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About the Website

web.ccsu.edu/library/tomaiuolon/UContent/toc.htm

Samuel Johnson said, “The greatest part of a writer’s time is spent in reading, in order to write; a man [or woman] will turn over half a library to write one book.” The quote is sure to resonate with readers of this book who are also writers. Throughout UContent: The Information Professional’s Guide to User-Generated Content, I have blazed a trail of URLs that are representative of various types of user-generated content. I discovered these websites by reading about them in the library literature, as well as the business, communications, computer, internet, and information professional literature. I also read blog postings, industry news, and site reviews. I watched and took notes on dozens of videos and podcasts, and I executed searches and followed links. To preclude “reinvention of the wheel” and help readers return to the most helpful resources without needing to create their own bookmarks, I have produced webpages that act as a companion to this book. The best way to find the link to a resource I’ve mentioned in the book is to access the table of contents at web.ccsu.edu/library/tomaiuolon/UContent/toc.htm. The table of contents includes a Google Custom Search Engine that you may also use to find other relevant UContent webpages.

The UContent webpages, like the book, are organized into chapters. Click a chapter’s link, and the reader lands on a page listing the most prominent webpages discussed in that chapter and links to those webpages. A link may lead the reader to a wiki, a list, a newspaper/magazine/journal article, a map, a chat service, a search engine, a library’s website, or a how-to video. Chapter 10, “Tagging, Folksonomies, and Social Bookmarking,” for example, is especially rich in links to additional resources. The reader not only finds the link to Thomas Vander Wal’s “Folksonomy Coinage and Definition” but also finds links to social bookmarking services, instructions for setting up a Delicious linkroll, a juicy utility called “Feed to Java Script” for building embed code, and the interactive online ESP Game (which aims to determine whether two people can describe an image with identical tags). Similarly, by accessing Chapter 14, on photo sharing, the reader will encounter links at Flickr that will make it easy for librarians and information professionals to explore images from “Library Snapshot Day,” the Flickr Commons, Flickr groups for librarians, and other interesting photostreams. On this chapter page, you’ll also find a link to several examples of Flickr badges.

Remember that although web resources are in “perpetual beta,” the UContent webpages are designed to keep readers in touch with the majority of the sites mentioned in the book. Please visit the pages frequently; I will add links to user-generated content as they emerge (the recently launched social networking site Google+ at plus.google.com is one that I’ve just added to the webpage, corresponding to the book’s Facebook chapter). Please contact me at nick.tomaiuolo@gmail.com if you have ideas about the webpages, including suggestions for additional links, notifying me of pages that have succumbed to link rot, and other appropriate topics. I also welcome your comments at my blog (web20librarian.wordpress.com) where I offer supplementary information about new developments in user-generated content.

Disclaimer

Neither the publisher nor the author make any claim as to the results that may be obtained through the use of this webpage or of any of the internet resources it references or links to. Neither publisher nor author will be held liable for any results, or lack thereof, obtained by the use of this page or any of its links; for any third-party charges; or for any hardware, software, or other problems that may occur as the result of using it. This webpage is subject to change or discontinuation without notice at the discretion of the publisher and author.





Foreword

Things have certainly changed in the last 10 years on the web. A decade ago, the first dot-com bubble had just collapsed, Google had not yet climbed to first place in web rankings, Napster (the original service) was hot, and the Neopets craze made it one of the most popular sites on the web—just above Geocities. And new sites that today define the landscape of the web were just beginning: Blogger was launched in August 1999, and Wikipedia was started in January 2001. These sites and others that followed (Facebook was launched in 2004, Twitter in 2006) would become “Web 2.0”—a participatory web for all, where every person engages in creation and discussion, and everyone interacts online with their social network of friends as a part of ordinary daily life. Web 2.0 was a differentiating term: looking forward from the dot-com bust and from a web of read-only content to a future where everyone participates and better technology (and better bandwidth and connectivity) makes it possible to watch videos, keep up-to-date minute by minute with the happenings of the world, and create collaboratively on the fly.

But the theme of user-generated content is not new on the internet. Take the now-defunct Geocities: Wildly popular in its day, the site allowed users to publish their own websites. Geocities, and sites like it, helped open up the web to ordinary people with access to modems or university computer labs or libraries or, for the lucky few, home broadband. And as Nicholas Tomaiuolo notes in the introduction to UContent, discussion boards—from dial-in bulletin board systems to Usenet—have always been a core part of being connected online. The online experience—the magic of being connected to someone else and sharing what you know (and learning from others) or just socializing with someone down the block or around the world through your computer—has always been a part of what makes the internet extraordinary, a realm of possibility.

Sharing what you know and/or create is a theme that runs through all of the chapters in this book. Take Wikipedia. The world’s largest and most-used reference work (a staggering 18 million articles and 400 million monthly readers, to date) has been created in the past decade through the work of volunteer “Wikipedians,” folks from around the world who share the goal of writing the most comprehensive encyclopedia (in all languages!) that they can. It is a nonprofit project that depends not just on reader donations to stay running, but also on the goodwill and time of the thousands of editors who make up the community of the site and who feel responsible for it.

Wikipedians, by sharing what they know in a structured manner as well as what others know (adding scholarly references is a core task of writing the encyclopedia), have helped create an online culture of sharing and participation that is foundational for today’s web and, indeed, today’s experience of finding information. The services and sites profiled in UContent all depend on a community of participation: Without people pitching in and contributing, repository sites like Flickr and SlideShare wouldn’t exist, collaborative works like Wikipedia would quickly become unusable, and social networks like Facebook would wither.

For librarians who want a shortcut guide to what it means to be a participant in these and many more community sites, UContent provides a quick introduction to the practical ins and outs of participating, as well as how libraries are using these services and projects. Understanding the web and the many resources it offers our patrons (many of them created by their peers) is certainly a core job of the information professional, and UContent helps provide an orientation in a confusing, buzzword-y space. All libraries are situated within communities of participation in real life—within schools, research labs, or cities—and the internet is no different. The question is: Where will you participate?

—Phoebe Ayers,

librarian, University of California,

and Davis trustee, Wikimedia Foundation





Preface

The ubiquity of user-generated content (dubbed UContent in this book) on the read/write web in which we work and play is the overarching topic of this book. Wherever we travel on the internet, it seems we can set up an account, set our preferences, and personalize our experience. Barbara Quint, my editor, had a long list of sites, resources, and angles she wanted me to cover, and writing this book has been an exciting and challenging opportunity. While I gathered information, researched topics, and interacted with the websites and services I discuss throughout the book, I had the chance to run into some old friends and to make some new ones. It didn’t seem to matter whether they were the altruists giving away books at Project Gutenberg, the “bibliopaparazzi” over at Flickr, the map mashup mentors at YouTube, or the dozens of librarians sorting through innumerable issues in the blogosphere. I learned something from each interchange, from each file uploaded and downloaded, and in (almost) each link I pursued.

It’s quite a turn of events to perceive the web as the repository for content its users are creating. When I first used the web, the content was in place. Companies, associations, governments, professional organizations, or librarians placed it there for people to use. Now, however, much of the content is dynamically created by us web users. While we create that content, we learn more about ourselves, each other, and how we can inform one another on so many topics almost effortlessly. The resources are in place; all we have to do is swoop down and use them.

What I have attempted to do with most of these chapters—with most of these manifestations of UContent—is to experiment with them and experience them. I added links to Wikipedia and added presentations to SlideShare, SlideBoom, and authorSTREAM. I mashed up some data to create some maps, dabbled in citizen journalism, and joined groups (and started one) at Flickr; I even self-published a book at CreateSpace. At each service, whether Yahoo! Pipes, Google Custom Search, Delicious, LibraryThing, or Facebook, contributors must learn specific tasks to use the resource and, having learned those tasks, can gain a better understanding of how others have used the resource. We can then imagine more ways to exploit the resource and try to implement them. Throughout the book you will find that I have laced the chapters with industry news and helpful links, and, ever mindful of the social networking mechanism of crowdsourcing, I’ve called upon experts for answers and elucidation.

If you are already familiar with UContent in its many varied forms, I hope this book will complement your knowledge. If you are expert in contributing to these forms of UContent, I hope my experiences resonate with you. If you are new to UContent, I hope this book serves as a genial welcome and a dose of encouragement. Please also use this book’s companion webpages, which begin with a table of contents page at web.ccsu.edu/library/tomaiuolon/UContent/toc.htm, to access links to the articles, websites, and examples of UContent discussed in this book.





Chapter 1

The Evolution of UContent

User-generated content (UContent) drives more than half the websites listed in the top 10 most popular internet destinations. A glance at website traffic statistics from the California-based internet information service Alexa (www.alexa.com) shows Facebook in second place, YouTube in fourth, Wikipedia in fifth, Myspace in sixth, Blogger in seventh, eBay in ninth, and craigslist in tenth. Outside the top 10, we find blog host WordPress in the 20th position and Flickr in the 21st.1 If that list is valid, recent projections by eMarketer, a firm that aggregates, filters, and analyzes digital marketing data from 4,000 sources, shouldn’t surprise us. In April 2008, eMarketer projected that there would be 102 million UContent creators in 2011 (that’s nearly half of all web users in the U.S.); it also projected that 139 million people would consume UContent (that’s 66 percent of all web users in the U.S.). Tables 1.1, 1.2, and 1.3 illustrate the prodigious creation and consumption of UContent.

Table 1.1    Creators of UContent, U.S., 2007–2012 (in millions and percentage of internet users)



	Year
	Millions of internet users
	By percentage of total internet users



	2007
	77.1
	41.0



	2008
	83.0
	42.8



	2009
	89.2
	44.6



	2010
	95.7
	46.4



	2011
	102.1
	48.2



	2012
	108.5
	50.0



	
Note: This table covers individuals who create any of the following online at least once per month: video, audio, photos, personal blogs, personal websites, online bulletin board postings, customer reviews, or personal profiles in social networks or virtual worlds.

