning how to ‘manage’ trolls, both practically and emo-
tionally, is one of the core competencies required for effective or 
enjoyable participation.

However, the community also fi nds its own ways of negotiating 
and shaping the social norms of the network. In the collaborative 
video ‘Being a Chick on YouTube,’10 a male and female YouTuber 
discussed the implications of the sexist and often abusive com-
ments that prominent female YouTubers have to contend with. 
The video demonstrates a sophisticated knowledge of the issue – 
rather than moralizing about it, the two participants in the video 
discussed the possible negative impact of this culture of sexism on 
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the participation rates of female vloggers. Cleverly, it addressed 
the assumed motivations of the male audience, arguing that the 
development of an overly masculinist and sexist culture among 
the YouTube community would result in a scarcity of female 
YouTubers with whom to interact. This is a good example of how 
YouTubers are attempting to shape social norms and refl exively 
negotiate the ethics of online behavior, operating from a position 
of grounded, insider knowledge, making it more likely that these 
interventions would be effective than the top-down enforcement 
of new regulations would be.

The other site of confl ict and antagonism in YouTube as a social 
network is the ‘fl ame war’ or ‘YouTube drama’– which should be 
thought of separately from the general carelessness or mischief-
making of casual commenters. These events occur when a fl urry 
of video posts clusters around an internal ‘controversy’ or an 
antagonistic debate between one or more YouTubers. They can 
sometimes be based around controversial debates (especially reli-
gion, atheism, or politics). But quite often they appear as face-offs 
between YouTube stars based around the internal politics and 
power plays of the YouTube community itself. These short-lived, 
but very intense, community events are often engaged in play-
fully – they function as entertainment as much as debates and 
discussions. Indeed, fl ame wars can be thought of as ludic events: 
structured games that are part of the fun of participating in the 
social network.

A good example of this from the period in which our con-
tent survey took place was the controversy over prominent user 
LisaNova allegedly ‘spamming’ others with comments in order to 
attract audiences to her channel. It was quite evident that as part of 
the controversy playing itself out, the trolling, hating, and parody-
ing became spectacle in themselves. The LisaNova fl ame war also 
revealed the internal tensions between the very small number of 
YouTubers who have become partners (and therefore share in the 
advertising revenue generated on the website), and the larger group 
of core YouTubers. The occasional antagonisms between ‘A-list’ 
YouTubers and the rest of the ‘core’ user group is partly a result of 
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the monetization of popularity; the success of the YouTube ‘stars’ 
is an element of the perception that YouTube is evolving from a 
community-driven platform to a more mainstream, commercial 
space.

At issue in these controversies is the extent to which YouTubers 
(whether partners or not) have an infl uence on the future of the 
community in which they have so much investment. Most sig-
nifi cantly, they provide an indication of the competing logics of 
expertise, authority, and value that are at work within YouTube 
as a cultural space. The controversies also help us to understand 
how participation in this self-constituted YouTube ‘community’ 
relies on various forms of vernacular expertise, combining a criti-
cal and literate understanding of the ‘attention economy’ and the 
affordances of the network with the ability to navigate the social 
and cultural norms of the community.

Despite its internal antagonisms, it is YouTube’s social net-
work, produced out of interactions between participants via their 
videos, that provides the environment in which new literacies, 
new cultural forms, and new social practices – situated in and 
appropriate to the culture of user-created online video – are 
‘originated,’ ‘adopted,’ and ‘retained’ (Potts et al., 2008a). It is 
the participants in YouTube’s social network who are producing 
much of YouTube’s cultural, social, and economic value.

In participatory culture more broadly, any platform’s capacity 
to produce value relies on the active involvement of communities 
of co-creative users. In fact, platform providers like YouTube are 
no longer only in the ‘media’ business; they now are also in the 
social network business. In the context of games, Humphreys 
(2005b) argues that platform providers currently have a faltering 
understanding of this new role as community managers; cer-
tainly, it is unclear whether YouTube Inc. is fully committed to 
the responsibilities as well as the benefi ts that fl ow from its role 
as patron for the creative and collaborative work of its core users – 
the work that actually produces YouTube as a community.

As Jarrett (2008) argues, heavy-handed, top-down community 
‘management,’ especially when designed to placate advertisers 
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rather than to promote a welcoming environment for participation 
and user-led innovation, would run counter to the self-forming 
dynamics that have built YouTube as a community, but both the 
company and the community that co-creates its value would ben-
efi t from developing more sophisticated models of community-led 
governance and measures of ‘popularity’; and more responsiveness 
to user-led innovation. If YouTube is to become culturally diverse, 
creative, and innovative (and therefore sustainable), then YouTube 
Inc., along with other ‘patrons’ of co-creative media, needs to take 
the collective agency of its core users very seriously indeed.
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chapter six

YouTube’s Uncertain Futures

Who’s Sorry Now?

There were two hybrid media events that brought Australia to the 
attention of the world’s media in the months leading up to the 
writing of this book. While one of them is apparently trivial and 
the other momentous, the very different ways that each of them 
moved through YouTube in connection with the mainstream 
media can be used to productively think through some of the pos-
sible futures of participatory culture.

In January 2008, Melbourne teenager Corey Delaney made 
headlines for the mayhem caused when a party he hosted while 
his parents were out of town, and which he infamously advertised 
on MySpace, got out of control (Hastie, 2008; Hughes, 2008). It 
made news in the mainstream media because it hit all the right 
targets – habitual moral anxiety around youth, connected to an 
equally habitual anxiety about the narcissism and exhibitionism 
associated with online social networks like MySpace. Delaney’s 
outrageously unrepentant on-camera behavior when he was 
interviewed following the event landed him in hot water with 
the host of a tabloid current affairs show, who attempted to play 
the ‘moral guardian’ role, placing him in the counterpart role 
of the sheepishly guilty party. This was a role Delaney famously 
refused, steadfastly denying that television current affairs (and by 
extension, the mainstream media) had any more authority than 
the legions of YouTube users and MySpace members who, he 
appeared to knowingly predict, would take enormous mischie-
vous delight in his continued defi ance (Ramadge, 2008). And 
delight they did: mischief followed upon mischief, as clips of his 
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famous refusal to obediently remove his sunglasses and apolo-
gize on camera circulated with wild popularity on the web, and 
particularly on YouTube. Video parodies and image macros pro-
liferated in a matter of days; websites sardonically dedicated to 
the teenage ‘party planner’ appeared, often focusing on Corey’s 
now-infamous yellow sunglasses or mashing up celebrity photo-
graphs with Corey-related slogans like ‘It wasn’t me.’ Yet another 
website featured a game allowing visitors to slap some sense into 
the rogue teenager. Since Delaney’s original MySpace page had 
been removed, and presumably in full knowledge the mainstream 
media would be looking forward to include it as part of their cover-
age of the event and ensuing uproar, Random Brainwave’s ‘John 
Surname’ created a fake MySpace page, complete with a fabricated 
video masquerading as the original party invitation.1 Adding insult 
to news media’s injury, those in the know about the prank were 
delighted when the UK’s Channel 4 News aired the fake invitation 
video as part of their coverage of the scandal.2 On YouTube, an 
amplifi cation of the feedback loop between the event, its ongoing 
life in web culture, and the mainstream media was created as Fox 
News added the clips to their YouTube channel ‘The Blast,’3 bring-
ing the phenomenon to the attention of the wider US audience.

On the one hand, this event shows how out-of-step the domi-
nant media, especially commercial current affairs programs, 
are with the temporalities, in-jokes, and cultural repertoires of 
participatory culture. On the other, it demonstrates the extent 
to which participants in MySpace and YouTube are suffi ciently 
literate in both the discourses (of youth, risk, and moral panic) 
and the format of current affairs to invert those discourses and 
mobilize them using the rapid spreadability of their own medi-
ated social networks. The mischief-making around the event (like 
the spoof MySpace page) reveals and exploits this at great speed 
via the affordances of the network of participatory media plat-
forms. The ethic behind all of this, however, like Delaney’s party 
itself and the mischievous swarming actions of the Anonymous 
message-board multitude, adds up to little more than ‘mischief 
for mischief’s sake.’4
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An entirely different kind of national media event occurred 
on 13 February 2008. This was the day on which the Australian 
Prime Minister opened parliament with an offi cial apology to 
Australia’s Indigenous people, and the Stolen Generation in par-
ticular.5 It was an event that had been centuries in the making and 
was more than a decade overdue. It had been one of the hottest 
issues in Australian public life in previous elections and, other 
than the Federal election a few months earlier, it was arguably 
one of the most important, widely shared common experiences in 
the Australian cultural public sphere. In itself, the speech was not 
only an act of ‘speaking,’ but also one of listening, in the sense that 
a meaningful offi cial apology would not have been possible with-
out an empathetic incorporation of the hundreds of stories of lives 
affected by the removal policies of previous governments; stories 
that had emerged over the previous decades and that were fi nally 
given the media space they deserved as the offi cial event drew 
closer. When the day came, it was broadcast live from Parliament 
House on the television service of the Australian national broad-
caster, the Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC).

Ironically, on the eve of the offi cial apology, the top search 
result for the combination of the keywords ‘Australia’ and ‘sorry’ 
was a clip from the original A Current Affair segment showing 
Corey Delaney’s refusal to apologize for his behavior. Eventually 
the full ABC broadcast was uploaded to YouTube and by the end 
of the day had received a couple of hundred views. Slowly over the 
next 24–48 hours the Most Viewed pages of YouTube Australia 
began to fi ll with related videos. The kinds of videos that were 
uploaded (and with which audiences engaged) in response to the 
occasion collectively provide a fairly good summary of YouTube’s 
diverse uses in general. They included straight uploads of the 
broadcast for the benefi t of people who missed it or to record it 
for posterity; clips of the ‘best bits’ of the broadcast, providing the 
‘quotes’ and ‘catch-up’ functions discussed in Chapter 3; a range 
of user-created videos using the audio of the speech and remixing 
it with users’ own text-based commentaries and images in order 
to express individual perspectives and emotional reactions to the 
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event; as well as the inevitable vlog entries offering personal per-
spectives and opinions on the apology. The text comments on 
these videos refl ect the specifi c culture of political engagement 
in YouTube – they were generally characterized by very emotive, 
hyperbolic ‘for-or-against’ rhetoric, where raw racism was coun-
tered by equally raw moralizing. More informed, nuanced, or 
deliberative perspectives struggled for space.

These two media events – both of which made a signifi cant 
impact within the culture of YouTube in symbiosis with the main-
stream media – lead to two very different visions of participatory 
culture. Each of them represents a particular ‘frequency of public 
writing’ (Hartley, 2008a) – on the one hand, playful subversion 
with no purpose but exhibiting the awesome speed and creativ-
ity of ‘viral’ web culture; on the other, a cultural public sphere 
where conversations, self-mediated representation, and encoun-
ters with difference (which can be antagonistic and deaf to the 
other as much as they can be structured on mutual respect) can 
occur on popular terms, and yet with noticeably less dynamism 
and independence from offi cial public culture than ‘viral’ culture 
exhibits. But both of these versions of participatory culture are 
extremely challenging to the Habermasian normative model of 
the public sphere (Habermas, 1989), which is reliant on critical-
rational debate and deliberation; rather than the playfulness and 
affect that characterize the ‘common culture’ of YouTube.

The questions that confront us now are about what comes next: 
whether or not the future of participatory culture can accommo-
date increasing diversity and breadth of participation, and the 
extent to which such issues can be made to matter to corporate 
futures. More specifi cally, how might the future of YouTube as a 
commercial enterprise actually be bound up with the politics of 
participatory culture?

YouTube launched without knowing exactly what it was for, 
and arguably it is this under-determination that explains the scale 
and diversity of its uses today. YouTube is a large enough entity, 
and loosely enough managed, that it can almost be whatever its 
various participants want it to be. In its continued drive toward a 
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monopoly on online video sharing, YouTube practices a sort of 
light-touch governance – the rules and permissions that operate 
on the website are ‘just enough’ to enable all the uses that take 
place without necessarily shutting down other possibilites. It has 
been successful so far precisely because it does not seem to be tar-
geting one particular use or market; and unlike some of the other 
video-sharing sites, YouTube doesn’t appear to be pursuing large 
media producers entirely at the expense of the user community. 
But at the same time, it is this openness, scale, and diversity that 
are primarily responsible for the ongoing and escalating confl icts 
around the meanings, uses, and possible futures of YouTube.

