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In memory of my friend Danny Pearl, and the other great reporters who lost their lives digging for the truth.



PROLOGUE

The party had a distinct fin-de-siècle air. On a wintry night in early 2016, the battered lions of journalism gathered at the Newseum in Washington, D.C., for a party to toast the 100th anniversary of the Pulitzer Prizes. These editors and reporters had spent their careers at newspapers such as the New York Times, which had won 117 of the coveted awards, the most of any news organization. Scattered throughout the room were representatives of the Washington Post, which had won 47, the second-most. Their stories over the years had chronicled Watergate, the Pentagon Papers, war zones, terrorism, financial scandal, poverty, political corruption, civil rights, China, Russia, and on and on. The “first rough draft of history,” popularized by Phil Graham, scion of the family that owned the Post, had become a self-congratulatory cliché, but for this body of journalism’s most honored work, it was true.

Arthur Ochs Sulzberger Jr., the Times’s publisher since 1992, took immense pride in the announcement of the Pulitzers each spring, just as his father had. The Times almost always had someone on the Pulitzer board that picked the winners. For nearly a decade, the paper’s emissary was Tom Friedman, the Times’s influential foreign affairs columnist and a three-time prizewinner. After the board made its decisions, Friedman would call the publisher to leak the results the Friday before they were announced. Seldom did he have anything but good news. Almost every year the boyish-faced Sulzberger added at least one framed picture of a winner to the corridor below his office. Most of the other guests knew that Sulzberger, 64, hoped to hand over the reins to his son, Arthur Gregg, as Arthur’s father, “Punch” Sulzberger, had done for him.

Absent from the crowd of luminaries was the Washington Post’s Donald Graham, the self-effacing, beloved company chairman who had executed a changing of the guard three years before. Despairing that the paper’s quality couldn’t survive deep staff cuts and vanishing advertising revenue, he sold the newspaper his family had owned since 1933 to a tech billionaire, Amazon’s Jeff Bezos. The Post’s sleek new offices were no longer festooned with the famous front page “Nixon Resigns” from Watergate days. They were dominated by flat-screens displaying real-time traffic statistics on how many readers were looking at each story. Prominent was a Bezos mantra, in blue and white: “What’s dangerous is not to evolve.”

Also missing was the younger guard, the founders of the digital media companies that had used Facebook and Google to build giant audiences of younger readers and viewers. Though very few had won Pulitzers for their news coverage, companies such as BuzzFeed and Vice Media were giving the old guard serious competition—and heartburn.

The party celebrated journalism’s golden age, but the celebrants were living through journalism’s Age of Anxiety. All of them knew a colleague who had taken a buyout or been laid off. The newspaper industry had shed $1.3 billion worth of editors’ and reporters’ jobs in the past decade, some 60 percent of its workforce since 2000. Some of the newspapers that won the prizes had gone out of business—more than 300 altogether—or were shadows of what they’d been. There had been repeated assurances that more could be done with less. Even the newcomers, despite their bloated valuations, were hard-pressed to show profits.

Global news-gathering, meanwhile, remained monstrously expensive. The kind of investigative stories that won Pulitzers took months to report, took still more time to edit and make legally bullet-proof, and were ever more costly. Editors had to safeguard accuracy and fairness: if a big story broke and they needed to scramble helicopters or flood the zone with reporters, they couldn’t agonize over budgets. What was being threatened were the very qualities these prizes were meant to recognize. What was at risk was far bigger than just one industry—it was truth and freedom in a democratic society, an informed citizenry, and news sources that were above politics in their reporting.

All the editors there were mustering their troops to cover the presidential election, never suspecting that voters would bring to power a man who cast them as agents of evil, the “fake news media.” At Donald Trump’s rallies, his supporters jeered the campaign reporters behind their ropes. Trump’s penchant for serial lying would challenge all the old rules of so-called objectivity and force journalists into the uncomfortable role of seeming to be, at least in the eyes of many conservative Americans, combatants against a sitting president.

Everything these journalists cared about was under attack. As they sipped wine in a cavernous museum devoted to their profession’s glorious past, the laurels that mattered were now quantitative: clicks and likes and tweets and page views and time of engagement.

Beyond the political climate, the traditional news media itself had played a role in the public’s eroding trust. Self-inflicted scandals had damaged their credibility, including those involving Janet Cooke at the Post and Jayson Blair at the Times, the run-up to the Iraq War, and, soon, controversies over coverage of Hillary Clinton’s emails, hacked messages from the computers of Democratic Party officials, as well as the failure to recognize Trump’s electability. Most Americans now got their news on their smartphones, on social media, from a jumble of sources, such as family members they trusted far more, or from alt-right websites, increasingly polarized cable TV news shows, Russian bots, and branded content from corporations.