[Source: eMarketer, “May 2008: User Generated Content, Fad or For Real?,” Interactive Advertising Bureau, May 2008, accessed August 3, 2011, www.iab.net/insights_research/947883/1675/287430?preview=1&psid=1&ph=bb5f]






Table 1.2    Consumers of UContent by content type, U.S., 2008–2013 (as a percentage of all internet users)



	
	2008
	2009
	2010
	2011
	2012
	2013



	User generated video
	36.0
	39.8
	42.5
	44.8
	47.2
	49.2



	Social networking
	41.2
	44.2
	46.9
	49.1
	50.5
	51.8



	Blogs
	54.0
	58.0
	61.0
	64.0
	67.0
	69.0



	Wikis
	33.9
	36.6
	39.0
	41.0
	42.6
	43.9



	UContent consumers
	60.0
	62.0
	64.0
	66.0
	68.0
	70.0



	[Source: “User Generated Content Draws Fans,” eMarketer, February 3, 2009, accessed August 3, 2011, www.emarketer.com/Article.aspx?R=1006895]




Table 1.3    Consumers of UContent by content type, U.S., 2008–2013 (in millions of UContent consumers)



	
	2008
	2009
	2010
	2011
	2012
	2013



	User generated video
	69.4
	79.2
	87.3
	94.4
	102.0
	108.0



	Social networking
	79.5
	88.1
	96.2
	103.6
	109.1
	114.6



	Blogs
	104.1
	115.5
	125.2
	135.0
	144.7
	152.6



	Wikis
	65.4
	73.0
	80.1
	86.4
	92.1
	97.1



	UContent consumers
	115.7
	123.5
	131.4
	139.2
	146.9
	154.8



	[Source: “User Generated Content Draws Fans,” eMarketer, February 3, 2009, accessed August 3, 2011, www.emarketer.com/Article.aspx?R=1006895]




To summarize the main points of eMarketer’s research, blogs are consumed more than any other content; social networking is the second most popular UContent, video viewers are third, and wiki content is the least frequently consumed type of UContent.

Appropriately subtitled “The Impacts of High-Speed Connections Extend Beyond Access to Information to Active Participation in the Online Commons,” a report by John Horrigan for the Pew Internet & American Life Project issued findings that reinforce those of the eMarketer surveys. Horrigan writes, “The Pew Internet Project reported in a 2006 survey that 44 percent of home broadband users had done at least one of the following: having one’s own blog or webpage, working on group blogs or webpages, remixing digital content and re-posting it online, or sharing something online created by the user (i.e., artwork, photos, stories, or videos).”2

Horrigan concludes that early broadband access to the web was adopted by only a “modest fraction of leading edge users,” but recent expanded access via broadband (nearly half of all people in the U.S. had broadband connections in 2007) opened the doors to the internet to a much larger group of users. Broadband users are far more likely to generate UContent than dial-up users are. These new broadband users have a different vision for the internet, and consequently UContent “has shaped broad expectations about the primary purpose and uses of cyberspace.”3

Other research demonstrates with statistics that increasing participation in UContent is worldwide:

•    “Over half the U.K.’s population (53 percent) are now creating and actively sharing content online, heralding a wave of openness that utilizes blogs, video, audio, forums, reviews and comment.”4

•    “Chinese netizens have published 1.13 billion items of user generated content (UGC) in 2009, more than tripling the amount in 2008, according to Daqi.com, a social media aggregation and marketing company in China. The UGC included forum posts, blogs, videos, and other media. In addition, statistics show that 73 percent of China’s netizens use instant messengers, such as MSN and 222 million netizens access video sharing websites, and 181 million are bloggers.”5

•    Japan has 6.2 million bloggers and 25.4 million blog readers.6

An interesting footnote: One research article discovered that UContent follows the “90-9-1 Participation Inequality Rule.” By analyzing the traffic at 11 websites that publish UContent, Ochoa and Duval proved that 90 percent of UContent users do not contribute, 9 percent contribute intermittently, and 1 percent contribute significantly to the sites.7

UContent: A Brief History

UContent, also called peer production, user-created content, and consumer-generated media, has been variably defined as “content created and published by the end users online,”8 “various kinds of media content, publicly available, that are produced by end users,”9 “a website where either the entire content or large portions of it are contributed by the site users,”10 “a realm where people are not only consuming content, but also participating in creating content,”11 and “content made publicly available over the internet which reflects a certain amount of creative effort, and is created outside of professional routines and practices.”12 These definitions are all approximately equal. My personal favorite, because it focuses on the fact that the content creator is not remunerated, is “the production of content by the general public rather than by paid professionals and experts in the field.”13

Search the web for information on the origins of UContent and you’ll discover a number of educators, students, bloggers, and businesspeople agreeing that UContent’s history goes back about 32,000 years to paleolithic cave paintings. A trifle more recently, we can track the roots of “talk radio,” another form of UContent, to 1930, when disc jockey John J. Anthony asked his listeners to phone the station and then repeated their comments for his radio audience.14

In tracing the history of UContent on the internet, let’s acknowledge that Professor Michael Hart, founder of Project Gutenberg, deserves the distinction of entering text online for no other reason than to make it available for other users. He did this in 1971, when he was but a college freshman, by manually keying the Declaration of Independence into a TeleType RSS33. The RSS33’s output was then fed into the Xerox Sigma V mainframe computer residing in the Materials Research Lab at the University of Illinois.15 Thus he became the first producer of UContent on the internet. After Hart entered the Declaration, the production uploaded to Project Gutenberg was relatively scant for about 2 decades (Project Gutenberg now offers 30,000 titles at www.gutenberg.org, and more than 100,000 through its partners and affiliates). Between 1971 and 1979, Hart entered one book per year; he spent 1980–1990 working on the Bible and the works of Shakespeare.

Content on the web, however, is obviously not dependent on any one person. Although Hart’s initial contribution was seminal, many critical events have occurred since. When reconstructing UContent’s evolution, it’s useful to consider these events separately and as part of the whole UContent phenomenon. It may also be interesting to reflect on where you were—professionally or educationally—when they occurred.

Although not directly related to the internet, but nevertheless of importance, in 1972 the Federal Communications Commission mandated that all cable television providers offer a public access television channel.16 This event is clearly indicative of the movement toward the democratization of information, a hallmark of Web 2.0 and UContent. According to the Hobbes’ Internet Timeline, the next notable event in UContent was the establishment of Usenet in 1979.17 Created at Duke University by Tom Truscott and Jim Ellis, two graduate students who sought a means to send emails and files organized by categories, Usenet was born when they connected with computers at the University of North Carolina through their friend Steve Bellovin. Usenet eventually became an international conferencing network; the topical categories became known as Usenet Newsgroups. Hundreds of forums emerged (e.g., The Quilting Beehive, lt.autos.subaru, eLearning Technology and Development, and Club Britney Spears) that allowed end users to post questions and discuss topics of mutual interest. The Usenet Newsgroups’ messages were searchable through Deja News, acquired by Google in February 2001 with a name change to Google Groups.18

Electronic bulletin boards gave individuals another place to be creative. On September 19, 1982, Scott Fahlman, a research scientist, formally wrote this message to his colleagues on the Carnegie Mellon computer science bulletin board service:


I propose the following sequence for joke markers:

:-)

Read it sideways. Actually, it is probably more economical to mark things that are not jokes, given current trends. For this, use:

:-(



And by hitting Enter, he became the “inventor” of the ASCII-based emoticon known as the smiley. Fahlman says the idea occurred to him after reading “lengthy diatribes” from people on the message board who failed to get the joke or the sarcasm in a particular post—which is probably what “given current trends” refers to in his now-famous missive.19

Computer scientists continued to flex their creative muscles in the 1980s. In 1984, Apple announced the Macintosh, and the number of individual computer users increased dramatically. In 1989, Tim Berners-Lee was working as a research fellow in Switzerland at the Conseil Européen pour la Recherche Nucléaire (CERN; European Organization for Nuclear Research) when he proposed a global project “designed to allow people to work together by combining their knowledge in a web of hypertext documents.”20 This was, of course, the birth of the World Wide Web.

The concept of remote, asynchronous collaboration is yet another characteristic of Web 2.0 and UContent. Early in 1993, Marc Andreessen and Eric Bina were both working at the National Center for Supercomputing Applications at the University of Illinois at Urbana–Champaign when they developed Mosaic, the internet’s first graphical browser, released as a free download.21

Individual end users, now armed with Berners-Lee’s hypertext network and free browser software, could begin to interact easily with each other and with content on the World Wide Web. In January 1994, Justin Hall, then a freshman at Swarthmore College (and presently a producer of games for the iPhone), “did a carpe diem” and scooped the distinction of being the world’s first online diarist with Justin’s Links From the Underground, which he still maintains at www.links.net. Librarians arrived pretty quickly on the scene; in 1995, Jenny Levine (also known as The Shifted Librarian) began the Site du Jour blog. Along with blogs came services such as Geocities, founded in 1994, which provided users with free personal homepages.22

Individuals willing to share their lives with the public appeared on the scene with Jenni Ringley, acknowledged as the first lifecaster. In 1996, Ringley began transmitting still images of her comings and goings, refreshed every 3 minutes, via JenniCam.23 Ringley closed her operation in 2003 as blogging became the most prominent trend in UContent.

Two significant events occurred in 1999: First, the shortening of weblog to blog, attributed to Peter Merholz, who states he merely shifted syllables from web-log to we-blog.24 In the same year, Blogger (www.blogger.com), developed by Pyra Labs, offered basic blogging software and storage space on the World Wide Web for free, while charging for premium features. Google acquired Blogger in 2003.25

Blogging is not a unidirectional event. Although a blog post begins as an individual’s statement, most blogs permit comment from readers; this is what makes blogs truly collaborative. According to eMarketer surveys, blogging is (and will continue to be) the most popular form of UContent.26

While all this blogging was going on, another Web 2.0 feature was developing. Early in 1995, as software engineer Ward Cunningham pondered a simple way to both share ideas about solutions to recurring design problems and get colleagues involved in those solutions, he created the first wiki software (called Wiki Wiki Web; see c2.com/cgi/wiki?WikiWikiWeb) and founded the first wiki (called the Portland Pattern Repository; see c2.com/ppr).27 Cunningham almost called the software QuickWeb, but states that he wanted an “alliterative substitute,” and the phrase wiki wiki (meaning quick in Hawaiian) was the “first Hawaiian term [he] learned on [his] first visit to the islands.”28 As we all know by now, the wiki, as in Wikipedia (which came online in 2001), plays a distinct role in UContent.