One of the biggest issues for YouTube’s future is sustain-
able growth. A core challenge will be to fi nd a balance between 
mass popularization (which YouTube has achieved, at least for 
the moment), innovation, and sustainability (which requires 
long-term investment and a stable and socially functioning com-
munity). Further, the new economics of value co-creation bring 
with them new relationships of power and responsibility between 
users and platform providers, which platform providers would 
be wise to cultivate and protect. YouTube, like all enterprises 
that rely on user co-creation, will need to fi nd ways to maintain 
its scale and rate of growth while supporting cultural and aes-
thetic diversity, and respecting the agency of the communities of 
users who work to produce its various forms of value – whether 
 economic, cultural, or social.

Recently there have been indications YouTube has begun 
to concentrate some of the energy it puts into rolling out new 
features for propagating the social network, rather than just the 
scale of the website. The homepage has recently been redesigned, 
for example, so that upon logging in users encounter content 
related to their social network (subscriptions and friends) and 
past viewing behavior (recommended videos), rather than the 
most viewed content. The rhetoric in YouTube’s public relations 
materials appears to indicate that future directions are designed 
to retain visitors, to strengthen the website’s stickiness, and 
entice users to log in and build relationships with the website, as 
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well as a desire to encourage advertisers to work within YouTube 
rather than just placing advertisements on YouTube.6 These 
hints gesture toward an ethos more consistent with the prac-
tices of YouTube’s social core, emphasizing conversation and 
 community over broadcasting.

But in some respects it seems community tools are added 
almost as an afterthought, long after the community themselves 
have created solutions, as we discussed in Chapter 4. YouTube 
launched community ‘help’ forums in July 2008,7 for exam-
ple, before which the website provided very few onsite tools for 
participants to discuss or share ideas with each other. These con-
versations took place elsewhere – in forums maintained by users, 
on blog postings, and more signifi cantly, in videos users posted 
to each other. That users sought to help themselves where no 
other help was available should come as no real surprise; what 
should be surprising is that it took YouTube, Inc. so long to 
provide effective support for the user community on which the 
enterprise relies so heavily.

At the same time, the company continues to court big media 
partners, increase advertising presence, and feature sponsored 
content on the front page. As a result of these partnerships, 
YouTube is under increasing pressure to ‘manage’ the commu-
nity and ‘institute’ social norms more palatable to the public and 
the advertisers. For Kylie Jarrett (2008), this is what produces 
the corporate confl ict between the slogan ‘Broadcast Yourself’ 
and the trademark symbol attached to it. Jarrett argues that ‘for 
users whose engagement with YouTube has been defi ned by the 
primacy of community, an over-reliance on professional, corpo-
rate content is likely to damage the all-important goodwill of the 
YouTube brand’ (Jarrett, 2008: 138).

While the company appears to recognize that ‘the anarchic, self-
organizing systems that have historically constituted YouTube 
are a fundamental and fi nancially signifi cant component of the 
site-as-experience and the site-as-business,’ and that therefore, ‘to 
damage the community is to damage the company,’ ‘the sustain-
ability of this laissez faire position, and consequently the future of 
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YouTube, is under threat by the very success these mechanisms 
have produced’ (Jarrett, 2008: 137). The extent of this threat is 
evidenced by reports that, since the Viacom lawsuit commenced, 
Google has restricted ad sales to videos ‘that have been posted 
or approved by media companies and other partners’ (Delaney, 
2008), – as little as 4 percent of uploaders. Even before this, 
however, YouTube has had to contend with a generally conserva-
tive advertising industry, which has complained about the lack 
of content guaranteed to be inoffensive enough for them to run 
advertising against (Delaney, 2008).

YouTube currently dominates online video, and its share of 
the market is still growing (Schonfi eld, 2008), but there is no 
guarantee that this market dominance is secure. A longer-lasting 
consequence of the moment of YouTube is a certain degree of 
dominance over the idea of what a video-sharing website should 
look like, and how it should work. New video-sharing sites 
intended for niche or alternative communities often end up emu-
lating the look of YouTube, or even somewhat self- defeatingly 
announcing they will be ‘The YouTube for . . . [something else],’ 
without due consideration, it seems, for either how they might 
design a video-sharing website that can best serve their com-
munity, or how YouTube necessarily fails to do so. Examples 
include TeacherTube, a clone of YouTube for educators,8 and 
Story Circles, a dedicated website for sharing community digital 
stories. Both are almost identical to YouTube in their layout and 
information architecture (e.g. presenting the Most Viewed and 
Most Recent videos on the front page).9

This is a good moment to remember that YouTube is by no 
means the only online video service available. There is a range 
of visions of what online video should be for – from the carefully 
controlled big media sites that make television content available 
for free at high quality through platforms like Hulu, to dedicated 
social networking sites such as Stickam, Seesmic, and 12seconds; 
from non US-bases services such as DailyMotion and Tudou to 
platforms specifi cally designed to support ‘high-quality’ user-
created content like Revver and blip.tv. Each of these sites comes 



 YouTube’s Uncertain Futures 107

with its own business models, IP arrangements, and contracts 
with users, each providing services that mirror a particular niche 
use of YouTube. The hugely popular alternatives to YouTube in 
parts of the world with very strong local content traditions, par-
ticularly China and South Korea, hint at the limits of YouTube’s 
potential as a ‘global’ service.

Although commercial platforms like YouTube have popularized 
user-created content, it is fast becoming a feature of the activities 
of not-for-profi t institutions such as public service broadcast-
ers, libraries, and museums as well. However tentatively, these 
institutions of ‘offi cial’ culture are incorporating many of the 
cultural practices and social arrangements of the so-called Web 
2.0 business models – user-created content, user-led innovation, 
and greater porosity to other online services. Through a variety 
of programming and content strategies, these institutions are 
integrating participatory culture in ways that befi t their remits 
or charters, such as by promoting the value of ‘ordinary’ peo-
ple’s experiences and stories as valid forms of public knowledge. 
Examples from the US, the UK, and Australia include the integra-
tion of user-contributed material and narratives in the extended 
platform for Ken Burns’ social history The War; the BBC Capture 
Wales Digital Storytelling program and its offshoots through-
out England and Northern Ireland; and the National Library of 
Australia’s integration of Flickr groups and creative commons 
licensing within its online digital image library PictureAustralia. 
All these developments serve to remind us of the limits of the 
extent to which any one social network or user-created content 
service can achieve a true monopoly.

Above all, what the moment of YouTube highlights is the 
uncertainty surrounding the future of participatory culture, and 
the complexity arising from the intersection of various changing 
and competing ideas about what digital media are, or could be, 
for. Researchers, practitioners, and critics have an important role 
to play in thinking through the implications of the current period 
of turbulence for the future of our media and culture, and suggest-
ing alternative possibilities. Through imagining and contesting 
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these possible futures, criticism, commentary, and cultural prac-
tice help to create and contest reality, alongside more dominant 
discourses on digital technologies and user-created content that 
come from the business world, from the mainstream media, and 
from governments.

In making an argument about what they call the ‘performa-
tivity’ of social science research methods, Law and Urry (2004) 
leave us with a relevant provocation, one that does not apply only 
to social scientists. The question, they say, is:

Which realities? Which do we want to help to make more real, 
and which less real? How do we want to interfere (because inter-
fere we will, one way or another)?’ (Law and Urry, 2004: 404)

The present and future ‘realities’ of participatory culture are 
not under the control of any one group of interests – whether 
those of the big industry players like Viacom and Google, or of 
ordinary citizens and audiences. Through each act of participa-
tion or attempted infl uence, whether in YouTube or elsewhere, 
participatory culture is being co-created every day, by vloggers, 
marketers, artists, audiences, lawyers, designers, critics, educa-
tors, librarians, journalists, technologists, entrepreneurs – and 
even academics. Some of these participants have more power, 
ownership, and control over that reality than others, but the ques-
tion for all of us is the same. How do we want to interfere?
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What Happened Before YouTube 
Henry Jenkins

Until now we have only reappropriated speech in the service of 
revolutionary movements, crises, cures, exceptional acts of crea-
tion. What would a normal, calm, established appropriation of 
speech be like? (Pierre Levy, 1997)

Over the next 50 years we will witness an explosion of access and 
production and distribution of video by communities that could 
not earlier afford to produce video in their homes, schools, and 
offi ces. Just as desktop publishing gave consumers the power of 
the printing press on their desks (but it took the internet to make 
everyone a publisher since without it the distribution channel 
was lacking), and digital audio samplers gave birth to a whole 
new genre and population of music makers, computational video 
technology will enable these and new communities to make video 
a part of their daily communication. (Marc Davis, 1997)

Much written about YouTube assumes that it is unprecedented. 
After all, no one could have predicted what would happen if 
everyday people were able to seize the means of cultural produc-
tion and distribution. Seemingly much of the press (and a fair 
number of academics) can’t seem to remember what happened 
before YouTube.

There is much that is new about YouTube but there is also much 
that is old. YouTube has a history which extends beyond October 
2006 when Google purchased YouTube for $1.65  billion or even 
June 2005 when the website launched. Much that is written about 
YouTube implies that the availability of Web 2.0 technologies has 
enabled the growth of participatory cultures. I would argue the 
opposite is also true: the emergence of participatory cultures of 
all kinds over the past several decades paved the way for the early 
embrace, quick adoption, and diverse use of such platforms.
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What is revolutionary about YouTube is that it constitutes, in 
Levy’s terms, ‘a normal, calm, established appropriation of speech,’ 
a site where mass media is quoted and redeployed, home media 
gains public access, and various subcultures produce and share 
media. It is astonishing that YouTube is so routinely referenced 
by mass media and so regularly deployed by people we know. 
Web 2.0 companies like to imagine that they create communi-
ties around its brands, products, and services, but corporations 
rarely create communities; companies court pre-existing com-
munities with their own traditions, their own values and norms, 
their own hierarchies, their own practices, and their own leader-
ship. YouTube has become the home port for lip-syncers, karaoke 
singers, trainspotters, birdwatchers, skateboarders, hip hoppers, 
small time wrestling federations, educators, third wave feminists, 
churches, proud parents, poetry slammers, gamers, fans, Ron 
Paul supporters, human rights activists, collectors, hobbyists, and 
each of these groups has a longer history of media production.

If YouTube seems to have sprung up overnight, it is because 
so many groups were ready for something like YouTube; they 
already had communities of practice that supported the produc-
tion of DIY media, already evolved video genres and built social 
networks through which such videos could fl ow. YouTube may 
represent the epicenter of today’s participatory culture but it 
doesn’t represent its origin point for any of the cultural practices 
people associate with it.

Garage Cinema and the ‘Do-It-Yourself 
Newsroom’

People had been predicting something like YouTube a good 
decade before it actually hit critical mass. Marc Davis (1997) 
talked about the coming wave of ‘garage cinema,’ drawing an 
analogy to the garage bands associated with Punk Rock:

Changes in technology will bring about a merging of independ-
ent video producers and home video makers into a broad and 
active market sector . . . When the tools and infrastructure are 



 What Happened Before YouTube 111

in place to enable cheap and effective home use of video annota-
tion, retrieval and repurposing tools, the garages of the world 
will be the site of the ‘New New Hollywood’ creating hundreds 
of millions of channels of video content. The conditions of pro-
duction and use will have changed such that a large group of 
amateurs and home users will be regularly making video that 
can compete in the information marketplace of networked com-
puters. (Davis, 1997: 48)

Like so many other digital revolutionaries, Davis imagines a 
decentralized system of distribution, one with many channels, 
rather than a shared platform like YouTube.