I surveyed the room with the eyes of an outsider, nervously glomming on to old friends and former colleagues from the Times, the author Anna Quindlen, and Isabel Wilkerson, resplendent in a red dress. She had been the first black journalist to win a Pulitzer for feature writing, for a wrenching portrait of a fourth-grader from Chicago’s South Side. In 2014 I had been fired as executive editor of the Times, but Arthur Sulzberger Jr., the man who pink-slipped me, had generously invited me to be part of the Times family celebrating our Pulitzer heritage. During my time as managing editor and then executive editor, and as the first and only woman to hold those jobs, the Times had hauled in 24 Pulitzers.

I’d become a reporter during Watergate. As a college-age woman, my odds of joining the ranks of Woodward and Bernstein were slim, but their groundbreaking investigations of turpitude in the Nixon White House had inspired me to try. From a starting job at Time magazine, I’d climbed to journalism’s highest rung and then fallen. I was well-versed in the new landscape of news, with its native advertising for brands, clickbait headlines, and 24/7 rhythms, but it wasn’t the world I’d grown up in. As the newspapers tried to keep up with technology, executive editors were expected to be digital gurus and let business imperatives guide their editorial judgment.

One particular post-Watergate book that inspired me to become a journalist was The Powers That Be, published in 1979. The author was David Halberstam, who won a Pulitzer as a Times reporter covering the Vietnam War. The book examines the histories and paths of four influential news companies: the Post, the Los Angeles Times, CBS News, and Time Inc. Halberstam was writing at the moment of journalism’s zenith, after the Post had broken stories that led to the first resignation in history of a U.S. president and CBS had played a central role in opening the country’s eyes to the futility of the Vietnam War. This was long before online publishing proliferated in the 1990s; it was a time when newspapers were printing money, stuffed with want ads and department store ads and enjoying profitable monopolies in more and more cities. Smaller papers such as the Baltimore Sun could afford to deploy foreign correspondents to postings in faraway capitals like Tokyo and Berlin.

Halberstam chronicled how those four institutions achieved not only financial success but journalistic excellence in the postwar era. As the longtime New Yorker political commentator Richard Rovere wrote at the time, the big political issues of the period—McCarthyism, civil rights, Vietnam, Watergate—were primarily moral issues. Halberstam’s four news organizations played an admirable role in getting the country through these crises. Rovere also warned that trouble was looming, as family-run papers became increasingly tethered to Wall Street and various bean counters.

Surveying the scene, I had the overwhelming sense at the Pulitzer party that, just as it was when Halberstam wrote his book, a power shift was taking place under our noses. News had become ubiquitous in the digital age, but it was harder than ever to find trustworthy information or a financial model that would support it. Newsrooms had made drastic cuts and were still at it. The Boston Globe had closed its foreign news bureaus in 2007; the Post, too, closed its domestic bureaus in New York, Los Angeles, and Chicago two years later. Newcomers, notably BuzzFeed and Vice, were opening international offices, taking advantage of the internet’s capacity to give anyone a global audience but not coming close to replacing the reporting muscles lost.

We had moral crises of our own, some of which the press fumbled: the flawed coverage of the lead-up to the Iraq War, troubling surveillance of citizens by U.S. intelligence agencies, and blindness to the forces that led to the Trump election. The trust and authority lauded by Halberstam, along with the business model, seemed to be crumbling.

Shane Smith, Vice’s founder and one-time hard-partying lads-mag editor, had recently bragged of being “the Time Warner of the streets” and talked of elbowing aside CNN. Jonah Peretti of BuzzFeed had won the hearts of the hard-to-reach millennial audience with photo links of adorable puppies, then parlayed that into an investigative reporting staff that was the size of the Times’s investigative unit. Meanwhile, the Times and Post were trying to teach digital users to pay for the content they consumed, a lesson that went directly against the internet mantra that “information wants to be free.” Each had begun charging subscribers for their digital news reports, not knowing if that would be enough to save them.

The Times had already and unsuccessfully challenged the free-news orthodoxy a decade earlier, by charging readers for its opinion section and columns, but had quickly thrown up its hands after reaping a scant $20 million from its readers on the web. There had been dark talk inside the paper of bankruptcy, until a Mexican billionaire rode to the rescue with a huge loan. Now things had stabilized, and a more flexible digital subscription plan was bringing in sizable revenue. But the Times was still heavily dependent on its print circulation base for survival, and these print subscribers were aging and their numbers decreasing.