Led by researchers in high-energy physics and mathematics, digital collections of scholarly preprints (that is, papers published online prior to traditional peer review; see, for example, arXiv.org) appeared in the 1970s and may have paved the way for Berners-Lee’s hypertext protocol. But a slightly different form of UContent, open access publishing of scholarly articles, arrived more formally in 2001 when a team of biomedical scientists launched the Public Library of Science (www.plos.org). Its journals are peer reviewed, but the open access model makes the literature available without high-priced subscriptions; in fact, the literature is free. The open access model is a major element in the Web 2.0 concept, which suggests that the publishing process itself will move out of the realm of publishers and into the realm of participants.

User review sites came on the scene in the 1990s. Among them were Am I Hot or Not?, Rate My Professors, Edmunds.com (automobile reviews), CNET (electronics reviews), Epicurious.com (recipes and cooking), and Amazon.com (print, audio, video, and other products).

Another step toward user content creation and collaboration came in 2002, when the Creative Commons Corp. released its first set of copyright (sometimes called copyleft) licenses. Based on the Free Software Foundation’s GNU General Public License (GNU, a recursive acronym for “GNU not UNIX!,” refers to a free software operating system created by Richard Stallman), the Creative Commons licenses help content creators license freely on the basis of usage or certain conditions in order to place work directly in the public domain.29

Social bookmarking, another form of UContent, dates back to 2003, when Delicious (www.delicious.com) began facilitating informal classification of website content by allowing its users to give labels (or tags) to the bookmarks representing the sites in its users’ accounts. Shortly after the launch of Delicious, Thomas Vander Wal coined the term folksonomy (a “from the bottom up” vocabulary created by “folks,” in contrast to a top-down hierarchical taxonomy, or authority file) and defined its characteristics as follows: 1) It is the result of personal free tagging of pages and objects for one’s own retrieval, 2) the tagging is usually done in a social environment (shared and open to others), and 3) the tagging is done by the person consuming the information.30,31 Of course, many sites have adopted tagging, including Flickr (in 2004) and LibraryThing (in 2005).

Vander Wal may have coined folksonomy, but Clay Shirky, in a 2005 blog posting called “Ontology Is Overrated,” advanced the case for tagging by stating, “A library catalog, for example, assumes that for any new book, its logical place already exists within the system, even before the book was published. That strategy of designing categories to cover possible cases in advance is what I’m primarily concerned with, because it is both widely used and badly overrated in terms of its value in the digital world.” But Shirky wasn’t singling out library classification systems. He also found the Yahoo! Directory’s classifications unnecessarily restrictive. The reason neither of these work well, he contended, is that the users know nothing about the classification systems—they simply know what they are looking for. Shirky continued, “One of the biggest problems with categorizing things in advance is that it forces the categorizers to take on two jobs that have historically been quite hard: mind reading and fortune telling. It forces categorizers to guess what their users are thinking, and to make predictions about the future.”32

There is some debate over whether website designer Darcy DiNucci (in a 1999 journal article)33 or tech book publishing magnate Tim O’Reilly (at a 2005 conference) coined the term Web 2.0. (The concept is usually associated with O’Reilly because his company has sponsored several Web 2.0 conferences.) Several Web 2.0 characteristics, as described by O’Reilly, touch directly on UContent phenomena. Specifically, Web 2.0 is a platform for many UContent services. Among the distinctions between Web 1.0 and Web 2.0 are transitions from content management systems to wikis, from taxonomies to folksonomies, and from publishing to participation.34

Citizen journalism, another hue on UContent’s palette, has become increasingly popular. The middle years of the past decade brought us at least two prominent citizen journalism sites. The Global Voices website (www.globalvoicesonline.org), a product of ideas discussed at an international bloggers’ meeting held at Harvard, was founded in 2004. Global Voices put international citizen journalism on the map. It screens thousands of blogs worldwide to “help all voices, everywhere, to be heard.”35 In 2006, CNN added its UContent section iReport to its website. The iReport section invites readers to submit reports, images, and video. And in 2009, the NewYork Times website launched two “local” editions staffed by citizen journalists. The locals are blogs that cover Fort Greene and Clinton Hill in Brooklyn, New York, and Maplewood, Millburn, and South Orange in New Jersey.

Other developments demonstrate individuals’ increasing involvement with UContent: Google’s 2008 launch of Knol (knol.google.com), where users can easily contribute articles on a wide range of topics, and the Library of Congress’s 3,000-image photostream at Flickr, the photo sharing site (www.flickr.com/photos/library_of_congress). See Figure 1.1 for a timeline of many of these events.
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Figure 1.1    This timeline outlines events related to the internet and UContent.




Researchers Boyd and Ellison have stated that social networks have three distinct characteristics: 1) They allow individuals to post personal profiles, 2) they also allow users to establish lists of connections or groups with whom they share some common interest, and 3) they allow users to view the lists of connections that others have posted on the network.36 These authors traced social networking sites back to the 1997 launch of SixDegrees.com, a site based on the “six degrees of separation” concept (an unproven theory that asserts that if a person is one step away from each person they know and two steps away from each person who is known by one of the people they know, then everyone is, at most, six steps away from any other person on Earth). Appearing on the scene in 1999, LiveJournal allowed users to select which other site members could follow their journals. But the explosion in social networking sites coincided with the millennium. Friendster, LinkedIn, Myspace, Flickr, YouTube, Xanga, and Facebook all appeared between 2000 and 2006. These popular networking sites have attracted massive numbers of users. Facebook alone claimed 500 million users in 2011; the LinkedIn blog reported hitting 100 million members in March 2011.37,38 And people watch 2.5 million YouTube videos each day.39

Chatroulette, the newest UContent craze, puts users with webcams in touch with other users with webcams—at random! Once you’re connected, you may be chatting on your webcam with someone across town or across the globe. National Public Radio’s Omar Gallaga checked it out in March 2010 and provided a link to chatroulette.com. He blogged, “[I] should warn you before clicking the link for the site that you will see some very inappropriate things in the course of using it and you should keep kids far, far, far away from it. Personally, I found it to be disturbing, entertaining and strangely addictive once you get over the initial nervousness of chatting and if you have a strong stomach.”40

Point/Counterpoint

Anything as popular and widespread as UContent, a phenomenon that seems to favor the average computer user over the experts, is bound to generate contrasting opinions. Is content contributed by end users of any value? Can it be trusted? Has it infringed on anyone’s intellectual property? Who owns it? Does it have an impact on business? What are its legal implications? Numerous articles, presentations, and even a few books have been authored that attempt to answer these questions.41

On December 13, 2006, Time magazine proclaimed that its Person of the Year was You. In a short essay that took exception to Thomas Carlyle’s belief that “the history of the world is but the biography of great men,” writer Lev Grossman observed that the year 2006 was a story of “the many wresting power from the few.”42 He was talking about communication, collaboration, and participation on a global scale—about the “new web.” The article managed to mention most of the big UContent entities—Facebook, Wikipedia, Myspace, YouTube, Second Life—as it celebrated everything from blogging and podcasting to video uploading and mashups. The Person of the Year was anyone involved in creating user-generated content.

Just 3 days earlier, New York Times music critic Jon Pareles offered a different take on UContent, which he called “a tsunami of self-expression,” while asking “why keep your creativity, or lack of it, to yourself when you can invite the world to see?” He cynically submitted, “Now that web entrepreneurs have recognized the potential for profit, it’s also a sweet deal: amateurs, and some calculating professionals, supply the raw material free.” Then he added a backhanded compliment: “It’s often inept, but every so often it’s inspired, or at least worth a mouse click.” As for the theory that a democratic web permits everyone’s voice to be heard and face to be seen, he remarked, “The promise of all the self-expression online is that genius will reach the public with fewer obstacles, bypassing the entrenched media. The reality is that genius has a bigger junk pile to climb out of than ever, one that requires just as much hustle and ingenuity as the old distribution system.”43

Grossman and Pareles aren’t the only two word-slingers in this debate. Commenting on Time’s tribute, political satirist Greg Gutfeld vented, “You may be chatting globally, but you’re alienating yourself locally. The web does not connect people—it ramps up a mob mentality masquerading as community.”44 Also caught up in the fray, prolific author Nicholas Carr, known for his articles in the Harvard Business Review (“IT Doesn’t Matter”) and Atlantic Monthly (“Is Google Making Us Stupid?”), whipped up a blog post riposting Kevin Kelley’s Wired article in which the web was venerated as “spookily godlike.” Carr refers to several examples of bad writing in Wikipedia and importunes, “it seems fair to ask exactly when the intelligence in ‘collective intelligence’ will begin to manifest itself.”

Reading these two assessments side by side is interesting and entertaining. On one hand we have Kelley, in sheer wide-eyed wonderment, musing:


Everything media experts knew about audiences—and they knew a lot—confirmed the focus group belief that audiences would never get off their butts and start making their own entertainment. Everyone knew writing and reading were dead; music was too much trouble to make when you could sit back and listen; video production was simply out of reach of amateurs. Blogs and other participant media would never happen, or if they happened they would not draw an audience, or if they drew an audience they would not matter. What a shock, then, to witness the near-instantaneous rise of 50 million blogs, with a new one appearing every two seconds. There—another new blog! One more person doing what AOL and ABC—and almost everyone else—expected only AOL and ABC to be doing. These user-created channels make no sense economically. Where are the time, energy, and resources coming from? The audience.45



Carr, on the other hand, soberly asserts, “I’m all for blogs and blogging. (I’m writing this, ain’t I?) But I’m not blind to the limitations and the flaws of the blogosphere—its superficiality, its emphasis on opinion over reporting, its echolalia, its tendency to reinforce rather than challenge ideological extremism and segregation.”46

The champion of expert over amateur, by his own proclamation, is Andrew Keen. In The Cult of the Amateur: How Blogs, Myspace, YouTube, and the Rest of Today’s User-Generated Media Are Destroying Our Economy, Our Culture, and Our Values, we find a number of tenable arguments against allowing ourselves to be part of Web 2.0’s “seduction” (from Chapter 1, “The Great Seduction”). For example:


Before the Web 2.0, our collective intellectual history has been one driven by the careful aggregation of truth—through professionally edited books and reference materials, newspapers, and radio and television. But as all information becomes digitized and democratized, and is made universally and permanently available, the media of record becomes an internet on which misinformation never goes away. As a result our collected information becomes infected by mistakes and fraud.47