Writing in 1997, Mondo 2000 editor in chief R. U. Sirius (The 
Web), predicted, ultimately:

anybody will be able to have their own multimedia broadcasting 
operation on the web. Any time, any day, we’ll be able to watch 
John and Midge down the street eating dinner or Lisa and Frank 
and Joe in the house on the corner having sex. Sure the audience 
for most of these things will be small. (In the future, everybody 
will be famous to 15 people.) (Sirius, 1997: 37)

Gareth Branwyn’s 1997 book, Jamming the Media, brought 
together zines, digital sampling, shareware computing, web 
publishing, culture jamming, cable access activism, and vari-
ous ‘media pranks and art hacks,’ seeing them all as means of a 
democratizing channels of communication:

As technology travels along inevitable trajectories towards 
‘cheaper, faster, better’ it’s putting powerful communications 
technologies into the hands of greater numbers of people . . . 
A new form of media is growing up in cyberspace, a global 
do-it-yourself newsroom and cultural salon where individuals 
simultaneously create and consume news and information, 
blurring the distinction between publisher, reporter, and reader. 
(Branwyn, 1997: 14)

These predictions of ‘garage cinema,’ a ‘do-it-yourself newsroom,’ 
or bedroom television networks were consistent with the zine cul-
ture which Stephen Duncombe (1997) was documenting in Notes 
from Underground that same year:
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In an era marked by the rapid centralization of corporate media, 
zines are independent and localized, coming out of cities, sub-
urbs, and small towns across the USA, assembled on kitchen 
tables. They celebrate the everyperson in a world of celebrity . . . 
Rejecting the corporate dream of an atomized population broken 
down into discrete and instrumental target markets, zine writers 
form networks and forge communities around diverse identities 
and interests. (Duncombe, 1997: 2)

Such zines were part of the political and cultural avant garde of 
the 1970s and 1980s, closely tied to the growth of punk rock and 
the emergence of Riot Grrl feminism, yet they were also part of 
a much larger history of amateur publishing, which in the case 
of the science fi ction fan community, could be traced back to the 
1920s (Ross, 1991). There was an amateur press association in 
the United States as early as the late nineteenth century when 
people were creating periodicals on toy printing presses (Petrik, 
1992). And these Do-It-Yourself impulses spilled over from print 
zines to include the production and circulation of mix tapes and 
home videos, as Cynthia Conti (2001) suggests in her case study 
of Le Tigre, an important feminist media collective.

Fred Turner (2006) has argued that the modern cyberculture 
can trace its roots back to the cultural practices of the cybercul-
ture of the 1960s, including people’s radio, early video activism, 
underground newspapers and comics, all efforts to deploy low 
cost media tools and practices toward alternative ends. Many early 
netizens explicitly embraced the value of participatory culture. 
Many of these early prophets would recognize YouTube’s amateur 
media makers as the culmination of their earlier hopes and a vali-
dation of their predictions. In 1997, it was much easier to imagine 
large numbers of amateurs producing media than it was to imag-
ine large numbers of people consuming amateur content. In that 
same 1997 exchange, Douglas Rushkoff (The Web) argued,

Right now, the web is a place where everyone is broadcasting yet 
no one is receiving. That’s the scam: create a place where every-
one can vent the pent-up broadcasting urge, when there’s very 
little urge to see what the others are saying.
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Consider the contrast between R. U. Sirius’s future where eve-
ryone is famous to fi fteen people and the current reality where 
at least some amateur videos are drawing a million hits. Neither 
Rushkoff nor Sirius anticipated the scale on which YouTube now 
operates or the way mass media channels amplify its impact. The 
rhetoric of digital revolution assumed new media would displace 
the old, whereas YouTube exemplifi es a convergence culture 
(Jenkins, 2006a) with its complex interactions and collaborations 
between corporate and grassroots media.

In her book, Reel Families: A Social History of Amateur Film, 
Patricia R. Zimmermann (1995) contrasts the ideals of earlier 
generations of do-it-yourself fi lmmakers who saw amateur pro-
duction as a means of diversifying the commercial sector with 
the reality that most amateurs produced home movies with little 
or no chance of larger distribution. One might, for example, see 
the roots of videoblogging in what teenage avant garde artist 
Sadie Benning did with her Fischer-Price pixelvision camera: 
‘Her camera plunges into the subversive and hidden cracks of 
family life, the places behind the closed doors of a teenager’s 
bedroom, where sexual fantasies and social imagination are 
debunked and reinvented’ (Zimmermann, 1995: 154). What hap-
pens when Benning is not unique in confessing her innermost 
thoughts into a handheld camera, but one among thousands of 
teens, all sharing their angst via YouTube? YouTube does not so 
much change the conditions of production as it alters the con-
texts of circulation and reception: Such works now reach a larger 
public via its channels of distribution; there are systems of criti-
cism which focus attention on interesting and emerging works; 
there are people willing to seek out and engage with noncom-
mercial content; and consumers are conversing with each other 
by producing videos.

Yet, many of those earlier advocates remain skeptical that 
a commercially owned and operated platform can enable the 
kinds of alternative politics once associated with the DIY move-
ment. Here’s independent fi lmmaker Alex Juhasz (in Jenkins, 
2008a):
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My concern is that the counter-cultural, anti-normative, critical, 
or political impulses behind the term (as it came out of punk, for 
instance), drop out of the picture – just as they do in most DIY 
YouTube video – when access to technology occurs outside other 
liberating forces. I believe that for engagements with the media 
to be truly transformative, the fact of expanded access to its pro-
duction and exhibition is only one in a set of necessary conditions 
that also include a critique, a goal, a community, and a context.

If we want to see a more ‘democratic’ culture, Juhasz argues, 
we need to explore what mechanisms might encouraged greater 
diversity in who participates, whose work gets seen, and what 
gets valued. More optimistically, human rights activist Ethan 
Zuckerman argues that any platform suffi ciently powerful to 
enable the distribution of cute cat pictures can also be deployed to 
bring down a government under the right circumstances. Right 
now, people are learning how to produce, upload and circulate 
content. What happens next is up to us.

The Gathering of the Clans

In his book, The Wealth of Networks, Yochai Benkler (2006) dis-
cusses how shifts in the ‘information economy’ are allowing 
‘diversely motivated’ groups and individuals greater ability to 
generate and circulate ideas. While we may safely ascribe some 
kind of commercial motivation for most of the content produced 
and distributed by mass media, no such shared agenda shapes the 
production and distribution of grassroots media. The Wealth of 
Networks describes network culture as the intermingling between 
commercial, nonprofi t, governmental, educational, and amateur 
modes of cultural production. In this new network culture, with 
its lowered costs of production and distribution, participants 
are not ‘constrained to organize their relationship through a 
price system or in traditional hierarchical models of social and 
 economic organization’ (Benkler, 2006: 8).

YouTube is a shared space where many different cultural 
fl ows intersect and ‘diversely motivated’ media producers brush 
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against each other. Innovations spread rapidly in such a context 
as experiments within one community spill over into others; 
groups which might otherwise have had little or no contact are 
generating new hybrid models of cultural politics which depend 
on temporary and tactical alliances between interests. We might 
extend Benkler’s concept of a network culture to describe not only 
one where these forms co-exist through the same media platform 
but also one where the lines between them start to blur, where 
it becomes increasingly diffi cult to tell where one ends and the 
other starts.

The Harry Potter Alliance’s campaign against Wal-Mart offers 
us one vivid example of what this cultural practice might look 
like. The HP Alliance1 encouraged a generation of young people 
who learned to read and write from the Harry Potter books to also 
use J. K. Rowling’s world as a platform for civic engagement. The 
Harry Potter series depicted its youth protagonists questioning 
adult authority, fi ghting evil, and standing up for their rights. The 
HP Alliance has launched a series of online campaigns which 
merge fan cultural production with activist politics. During 
one such campaign, the HP Alliance partnered with Wal-Mart 
Watch, a group backed by the Service Employees International 
Union as a focal point for criticism for the retail chain’s employ-
ment practices. The HP Alliance and the Boston-based comedy 
troupe The Late Night Players translated the union’s agenda into 
a series of campy, over-the-top videos depicting further adven-
tures impacting Hogwarts and the wizarding world. Harry and 
Hermoine (who is played in drag) discover that the traditional 
business in Diagon Alley have been closed by ‘you know which 
superstore’ and must do battle with Lord Waldemart (whose sin-
ister practices include exploiting his house elves, driving out local 
competitors, and refusing to provide health care to his under-
lings). The YouTube circulation of these spoofs,2 in turn, drove 
traffi c back to the Wal-Mart Watch website, where one could fi nd 
a more straightforward discussion of their cause.

Jonathan Zittrain (2008) has argued that certain technologies 
are ‘generative’ in that they encourage users to tinker with them 
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and adapt them to their own needs. The result is user-led innova-
tion. Yet, what makes YouTube ‘generative’ in Zittrain’s sense has 
little to do with its technological structures (which arguably sup-
port individual rather than collaborative effort) and has everything 
to do with the ways YouTube has been adopted by various partici-
patory cultures. I’ve argued elsewhere (Jenkins et al., 2006) that 
a participatory culture is one which not only lowers the barriers 
to participation but also creates strong social incentives to pro-
duce and share what one produces with others. Arguably, many 
people are taking advantage of the distribution platform YouTube 
provides, in part, because they feel the emotional support of a 
community eager to see their productions.

Benkler (2006) offers a second argument for why a space 
like YouTube might be ‘generative’: ‘These practices make their 
practitioners better ‘readers’ of their own culture and more self-
refl ective and critical of the culture they occupy, thereby enabling 
them to become more self-refl ective participants in conversations 
within that culture’ (Benkler, 2006: 15). Even if many of them 
have not yet chosen to participate, they understand their place in 
the media ecology differently because they know how easy it is to 
contribute content. In short, YouTube as a platform, participa-
tory culture as an ethos inspires a new kind of subjectivity which 
transforms all consumers into potential authors.

You Can’t Stop the Signal

From the start, YouTube represented a challenge to the ‘sticki-
ness’ model which has long determined the value of Internet 
culture: it is not a ‘roach motel’ which grabs and holds onto con-
sumers by locking down content. Rather, the YouTube business 
model creates value through circulation. Its distinctive techni-
cal affordances makes porting YouTube content elsewhere a 
trivial matter of copying and pasting code, allowing videos to be 
inserted into diverse cultural economies and social ecologies. 
Yet, this uncontrolled fl ow of media content creates ambiva-
lences and anxieties – not simply for commercial rights holders 
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but also among amateur media makers. Consider, for example, 
the case of fan music vids, which remix footage from cult televi-
sion programs to popular music, creating a distinctive form of 
cultural commentary. While much remix culture takes the form 
of parody, this genre intensifi es the emotional experience of the 
original, taking us deeper into the thoughts and feelings of cen-
tral characters.

When a recent news story traced fan videos back to ‘the dawn 
of YouTube,’ many female fans expressed outrage. For more than 
two decades, a community, composed mostly of women, had 
been producing such videos, using two VCRs and patch cords, 
struggling with roll back and rainbow lines, when it seemed an 
act of sisyphean patience. Francesca Coppa (2007) traces the 
history of this form back to 1975 when a woman named Kandy 
Fong fi rst put together slide show presentations set to popular 
songs for Star Trek conventions. Over the years, these fan vidders 
developed more sophisticated techniques as they embraced and 
mastered digital editing tools, constructed their own distribution 
channels, and defi ned and refi ned multiple aesthetic traditions.

Yet, even as other ‘remix’ communities found a supportive 
home on YouTube, the community struggled with how public 
they wanted to make their practices. When I wrote Textual 
Poachers in 1992, the vidders were reluctant to talk and most 
asked not to be named. Fans were nervous that their works 
were vulnerable to prosecution for copyright violation from fi lm 
studios, networks, and recording studios alike. They were also 
anxious that their videos would not be understood outside of 
the interpretive context fandom provided. For example, when 
a Kirk/Spock vid, set to Nine Inch Nails’s ‘Closer,’ leaked onto 
YouTube without its creator’s permission, its queer reading of 
the Star Trek characters as lovers was widely read as comic, even 
though this particular work was seen as disturbing within the 
slash fan community because of its vivid depiction of sexual 
violence (Jenkins, 2007).

Some vidders circulated their works through less visible chan-
nels, such as IMeem,3 often friend-locked so that they could only 
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be accessed within their own close-knit community. Debates 
broke out on LiveJournal and at fan conventions as veteran vid-
ders were torn between a fear of being written out of the history 
of mashup culture and an anxiety about what would happen if 
the Powers That Be (producers and networks) learned what they 
were doing. In Fall 2007, New York magazine ran a profi le of 
Luminosity, a leader in the viding movement (Hill, 2007), while 
fan vids were showcased, alongside the work of other subcultural 
communities, at a DIY Media conference hosted by University of 
Southern California.