The partygoers around me, like print newspaper readers, were relics of Halberstam’s golden age. But their essential gift—nosing out the truth in a city that thrives on greed and lies—had never been more vital to the health of our democracy. The Times was still in a fight for survival in the digital age, trying to attract enough paying subscribers to support its $200 million annual news budget and remain in the hands of the family that had owned it since a Tennessee newspaper baron, Adolph Ochs, Sulzberger Jr.’s great-grandfather, bought it in 1896. The Post, seemingly rescued by Bezos, was trying to restore its reputation, hurt by years of cost-cutting and staff reductions that the Graham family couldn’t prevent.

As for the new digital competitors, the question was whether they were ready to step up to be our guardians of truth. They considered themselves disruptors, hammering the power structure as if it were the Big Brother screen in Apple’s legendary “1984” TV commercial. Some of them didn’t even believe that editors needed to be gatekeepers. They were sometimes hasty in putting news “out there” and letting readers decide whether something was true. Their headlines were hyped, although recently their desire to be serious news providers had improved quality. BuzzFeed and Vice depended on social media sharing, a broad metric called “engagement,” which included time spent reading, the number of likes, shares, and comments on social media, and a host of other factors. The wisdom of crowds, with commenters rather than professional journalists setting the terms, drove coverage. The breathless news cycle left little time for formal training of the young, aspiring journalists who mostly sat behind computers scraping previously published content off the internet and rewriting it or spinning it in new directions.

By understanding the power of social media and video, BuzzFeed and Vice had won millions of devoted readers and viewers, largely using the giant tech platforms of Facebook and Google to amass followings among the young, the demographic most prized by advertisers. Their financial success was rooted in so-called native advertising, ads that were virtual carbon copies of stories created by journalists. Facebook, which supplied the lifeblood to new digital media sites, was all about deriving ad revenue from the fast-paced social sharing of their 2.2 billion global users. Eschewing its responsibilities as mankind’s biggest publisher, Facebook would be badly tarnished after the 2016 election for sharing users’ data with a Trump-tied outfit, Cambridge Analytica, and for failing to police its platform, enabling fake-news creators in Russia to disrupt the election.

All in all, it felt like a singular moment. The fate of the republic seemed to depend more than ever on access to honest, reliable information, and people were consuming more news than ever, but every news company was turning itself upside down to produce and pay for it in the digital age. I determined to capture this moment of wrenching transition—and to do it as a reporter, my first calling.

Copying Halberstam’s template, I would chart the struggles of four companies to keep honest news alive. But my narrative would be less triumphal and more personal. I’d lived through the fight to keep facts alive in a new economic climate. I’d lost my way when I became executive editor of the Times, trying to fight for what I viewed as the necessary balance between safeguarding the independence of the news and the urgent need to find new sources of revenue. Halberstam’s four companies were pillars of a rising news establishment, and he told their fascinating origin stories. The two newspapers I chose to chronicle, the New York Times and the Washington Post, were both struggling through an extremely disruptive technological transition and fighting to retain their importance and essential values. The two newcomers I chose, BuzzFeed and Vice, were improbable players in the news arena but were claiming the upper hand at a time when huge social media platforms rather than individual publishers drove audiences to news.

In the Trump era, the news wars were no longer the stuff of lofty discussion on public TV and in journalism classrooms. They were center stage every day. The man who vilified the media as “enemies of the people” was in fact a creature of the media. His rise to fame in New York City was fueled by tabloid newspapers like the New York Post and the New York Daily News. He sold papers and he worked these outlets, all the while stewing that the Times and other mainstream media organizations scorned him. Later he built a national profile as a master of reality television. The paradox of Trump’s view of the media only deepened after his election. As he tried to delegitimize traditional news organizations, sometimes successfully, he wound up energizing them and helping drive new subscriptions. Journalists wringing their hands about technological pressure were suddenly forced to focus on the importance of their mission—and were less concerned about being marginalized. Courtesy of Trump, they were more threatened than ever, but also more vital.

The threats to trust and authority were evident at the time of the Pulitzer party, and by the time Trump assumed power the remains of any true common source of news and information for a broad swath of the American public were gone.

“There is a risk that one third of the electorate will be isolated in an information loop of its own, where Trump becomes the major source of information about Trump, because independent sources are rejected on principle,” wrote media critic and New York University professor Jay Rosen in April 2018. “That has already happened. An authoritarian system is up and running for a portion of the polity.”