That assertion, taken alone, is reasonable, and many reviewers agree with Keen’s essential premise. They ultimately, however, find his unabated zeal and strident tone disagreeable. Prolific freelance journalist Toby Lichtig summarizes this general consensus: “Many of Keen’s gripes in The Cult of the Amateur are reasonable; but, like his target, they dissolve in a miasma of polemical generalization and frenzied verbiage.”48 If we’re looking for internal inconsistencies in Keen’s thesis, we need look no further than Wikipedia co-founder Larry Sanger’s comments in New Scientist. Sanger noted that Keen asserted amateur encyclopedias would put reference book publishers out of business:


So how does Keen propose we solve our Web 2.0 woes? The first “solution” he refers to is a new website I have started called the Citizendium (www.citizendium.org), or the Citizens’ Compendium, which I like to describe as Wikipedia with editors and real names. But how can Citizendium be a solution to the problems Keen raises if it has experts working without pay and the result is free? If it succeeds, won’t it too contribute to the decline of reference book publishing?49



Carol Tenopir, professor of information sciences at the University of Tennessee, was willing to look at Keen’s book through a librarian’s lens:


Enthusiasts tout the democratizing effect of Web 2.0. Keen warns, however, that when users and participants buy into the ideal that anyone can contribute information, we lose the accuracy that comes from reliance on experts. Indeed, expert authors and creators (and librarians) have valuable training, knowledge and experience.50



UContent detractors often argue that many individuals who create content simply aren’t that talented. Blogger Mark “Rizzn” Hopkins of Mashable.com (168th most popular website in the U.S. with 28,000 incoming links) opined, “There are only a finite amount of folks with talent, and while the technologies enable them to be found easier, in no way should we think there is value lurking in the average internet user.”51 Writing in Adweek, Mark Wnek complained that enthusiasm for technology and the love of immediate publication have led to poor writing.52 In a “Debate Room” column of Businessweek.com, poet and fiction writer Sarah Davis suggested that Wikipedia, with its 9 million articles, and YouTube, where viewers watch 100,000,000 videos a day, are “flirtations with excess.” She continued, “Gen Y members were told as kids they were special—and the user generated content trend feeds into that sentiment, which is blessedly false.” Freelance pundit David Kiley, expressing an opposing viewpoint, said that the high use Davis referred to attests to a remarkable level of user engagement.53

Several endorsements for UContent emanate from the peer-reviewed literature. Guosong Shao, a professor in the Department of Communication at Pittsburg State University (Kansas), found that we use UContent for 1) participating in user-to-user social interaction (which enhances social connection), 2) consuming information and entertainment (creators have dramatically reduced entertainment content to light, bright, and digestible “snack food”), and 3) producing for self-actualization (self-expression is achieved through online behaviors such as blogging).54 Ochoa and Duval stated that the most complete database of compact disc album and track information was CDDB and noted that it was not created by recording companies but by combining the submissions of anonymous end users who entered their personal cataloging.55 If you’ve heard of Gracenote, you know about CDDB. Gracenote is the service launched in iTunes when you upload a CD to your library: It identifies the tracks. That brings us to another criticism.

Business Discovers UContent

As mentioned in the preceding paragraph, CDDB was originally created by end users adding track information to the database. Later, all that information was sold; the service called Gracenote now owns the information that end users contributed. Gracenote certainly is not the only case of profiting from material submitted by users. Technology writer N’Gai Croal, who observed that 10 hours of video is uploaded to YouTube every minute (the equivalent of 57,000 full-length films per week), wrote, “Whether they’re creating content for sites such as YouTube and Wikipedia, viewer-submitted news services such as CNN’s iReport or videogames such as Spore and LittleBigPlanet, today’s most valuable employees will most likely never set foot inside the building—or collect a paycheck.” But then he asked, “Is it really a sweatshop if none of the workers is complaining?”56

Jeffrey Young, reporting for the Chronicle of Higher Education, introduced me to the concept of crowdsourcing: getting the public to do the work of the company. It seems that some college IT help desks are so swamped, the workers ask students and faculty to pitch in—and those who are able to help will help on a volunteer basis.57 Wired’s Jeff Howe tells a similar story of a professional photographer who, even when he cuts his rates, can’t compete with iStockphoto (which evolved from a free photo sharing site) where amateur photographers post images selling for as low as $1:


Technological advances in everything from product design software to digital video cameras are breaking down the cost barriers that once separated amateurs from professionals. Hobbyists, parttimers, and dabblers suddenly have a market for their efforts, as smart companies in industries as disparate as pharmaceuticals and television discover ways to tap the latent talent of the crowd. The labor isn’t always free, but it costs a lot less than paying traditional employees. It’s not outsourcing; it’s crowdsourcing.58



Businesses know, of course, that UContent can mean dollars for them. In fact, during a web search, I happened on a site devoted to the “principles of user generated content” (www.ugcprinciples.com). Before I actually accessed the site, I thought perhaps it might have been underwritten by software developers or citizen journalists or bloggers. I was surprised when I found that the supporters listed on the page at that time included CBS, Disney, Fox Entertainment, Microsoft, NBC, Sony, and Viacom. The page was subtitled “Foster Innovation. Encourage Creativity. Thwart Infringement.” It stated the importance of not infringing on copyright, and frequently mentioned that copyright owners should file “reference material” with companies that permit UContent so that companies that permit UContent could monitor the possibility of intellectual property theft.

Dara Solomon, a content manager for FunAdvice.com (a website that provides counseling on personal relationships), enumerated several pros and cons of UContent in an online interview:

Pros

•    It gives people a voice. An example is the street reports on Iranian election fraud.

•    It’s simpler for businesses—content is being written for you.

•    Teens are using computers and handhelds more and more—if you can capture that audience, you’re pretty well set for the future.

Cons

•    You have to moderate it. You must consider how much work is involved with that.

•    You must make sure no illegal or abusive activity occurs on your watch.59

Do businesses want your content? You bet they do! And they want it without taking on any liability. Here are excerpts of the UContent policies from two high-profile organizations:


American Red Cross: Please note that if you post, upload or otherwise make available any User Generated Content on our Websites, you will still own the User Generated Content (assuming you have rights to own it) but you are giving us the right to use your User Generated Content. That means that if you send in, post, upload, make available, or disclose to us in any way any user-generated content, you grant us, our affiliates and related entities, the right use it any way we want in any medium without getting your permission or having to pay you for it. In legal terms, by providing us with any user-generated content, you grant us and our affiliates and related entities, a worldwide, royalty-free, perpetual, irrevocable, non-exclusive right and fully sub-licensable license to use, copy, reproduce, distribute, publish, publicly perform, publicly display, modify, adapt, translate, archive, store, and create derivative works from such user-generated content, in any form, format, or medium, of any kind now known or later developed. You waive any moral rights you might have with respect to any user-generated content you provide to us.60

NIKE: If you post any ideas, remarks, questions, data, graphics, opinions, designs, customizations, ID’s (including product customisations on NIKEiD.com) or other information (including info on bulletin boards, chat rooms or other forums on the website(s)) (hereafter “User generated Content”), on the Website(s), or if you send such User Generated Content through the Website(s) to Nike, this will become the exclusive property of NIKE. The User generated Content will be deemed to be non-confidential and we will be entitled to use or disclose the User Generated Content in any manner whatsoever, without liability or notice to you.61



The latter fragment not only illustrates Nike’s desire to own whatever UContent is deposited on its sites, but in a classic case of having one’s cake and eating it too, the company also disclaims any liability associated with what a user contributes to its website. And this brings us to another major issue of UContent.

Legal Ramifications of UContent

Attorneys Robert P. Latham, Carl C. Butzer, and Jeremy T. Brown specialize in intellectual property law at the firm of Jackson Walker in Dallas, Texas. Their 2008 article in Intellectual Property & Technology Law Journal provides lessons for sponsors of webpages containing UContent; the most important intellectual property issue is copyright infringement. Businesses or individuals hosting UContent should be aware that there are three types of copyright infringement: direct infringement, contributory infringement, and vicarious infringement:


UGC [i.e., UContent] service providers could face liability for copyright infringement under any of the three theories of copyright liability. For example, a service provider might be liable for direct infringement for violating the copyright holder’s distribution rights by displaying certain UGC and distributing it across the internet. A service provider could be liable for contributory infringement if it knows that UGC is infringing another’s copyright and facilitates the distribution, display, etc., of the infringing material. Finally, a service provider that profits from the infringing content may by vicariously liable if it has the means to monitor and detect infringing activity, yet allows the activity to occur because this allows the service provider to generate increased profits.62



Latham, Butzer, and Brown go on to say that the Digital Millennium Copyright Act (DMCA) of 1998 creates four limitations on liability for copyright infringement by internet service providers. Of these “safe harbors,” UContent service providers will probably invoke the protection of the DMCA under section 512(c), which affords immunity from liability for copyright infringement “by reason of the storage at the direction of a user of material that resides on a system or network controlled or operated by or for the service provider.” The service provider must also meet the following eligibility requirements:

•    The service provider must not have “actual knowledge” of infringing activity.

•    In the absence of “actual knowledge,” the service provider must not be aware of facts or circumstances from which infringing activity is apparent.

•    Upon obtaining actual knowledge or awareness, the service provider must act expeditiously to remove or disable access to the infringing material.

•    The service provider cannot receive a “financial benefit directly attributable to the infringing activity,” when the service has the “right and ability to control” such activity.

•    Upon proper notification of claimed infringement, the service provider must respond expeditiously to remove or disable access to the infringing materials.

•    The service provider must have designated an agent to receive DMCA notices and provided the requisite contact information on its website and to the [U.S.] Copyright Office.63

Example of a Case of Copyright Infringement

In the case Viacom v. YouTube, decided by the Manhattan federal judge Louis Stanton in 2010, Viacom alleged “massive intentional copyright infringement.” YouTube countered that it promptly takes down infringing materials when notified by rightsholders. Viacom also alleged that YouTube facilitates infringement by allowing users to make hidden videos available to others through features such as Embed and Share. Viacom claimed to have identified on YouTube 63,000 unauthorized clips taken from 3,000 of Viacom’s films and TV shows.64 “Judge Stanton concluded that it was against the DMCA’s purpose to hold YouTube legally liable for every video uploaded on the website—some 20 hours of video every minute—even if they might have had a general idea that the site was being used to violate copyright laws.”65 As of mid-2011, Viacom’s appeal had not yet been heard, but a great deal was at stake regarding the issue of copyright.