As Laura Shapiro (2006), a contributor to the USC event, 
explained in a Live Journal post:

However legitimate a vidder’s fears may be, the fact is that the 
vids are already out there. The minute we put our vids online, 
we expose ourselves to the world . . . We can’t stop people from 
sharing our vids without our consent or even our knowledge. We 
can’t control the distribution of our own work in a viral medium 
. . . We also can’t control other people’s attitudes. New vidders 
arrive on the scene every day, without any historical context or 
legal fears, and plunk their vids onto YouTube without a second 
thought. They post publicly and promote themselves enthusias-
tically, and why not? That’s what everybody does on the Internet, 
from the AMV creators to machinima-makers to Brokeback 
Mountain parodists to political remixers.

Shapiro’s post to the Live Journal viding community suggests the 
complex creative, personal, institutional, ideological, and legal 
motivations which might draw such a historically sheltered sub-
culture toward greater public outreach:

• recognition of our history and traditions, academically and 
socially (new vidders learn, older vidders are venerated)

• the opportunity to provide context and normalize our fannish 
work the way traditionally male fannish work is becoming 
normalized

• the potential for vidders to connect fannish work with pro-
fessional work, working professionally in the entertainment 
industry if they want to
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• more widespread appreciation and recognition of great vids 
and great vidders

• the potential to generate widespread support for us in any 
legal battles we may encounter (joining forces with other DIY 
video communities, representation of the Electronic Frontiers 
Foundation, creation of legal defense funds, etc.)

• the potential for cross-pollination or even unifi cation of dispa-
rate vidding communities and the chance to connect isolated 
vidders with those communities

• the chance to infl uence Big Media to create more of the kinds 
of TV shows and movies we value

• the potential to infl uence the wider viewing world with themes 
and portrayals of sexual and gender equality, homosexuality, etc.

There is nothing inevitable about YouTube’s current status as 
the platform for circulating user-generated content. News cov-
erage assumes, ‘If we build it, they will come,’ when in fact, 
many groups struggle with whether ‘To YouTube or Not to 
YouTube.’ There are certainly reasons to seek broader public 
circulation of their materials – especially in the case of media 
makers who wanted to gain access to the media industry – but 
not every amateur media maker wants to turn pro. There cer-
tainly are reasons to want to circulate messages beyond one’s 
own community – especially in the case of various kinds of 
media activists – but not every amateur media maker wants to 
change the world. Fame may be the name of the game for some 
but not for all.

The Gift Economy Meets Commodity Culture

The female fans in the viding community, for example, have 
argued that their creative efforts refl ect the logic of a gift economy 
where goods are circulated freely for shared benefi t rather than 
sold for profi t. In his book, The Gift: Imagination and the Erotic 
Life of Property, Lewis Hyde (2007: xxi) argues that a gift economy 
is shaped by ‘the obligation to give, the obligation to accept, and 
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the obligation to reciprocate,’ rather than by fi nancial incentives. 
Hyde (2007: xx) writes,

Unlike the sale of a commodity, the giving of a gift tends to estab-
lish a relationship between the parties involved. Furthermore, 
when gifts circulate within a group, their commerce leaves a 
series of interconnected relationships in its wake, and a kind of 
decentralized cohesiveness emerges.

Hyde’s account consistently contrasts the economic value that 
motivates a commodity culture with the alternative senses of 
worth (‘status,’ ‘prestige,’ or ‘esteem’) that shape the exchange 
of gifts (Hyde, 2007: 104). YouTube seeks to transform the free 
exchange of cultural ‘gifts’ into an attention economy monetized 
through advertising revenue.

Increasingly, voices in the fan community argue against this 
commodity logic as threatening the social relationships that have 
grown up around their production activities. Instead, they push 
for the creation of nonprofi t channels4 to enable them freely to 
share their productions. They are not eager to see others make 
money off of their creative labor but that doesn’t necessarily 
mean they are ready to turn their passionate expressions into 
work for hire. Some fans have embraced ‘The Geek Manifesto’ 
(The Geek Community, 2008) as an expression of their opposi-
tion to the imposition of mainstream or commercial values upon 
the alternative culture they have constructed:

This is ours. It will always be ours. You will never grok it, unless 
you become one of us. Do not try to make it yours. Do not try 
to co-opt it for your own ends. If it inspires you to create your 
own thing, then fi ne. The thing that you create though is not the 
thing we have created. Do not pretend otherwise.

One such effort to re-assert control over their own cultural prac-
tices is the Organization for Transformative Works. The OTW 
asserted as its mission:5 ‘to work toward a future in which all 
fannish works are recognized as legal and transformative, and 
accepted as legitimate creative activity.’ The group is working 
not only to create alternative, noncommercial sites for content 
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distribution but also to organize legal and intellectual defenses of 
their traditional practices.

The Case of Activist Video

Fans are not the only group concerned about what happens when 
amateur media content is removed from its original reception and 
production contexts. Inspired by the public outcry surrounding 
the home video footage of the beating of Rodney King by the Los 
Angeles police in the 1980s, musician Peter Gabriel launched the 
human rights organization, Witness, as a way of expanding access 
to video production technology so that oppressed people world-
wide could speak back to power. As Witness activist Sam Gregory 
(Jenkins, 2008b) explains, shifts in the technical infrastructure, 
including the emergence of YouTube, have dramatically expanded 
the organization’s capacity to respond to human rights abuses:

Our work has also always blurred the line between amateurs and 
professionals in terms of using video – we are training human 
rights workers, and now concerned citizens, to use video as an 
everyday facet of their work, rather than to turn them into docu-
mentary fi lm-makers . . . We’ve seen a progressive expansion of 
the participatory possibilities of video: fi rst, increased access to 
cameras, the increased access to editing capacity, then the dra-
matic growth of online video-sharing for distribution. And in the 
past three years we see the possibilities for increased collabora-
tion in editing and production, for online distribution, and for 
more immediate and widespread fi lming – all facilitated by a 
digitally literate youth, by mobile technology with still image and 
video capability and by new online tools.

Gregory (in Jenkins, 2008b) recognizes the value of what 
YouTube offers:

From an advocacy perspective, we can see how IF a video achieves 
either prominent placement, or takes off virally on YouTube it can 
take off in terms of public prominence. Similarly for many non-
governmental advocacy organizations that are trying to engage a 
general public either with a single video or via a channel, YouTube is 
likely to be the fi rst place that public will look. And we also recognize 
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that YouTube is a pushing-out point for footage that fi nds homes in 
many other subculture-specifi c media systems, including human 
rights, where it is embedded and re-contextualized.

Yet, like Shapiro and the fan vidders, Gregory is concerned that 
his videos often get decontextualized as they enter this hybrid 
media space:

As human rights video circulates increasingly unmoored 
from its original location – i.e. embedded, shared, remixed – it 
becomes key to place context and ways to act within the video 
and imagery itself rather than outside it since no sooner has your 
video been forwarded from YouTube . . . it becomes de-coupled 
from options to act unless those are built into the video itself, 
and unless your message comes through loud and clear.

As a consequence, the organization has chosen to construct its 
own site, The Hub, to support the sharing of human rights videos 
with already committed activists, even as it continues to circulate 
at least some materials through YouTube.

In some cases, this potential to decontextualize and recontextu-
alize video content has a progressive potential. Gregory notes, for 
example, that some of the most effective videos for directing public 
consciousness against human rights violations were produced not 
by victims but by perpetrators, who originally deployed the videos as 
a means of intimidation and public humilation or who were simply 
indifferent to the ways their actions might be perceived stripped of 
their justifying discourses. Yet, the same thing might happen in 
reverse should viewers take pleasure or remain indifferent to the 
human suffering depicted in human rights videos, unable to sepa-
rate their graphic imagery from YouTube’s entertainment content.

In a hybrid space like YouTube, it is often very diffi cult to 
determine what regimes of truth govern different genres of user-
generated content. The goals of communicators can no longer 
be simply read off the channels of communication. Witness the 
emergence of Astroturf – fake grassroots media-content produced 
by commercial media companies and special interest groups but 
passed off as coming from individual amateurs. Historically, these 
powerful interests could exert overt control over broadcast media 
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but now, they often have to mask their power in order to operate 
within network culture. Al Gore’s Penguin Army6 is perhaps the 
best-known example of Astroturf. This cut-up animation spoof of 
An Inconvenient Truth was fi rst posted by a user named Toutsmith 
from Beverley Hills but further investigation revealed that it was 
professionally produced by the DCI Group, a commercial advertis-
ing fi rm whose clients included General Motors and ExxonMobil; 
the fi rm also had historically produced content for the Republican 
Party. Or consider the uncertainties surrounding the notorious 
Lonelygirl15, a story recounted in greater detail earlier in this book. 
She initially presented her confessional videos as an ‘authentic’ 
videoblog, later claimed them to be an ‘art project’ before they were 
fi nally discovered to be connected to a commercial media company. 
Yet, it’s worth remembering that we know about these examples of 
‘Astroturf’ because the YouTube public was suspicious of these 
materials and worked collectively to trace their roots.

Before we dismiss this all as ‘postmodern,’ keep in mind the 
elaborate play between reality and fi ction set in motion in the 
nineteenth century, which writer Neil Harris (1973) has described 
as the golden age of the ‘humbug.’ Harris writes about the pro-
liferation of fake ‘mermaids’ and stone giants at a time when 
knowledge was in fl ux, science was at least partially amateur and 
participatory, new discoveries (both anthropological and techno-
logical) were being made every day, and people wanted to acquire 
new skills at discernment to keep up with the pace of cultural 
churn. The circulation and debunking of such hoaxes facilitated 
‘a form of intellectual exercise, simulating even when literal truth 
could not be determined’ (Harris, 1973: 75). In other words, there 
seems to be a fascination with blurry categories at moments of 
media in transition – it is one of the ways we apply our evolving 
skills in a context where the categories that organize our culture 
are in fl ux. Some groups can tap this fascination with blurred 
ontological categories as an end unto itself, as is certainly the case 
with alternative reality games which typically never acknowledge 
their status as games. Other groups, such as Witness, demand 
that we understand the realities their videos depict.
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Plenitude and Diversity

YouTube’s utopian possibilities must be read against the dysto-
pian realities of a world where people have uneven access to the 
means of participation and where many are discouraged from 
even trying. If YouTube creates value around amateur content, it 
doesn’t distribute value equally. Some forms of cultural production 
are embraced within the mainstream tastes of site visitors and the 
commercial interests of the site owners. Other forms of cultural 
production are pushed to the margins as falling outside dominant 
tastes and interests. And some – amateur porn, nudist videos, etc. 
– are excluded altogether. The impact of such exclusions and mar-
ginalizations were apparent to John McMurria (2006):

A glance at the top 100 rated, viewed and disused videos, and 
most subscribed channels reveals far less racial diversity than 
broadcast network television . . . Perhaps we might think about 
the difference between what it means to be a YouTube commu-
nity and what it would take to use the YouTube video sharing 
technologies to help expand the movement for racial and eco-
nomic justice.