Although the panic about the business model had retreated a bit in some newsrooms, especially after the Times and Post both witnessed a “Trump bump” in new subscriptions following the election, the old guard and the young had a common, persistent problem: the advertising that supported newspapers throughout the 20th century was rapidly disappearing. In terms of ad revenue, print dollars had become digital dimes. The ads that cluttered readers’ screens were cheap and plentiful, while a full page in the Times still cost north of $100,000. Mobile phones were driving the prices of ads even lower. Though digital audiences, well into the millions for all four companies, were far bigger than any newspaper reader base, most readers and viewers were paying little or nothing for the content they read or watched online. Facebook and Google, with their automated ad systems that pinpointed specific audiences, were hoovering up 73 percent of whatever U.S. digital ad revenue there was.

At the same time, a basic tenet of quality journalism was under attack: the wall between church and state. Part of what slowed the Times and the Post from adapting to the digital age was a concern about separating the business side of the papers from the editorial side. The Post’s former editor Leonard Downie was known to walk out of meetings where business issues were being discussed because he believed so fervently in that separation. Joe Lelyveld, a former Times executive editor, protested when the head of advertising once walked through the newsroom to find him.

The dam held for a while, but mounting financial pressures broke through practically overnight. At the Times, journalists were asked to appear at conferences with advertisers where some questions were vetted by the marketing department; the paper’s ombudsman complained about the too-cozy appearance of reporters and sources at these events. The Washington Post had been hit far worse. Its advertising base in D.C. had been decimated, as was the case with many local newspapers, and it would be left to grasp for creative new ways to bend professional ethics in order to shore up some more revenue.

The pain was most acute at local, smaller papers. The Charleston Gazette-Mail in West Virginia would win the Pulitzer for investigative reporting but was forced into bankruptcy soon after the Champagne was uncorked.

During the years after 2008, when global financial calamity was intensifying, the need for quality journalism increased. The forces of nationalism were massing across the Western world. There was record income inequality even with a record low unemployment rate. The financial crisis of 2008 cost the U.S. economy some $10 trillion, according to the Government Accountability Office. Economic dislocation and technological change were upending life everywhere. Climate change was wrecking the environment; catastrophic events, such as the British Petroleum oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico, were becoming more commonplace. Terrorism was on the rise. The U.S. was involved in two wars, in Iraq and Afghanistan. There had to be reputable news organizations digging into all of these cataclysmic stories. If not, who would tell the people? It’s easy to forget how desperately afraid of centralized power the Founders of America were. The First Amendment protecting freedom of the press was first for a reason.

It seemed to me that a good place to start my book was 2007, when it seemed almost everything changed. That year saw the introduction of the iPhone and the news apps that have become the dominant reading device for many of us. Facebook had just introduced its News Feed, which would become the news distribution channel for many Americans. It was when Vice decided to use digital video on YouTube to create immersive documentaries in far-flung locales that it drew new audiences to news. Jonah Peretti, a wonkish visionary, was beginning to experiment with how news could go viral and tinkering with a new website he called BuzzFeed.

For the Times and the Post, still the country’s dominant general-interest papers, 2007 was the year everything began to fall apart. With the financial crisis looming, and heavily burdened by the costs of a new skyscraper they moved into that year, the Times would soon go hat in hand to mogul Carlos Slim for a $250 million loan. This forced the company to rent out most of the floors of its new headquarters, which Sulzberger Jr. had envisioned as the home for a powerful new multimedia empire. At the Post, Katharine Weymouth, very much her grandmother’s girl—she even sometimes wore Katharine Graham’s signature pearls to work—became publisher and CEO, only to be slammed by financial woes. Newspeople started asking if these two pillars of journalism’s establishment, the papers that still broke by far the most important stories, could survive the transition to digital.

The climate for creating the kind of journalism the First Amendment was intended to protect, the stories that held powerful people and institutions to account, had grown noticeably chillier. During President Barack Obama’s administration there were more criminal leak investigations, far more of these chilling probes than in previous administrations. Though the Times and Post each had exposed classified operations eavesdropping on citizens and secret overseas prisons where terror suspects were tortured, sources and whistleblowers inside the government clammed up, fearful of prosecution. Reporters, forced to testify and reveal their secret sources, were threatened with jail time for refusing to comply with coercive subpoenas. Some of these investigations touched Times reporters, and I had publicly attacked the leak investigations, observing that the Obama White House was rivaling Nixon’s for secrecy, much to the chagrin of the White House press secretary. I agreed with a former Post editor who said that if a war on terror was being waged in the name of the people, the American public needed the press to tell them about it. That was what “consent of the governed” required.