A Google AdSense help page further illustrates the concern over copyright infringement and other possible points of law. Google AdSense warns participants to monitor the pages on which their ads appear. Google recommends that advertisers perform a human evaluation of each page before an ad is placed. Advertisers should beware of UContent, making sure they do not put an ad on a page that violates someone’s copyright, sells term papers, promotes violence or racism, or other inappropriate activities.66

Example of a Case of Defamation

The Communications Decency Act also provides immunity for service providers (under certain circumstances). Section 230 of Title 47 of the U.S. Code at part C states, “No provider or user of an interactive computer service shall be treated as the publisher or speaker of any information provided by another information content provider.” On April 3, 2008, in the case of Fair Housing Council of San Fernando Valley v. Roommates.com, the court found that Roommates.com was not immune because it had developed a questionnaire that solicited information about sexual orientation and other roommate preferences.67 In doing so, it had invited and collected end-user content that was deemed discriminatory.

Contributing UContent has implications for one’s privacy and publicity rights and, potentially, the rights of others whom the UContent may touch upon. One case involves a billboard advertisement produced by Virgin Mobile that included a young woman’s image Virgin Mobile had downloaded from Flickr. The photograph had originally been uploaded to Flickr by a member of the young woman’s church. The person who uploaded it gave it a Creative Commons license by which others could use the image for commercial purposes with attribution to the creator (that’s quite a generous license). In the case of Chang v. Virgin Mobile (2007), the attorney for the woman in the picture argued that the woman had never authorized the uploading of the photo and that when a photograph is the subject of privacy, a stakeholder may be someone in addition to the photographer. Virgin Mobile essentially prevailed because the case was dismissed for “lack of jurisdiction.”68 This case demonstrates that the person uploading content (in this case, an image file) and granting a license may not have permission to do so from everyone who has an interest in the content.

After this brief introduction to UContent’s history, its pros and cons, and the legal issues it raises, we can now explore the different outlets in detail while having some fun creating content!

Endnotes

  1. “Top Sites in the United States,” Alexa, accessed August 3, 2011, www.alexa.com/topsites/countries/US.

  2. John Horrigan, “Broadband: What’s All the Fuss About?” Pew Internet & American Life, October 18, 2007, accessed August 3, 2011, www.pewinternet.org/Reports/2007/Broadband-Whats-All-the-Fuss-About.aspx?r=1.

  3. Ibid.


  4. Graham Jones, “New Age of Openness: U.K. Shares More Than Ever Before,” EPN Newswire, October 15, 2009, Factiva, accessed March 3, 2011.

  5. “China’s Netizens Publishing More Original Content,” Xinhua Electronics News, December 14, 2009, Factiva, accessed March 3, 2011.

  6. Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, “Measuring User-Created Content: Implications for the ICT Access and Use by Households and Individuals Survey,” January 28, 2008, accessed August 3, 2011, www.oecd.org/dataoecd/44/58/40003289.pdf.

  7. Xavier Ochoa and Erik Duval, “Quantitative Analysis of User Generated Content on the Web,” Web Science Direct, April 2008, accessed October 25, 2011, journal.webscience.org/34/2/Quantitative_Analysis_of_UGC.pdf.

  8. Annemarie Hunter, “User Generated Content,” SEO Glossary, accessed February 10, 2011, www.seoglossary.com/article/746.

  9. “User-Generated Content,” Wikipedia, accessed August 3, 2011, en.wikipedia.org/wiki/User-generated_content.

10. “Internet Advertising Glossary,” AdWords University, accessed August 3, 2011, www.adwordsuniversity.co.uk/index.php?q=21.

11. Patrick Phillips, “Blog, Web Terminology You’ll Be Using,” We Want Media, accessed August 3, 2011, journalism.nyu.edu/publishing/archives/wewantmedia/node/207.

12. “Participative Web and User-Created Content: Web 2.0, Wikis and Social Networking,” Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, October 2007, accessed October 25, 2011, www.oecd.org/document/40/0,3746,en_2649_34223_39428648_1_1_1_1,00.html.

13. “User-Generated Content,” PCMAG.com Encyclopedia, accessed August 3, 2011, www.pcmag.com/encyclopedia_term/0,2542,t=user-generated+content&i=56171,00.asp.

14. “Timeline of Call-in Format in Radio & Television,” C-SPAN.org, accessed August 3, 2011, legacy.c-span.org/C-SPAN25/timeline_a.asp.

15. Michael Hart, email message to author, February 14, 2010.

16. Douglas Kellner, “Public Access Television,” Museum of Broadcast Communications, accessed March 1, 2011, www.museum.tv/eotvsection.php?entrycode=publicaccess.

17. Robert Hobbes Zakon, “Hobbes’ Internet Timeline,” accessed August 3, 2011, www.zakon.org/robert/internet/timeline.

18. For a detailed treatment of the history of Usenet, see “Netizens: An Anthology” at www.columbia.edu/~rh120 or “Giganews’ Usenet History” at www.giganews.com/usenet-history/index.html. Also, this timeline may be of interest: www.google.com/googlegroups/archive_announce_20.html.


19. Tony Long, “Sept. 19, 1982: Can’t You Take a Joke?” Wired, September 19, 2008, accessed August 3, 2011, www.wired.com/science/discoveries/news/2008/09/dayintech_0919.

20. “Sir Timothy Berners-Lee OM, KBE, FRS, FREng, FRSA, Longer Bio,” World Wide Web Consortium, accessed August 3, 2011, www.w3.org/People/Berners-Lee/Longer.html.

21. “Marc Andreesen,” Internet Pioneers, accessed August 3, 2011, www.ibiblio.org/pioneers/andreesen.html.

22. Krishna Ankar and Susan A. Bouchard, Enterprise Web 2.0 Fundamentals (Indianapolis: Cisco Press, 2009), 35.

23. J. R. Raphael, “A Decade of Internet Superstars: Where Are They Now?” PC World, October 8, 2008, accessed August 3, 2011, www.pcworld.com/article/176647/jennifer_ringley_jennicam.html.

24. Editors of the Huffington Post, The Huffington Post Complete Guide to Blogging (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2008), 16.

25. “The History of Blogger,” WebHostingReport.com, accessed August 3, 2011, www.webhostingreport.com/learn/blogger.html.

26. “User-Generated Content Draws Fans,” eMarketer, February 3, 2009, accessed August 3, 2011, www.emarketer.com/Article.aspx?R=1006895.

27. “Wiki Wiki Web FAQ,” Cunningham & Cunningham, Inc., last edited September 12, 2010, accessed August 3, 2010, c2.com/cgi/wiki?WikiWikiWebFaq.

28. Ward Cunningham, “Correspondence on the Etymology of Wiki,” Cunningham & Cunningham, Inc., November 2003, accessed August 3, 2011, c2.com/doc/etymology.html.

29. “About History,” Creative Commons, accessed August 3, 2011, creativecommons.org/about/history.

30. “Folksonomy Coinage and Definition,” Vanderwal.net, February 2, 2007, accessed August 3, 2011, www.vanderwal.net/folksonomy.html.

31. Thomas Vander Wal, “Tagging in Your Web World,” SlideShare, January 23, 2007, accessed August 3, 2011, www.slideshare.net/vanderwal/tagging-in-your-webworld.

32. Clay Shirky, “Ontology Is Overrated: Categories, Links, and Tags,” Clay Shirky’s Writings About the Internet, accessed August 3, 2011, www.shirky.com/writings/ontology_overrated.html.

33. Darcy DiNucci, “Fragmented Future,” Print Magazine, April 1999, accessed October 25, 2011, darcyd.com/fragmented_future.pdf.

34. Tim O’Reilly, “What Is Web 2.0?” O’Reilly, September 30, 2005, accessed August 3, 2011, oreilly.com/web2/archive/what-is-web-20.html.

35. “About,” Global Voices, updated November 11, 2010, accessed August 3, 2011, globalvoicesonline.org/about.


36. Danah M. Boyd and Nicole B. Ellison, “Social Network Sites: Definition, History, and Scholarship,” Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication 13, 2007, accessed August 3, 2011, jcmc.indiana.edu/vol13/issue1/boyd.ellison.html.

37. “Facebook Statistics, Stats & Facts for 2011,” Digital Buzz Blog, accessed August 3, 2011, www.digitalbuzzblog.com/facebook-statistics-stats-facts-2011.

38. Jeff Weiner, “100 Million Members and Counting,” LinkedIn Blog, March 22, 2011, accessed August 3, 2011, blog.linkedin.com/2011/03/22/linkedin-100-million.

39. “Infographic: YouTube Statistics, Facts, and Figures,” Digital Buzz Blog, May 19, 2010, accessed August 3, 2011, www.digitalbuzzblog.com/infographic-youtube-statistics-facts-figures.

40. Omar Gallaga, “Chatroulette: Risky, Revolting, Revealing, and Revolutionary?” All Tech Considered, National Public Radio (March 1, 2010), accessed August 3, 2011, www.npr.org/blogs/alltechconsidered/2010/03/chatroulette_risky_revolting_r.html.

41. See for example: John I. Todor, Get With It! The Hands-On Guide to Using Web 2.0 in Your Business (Los Angeles: Silverado Press, 2008); Sankar Krishna and Susan A. Bouchard, Enterprise Web 2.0 Fundamentals (Indianapolis: Cisco Systems, 2009).

42. Lev Grossman, “Time’s Person of the Year: You,” Time magazine, December 13, 2006, accessed August 3, 2011, www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,1569514,00.html.

43. Jon Pareles, “2006, Brought to You by You,” New York Times, December 10, 2006, accessed August 3, 2011, www.nytimes.com/2006/12/10/arts/music/10pare.html.

44. Greg Gutfeld, “Mad About ‘You,’” American Spectator 40 (February 2007): 39.

45. Kevin Kelley, “We Are the Web,” Wired 13, no. 8, August 2005, accessed August 3, 2011, www.wired.com/wired/archive/13.08/tech.html.