McMurria’s critique of YouTube suggests that a participatory cul-
ture is not necessarily a diverse culture. Leave aside inequalities 
in terms of access to technology or educational training needed 
to become fully engaged in YouTube, leave aside the number 
of users who can access the web only through public terminals 
which do not support the posting of video, there is the majori-
tarian logic built into current mechanisms of user-moderation. 
YouTube pushes up content which receives support from other 
users. While such mechanisms seem democratic, they have the 
effect of hiding minority perspectives. Minority content certainly 
circulates on YouTube, traveling through a range of social net-
works to reach niche publics, but there’s little or no chance that 
such content will reach a larger viewership because of the scale 
on which YouTube operates. How many visitors to the site move 
below the most visible content, especially if they don’t already 
have a stake in the topics or the communities involved?
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Writing in the Chronicle of Higher Education (19 May 2006), 
Bill Ivey, the former chairman of the National Endowment for the 
Arts, and Steven J. Tepper, a professor of Sociology at Vanderbilt 
University, described what they see as the long-term conse-
quences of this participation gap:

Increasingly, those who have the education, skills, fi nancial 
resources, and time required to navigate the sea of cultural choice 
will gain access to new cultural opportunities . . . They will be the 
pro-ams who network with other serious amateurs and fi nd audi-
ences for their work. They will discover new forms of cultural 
expression that engage their passions and help them forge their 
own identities, and will be the curators of their own expressive 
lives and the mavens who enrich the lives of others . . . At the 
same time, those citizens who have fewer resources – less time, 
less money, and less knowledge about how to navigate the cul-
tural system – will increasingly rely on the cultural fare offered to 
them by consolidated media and entertainment conglomerates 
. . . Such citizens will be trapped on the wrong side of the cul-
tural divide. So technology and economic change are conspiring 
to create a new cultural elite – and a new cultural underclass . . . 
Can America prosper if its citizens experience such different and 
unequal cultural lives? (Ivey and Tepper, 2006: B6)

YouTube seems to offer an inexhaustible supply of user-generated 
content. Yet, this very plentitude (McCracken, 1998) may discour-
age us from pondering what materials are not to be found there. 
The DIY movement historically sought to get production equip-
ment into the hands of groups who are under-represented in the 
commercial mainstream so that they can get their stories out and 
have their voices heard. If we see YouTube as operating without a 
history, we erase the politics behind those struggles and we may end 
up accepting far less than what we have bargained for. By reclaiming 
what happened before YouTube, we may have a basis for judging 
how well YouTube really is serving the cause of participatory culture 
and we may fi nd openings for ‘a critique, a goal, a community, and a 
context’ of the kind that motivated earlier DIY media makers.
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Uses of YouTube: Digital Literacy 
and the Growth of Knowledge
John Hartley

YIRNing for YouTube

I invented YouTube. Well, not YouTube exactly, but something 
close – something called YIRN; and not by myself exactly, but 
with a team. In 2003–5 I led a research project designed to link 
geographically dispersed young people, to allow them to post 
their own photos, videos and music, and to comment on the same 
from various points of view – peer to peer, author to public, or 
impresario to audience. We wanted to fi nd a way to take the indi-
vidual creative productivity that is associated with the Internet 
and combine it with the easy accessibility and openness to other 
people’s imagination that is associated with broadcasting; espe-
cially, in the context of young people, listening to the radio. So we 
called it the Youth Internet Radio Network, or YIRN.1

As researchers, we wanted to understand how young people 
interact as both consumers and producers of new media con-
tent, especially of material made by their peers. We were also 
interested in the interface between non-market self-expression 
and commercial creative content (where music has always been 
exemplary). We wanted to trace the process by means of which 
individual creative talent may lead to economic enterprise and 
employment; and in general to understand how culture and 
 creativity may be a seedbed for innovation and enterprise.

In order to fi nd out the answers to our research questions, we 
thought we would need to set up the appropriate website for young 
people to ‘stick their stuff,’ which we would then observe by means 
of ‘ethnographic action research’ (Tacchi, Hearn, and Ninan 2004), 
and if all went well we would make a contribution to rural and 
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remote skills-development and regional sustainability. In the event 
the workshops we held to train young people in techniques like dig-
ital storytelling did go well, but we spent two years failing to get the 
web interface right. Eventually we developed a site called ‘Sticky.net’ 
(‘a place to stick your stuff’), but by the time we’d fi xed the function-
ality and solved technical, design, security and IP issues the project 
was over, the kids had moved on, and the site was barely populated. 
We had invented the idea of YouTube but failed to get it right in 
practice and in time, possibly because we were more interested in 
our research questions than in monetizing consumer creativity. 
Well, that’s what we told each other. Certainly it would have helped 
to be in the midst of mental California when the zeitgeist, the kids, 
and the technology happened to overlap. But we simply weren’t.

YIRN was productive in the way that failure can be – it spawned 
quite a few bigger-and-better research projects in urban informat-
ics, digital storytelling, youth creative enterprise, and development 
communication, even if it didn’t succeed in establishing a robust 
network for Queensland’s creative youth. Later, as bandwidth 
fi nally expanded suffi ciently to allow the Internet to shift from 
text and music to video, YouTube ‘proper’ came along, with its 
simple slogan ‘Broadcast Yourself,’ its easy useability (Flash), and 
its willingness to scale straight up, in no time fl at, from ‘me’ (the 
fi rst video being ‘Me at the Zoo’ by co-founder Jawed Karim) to 
‘global.’ It was clear that neither Queensland youth nor anyone 
else needed their own special playground; much better to be part 
of a global commons where you might meet anyone. This is what 
YouTube quickly provided, and it taught me some lessons straight 
away: that the open network is more important than anything 
else; that success comes from being in the right place at the right 
time; and that simplicity, ease of use and accessibility are more 
important than functionality, control, or purposive direction.

Just as our funding ran out, YouTube was launched. Unlike us, 
it took off without displaying much interest in what the broadcast-
yourself generation might want to use this newfound capability 
for; how it might be shaped toward imaginative, instrumental, or 
intellectual ends. It simply . . . evolved.
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But however successful YouTube has become, its evolution has 
left some questions unanswered. What do people need (to have, 
to know, to do) in order to participate in YouTube? Also, what 
results from just leaving it alone and letting learning happen by 
evolutionary random copying or contagion, rather than by ‘disci-
plined’ teaching? And what might be expected if ‘we’ – the users 
– decided to make a platform like YouTube useful not just for 
self-expression and communication but for description and argu-
mentation too – for ‘objective’ as well as ‘subjective’ knowledge, 
in Karl Popper’s terms (Popper, 1972: ch. 3)?

When we set up YIRN we assumed that we needed to be 
active in the fi eld of ‘digital literacy.’ We thought you had to 
start by teaching users to make and upload content, and that 
you couldn’t just leave them to their own devices as YouTube 
does. The downside of the YouTube model (of learning by 
doing and random copying) is that people don’t necessarily 
learn what they need to express what they want. The upside 
is that very often they learn from each other, in the process of 
expanding the archive, and their efforts in turn teach others – 
just like YouTube celebrities ‘Geriatric 1927’ (Peter Oakley) or 
‘Tasha & Dishka’ (Lital Mizel and Adi Frimmerman) of ‘Hey 
Clip’ fame. From this, more questions arise, about different 
models of education:

• Do new media of communication like YouTube and other 
Internet affordances (open source programming, wikis, blog-
ging, social networks, social bookmark folksonomies and the 
rest) require investment (public or private) in teaching whole 
populations how to use them? Or do they do better by blind 
experimentation and adaptation?

• Does the investment in the existing infrastructure of formal 
education have anything to offer? But if schools, colleges, and 
universities are not the right vehicle, why not, and what is?

• Can we imagine a hybrid formal/informal (expert/amateur; 
public/private) mode of propagation for learning ‘digital lit-
eracy,’ and if so how might YouTube play a part?
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• How might YouTube be exploited for scientifi c, journalis-
tic, and imaginative purposes as well as for self-expression, 
 communication, and fi le-sharing?

Print to Digital Literacy

One way to address such questions is to compare digital literacy 
with its predecessor – print literacy. The nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries were notable for massive and sustained public invest-
ment in schools and (later on) universities – the infrastructure 
needed to deliver near-universal print-literacy at low cost to the 
user. Right around the world the enormous cost was justifi ed in 
order to produce modern citizens and a disciplined, skilled work-
force for industrialization. That effort has not been matched in 
the digital era. The physical ICT infrastructure that has developed 
since the 1990s for organizational, residential, and lately mobile 
connectivity has not been matched by a concomitant investment 
in education – public or private – to promote its creative uptake 
and use by entire populations. Usage across different demo-
graphics is patchy to say the least, continuing to reproduce the 
class and demographic divides inherited from the industrial era. 
The scaling up of digital literacy is left largely to entertainment 
providers seeking eyeballs for advertisers, and those who want 
consumers for their proprietary software applications; in other 
words, to the market.

If we are to believe what we read about Generation Y and ‘dig-
ital natives,’ they are already in evolutionary mid-step. Today’s 
high-school entrants – those who’ll be retiring from work around 
the year 2060 – seem almost a different species from modernists 
reared in the image of industry. Teens evidently don’t see comput-
ers as technology. It’s as if they have developed an innate ability for 
text-messaging, iPodding, gaming, and multitasking on multiple 
platforms. They can share their life story on Facebook, entertain 
each other on YouTube, muse philosophically in the blogosphere, 
contribute to knowledge on Wikipedia, create cutting-edge art on 
Flickr, and compile archives on Del.icio.us. Some can do most of 
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these things at once, and then submit their efforts to an online 
ethic of collective intelligence and iterative improvability that is 
surely scientifi c in mode.

But they learn very little of this in school. For the most part the 
education system has responded to the digital era by prohibiting 
school-based access to digital environments including YouTube, 
apart from ‘walled gardens’ under strict teacher control.2 From 
this, kids also learn that formal education’s top priority is not to 
make them digitally literate but to ‘protect’ them from ‘inappro-
priate’ content and online predators. So a good many of them 
switch off, and devote their energies to daydreaming and making 
mischief. And there’s the rub. Daydreaming is just another word 
for identity-formation using individual imagination. Mischief is no 
more than experimental engagement with peer-groups and places. 
Teenage daydreaming (self-expression) and mischief (communi-
cation) have been the wellspring of the entertainment industry 
from time immemorial, supplying the characters, actions, plots, 
and lyrics of fantasy fi ction from A Midsummer Night’s Dream to I 
Know What You Did Last Summer. Popular culture has prospered 
by capturing the attention, mood, time, activities, and culture of 
young people (and others) in their leisure moments, when they’re 
just beyond the institutional grasp of family, school, or work. So 
while schools and universities keep their distance, purposeless 
entertainment has nurtured demand for creative self-expression 
and communication among the young.

Until recently, that demand has been provided on a take-it-or-
leave-it basis by experts and corporations with little input (apart 
from cash) by the consumers themselves. But now, with digital 
online media, there’s almost infi nite scope for DIY (do-it-your-
self) and DIWO (do-it-with-others) creative content produced by 
and for consumers and users, without the need for institutional 
fi ltering or control bureaucracies. The so-called ‘long tail’ of self-
made content is accessible to anyone near a computer terminal. 
Everyone is a potential publisher. Instead of needing to rely on the 
expertise of others, young people navigate themselves through 
this universe of information. Although schools and universities 
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certainly teach ‘ICT skills’ and even ‘creative practice,’ so far they 
have not proven to be adept at enabling demand-driven and distrib-
uted learning networks for imaginative rather than instrumental 
purposes. They continue to push the literate modern technolo-
gies of library and laboratory – as if these hold a monopoly on 
knowledge – because they cannot fi gure out the complexities of 
the open system labyrinth.

Despite the democratizing energies of advocates for literacy, 
and despite universal schooling, print-literate culture has resulted 
in a de facto division of labor between those who use print as an 
autonomous means of communication and those who use it – 
if at all – for private consumption. While most people can read, 
in print very few publish. Hence active contribution to science, 
journalism and even fi ctional storytelling tends to be restricted 
to expert elites, while most of the population makes do with lim-
ited and commercialized ‘uses of literacy,’ as Richard Hoggart 
pointed out half a century ago (1957).

But the Internet does not distinguish between literacy and pub-
lication. So now it is possible to imagine population-wide literacy 
in which everyone has the ability to contribute as well as consume. 
They can certainly use the Internet for daydreaming and mischief 
– self-expression and communication – but it is quite possible 
to move on to other levels of functionality, and other purposes, 
including science, journalism and works of the imagination like 
the novel, those great inventions of print literacy, which must 
be transformed in the process. Despite misgivings among those 
with something to lose, these great realist textual systems don’t 
have to be confi ned to authorized elites any more.