In the age of Trump, these questions heightened. Could the weakened traditional news organizations still carry out the mission the Founders intended for a free press? Had the shiny rewards for entertaining the public eclipsed their duty to inform? Would a business model, other than the whims of certain billionaire owners, emerge to support quality news-gathering? Could trust in the news media be restored when the president, almost daily, called it fake news? These seemed to me the vital issues.

Trying to answer them would take time, but working on this book, a narrative history told through four different news companies, would give me a passport into the newsrooms on the front lines. After two years of hanging out with their leaders, their technologists, their reporters and editors, I might have some sense of whether there was a future for quality news.

What do I mean by “quality news”? News that isn’t commoditized, merely chronicling what happened and where, like the stories doled out by public relations firms or announced at staged events. Such stories were published every day.

Quality news involves original reporting, digging to find the real story behind the story. Investigative reporting on the murky nexus of money and politics and corporate behavior. International reporting from hard-to-reach places and dangerous conflict zones. Stories that require the skills of professional journalists using state-of-the-art reporting tools, such as databases and crowdsourcing, and age-old shoe-leather techniques to fill in gaps in the backstory. Stories that are thoughtfully presented, taking advantage of digital technology to provide on-the-scene accounts and visuals that further explain how events transpired. Stories that are edited so as to honor the intelligence of readers rather than exploit their emotions.

There are not that many places left that do quality news well or even aim to do it at all. But these four can and sometimes do: BuzzFeed, Vice, the New York Times, and the Washington Post. BuzzFeed because its success exemplifies Facebook’s impact on how information spreads online. Vice because digital video and streaming services are rapidly replacing conventional TV broadcasters and cable stations and earning the loyalty of younger audiences who would rather watch than read. The Times because it covers more subjects and places more deeply than any other news organization. The Post because of its inspired quest to reclaim its lost glory as the most important digest of American politics and the government. These four are among the leaders in producing the big stories—I can’t always bring myself to call it “content”—that we discuss every day. And all four are endangered.



PART ONE




CHAPTER ONE

BUZZFEED I

Jonah Peretti, who would upend the news business by injecting the data science of virality into it, was born into a world in which people still knew how to fold a newspaper, and grew up just a short distance from the garage where two guys named Steve were tinkering with what became the first Apple computer. His mother and father, a schoolteacher and lawyer in Oakland, California, were perplexed by a child who loved to talk to the life-size monsters he molded out of clay. His creations were so fantastical and compelling that a local art gallery put them on display. But he couldn’t make sense of books.

His younger sister, Chelsea, who went on to establish herself as a successful actress and stand-up comic, remembers her rail-thin brother as relentlessly chatty and precocious. Their parents divorced when he was six. As they grew up, the siblings had their own private world. But for Jonah each day of elementary school was what he later described as seven hours of punishment that left him feeling “invisible and insignificant.” He spent class time confounded, “alone in a room full of strange children who pass the time transfixed by incomprehensible symbols,” he once wrote. He shrank from his teachers and spent recess hiding in a bathroom stall, crying. When he entered third grade and still couldn’t read, his mother took him to a psychologist and received the verdict she had long suspected: her son was dyslexic.

Peretti’s stepmother and father took consolation in the possibility that their son’s brain was no less capable, just wired differently. In art class, while the other kids produced banal little pots, teachers marveled at the anatomical complexity of the sculptures the practically illiterate boy had concocted. “The goal of cognition was not to be right, but to make something interesting, provocative, and original,” he wrote. “When I played the game of right and wrong at school, I always lost. But when I built something evocative in the studio, adults would stare in wonder and admiration.”

Eventually he did learn to read, and at that point he gave up clay but never lost his interest in the connection between art and technology. In high school he became fascinated by philosophy and economics. Computing came to him intuitively. His mother’s friend let him play around on an early-model Macintosh, and Peretti became transfixed. “I loved it because you could create with it,” he recalled. He struck a deal with his parents to do extra yard work for a modest stipend and used the money to buy a Mac of his own from a secondhand store.

During his high school summers, he taught at day camps and fixed computers to earn some money. He supplemented screen time with a self-guided tour of the philosophical canon, rode his bike, and established a small community garden near home. His sister recalls these years as his “crunchy period.”