46. Nicholas Carr, “The Amorality of Web 2.0,” Rough Type, October 3, 2005, accessed August 3, 2011, www.roughtype.com/archives/2005/10/the_amorality_o.php.

47. Andrew Keen, Cult of the Amateur (New York: Doubleday, 2007), 65.

48. Toby Lichtig, “Intellectual Kleptomania,” New Statesman, June 14, 2007, accessed August 3, 2011, www.newstatesman.com/books/2007/06/keen-culture-internet-amateur.

49. Larry Sanger, “Review: The Cult of the Amateur by Andrew Keen,” New Scientist, no. 2612, July 14, 2007, accessed February 27, 2011, www.newscientist.com/article/mg19526121.700-review-the-cult-of-the-amateur-by-andrew-keen.html.

50. Carol Tenopir, “Web 2.0: Our Cultural Downfall?” Library Journal 132 (December 2007): 36.

51. Mark Hopkins, “The User-Generated Content Reality,” Mashable, October 28, 2007, accessed August 3, 2011, mashable.com/2007/10/28/the-user-generated-content-reality.

52. Mark Wnek, “Bad Writing Syndrome Goes Viral,” Adweek 49 (February 4, 2008): 20.


53. Sarah Davis and David Kiley, “The Debate Room: User-Generated Content Is Junk,” Bloomberg Businessweek, January 25, 2008, accessed August 3, 2011, www.businessweek.com/debateroom/archives/2008/01/user-generated.html.

54. Shao Guosong, “Understanding the Appeal of User Generated Media: A Uses and Gratification Perspective,” Internet Research 19 (2009): 11.

55. Ochoa and Duval, “Quantitative Analysis of User Generated Content on the Web,” 1.

56. N’Gai Croal, “The Internet Is the New Sweatshop,” Newsweek, July 7–14, 2008, accessed August 3, 2011, www.newsweek.com/id/143740.

57. Jeffrey R. Young, “Colleges Try Crowdsourcing Help Desks to Save Money,” Chronicle of Higher Education 56 (November 6, 2009): A1, A16.

58. Jeff Howe, “The Rise of Crowdsourcing,” Wired 14, no. 6, June 2006, accessed August 3, 2011, www.wired.com/wired/archive/14.06/crowds.html.

59. Dara Solomon, “The Pros and Cons of User-Generated Content,” Junta42 Content Marketing Blog, November 25, 2009, accessed August 3, 2011, blog.junta42.com/content_marketing_blog/2009/11/pros-cons-user-generated-content.html.

60. “User Generated Content License,” American Red Cross, accessed August 3, 2011, www.redcrossblood.org/user-generated-content-license.

61. “User generated content,” Nike, accessed August 3, 2011, store.nike.com/emeastore/plugins/help/html/UserGeneratedContent_en.html.

62. Robert P. Latham, Carl C. Butzer, and Jeremy T. Brown, “Legal Implications of User Generated Content: YouTube, MySpace, Facebook,” Intellectual Property & Technology Law Journal 20 (May 2008): 2.

63. Ibid., 3.

64. Greg Sandoval, “Courtroom Rumble for YouTube, Viacom?” CBS News, January 7, 2010, accessed August 3, 2011, cbsnews.com/stories/2010/01/07/tech/cnettechnews/main6070063.shtml.

65. Rob Arcamona, “What the Viacom vs. YouTube Verdict Means for Copyright Law,” MediaShift, July 2, 2010, accessed August 3, 2011, www.pbs.org/mediashift/2010/07/what-the-viacom-vs-youtube-verdict-means-for-copyright-law183.html.

66. “Am I Responsible for User-Generated Content?” Google AdSense Help, accessed August 3, 2011, www.google.com/adsense/support/bin/answer.py?hl=en&answer=115995.

67. Martin Samson, “Fair Housing Council of San Fernando Valley, et al. v. Roommates.com LLC,” Internet Library of Law and Court Decisions, accessed August 3, 2011, www.internetlibrary.com/cases/lib_case484.cfm.

68. Evan Brown, “No Personal Jurisdiction Over Australian Defendant in Flickr Right of Publicity Case,” Internet Cases, January 22, 2009, accessed August 3, 2011, blog.internetcases.com/2009/01/22/no-personal-jurisdiction-over-australian-defendant-in-flickr-right-of-publicity-case.





Chapter 2

Project Gutenberg

In the early 1990s, when we were still experimenting with the original internet discovery utilities Gopher (a text-browsing application predating the graphical browser Mosaic) and search engine precursor Veronica (Very Easy Rodent-Oriented Netwide Index to Computer Archives), I recall a conversation with a colleague who said, “Nick, we’re not going to need journals anymore—people are just going to publish their own papers on the internet.” Having published my first article in the Wilson Library Bulletin (and proud of my accomplishment), I remember making some caustic rejoinder to the effect that nothing would ever replace formal print publications. When I wrote The Web Library (Information Today, Inc., 2004), a book that revealed many websites for finding ebooks and free journal articles, I found myself giving a few book talks at local universities. I recall professors asking me if I really thought people wanted to read books on a computer. But today you only need to look at the success of the Amazon Kindle, the iPod Touch, the iPad, and the Google Books Project to get your answer.

Printed books, journals, magazines, and newspapers may never go out of style, but their electronic equivalents continue increasing in popularity and use. But long before the ereader devices and long before Google Books, people were entering the text of books into the internet—and doing it manually! In Chapter 1, I made the claim that Michael Hart, sitting in the Materials Research Lab at the University of Illinois, was arguably the first person to add documentary content to the web just for the sake of wanting to share it.

For most librarians, an interest in books led to our decision to enter the field; we enjoy reading. When thinking about online books, the first site that comes to mind is, of course, Project Gutenberg (PG; www.gutenberg.org). Founded in 1971, it’s not just another resource involving books built on UContent; it is the oldest resource on the internet engaged in accepting and distributing UContent. PG founder Michael Hart put his finger directly on a major UContent issue when he said, “Many people are concerned that the stuff they find on the ’net isn’t very good. So let’s make sure there’s good stuff by creating it ourselves.”

With the number and type of materials that Google continues to scan onto the web seeming incalculable, it may seem rather redundant to participate in PG. But participating in PG gives the donor the opportunity to choose the book and to become extremely familiar with it over time as he or she manually prepares it for the proofreaders. Contributing my time, energy, and two books to PG was not my first excursion into UContent, but it was the first time I was part of a team on a high-profile international project. Adding content to PG requires patience, good social skills (for interacting with your proofreader), and the ability to intuit what needs to be done to get your contribution online. Following is a journal of my experience.

Day 1

I began by exploring Project Gutenberg’s history. The original PG is a repository of more than 30,000 works. Although PG occasionally accepts copyrighted works, it mainly deals with materials in the public domain. For books published in the U.S., any title copyrighted before 1923 is a candidate, but if you decide to become a contributor, choose a book you think you will enjoy. You’ll be living with it close up and personal for some time when following the necessary steps.

The first step is to ask yourself, “What public domain material do I have access to that is not already available in PG?” Forget Shakespeare, Chaucer, Disraeli, Galsworthy, and Swift. Ditto for Zola, Moliere, Voltaire, and Hugo. PG doesn’t need your Dostoyevsky, Chekov, or Gogol, nor does it lack Douglass, Hawthorne, or Conrad. Not surprisingly, I discovered it also doesn’t want another copy of Don Quixote or an alternate version of the Divine Comedy.

You can enter your favorite deceased authors’ names into the basic search, but, if you think there is a good chance that PG has already got your favorites covered, consider accessing PG’s Online Book Catalog (www.gutenberg.org/catalog) and browsing to see what the project may lack that your library owns. If you recall reading something you thought was unique, something that perhaps no one else seems to have read, you can match your interests with the holdings. I had success using this strategy. My affinity for theater made me recall an interesting title I’d encountered in my library’s special collections department: The Treason and Death of Benedict Arnold: A Play for a Greek Theatre (1910), by John Jay Chapman. The requisite search failed to turn up the title in PG’s virtual holdings. I’m a guy who doesn’t do well at slot machines and would never attempt to “count cards.” Quickly discovering that I had an item Gutenberg might want was as close to “winner, winner, chicken dinner!” as I will ever get.

It’s a good idea to make your first submission to PG something manageable (i.e., something short). The brevity of my selected work helped maintain my enthusiasm. Still, it’s also a good idea to have a backup plan. My Plan B work was a government document at my library titled Memorial Address on the Life and Character of Abraham Lincoln, by George Bancroft. I put it aside in case I had time for an additional submission.

Total time to discover that The Treason and Death of Benedict Arnold was not held at PG: 30 minutes.

PG wants content, but it has policies. After you have preliminarily identified an item, the next step is to get “copyright clearance” (www.copy.pglaf.org). Here you determine whether the item is, indeed, in the public domain. This process took another half hour. I needed to create a username and password and then begin the submission of a “new copyright clearance request.”

Be ready with the item in hand. You need to know basic bibliographic information in order to complete the clearance form. PG wants the author, title, and place and date of publication. Contributors, known as producers at PG, must also upload a scan of the title page and the verso. The preferred file types for scans are JPG, GIF, or PNG. (I discovered this only after I had saved my scans as PDFs, but the usually persnickety PG associates were willing to overlook this oversight.)

Having sent the bibliographic information and the required scans, producers may check the status of their potential ebook submissions by visiting www.copy.pglaf.org/status.php and logging in with their credentials. In the course of submitting The Treason and Death of Benedict Arnold, I was pleasantly surprised when I checked the link an hour later to find that my initial scans and information had cleared the first hurdle. A subsequent submission of the required information for an older title called Some Passages in the Life and Death of John, Earl of Rochester (1680) required much longer for acceptance—in fact, it took 4 weeks. This difference may have been because the title was printed in Great Britain and the U.S. public domain rule-of-thumb (works created before 1923) did not necessarily apply; the experience exemplifies, however, that it may take a while to get rolling.

Total time to scan title pages and versos for two items: about 10 minutes. Total time to request copyright clearance by entering the bibliographic information for two items and uploading scanned pages: 20 minutes.