Updating TV’s ‘Bardic Function’

Recently both business strategies and public-service thinking 
have stressed the need for organizations, governments, and com-
munities to evolve models of innovation that go beyond the closed 
expert process of the literate-industrial era. In a knowledge soci-
ety, what’s needed instead is an open innovation network. At the 
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same time, the intuitive and imaginative skills of entrepreneurs 
in pursuit of ‘creative destruction’ and renewal can be compared 
with those of artists. The need for creativity in all aspects of eco-
nomic and political life has been recognized. Creative talent 
commands economic as well as symbolic value. But an open 
innovation network benefi ts from harnessing the creative ener-
gies of the whole population, not just the inputs of isolated expert 
elites. With technologically enabled social networks using digital 
media, productivity can now be expected from consumers as well 
as producers, as users extend the growth of knowledge far beyond 
what can be achieved by professionals publishing in print. Hence, 
YouTube (among other online social networking sites), with all 
its unsystematic exuberance and unambitious content, devoted to 
no more than mucking around or, as the classic ‘Hey clip’3 puts 
it, ‘heya all! dancing stupid is fun,’ is simultaneously the complex 
system in which digital literacy can fi nd new purposes, new pub-
lishers, and new knowledge. And anyone can join in, which ups 
the productivity of the whole system.

Thus far the commercial media and entertainment industries 
have pursued an industrial or expert-system model of production, 
where professionals manufacture stories, experiences and identi-
ties for the rest of us to consume. This system is ‘representative,’ 
both in the sense that ‘we’ are represented onscreen and in the 
sense that a tiny band of professionals ‘represents’ us all. The pro-
ductivity of this system is measured not by the number of ideas 
propagated or stories told, but by the number of dollars earned 
per story. Thus, over the past century, cinema, radio, and televi-
sion have all organized and scaled human storytelling into an 
industrial system, where millions watch but mere hundreds do 
the writing. Broadcast media speak to and on behalf of us all in 
mass anonymous cultures.

This is what I once called the ‘bardic function’ (Fiske and 
Hartley 2003; see also Hartley 2008c). Now that we can ‘do it 
ourselves’ – and ‘do it with others’ too – what might become of 
television’s ‘bardic function’? YouTube is the fi rst large-scale 
answer to that question. Its slogan ‘Broadcast yourself’ neatly 
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captures the difference between old-style TV and new. YouTube 
massively scales up both the number of people publishing TV ‘con-
tent’ and the number of videos available to be watched. However, 
few of the videos are ‘stories’ as traditionally understood, not 
least because of radically reduced timeframes: ninety minutes for 
cinema; thirty to fi fty minutes for TV, and one to two minutes for 
most YouTube. The best stories, for instance Lonleygirl15, pretend 
to be something else in order to conform to the conventions of 
dialogic social networks.4

YouTube allows everyone to perform their own ‘bardic func-
tion.’ Just grab a harp (even an ‘air harp’) and sing!5 With other 
social network enterprises, both commercial and commu-
nity-based, it is a practical experiment in what a ‘bottom-up’ 
(all-singing, all-dancing) model of a ‘bardic’ system might look 
like in a technologically enabled culture. Instead of looking for a 
social institution or an economic sector like the original Celtic bardic 
order or the television industry, both characterized by expertise, 
restricted access, control, regulation, and one-way communica-
tion, it is now possible to look for an enabling social technology, 
with near-ubiquitous and near-universal access, where individual 
agents can navigate large-scale networks for their own purposes, 
while simultaneously contributing to the growth of knowledge 
and the archive of the possible. The Internet has rapidly evolved 
into a new ‘enabling social technology’ for knowledge. And just as 
‘new’ media typically supplement rather than supplant their pred-
ecessors, it relies on both experts and everyone. It is the means by 
which ‘bottom-up’ (DIY consumer-based) and ‘top-down’ (indus-
trial expert-based) knowledge-generation connects and interacts 
(Potts et al., 2008a; Hartley 2009).

YouTube is Semiospherical

Human language is the primary model for this dynamic process 
of individuated productivity and action within an open complex 
system. Language, in general and in each distinct language, is 
only ever produced by individuals, but it expresses and connects a 
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community as large in principle as all those who speak it, includ-
ing the ones not yet alive who can read it later on, at least until it 
changes beyond recognition. A language is a network, but one of 
a special kind: what Albert-László Barabási (2002) has identifi ed 
as a ‘scale-free network’:

The brain is a network of nerve cells connected by axons, and 
cells themselves are networks of molecules connected by bio-
chemical reactions. Societies, too, are networks of people linked 
by friendships, familial relationships and professional ties. On 
a larger scale, food webs and ecosystems can be represented 
as networks of species. And networks pervade technology: the 
Internet, power grids and transportation systems are but a 
few examples. Even the language we are using to convey these 
thoughts to you is a network, made up of words connected by 
syntactic relationships. (Barabási and Bonabeau, 2003: 50)

Barabási and Bonabeau (2003: 50) explain that scale-free networks 
are characterized by many ‘nodes’ with a few links to others in the 
network, and a few ‘hubs’ with many links to other nodes. Complex 
networks appear to be organized by ‘fundamental laws’ that apply 
across to the physical, social and communicative worlds:

Such discoveries have dramatically changed what we thought 
we knew about the complex interconnected world around us. 
Unexplained by previous network theories, hubs offer convinc-
ing proof that various complex systems have a strict architecture, 
ruled by fundamental laws that appear to apply equally to cells, 
computers, languages and society.

Such insights can begin to explain how myriad individual points 
of origin and action are nevertheless linked into a coherent 
system, in which order emerges spontaneously and without the 
need for overall centralized control (Shirky 2008). Like language, 
the human network is itself networked, branched, and differenti-
ated. It can be understood both (anthropologically, structurally) 
as whole, and (romantically, culturally) in its particulars.

The characteristics of complex adaptive systems apply to 
markets as well as to languages. Scale-free networks are charac-
terized by growth (addition of new nodes), preferential attachment 
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(new nodes seek links with already linked hubs), and hierarchi-
cal clustering, where ‘small, tightly interlinked clusters of nodes 
are connected into larger, less cohesive groups’ (Barabási and 
Bonabeau, 2003: 58).6 It took the emergence of computational 
power to be able to model this kind of system mathematically, but 
that is now under way, in the economic sphere as well as in the 
‘enabling’ sciences – particularly in evolutionary and complexity 
economics (Beinhocker, 2006). Here the concept of ‘preferen-
tial attachment’ explains the principle of social network markets, 
whose special characteristic is that agents’ choices (agents being 
both consumers and producers, both individuals and enterprises) 
are determined by the choices of others in the network (Ormerod, 
2001; Potts et al., 2008a). Being able to see systems as whole and 
in terms of individual agency also has the effect, by the way, of 
reuniting the long-divergent ‘two paradigms’ of structuralism 
(system; whole) and culturalism (agency; particular) that have 
driven cultural studies since Raymond Williams (Hall, 1980).

The models that the network and scientists are coming up with 
look like language-models: a system in which nodes (agents/
speakers) and relationships (links/communication) interconnect 
in an open complex network, coordinated by relatively few major 
hubs or ‘institutions of language’ including media organiza-
tions. This is Yuri Lotman’s (1990) ‘universe of the mind’ – the 
‘semiosphere’ – another name for which is culture. When mod-
elled mathematically, culture emerges not in structured opposition 
to economics (as cultural critics hold) but as part of the same 
 coordinated network. YouTube is one such network.

A Message from the Ancients

Much of human storytelling is ‘said and done.’ It is over with as 
soon as uttered, because most stories – most utterances – are 
part of what the linguist Roman Jakobson called phatic commu-
nication, checking the connection between speakers not creating 
new knowledge. So most stories are ephemera not archive. This 
function may predominate, along with emotive (self-expression) 
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and conative (imperative) language use, among small tightly con-
nected clusters such as families and friends, in which each agent 
or node has few links and the message is uttered to maintain 
those links (which is why phatic communication is often called 
‘grooming talk’). This is why the Internet has a lot of small-talk 
and chat and much less Shakespeare and science.

But some stories are not mere phatic exchange. Their function 
is not to connect the speakers but to describe the world or crea-
tively to expand the system’s capabilities. In Jakobson’s (1958) 
terms (see also Fiske and Hartley, 2003: 62–3), their function is 
not phatic but referential (information about the context), poetic 
(self-referential), or metalinguistic (about the code or system). 
Such stories may cumulatively become ‘hubbed,’ with myriad 
links radiating across the network, playing a coordinating role. 
They might be myths, urban and otherwise, folklore or ‘tales of 
yore’; or they might be retold in highly elaborated form, as song, 
drama or narrative. The point is that they retain myriad points of 
origin (being retold afresh by all and sundry), but also recogniz-
able shape and coherence.

Writing about modern art in the context of the ‘theatricality of 
ordinary behavior,’ Göran Sonesson (2002) argues that with the 
abolition of the modernist distinction between fi ne and popular 
arts in postmodernity, it is possible to see that fi ne arts borrow 
something new from popular arts, which themselves borrow it 
from ordinary life, namely the phatic function as art.

Contemporary arts . . . repeat everyday, trivial situations, which 
have become standardized and repeatable, not because of the 
presence of some popular memory, but because of being pro-
jected over and over again by television and other mass-media: 
they exist thanks to the bardic function of television, as Fiske & 
Hartley call it, that is, in Jakobson’s terms, thanks to the phatic 
function. (Sonesson, 2002: 24)

The argument here is that all three spheres of ordinary life, popu-
lar media, and fi ne art are fully interconnected in a larger cultural 
network, and that art itself has reached the stage of development 
where it can recognize and gain inspiration from the most basic 
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or banal functions of language. Although there’s a lot of negative 
evaluation in public commentary on these matters, with banality, 
media, art, and postmodernism all coming in for a good tongue-
lashing, some important insights have been ‘discovered’ in this 
process: namely, that the performance of the self is just as coded, 
‘theatrical’ and ‘artistic’ in ordinary life as it is in fi ne art; that 
subjectivity links power and aesthetics in performance; and that 
there is an open channel of mutual infl uence among these differ-
ent hierarchical levels of the overall cultural network (manifested 
for instance in ‘gossip’ media and celebrity culture, where the 
attention accorded to celebrities like Paris and Britney is focused 
on their personal lives, which for others constitute the condition 
of ordinariness).

As a result, it is possible to re-evaluate phatic communica-
tion itself. This is necessary in the context of digital media like 
YouTube, since so much of what is published in social network 
sites is phatic. To the modernist eye, trained in literate exper-
tise, which seeks to minimize phatic utterances, it looks a 
proper mess. However, the problem here may be in the eye of 
the critical-literate beholder, not in the uses of the Internet, for 
a medium in which phatic communication can be restored to 
full performative theatricality may also be restoring an ancient, 
multi-voiced mode of narration to cultural visibility. For example 
Anil Dash, VP of Six Apart Ltd and early adopter of blogging, has 
argued that:

TV and newspapers and radio and books, especially in the West 
in the last 100 years, have dwindled down from a stream of thou-
sands of concurrent parallel conversations to the serial streaming 
of the Big Six or Seven media companies. The train-of-thought, 
rambling, narrative tradition of human interaction which dates 
back to the earliest storytelling traditions of our species has been 
abandoned for bullet points. (Dash, 1999)

The implication of Dash’s argument is that the web opens up 
‘public discourse’ in a way that enhances ancient competences, 
which are distributed across the species, not restricted to the 
‘Big Six or Seven.’ He argues that asides, interjections by third 
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parties, annotation, hyperlinks and so on, all of which character-
ize YouTube, add to the credibility, richness and critical value of 
a web-published document, which emerges not as a linear per-
formance of the authorial self but as a concurrent performance 
of connectedness, collective intelligence, and oral modes of sto-
rytelling. If this is so, then it is important to understand better 
the ‘train-of-thought, rambling, narrative tradition of human 
interaction,’ because instead of dismissing it as phatic inconse-
quentiality, bad art or non-science it may be time to reappraise 
it as an intellectual resource. If storytelling – not to mention 
 rambling – is an ancient resource, it may be wise to abandon 
invidious distinctions between different media, and to see them 
as part of the growth of knowledge, going back to the ‘earliest 
storytelling traditions of our species.’ The cultural ubiquity of a 
restricted number of story-types, coming down from time imme-
morial, has led some to conclude that there is very little variety 
among plots. Joseph Campbell was a proponent of this view, 
 proposing that a ‘monomyth’ runs as follows:

A hero ventures forth from the world of common day into a region 
of supernatural wonder: fabulous forces are there encountered 
and a decisive victory is won: the hero comes back from this mys-
terious adventure with the power to bestow boons on his fellow 
man. (Campbell, 1949: 30)

The ‘structural’ analysis of myth and folklore also preoccupied 
the structuralists and formalists – Propp, Griemas, Todorov, 
Lotman, and Bettelheim (Hawkes, 1977).