Peretti finished high school in 1992 and matriculated at the University of California at Santa Cruz, where he balanced his major in environmental studies with Foucault, Barthes, Marx, JavaScript, and HTML. His senior thesis, published in the British quarterly Environmental Values, was on an emerging environmental doctrine called mixoecology.

He graduated Phi Beta Kappa with little clue of what he wanted to do next. He looked at a couple of tech start-ups in the area but found cubicle culture off-putting. For the time being, he decided to follow in his mother’s footsteps and become a teacher. He filled out an application form and took it to the teacher placement service, telling them, “I’ll go anywhere.” They sent him to the Isidore Newman School, an exclusive private institution in uptown New Orleans dually distinguished by its brainy student body and storied football program, whose alumni included the writers Walter Isaacson and Michael Lewis, and the football legends Peyton and Eli Manning.

He taught four different classes, from kindergarteners to seniors, in addition to directing the computer department, where he had 15 teachers working under him, none of whom were too pleased to be answering to a man half their age, and who looked it. His rangy frame still hadn’t filled out. (It never would.) He decided to wear a tie.

As an entry-level teacher, he was earning just $24,000 a year, but the challenge of making the abstrusely technical field of computer science accessible to children proved satisfying. He taught students what probability was and how to gauge it, what constituted randomness as opposed to order. His students designed their own websites, learned to write programs that generated petitions to politicians, and supplemented their study of history with virtual role-playing. His classroom became a sort of R&D lab for him to test how these young minds grappled with high-flying concepts and processes and how to adapt them to real life. Sometimes he tailored his lessons to the special needs of a dyslexic sixth-grader, whom the principal had written off as a problem child. After a year with Mr. Peretti, the child might have developed an original version of Myst, the famous computer game.

Louisiana culture was a far cry from the liberal enclave he had grown up in. The funky pair of John Fluevog wingtips he wore and the indie songwriters he listened to stuck out against the backdrop of New Orleans jazz and pickup trucks. Peretti’s quirks attracted the brainier students, who signed up for the electives he taught on communist philosophers and postmodernism. He led one such class on a field trip to New York City, where three particularly admiring students went to Greenwich Village to buy Fluevogs to match his. One of them, Peggy Wang, would stay in touch with her teacher and become one of his first employees at BuzzFeed.

At night Peretti would reconvene with the philosophers he’d read in college and write erudite papers for little-known academic journals. One from his first year in New Orleans, titled “Capitalism and Schizophrenia,” lamented the disorienting effects wrought by the torrent of commercial images on the internet and TV, a trend that in 1996 was in its mere adolescence. Much later the topic was fodder for myriad books and studies about how the web was shortening people’s attention span.

“The increasingly rapid rate at which images are distributed and consumed in late capitalism necessitates a corresponding increase in the rate that individuals assume and shed identities,” he wrote. “The viewing subject, ‘glued’ to the screen, mistakes himself or herself for an ideologically laden ‘image-repertoire’ ” in which “the images must have some content to create the possibility for a mirror stage identification.” The essay read like the last gasp of an idealist in the jaws of the capitalist machine. Ironic, then, that within a decade the author would build a billion-dollar company catering to the world’s largest brands by preying on these very same vulnerabilities in consumers’ collective subconscious. Years later, when a reporter found the paper and asked Peretti whether BuzzFeed subverted or capitalized upon the phenomena he once critiqued, he replied “lol.”

On the weekends he would travel to academic symposia to discuss the digital future. At one conference on social networking, held around the turn of the millennium, he met a Cornell graduate student named Duncan Watts, who was working out the math behind the six degrees of separation and investigating how chirps spread from cricket to cricket. The result was the Watts-Strogatz theorem, which describes the traits that characterize a “small world” network, one where, through a few short hops, you can get from one node to any other node. In college Peretti had been fascinated by the question of how things could catch on and spread from person to person, but until now he had not dared to believe there could be a scientific principle that explained it, let alone a means of replicating contagious phenomena in the lab.

In 2001, after five years in New Orleans, Peretti applied to study at the MIT Media Lab, where he could dedicate himself full time to his obsession with tech-powered creativity. The lab was founded and headed by Nicholas Negroponte, a digital optimist whose book Being Digital forecast a better, interconnected world. Peretti’s time at the Media Lab felt like the recess he had never been able to enjoy as a child. He described MIT as his playground, where “my goal is the same as everyone else’s: to build something interesting.” There he met Cameron Marlow, who became the head of data science at Facebook, then a Ph.D. candidate doing dissertation research on “media contagion.” Marlow’s conclusion contradicted Watts’s theory. He argued that viral content was impossible to engineer, replicate, or predict. But Peretti would soon prove him wrong.