Day 2

Having obtained copyright clearance, I now had to get the play into a format that PG could use and post. Skipping over the fine print, I thought that a high-quality PDF of the document would be perfect. So, using generic scanning hardware, I scanned the 75-page play, which took all of 30 minutes, and saved it as a PDF.

Next, I returned to PG’s submission page (www.copy.pglaf.org/submit.php) and entered the basic bibliographic information; at the end of the page, a prompt appeared for uploading the actual submission. Uploading the PDF scan was simple (taking only a minute or two), but this is where the project became much trickier.

Everyone who contributes a book believes they’ve done a good job, but the submissions need to be proofread. Once PG has your file, you can expect an email from a Whitewasher (PG’s term for proofreaders, and a nod to Mark Twain’s Tom Sawyer). My email came from “Al,” a PG volunteer in Canada, who introduced himself as the proofreader who would be working on my submission. His missive’s tone was amiable but firm: “PDFs are an acceptable supplementary format, but it is mandatory that all submissions be uploaded as plain text (.txt files).” He referred to the site’s Frequently Asked Questions (which I had neglected to read). Plain text is the “lowest common denominator” format, readable by all devices. Of course, materials submitted in Japanese or Chinese, for example, are exceptions.

The Whitewasher and I exchanged quite a few emails while I attempted to persuade him that PDFs were fine. “Everyone with a computer has free Adobe Reader software, right, Al?” During the exchange Al sent this bon mot: “There are now more than 3 billion cell phones in service, as compared to the over 1 billion computers; it will probably pay dividends to format for [the cell phones].” PG wasn’t going to bend the rules, and frankly, its reasoning was valid. If one decides to participate in PG, one might as well accept the fact (sooner rather than later) that PG is prepared for any contingency and has many guidelines that its administrators are prepared to enforce.

Total time for my Day 2 interactions with PG (including checking, reading, and responding to emails): approximately 1.5 hours.

Day 3

It was time to investigate how to transform a PDF into a plain text file. Note that because Adobe Acrobat Professional cannot interpret graphic files, it can’t resave a scan in PDF format as plain text. I was halfway through the seven stages of grief when Al the Whitewasher, who was really like a high school teacher waiting for a teachable moment, mentioned some options. The first daunting option was to manually render the play with a text-editing program, which, despite the excruciating agony it caused me, I attempted. Al, a true slave to duty, was, shall I say, somewhat underwhelmed by my production. A significant amount of reformatting needs to be done when one is adapting the hard copy of a published work to a plain text file. Here’s just one example: Italics disappear, and italicized words need to be bracketed with underscores (e.g., _Tess_of_the _D’Urbervilles_). Unfortunately, there are innumerable italicized words in a play’s script. In my zeal to submit the item, I had failed to properly render italics as I typed the text in.

Contacting the IT department on my campus was the second option. If you don’t have access to an IT department, do you have a really “with-it” son or daughter or niece or nephew who is attending college? It’s essentially the same thing. An associate at Central Connecticut State University’s Instructional Design and Technology Resource Center took the PDF of the play (which I created on Day 2) and, using Acrobat Professional, converted it to a tagged image file format (TIFF) file and then imported the file to optical character recognition (OCR) software. The entire process required about an hour. Because the TIFF file was also a graphic file, I wondered why the OCR software managed to handle that format but not the PDF. The answer is that TIFF has an entirely different file structure, and that file structure is readable by OCR programs.

The IT department further converted the TIFF file into a Notepad (.txt) version of the play, ready for editing.

Time to manually (and erroneously) enter the text of the play: 4 hours. Time IT spent finding a fix and executing it: 1 hour. Total time for Day 3: 5 hours.

Day 4

Feeling rather confident that all I needed to do now was correct poorly converted characters, add a few underscores to set off italicized words, and look for instances of alphabetic characters dropped during scanning, I worked through the play.

Proofreading and editing your document requires concentration. You need to have both the plain text version and the scanned version on your computer’s desktop because you have to compare the two versions line by line. Getting the text version of the play into a state I thought Al would accept took several more hours. I emailed it back to him the next day.

Total time committed on Day 4: 4 hours.

Day 5

Sigh. Choosing a play was probably not a wise way to begin my experiment as a PG producer. Although Al claimed no experience or acumen in dramaturgy, he was dissatisfied with the formatting of my submission. It became apparent that the play was going to require extensive editing. (To prove the point, see Figure 2.1 for a look at the “proofing interface” used by Al at PG.)
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Figure 2.1    The Project Gutenberg proofing interface is used by the PG Whitewashers. [Courtesy of Project Gutenberg]



When people’s communication is limited to email exchanges, which require a good deal of time to compose, instructions and comments are not always as clear as we might desire. Getting on the same page as my PG Whitewasher was proving difficult. I rarely leave projects unfinished, but I perceived that this particular effort would be unsuccessful.

Total time for emails, rumination, and self-reproach on Day 5: 1 hour.

Day 6

In 2004, while I was writing The Web Library, I interviewed Hart, founder and head of PG. I emailed him, and we discussed my current predicament. This exchange also gave me a chance to catch up on developments at PG. (As you can see in the interview that I did via email with him, which appears later in this chapter, he is not only informative but writes with considerable verve.)

Since I now had in hand this nice PDF of an interesting play, I asked whether there was “any way PG would simply use my play in its PDF format.” Hart replied that PG “does have a library that contains items that have only a PDF version, and you can send me the file for reposting to that site.” He was talking about the PG Consortia Center (www.gutenberg.us). The Consortia Center is a portal that manages electronic books: It brings together 2 dozen ebook collections from beyond PG and, in so doing, permits a number of different formats, including PDF submissions.

I quickly forwarded The Treason and Death of Benedict Arnold to the Consortia Center. Only 1 day after sending this well-loved play to the Consortia Center, I received an email confirming my submission was available for readers to view at ebooks.gutenberg.us/AuthorsCommunity/Treason_and_Death_of_Benedict_Arnold.pdf.

My mission to contribute to PG was not yet realized, however. I wanted to get it right. I wanted to send a .txt file and have it posted on the original PG site. Remember my Plan B item called Memorial Address on the Life and Character of Abraham Lincoln? The item that my library owned was an original: The printing and publication date was 1866. I had already obtained copyright clearance for it, but the physical volume was so fragile, there was no way I could subject it to a scanner.

This was a perfect opportunity to put Google Book Search (books. google.com) to work. An advanced title search limited to “Full View Only” retrieved several digitized copies of the Memorial Address. I downloaded a PDF, which originated at the New York Public Library’s collection, and then downloaded the accompanying plain text file. This procedure saved time and labor. It’s a maneuver I recommend that you use; many books at PG bear “from the Google Print project” on their production notes. (Google Print was the original name for Google Book Search.)

Actually, I felt some qualms about using a Google Book Search digitized copy, even though PG was clearly willing to accept such texts. I checked with one of PG’s legal advisors. He responded that the public domain status of the book gave me freedom to use it as I pleased; however, attributing the book to Google might be seen as using Google’s trademark. So it was up to me. PG, as a noncommercial user of the product, falls into a category of user that Google’s own service approves.

It was still necessary to go through the plain text file and compare it with the PDF. Although the converted file I used was relatively error free, some text required correction. For example, the names of several senators listed in the appendix of the Memorial Address ran together and needed to be separated. Also, the OCR software used in converting scanned PDFs into text files can convert an innocent word such as our into the meaningless oue. An experienced Whitewasher such as Al would frown on these glitches and send the text back to me.

While I am on the subject of Whitewashers, potential contributors will become acquainted with official PG Whitewashers only after uploading a contribution. At that point, a contributor will be assigned a Whitewasher. If you think you might want to contact a Whitewasher in the future for any reason, take note of the person who was assigned to you, because although a list of Whitewashers does exist, it is for PG internal messages only (see “How do PG volunteers communicate, keep in touch, or coordinate work?” at www.gutenberg.org/wiki/Gutenberg:Volunteers%27_FAQ at section 1.12 V.12).

Total time to prepare the file and email it to the Whitewasher: 7 hours.


Project Gutenberg’s Version of the Steps Required for Contributing a Text

On its FAQ page, PG boils the process of adding an item down to four steps:

1. Borrow or buy an eligible book.

2. Send us a copy of the front and back of the title page, and wait for an OK.

3. Turn the book into electronic text.

4. Send it to us.

As my journal shows, climbing these four steps may involve breaking a sweat.



Day 7

I was happy when I read Al’s email, which began, “This looks fairly good.” He had attached an error report generated by a software program called Gutcheck. Gutcheck is a plain text proofreading computer program specifically tuned to report the problems that spell-checkers don’t—errors such as mismatched quotes, misplaced punctuation, and unintended blank lines (Figure 2.2). It noted numerous “unbalanced quotation marks” and a few “duplicate punctuation marks” within my submission. Gutcheck refers to errors by line number, making correction easier. (Though Gutcheck is specifically built for aiding PG proofreaders, anyone may download the zip file without charge at pglaf.org/~jtinsley/gutcheck/gutcheck.zip.)
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Figure 2.2    Gutcheck goes beyond simple proofreading and queries the user to correct additional formatting problems. [Courtesy of Project Gutenberg]



Easy or not, corrections take time, but I finished them within an hour and sent the revised file to my Whitewasher. (Perhaps you’re feeling like a pingpong ball at this point, considering all the back and forth. I know I did. But as Blake wrote, “If the fool would persist in his folly, he would become wise.”) It wasn’t long before Al wrote back waving the lantern that was the light at the end of the tunnel, and when you get this kind of email from a perfectionist PG Whitewasher such as Al, it seems more like staring into the Bat Signal:


Nick: If you’re satisfied that the book has been *thoroughly* proofread (and I do mean *thoroughly*—there’s no skimping on this step), and the assorted Gutcheck items dealt with satisfactorily, I’d say to create a new copy of the file, and remove all those page splits from it. Watch out for places where the page following a split starts with a new paragraph, and leave a blank line between that paragraph and the one preceding it. At the Appendix, leave four blank lines before “Appendix” and two after it, to set it off as a section title. Give the file a new version number, and send it back to me, and I’ll re-run Gutcheck on it.



I looked the file over and sent it right back.

Total time dedicated to my project on Day 7: 1.5 hours.