More recently, Christopher Booker (2004) has identifi ed seven 
basic plots that are structural transformations of ancient tales:

1. Overcoming the Monster
2. Rags to Riches
3. The Quest
4. Voyage and Return
5. Rebirth
6. Comedy
7. Tragedy
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The most basic plot, ‘overcoming the monster,’ which character-
izes the oldest surviving story in the world, the Epic of Gilgamesh, 
is also present in the classical stories of Perseus and Theseus, 
the Anglo-Saxon poem Beowulf, ‘fairytales’ like Little Red Riding 
Hood, Dracula, and in contemporary times H. G. Wells’ War of 
the Worlds, or movies like Seven Samurai, Dr No, Star Wars: A New 
Hope, Jaws – and the 2007 3D-movie/anime hybrid Beowulf.

This kind of story is used to structure truth as well as fi ction, 
news and politics as well as movies, and in exactly the same way. 
Such narratives are part of what Robin Andersen (2006) has called 
‘militainment.’ A good example would be the news coverage of 
George W. Bush’s ‘Mission accomplished’ speech on board the 
USS Abraham Lincoln (1 May 2003), declaring both decisive victory 
in Iraq over ‘a great evil’ – an unseen monster worthy of Beowulf ’s 
Grendel – and spelling out the boons bestowed by the heroes. 
Naturally the event has been clipped, spoofed and re-versioned on 
YouTube.7 The fi nal paragraph of the President’s speech explicitly 
ties the events of the day to ‘a message that is ancient’:

All of you – all in this generation of our military – have taken 
up the highest calling of history. You are defending your 
country, and protecting the innocent from harm. And wher-
ever you go, you carry a message of hope – a message that 
is ancient, and ever new. In the words of the prophet Isaiah: 
‘To the captives, “Come out!” and to those in darkness, “Be 
free!”’8

Of course this story came back to haunt the Bush administration, 
but not because of its status as myth; only because the monster 
wasn’t dead. It wasn’t a good story.

‘Those Who Tell Stories Rule Society’ – 
Narrative Science

Booker’s own method for discerning pattern in repetition was 
to read a lot of stories, and to explain the patterns in terms of 
Jungian archetypes, which he uses to link stories to the process of 
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individual ‘self-realization.’ He also suggested that the science he 
was trying to found was long overdue:

One day, I believe, it will eventually be seen that for a long time 
one of the most remarkable failures of our scientifi c approach 
to understanding the world was not to perceive that our urge 
to imagine stories is something just as much governed by laws 
which lay it open to scientifi c investigation as the structures of 
the atom or the genome. (Booker, 2004: 700)

Reviewers were impressed with the laws; less so with the ena-
bling theory. Denis Dutton (2005), for instance:9

The basic situations of fi ction are a product of fundamental, 
hard-wired interests human beings have in love, death, adven-
ture, family, justice, and adversity. These values counted as 
much in the Pleistocene as today, which is why they are so inten-
sively studied by evolutionary psychologists.

Both Booker and Dutton are looking for ways of describing the 
coordinating mechanisms which allow individual agents not only 
to join the web of sense-making and hook up with other agents, 
but also to reduce the potential infi nity of experience, semiosis and 
structures to order, and in the process to achieve ‘self-actualization’ 
(Abraham Maslow) if not ‘self-realization’ (Carl Jung). In other 
words, stories themselves are organizing institutions of language 
and of self, simultaneously. They ‘speak’ the bards, the media, the 
myriad individual storytellers, rather than the other way around.

A network characterized by growth and change is dynamic; a 
‘scale-free’ network:

As new nodes appear, they tend to connect to the more con-
nected sites, and these popular locations thus acquire more links 
over time than their less connected neighbors. And this ‘rich get 
richer’ process will generally favor the early nodes, which are 
more likely eventually to become hubs. (Barabási and Bonabeau 
2003: 55)

In the web of storytelling, Booker’s seven basic plots are hubs, to 
which new events (plots) and agents (heroes) alike are ‘preferen-
tially attracted.’ Thus new stories tend to end up like all the others:
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1. Anticipation Stage – The call to adventure, and the promise 
of what is to come.

2. Dream Stage – The heroine or hero experiences some initial 
success – everything seems to be going well, sometimes with 
a dreamlike sense of invincibility (what we might call the 
‘Mission accomplished’ stage).

3. Frustration Stage – First confrontation with the real enemy. 
Things begin to go wrong.

4. Nightmare Stage – At the point of maximum dramatic ten-
sion, disaster has erupted and it seems all hope is lost (fi nal 
ordeal).

5. Resolution – The hero or heroine is eventually victorious, 
and may also be united or reunited with their ‘other half ’ (a 
romantic partner).10

What is the benefi t of reducing experience to such patterns? It may 
be that stories themselves are ‘hard wired’ to enact the sequence 
required for a new node to fi nd productive links in a scale-free net-
work. Stories are a social technology for passing on a model for how 
to navigate complex adaptive networks to succeeding generations. 
Stories are about how it feels and what it takes for a new ‘node’ to 
connect to a network, to navigate its topography, and to develop 
suffi cient links to become a hub. There’s a name for failure to 
connect too. Booker calls it ‘tragedy.’ And the name for characters 
who value self over system? Booker calls them ‘evil.’ Everything else 
is a version of Romance; they’re all family dramas.

Narrative Reasoning

Here storytelling does what science cannot. Eric Beinhocker 
(2006: 126–7) reckons that stories are an evolutionary mecha-
nism for inductive reasoning.

As Plato said, ‘Those who tell stories rule society.’ . . . Stories are 
vital to us because the primary way we process information is 
through induction. Induction is essentially reasoning by pattern 
recognition . . . We like stories because they feed our induction 
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thinking machine, they give us material to fi nd patterns in – sto-
ries are a way in which we learn.

Bearing in mind that this insight is offered in a book about com-
plexity economics, it is as well to note that learning in this context 
is part of the answer to the question of how wealth is created, 
both long-term (evolutionary) and short-term (business success). 
Beinhocker is not celebrating the romance of the hero but seek-
ing a scientifi c explanation for economic growth and an exact 
model for entrepreneurial action. In this context, learning has 
wealth-creating potential:

Humans particularly excel at two aspects of inductive pattern 
recognition. The fi rst is relating new experiences to old patterns, 
through metaphor and analogy-making . . . Second, we are 
not just good pattern recognizers, but also very good pattern-
 completers. Our minds are experts at fi lling in the gaps of 
missing information. (Beinhocker, 2006: 127)

If Eric Beinhocker is right, and his is a very different model of 
‘economic rationalism’ from that of traditional economics, then 
the stakes could hardly be higher. YouTube is a means for prop-
agating this vehicle of inductive reasoning and learning to the 
outermost limit of the social; looking for ways to connect mar-
ginal, isolated, excluded or just shy ‘nodes’ so that they may 
thrive. He emphasizes that we need to understand the ‘micro-
behaviors of individuals’ in order to understand how the system 
as a whole works:

This model portrays humans as inductively rational pattern-
recognizers who are able to make decisions in ambiguous 
and fast-changing environments and to learn over time. Real 
people are also neither purely self-regarding, nor purely altru-
istic. Rather, their behavior is attuned to eliciting cooperation 
in social networks, rewarding cooperation and punishing free 
riders. (Beinhocker, 2006: 138–9)

This is what YouTube teaches too. Beinhocker (2006: 141) goes 
on to say that ‘networks are an essential ingredient in any com-
plex adaptive system. Without interactions between agents, there 
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can be no complexity.’ In short, without such individual interac-
tions, the entire system fails. So it behoves any progressive theory 
of communication to fi nd a way to put the power of inductive 
 reasoning – storytelling – where it belongs, in the minds and 
mouths of all agents, so that they may interact on a competitive 
footing, fi nding ways to ‘access, understand and create commu-
nications in a variety of contexts,’ as one national media regulator 
defi nes ‘media literacy.’11 Thence they may learn to navigate the 
‘hierarchies of networks within networks’ (Beinhocker, 2006: 141) 
that characterize both markets in the global economy and mean-
ings in the global sense-making system, including  language, the 
Internet – and YouTube.
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Notes

1 how youtube matters

 1 A survey of the online video landscape circa 2005 is available 
on technology culture blog Techcrunch: www.techcrunch.
com/2005/11/06/the-fl ickrs-of-video/

 2 News Corporation, who had acquired MySpace the year before, were 
rumored to be bidders (Allison and Waters, 2006).

 3 According to a Nielsen news release, available at: www.nielsen-
netratings.com/pr/pr_071106_2_UK.pdf

 4 At least according to both alexa.com and Nielsen data.
 5 This fi gure is obtained by running a wildcard search within 

YouTube, using the universal wildcard expression “*”. As of April 
2008, this method no longer works to obtain a fi gure of the number 
of videos on the site.

 6 http://www.comscore.com/press/release.asp?press=2223
 7 http://slashdot.org/articles/05/08/14/1320217.

shtml?tid=95&tid=129
 8 Karim himself tells this story in a 2006 lecture at the University of 

Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, available on YouTube: http://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=nssfmTo7SZg

 9 The fi rst video uploaded to the service was the humbly titled ‘Me 
at the Zoo,’ featuring Karim himself. This video is still available at: 
youtube.com/watch?v=jNQXAC9IVRw

 10 http://www.youtube.com/press_room_entry?entry=vCfgHo5_Fb4; 
http://www.youtube.com/press_room_entry?entry=JrYdNx45e-0

2 youtube and the mainstream media

 1 On the theory of ‘labelling’ and ‘amplifi cation’ of social deviance, see 
Becker, 1963.

 2 http://youtube.com/user/Beatbullying
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 3 http://www.thelonelyisland.com
 4 http://youtube.com/mygrammymoment
 5 http://youtube.com/fromheretoawesome
 6 See the YouTube channel for the awards here http://youtube.com/

Sketchies2
 7 In part a response to John Hartley’s (1999) discussion of the 

democratization of the media and the development of Do-It-Yourself 
citizenship.

 8 See his video here http://youtube.com/watch?v=kHmvkRoEowc
 9 Two good examples here are the humorists whatthebuck and sxephil.
 10 http://youtube.com/watch?v=-_CSo1gOd48
 11 The vlog (short for ‘video blog’) is an extremely prevalent form of 

‘amateur’ video in YouTube. Typically structured primarily around 
a monologue delivered directly to camera, characteristically these 
videos are produced with little more than a webcam and some witty 
editing. The subject matter ranges from reasoned political debate to 
impassioned rants about YouTube itself and the mundane details of 
everyday life. 

 12 Heffernan’s blog about television is available on the New York Times 
website at http://screens.blogs.nytimes.com/

 13 According to the data presented in PC Magazine, YouTube’s unique 
US Visitors jumped from 5,644 thousand in March 2006 to 12,669 
in May 2006, or an increase of around 124 percent.

 14 Accessible from within the US at http://www.hulu.com
 15 Viacom’s amended complaint can be found here 

http://beckermanlegal.com/Documents/viacom_
youtube_080418AmendedComplaint.pdf; YouTube’s reply is 
available here http://beckermanlegal.com/Documents/viacom_yout
ube_080523AnswertoAmendedComplaint.pdf 

 16 This is despite the fact the DMCA clearly places the burden of 
monitoring possibly infringing materials on the party claiming 
copyright ownership: http://www.nytimes.com/2007/03/18/
opinion/18lessig.html 

 17 The press release is now off the web, but see the Mashable report on the 
fi ling of the suit: http://mashable.com/2007/03/13/viacom-youtube/ 

3 youtube’s  popular culture

 1 After the study had commenced YouTube introduced measures of 
popularity such as ‘Most Active,’ which would have added another 
layer of nuance to the sample.
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 2 Where videos were repeated in the sample, appearing in more than 
one category of popularity for instance, they were counted and coded 
individually, providing a sense of the extent and nature of material 
being watched and providing a sense of the weight of respective 
content types within YouTube.

 3 The parameters of these categories were developed inductively, 
through the examination of subsets of the sample in combination 
with a process of discussion with the coders. They are not absolute 
nor are they exclusive – there is a degree of slippage between 
categories, and at a granular level, this survey doesn’t achieve 
the degree of agreement between coders that would satisfy the 
requirements of a truly rigorous content analysis.