•  •  •

In a sense, BuzzFeed was born as a prank. For an online promotion, Nike launched a website where shoppers could personalize their shoes by selecting the color patterns and appending a nickname or chosen phrase. The 27-year-old Peretti submitted his design for a pair of shoes emblazoned with the word “sweatshop,” an obvious reference to Nike’s reputation for manufacturing its products overseas with cheap labor. An email came from Nike informing him this constituted “inappropriate slang.” The real reason for the rejection, Peretti knew, was that Nike was defensive about its sweatshops.

“After consulting Webster’s Dictionary,” Peretti emailed back, “I discovered that ‘sweatshop’ is in fact part of standard English, and not slang. . . . Your web site advertises that the NIKEiD program is ‘about freedom to choose and freedom to express who you are.’ I share Nike’s love of freedom and personal expression. The site also says that ‘If you want it done right . . . build it yourself.’ I was thrilled to be able to build my own shoes, and my personal iD was offered as a small token of appreciation for the sweatshop workers poised to help me realize my vision.” The exchange continued, with the Nike representative standing staunchly behind the rejection, and Peretti increasing his sarcasm. “I would like to make one small request. Could you please send me a color snapshot of the 10-year-old Vietnamese girl who makes my shoes?” He got no response.

He forwarded the email chain to a group of friends, who found it amusing enough to forward to some friends of their own, and before he knew it, a large online community was buzzing about the Nike Sweatshop Emails. Peretti had started a chain reaction organically and had seen it grow to reach millions of people, on all seven continents. He was getting calls from reporters morning, noon, and night. Katie Couric invited him onto the Today show to debate labor rights with Nike’s head of PR. Sitting in front of the cameras, Peretti wondered, “Why am I here instead of people who’ve dedicated their lives fighting for human rights?”

He described how what had started as a laugh among a circle of friends “began racing around the world like a virus.” As he watched all this play out, it struck him that the email chain behaved according to a framework he recognized from his college biology courses. “Without really trying,” he wrote, “I had released what biologist Richard Dawkins calls a meme. Dawkins describes the meme as a ‘unit of cultural transmission,’ such as ‘tunes, ideas, catch-phrases, fashions,’ ” that caught on with the public. “The most important thing about memes,” Peretti added, “is that they replicate themselves, ‘spreading from brain to brain.’ ” Peretti’s meme exhibited the very same phenomenon as the cricket chirps that had so captivated him about Watts’s work.

Back in the Media Lab, he pondered the circumstances of his celebrity ascent with his friend Marlow, who still thought it was impossible to do twice. He challenged Peretti to go viral again, and, with hardly a lull, he did. With his sister, Peretti dreamed up something he called “the rejection line,” a phone number for people to give out to unwanted suitors. When the number was called, an answering machine played the following message: “The person who gave you this number does not want to talk to you or see you again. We would like to take this opportunity to officially reject you.” The hotline quickly became inundated with callers taking up all eight of its lines while overflow callers waited to get on, day after day. The project earned Peretti more acclaim. One write-up heralded him as “the poster boy of guerrilla media.”

Within a year he would strike a third time, teaming up with his sister to create a parody website called Blackpeopleloveus.com that poked fun at white people’s affected claims of racial sensitivity. He had all but officially disproved Marlow’s theories. The buzz from the Nike emails had died off after six months, Rejection Line after three, Blackpeopleloveus after one month. Although his viral triumphs now had shorter lifespans, he was figuring out virality and, to Peretti, this signaled something about the direction online media was going. “The networks and the ability to share kept getting more and more tightly connected so that media would spread faster,” he observed. As the metabolism of internet audiences quickened, its appetite for content was growing. Peretti would adapt.

He created a new term for his experiments: “contagious media.” In a 23-point manifesto, he described its theses. “For the contagious media designer, all that matters is how other people see the work,” he wrote. “The audience is the network and the critic.” To be successful, “a contagious media project should represent the simplest form of an idea” and “must be explainable in one sentence or less.” For example, “a phone line for rejecting unwanted suitors” or “a technique to make bonsai kittens.”

Simplifying the content and ceding control of the distribution to the audience were the touchstones of Peretti’s contagious discovery. This line of work, he realized, did not require particular brilliance or originality. Rather it demanded above all a receptiveness to the whims and weaknesses of the masses. The internet was a burgeoning lifeline for people who otherwise lacked sufficient distractions from their daily toil. It was the perfect moment, Peretti determined, to introduce the opiate they longed for.