Day 8

I checked my email with great anticipation and found a missive from Al asking, “Do you know how to handle zip files?” I replied in the affirmative, and he sent me a zipped folder with three files: the JPG image file of a portrait of Abraham Lincoln that was part of the original PDF, a text file with the Memorial Address that we had worked on together, and a big bonus—a beautifully formatted HTML file of the item. The image of Lincoln and the hypertext file were all Al’s doing. He provided explicit instructions for uploading the content to PG and completing the PG form to indicate my responsibility for the item. I was off to www.copy.pglaf.org/submit.php (which I had visited on Day 2) to follow through with the submission. All things considered Day 8 was light duty.

Total time spent: just an hour.

Two days later, Al, whom I frequently suspected was out to thwart me at every turn, befriended me completely. But he was still a tough taskmaster and a terse correspondent: In his final email, he simply provided a link to the item (www.gutenberg.org/etext/26750) and thanked me (see Figure 2.3).
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Figure 2.3    Pyrrhic victory? Nah! Seeing your contribution at Project Gutenberg is very rewarding. [Courtesy of Project Gutenberg]



After all my kvetching about Al and my two successful submissions (one to the original PG and one to the PG Consortia), Hart wrote, “Just to give you an idea of how much Al does, he just posted 26 eBooks, mostly in French, from one of our volunteers in France, who does not understand our system of doing things and thus needs a certain, shall we say, level of hand holding. It was hard work, just like yours, and ended up being greatly appreciated on both sides.”

I was pleased when I finally saw my contribution. After all, I’d run the gauntlet! But when it was over, I began to appreciate the exacting personalities at PG. It’s people such as Al the Whitewasher, Michael Hart, and, in the final analysis, any fastidious pro with high standards and a book to contribute who make PG one of the highest-quality collections on the web.

On Reflection

My contributions to PG were definitely a memorable experience in UContent, but when contributing to PG, the user is not always in control of the content. The user makes the selection, but by definition, the content is not authored by the user. We’re simply polishing up old shoes and making them available for millions of people worldwide. PG’s rigorous scrutiny means inspecting, reformatting, proofreading, double-checking, and, eventually, posting the content for access by the online community. In addition to the satisfaction of seeing your contribution in the holdings of PG, you get to read (and reread) a book that you may never have experienced so thoroughly. The procedure that PG requires necessitates that contributors become quite intimate with their contribution (you’re able to read and reread it because you’re working with it for hours and days), leading to a greater appreciation of whatever you submit. Life teaches us that anything worthwhile requires time, energy, and work. Preparing materials for PG is definitely worthwhile.

If you don’t have the time to become a book producer, you could consider becoming a distributed proofreader (you can help by reading as little as one page per day—see www.pgdp.net/c). If you don’t have the time or inclination for that, you might consider encouraging a friend to become involved with PG in some capacity.


Conversation With Michael Hart
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Michael Hart was one of the internet pioneers, sharing credit with Richard Stallman (at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology) for starting the open source movement in 1971. They began this work simultaneously but independent of each other.

Hart’s choice for the first item to appear in PG was the Declaration of Independence. He began PG, the oldest site on the internet, at the University of Illinois.

He was also co-founder of the World eBook Fair, in which he begged and borrowed all the ebooks he could manage, many from John Guagliardo of the World Public Library and Brewster Kahle of the Internet Archive, both of whom had been his friends and fellow world changers for more than a decade. In 2008, they provided more than 1 million free ebooks, as well as 160,000 commercial ebooks at a discount.

Michael saw his greatest achievement—PG—as a place that has changed the world without ever making enough income to reach the average poverty line. Quoting from the great master Victor Hugo, he attributed his success to the fact that “There is no greater power on earth than an idea whose time has come.”

He was incredibly generous with his time and attention, and we spent many hours talking and emailing.

Michael Hart passed away on September 6, 2011, at his home in Urbana, Illinois. He was 64.

Here are his responses to some questions I emailed him about PG.



Nick Tomaiuolo: Michael, it has been 5 years since we last talked, and I note your enthusiasm and dedication to adding to one of the world’s largest free online collections hasn’t waned. Has anything changed at PG?

Michael Hart: Several years ago, on October 15, 2003, as I recall, we had just passed the 10,000 ebook mark for the original PG teams, and those same kinds of teams were well past 30,000 at the end of the year 2008. In addition to … the original PG site, we have www.gutenberg.org, with over 50 languages represented, and we also have www.gutenberg.cc with over 75,000 PDF ebooks in over 100 languages. So our grand total is now around 100,000. PG also co-sponsored the World eBook Fair (www.worldebookfair.com) from July 4 through August 4, 2008, which presented over a million free ebooks, plus 160,000 commercial ebooks at a discount. The grand total there was over 1,250,000 by August 4. And of course there’s Project Gutenberg Australia at gutenberg.net.au, which has links to Australian history resources and has some different content because books there generally enter the public domain if the author died in 1954 or earlier. Project Gutenberg Europe (pge.rastko.net) has books in 59 languages, and there is also Gutenberg Canada (www.gutenberg.ca) where the collection reflects the fact that copyright generally lasts until 50 years after the end of the year of the author’s death.

NT: After a couple of tries I managed to contribute two items to PG. I did quite a bit of keyboarding, but not an entire text. Do people still key in the texts?

MH: A lot of our volunteers still prefer to type them in; it’s more fun and gives you a different “read” of one of your favorite books. I once did a 1,000-page book in a year, then I scanned and proofread the “prequel” in just 3 weeks, but the first one was sooo much more fun. It’s a trade-off between what is fun [and] educational and [what is] mass production.

After all, the Gutenberg press was the very first example of mass production, and PG is the first example of what I have called neo–mass production, which I hope will start up what I have called the neo–industrial revolution. I found out while preparing texts for PG, scanners aren’t always the solution. Of course, someday scanning and optical character recognition will be 99.99 percent accurate, or more. …

NT: After copyright has been cleared and a book has been uploaded, is there any chance that PG will reject it?

MH: We haven’t rejected anything in a long time, and even the one I am thinking of was eventually accepted.

NT: I found creating an ebook for PG a satisfying experience. To your knowledge are there any systematic projects in place in which teams of people outside PG (for example, academic departments or students at library schools) are creating many ebooks and presenting them to PG?

MH: We have Professor Mao in Taiwan, whose classes, in September 2008, moved ebooks in Chinese into the No. 3 slot for books in languages other than English, in PrePrints, and I have now moved on to Spanish as my next personal project since Spanish is the third-most-popular internet language but is just barely in our Top 10. As a result, my next major presentation is in Argentina to do some promotion of the Both Americas Project and also to do the honors in opening the Hart Library.

NT: What “positions” constitute the PG community? I know you engage copyright attorneys, but do opportunities exist behind the scenes at PG for the run-of-the-mill bibliophile?

MH: We don’t have real “positions.” However, Distributed Proofreaders is more position oriented; 50,000 volunteers proofreading a page a day is quite an accomplishment!

NT: I encountered a proofreading innovation while I was working on my contribution, something called Gutcheck.

MH: We collect up lots of errors and write programs to find them, which takes a load of work off human shoulders.

NT: The vast majority of texts are available as “common denominator” ASCII text files. A random search for 20 books among the 28,000 at PG came up with eight that were available in PDF and 14 available in HTML as well. Do you maintain statistics of the composition of PG by file type (e.g., what percentage is also HTML or PDF)?

MH: I think [that] if you redo that search in the “advanced search” menu, you will get many more PDF and HTM and HTML files. Actually there is at least one book, in French, that is not available as plain text, simply because the volunteer asked us not to do it without the accents. I’m pretty sure it is not the only one. Don’t forget that most of the PDFs end up at the PG Consortia Center (www.gutenberg.cc). (And we also have plenty of French at PG of Canada.)

NT: I noticed there is a small percentage of contemporary titles (not in the public domain) that are available at PG. What contemporary titles do you accept? Any memorable items?

MH: Bruce Sterling’s Hacker Crackdown comes to mind, as I spent three hard weeks getting it to look good on the screen.

NT: Can individuals use PG to self-publish their novels or poetry if they haven’t found a traditional publisher?

MH: We try not to do much in the way of “vanity press” stuff, but we can always toss things we do not know how to do in the PrePrints section.

NT: Have you any idea who your essential benefactors are, that is, who is actually contributing texts?

MH: In any group of thousands, there is always at least one who totally stands out, some workaholic insomniac bibliophile or the like, and we always look so much better when we see one or two of those adding huge amounts to production. Most of them prefer to remain anonymous, and even I do big amounts of my work just as an anonymous volunteer.

NT: Any words of advice or encouragement for potential contributors?

MH: If you ever wanted to grab hold of Archimedes’ famous lever and move the world, this is your chance! You could spend a week, or a month, or a year, or whatever length of time you wanted on a book a billion people might read in the future. … Now that is leverage!

I see PG’s use of the internet as the primitive, first steps. A sort of Star Trek communicator, transporter, and in the most important way, as a very primitive “replicator.” You put a book in over here, and anywhere on the internet every person can have a copy, free of charge.

Today the personal computer becomes the personal library. The average computer today goes for under $500. For another $500 you can add your first few terabytes and hold enough books [in plain text .zip files] to make it into current lists of the 100 largest libraries in the world!

After all, there are 250 languages with more than a million speakers. If we cover only 40 percent of those, that’s 100 languages. There are 25 million books in the public domain, not to mention newspapers, magazines, and so forth. If we do only 40 percent of those books, that’s 10 million books. 100 languages … 10 million books. … If we just translate those 10 million books into those 100 languages, we have a 1-BILLION-BOOK LIBRARY! After all, people have never mentioned building a 1-billion-book library, but I see it as a foregone conclusion … it’s going to happen … the only real question is when.

PG was designed to lift the world from the bottom upwards, rather than by the traditional trickle-down theory. Somehow those “trickle-down” projects rarely get to the masses but instead lift only the top portion of the pyramid to an even higher level, thus increasing the distance between the haves and the have-nots.

My own personal goal is to see that 1-billion-book library being read on the average cell phone around the world when everyone, literally everyone who wants one, has a cell phone that reads, even one that reads out loud. That way everyone can learn to read without any help from anyone else! And every single one of those books could be owned for a lifetime by anyone with a petabyte of drive space. By 2020, petabyte drives will be affordable. Then where does the world of haves versus have-nots go? Eh?
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