 4 Users can navigate the site by category from the ‘Videos’ page, 
http://youtube.com/browse?s=mp

 5 ‘Most Viewed’ counts only full views and counts views from external 
embeds once per IP address according to tests run in 2007 by a 
video analytics company (TubeMogul, 2007).

 6 Produced by professionals even if not necessarily from those 
working for large media corporations.

 7 Produced by amateurs, often those without formal training or 
industrial support.

 8 Where fans edit together footage from anime series to popular songs.
 9 See Vidmeter.com’s 2007 study of copyrighted videos on YouTube 

which reaches a similar conclusion about the videos removed from the 
service: http://www.vidmeter.com/i/vidmeter_copyright_report.pdf 

 10 When videos are marked by the uploader as ‘private,’ they are 
accessible only to invited guests.

 11 However, as noted above, these removed videos were coded where 
possible, based on available information. 

 12 As of March 2008, the service is testing technology to increase the 
visual and audio quality of video on the site. See http://cybernetnews.
com/2008/02/29/watch-high-resolution-youtube-videos/

 13 The poor quality is due primarily to the compression technologies 
YouTube uses, though quality is also determined by a range of 
additional factors, such as the quality of the original recording and 
the technology used to digitize the content.

 14 See YouTube’s offi cial response to this behavior on their blog: http://
www.youtube.com/blog?entry=oorjVv_HDVs

 15 We owe Sam Ford a debt of gratitude for suggesting the term for this 
particular practice.

 16 Around two thirds of the Most Viewed videos were coded as 
traditional media content.
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 17 http://youtube.com/watch?v=LbkNxYaULBw
 18 http://youtube.com/watch?v=G0LtUX_6IXY
 19 Both of these videos were nominees for the ‘Creative’ category in the 

2007 YouTube awards.
 20 Though not organized into a channel of their own, these videos can 

be found by searching for ‘YouTube Poop.’ See for example http://
youtube.com/watch?v=Lov8PTDmiEE 

 21 See, for example, ‘Youtube poop: Nah-Roo-Toe paints on the faces of 
evil,’ http://youtube.com/watch?v=I6Tr3dzuZ9U

 22 The video ‘Youtube Poop – LEAVE MAMA LUIGI ALONE!’ at 
http://youtube.com/watch?v=5kG43D1elW0 uses clips from Chris 
Crocker’s ‘Leave Britney Alone’ plea. 

 23 As discussed in the section on User-Led Innovation in the following 
chapter.

 24 We owe Evan Wendal our gratitude for drawing to our attention the 
way this works.

 25 Mia Rose’s YouTube channel is available here http://youtube.com/
user/miaarose

 26 She was identifi ed as both a ‘user’ and an independent producer by 
different coders.

 27 http://youtube.com/user/unsw
 28 http://youtube.com/user/ucberkeleycampuslife
 29 The development team working on the Android mobile phone 

technology, for instance, uploads overviews of their progress. See 
http://youtube.com/view_play_list?p=D7C64411AF40DEA5

 30 http://youtube.com/watch?v=czAaugp-S6I
 31 http://youtube.com/user/fordmodels 
 32 ‘Changing Room Confessions: School Girl Look?’ http://youtube.

com/watch?v=fjfGE3ql_hc 
 33 http://youtube.com/user/nalts
 34 http://youtube.com/user/charlestrippy
 35 http://youtube.com/user/Blunty3000
 36 http://www.viralvideofever.com

4 youtube’s  social network

 1 The Members page, available here http://youtube.com/members, 
provides a way to search the site according to which uploaders have 
been most watched or subscribed to. 

 2 http://youtube.com/community
 3 http://stickam.com
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 4 See for example Chris Crocker’s stickam profi le: http://stickam.
com/profi le/itschriscrocker

 5 The 12second.tv collaboration is available here http://12seconds.
tv/channel/fantasticbabblings/9437 FantasticBabblings’ 
longer vlog entry on the topic, here http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=BBxjscfmon4

 6 An example of a video-sharing site offering this feature is http://
viddler.com

 7 The realization, for instance, that if you put an image of ‘boobs’ in 
the center frame of the video, you get more views.

 8 ‘Mission Improbable: An Almost Shout-Out’ is available here http://
youtube.com/watch?v=rV2tG9m_Pow

 9 The Ofcom statement on media literacy is available from their 
website here http://www.ofcom.org.uk/advice/media_literacy/
of_med_lit/whatis/

 10 Oakley’s fi rst video is available here http://youtube.com/watch?v=p_
YMigZmUuk

 11 http://youtube.com/watch?v=jKJ8jRXNJJg
 12 The video ‘GTA sanandreas bike stunt,’ by user jyumnai101 is 

a montage of stunts performed in the game Grand Theft Auto: 
San Andreas set music. The uploader is sure to point out in their 
description that the video, available here http://youtube.com/
watch?v=MF4H1Ut9jLU, features footage of players other than 
himself. 

 13 A number of users have uploaded montages of successful kills 
in fi rst-person shooter game Halo 3. Many of these videos, such 
as ‘Itwasluck :: Montage 7 :: Edited by Zola’ available here http://
youtube.com/watch?v=YO7KM0NLl_Q, compile footage from other 
sources, such as videos posted to gameplay forums online. YouTube 
is as much a site to brag about your own abilities as it is to share, and 
marvel at, the skills of superior players. 

 14 Some users produce ongoing series’ of such videos, such as 
CMNeir’s ‘Halo 3 Tricks: Episode 13 *The Invisible Warthog*,’ 
available here http://youtube.com/watch?v=IV0q2hPJJu4. 

5  youtube’s  cultural politics

 1 The invitation to respond to the question ‘what does YOUR 
fridge say about YOU?’ is available here http://youtube.com/
watch?v=sqduQT242Iw. This video is a good starting off point, as 
videos showing what is actually in the fridge are posted as responses. 
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The invitation is itself a response to a humorous vlog post by 
prominent YouTuber kevjumba discussing Asian stereotypes.

 2 At least, data from the alexa.com web metrics service (which requires 
on an opt-in system via the toolbar and so may skew data in favor 
of more ‘savvy’ users) appear to indicate that the ‘global’ YouTube 
domain http://youtube.com is still far and away the most visited.

 3 See for example the video ‘YouTube Community Council – Great! 
But It’s All White!’ http://youtube.com/watch?v=BPJMzSy_wOg

 4 YouTube’s failure to ‘penetrate’ these markets, particularly in China, 
is a complex issue to do not only with ‘censorship’ but also to do with 
selective blocking and convenience for users, who tend to prefer local 
sites because of more reliable access as much as content relevance or 
loyalty. However, anecdotally it seems that YouTube is increasingly 
popular in Hong Kong and Taiwan where there is a traditional 
Chinese language/localization version of YouTube.

 5 The YouTube Stars blog post discussing Oprah’s arrival on YouTube 
is available here http://youtubestars.blogspot.com/2007/11/oprah-is-
on-youtube.html

 6 The ‘Nalts on Oprah? Noprah,’ video is available here http://youtube.
com/watch?v=c_ZNVES1wGw

 7 Renetto’s video is here http://youtube.com/
watch?v=IYRucYmDsM0 

 8 Paperlilies’ vlog post is available here http://youtube.com/
watch?v=Jk05NZUqVZo

 9 The YouTube Stars most viewed list is available here http://www.
bkserv.net/YTS/YTMostViewed.aspx

 10 This video has since been removed.

6 youtube’s  uncertain futures

 1 Random Brainwave discuss the hoax here http://randombrainwave.
blogspot.com/2008/01/world-gets-brainwavd.html

 2 Channel 4’s story is available here http://youtube.com/
watch?v=sQgg7SIWpp0

 3 Fox’s ‘The Blast’ episode featuring the story is available here http://
youtube.com/watch?v=Hnls6FocNy4

 4 In Bureaucracy, Honore de Balzac (1891) describes ‘the egotist’ as 
‘sharp, aggressive, and indiscreet, he did mischief for mischief ’s 
sake; above all, he attacked the weak, respected nothing and 
believed in nothing . . .’ While infi nitely more playful and less 
malevolent than the egotism Balzac describes, the idea of ‘mischief 
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for mischief’s sake’ at least is an oddly apt description of Corey 
Delaney’s media persona and the discourses employed by his 
swarm of ‘supporters.’

 5 Full details, background and transcripts are available at a special 
section of the ABC website: http://www.abc.net.au/news/events/
apology/

 6 Blog entries from attendees at YouTube’s recent talks to advertisers 
and corporate partners at least gesture in this direction.

 7 http://groups.google.com/group/youtube-help
 8 TeacherTube is at http://www.teachertube.com/
 9 Story Circles is at http://storycircles.org/

what happened before youtube

 1 http://www.thehpalliance.org/ 
 2 ‘Harry Potter and the Dark Lord Waldemart,’ http://youtube.com/

watch?v=no0WqYWdH74 
 3 http://www.imeem.com/ 
 4 See for instance, the Archive of Our Own project: http://

transformativeworks.org/projects/archive.html 
 5 This mission is developed and articulated online at http://

transformativeworks.org/faq/ 
 6 http://youtube.com/watch?v=IZSqXUSwHRI

uses of youtube:  digital literacy and the 

growth of knowledge

 1 Chief investigators on YIRN were John Hartley and Greg Hearn, 
with researchers Jo Tacchi and Tanya Notley. YIRN was funded as an 
Australian Research Council ‘Linkage’ project with Arts Queensland, 
Brisbane City Council, Queensland Offi ce of Youth Affairs and 
Music Queensland as partners (see Hartley et al., 2003).

 2 Most Australian states ban school use of YouTube to resist 
‘cyber-bullying’: see http://www.australianit.news.com.au/
story/0,24897,21330109-15306,00.html. For an interesting 
discussion of the pedagogy of banning Internet affordances 
in university teaching, see: http://www.theargus.co.uk/news/
generalnews/display.var.1961862.0.lecturer_bans_students_from_
using_google_and_wikipedia.php

 3 http://youtube.com/watch?v=-_CSo1gOd48
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 4 See http://youtube.com/user/lonelygirl15; see also the entry in the 
Wikipedia, which claims over 70 million combined views for LG15 
on various platforms (September 2007), including YouTube, Revver, 
metacafe, LiveVideo, Veoh, Bebo, and MySpace.

 5 See http://youtube.com/watch?v=l6z60GWzbkA
 6 Some cultural scientists dispute Barabási’s concept of preferential 

attachment, preferring a model of random copying. See Alex 
Bentley and Stephen Shennan (2005) ‘Random copying and cultural 
evolution.’ Science, vol. 309, 5 August: 877–9. YouTube may be a 
‘live experiment’ to test these different explanations for how social 
networks evolve.

 7 Searching “mission accomplished” on YouTube yielded nearly 900 
videos (April 2008). See for instance: http://youtube.com/watch?v=-
GJUGUYsm68 (ABC News story previewing the speech); and http://
youtube.com/watch?v=l1fjmr-Kmxk&feature=related (re-versioned 
footage from USS Lincoln).

 8 For the full speech on YouTube see: http://youtube.com/watch?v=
faMTYPYfDSE&feature=related; and: http://youtube.com/watch?v
=0z9RIjGWpJk&feature=related (the section quoted in this chapter 
is on the second clip). See also http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/
releases/2003/05/20030501-15.html

 9 See also Michiko Kakutani (2005) ‘The Plot Thins, or Are No Stories 
New?’ New York Times 15 April. accessible at: http://www.nytimes.
com/2005/04/15/books/15book.html

 10 Adapted from a detailed and dispassionate account of Booker’s 
ideas by Chris Bateman at his blog Only a Game: http://onlyagame.
typepad.com/only_a_game/2005/10/the_seven_basic.html

 11 The British media regulator, Ofcom, has a statutory duty to promote 
media literacy among the UK population. Its defi nition of media 
literacy was arrived at after extensive consultation: ‘Media literacy 
is the ability to access, understand and create communications in a 
variety of contexts.’ See: http://www.ofcom.org.uk/consult/condocs/
strategymedialit/ml_statement/; and for the full range of Ofcom’s 
media literacy reports see: http://www.ofcom.org.uk/advice/media_
literacy/medlitpub/medlitpubrss/.
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