That contagious media appeared trivial and innocuous made it all the more catchy; like the ice-cream-truck melody, it worked by worming its way into your head. But Peretti knew full well that this was more than just a passing fad. Long before others were willing to admit it, he grasped the political dimension of this new form. When asked by the host of a CNN talk show whether his viral hits made him any money, he told her, “It is just sort of an experiment in democratic media.”

He knew his projects relied on an audience he characterized as the Bored at Work Network, which had arisen as “a by-product of alienated labor” and had already become, by his estimation, “the largest alternative to the corporate media,” with enough manpower for “building world class encyclopedias . . . vanquishing political leaders . . . finding life on other planets and curing cancer.” Their influence was vast—he appreciated this as much as anyone—but their ranks were decentralized and the network as a whole lacked discernible leadership. None of the mainstream outlets appeared to serve their interests or even grasp them, as far as Peretti could tell. And that vacuum provided opportunity.

During graduate school at the Media Lab, Peretti began working for Eyebeam, a tech lab, and moved in 2001 to New York City. He was thrilled to be working with a team of forward-thinking web developers and network scientists who tinkered away at futuristic-seeming inventions. The consortium was founded by John Johnson, whose great-grandfather had founded Johnson & Johnson and whose father, a bronze sculptor, had established an atelier where sculptors could study and produce works far bigger than most personal studios would have allowed. Eyebeam was the younger Johnson’s atelier, dedicated to the tools and technologies that would enable a new era of artistic production.

The team of creators were idealists who made their experiments open-sourced and free for other coders. “We were sort of activists, artists, hackers,” Peretti recalled. At Eyebeam, Johnson saw promise in the young techno-whiz. He invited Peretti to his gadget-filled Soho penthouse, where they had rousing brainstorm sessions while tinkering with Johnson’s high-tech gadgets and taking in the view of downtown Manhattan. The Eyebeam job came with a small stipend, which Peretti spent on treating his comrades to cheap meals. He called his clique of like-minded digital wonks the Pizza, Beer and Innovation Consortium. One member was Ze Frank, who early on saw the potential for connecting with digital audiences and would later take charge of BuzzFeed’s video and movie arm in Hollywood.

The online networks then in existence—MySpace, Friendster, and other now-extinct domains—would, within a few years, be glorified guinea pigs for the giants yet to launch. In 2003 Johnson hosted the Social Network Soiree, a glamorous evening that began with a panel featuring Peretti and Malcolm Gladwell, followed by a party sponsored by Moët Champagne. Guests were affixed with “meme tags,” bugging devices that collected and analyzed the content of their small talk. Piggybacking on this, Johnson rolled out a series of events called Contagious Media Showdowns, where he and other experts held court on the viral potential of videos, websites, and other comedy projects that attendees submitted for appraisal. The Wild West theme of the first event was appropriate, considering the unexplored frontiers of social networking.

With his sister, Chelsea, Peretti put on a Contagious Media show at the cutting-edge New Museum of Contemporary Art in downtown New York, highlighting standout projects by others alongside their own viral creations: the Nike emails, the Rejection Line, and Blackpeopleloveus. Hired models dressed as museum attendants were instructed to give out the Rejection Line number to anyone who hit on them. Black actors roved the gallery striking up uncomfortable conversations about race with white attendees. “Digerati Vogues, Caught Midcraze” was the headline of the New York Times’s review of the show, which blasted the work as “adolescent” and “sad and shabby.”

Peretti took the pan as evidence that the Times’s critic was out of touch with the sardonic humor that defined the digital world and its younger audience. This came with the territory of being what his friend Watts called a “cultural hacker.” “The same way that a hacker looks to exploit vulnerabilities in software to make a point,” Watts said, “Jonah does the same to make a cultural point.” But it was a point apparently lost on the Times’s critic.

While Peretti continued to consolidate his influence over the underground world of technologists, he met the man who would become his godfather in the business world, Kenneth Lerer, a public-relations mogul who had made a fortune representing NBC, AOL, Microsoft, and other corporate clients, and who now, for some reason, wanted to pick Peretti’s brain. At first Peretti wasn’t interested in a meeting, but after Lerer offered to have a chauffeur drive him and a friend around New York, he accepted. As it turned out, Lerer was not the tycoon he had imagined. He was animated by political issues like gun control, and in 2003 the issue on his mind was renewing President Bill Clinton’s ban on assault weapons. He was organizing a petition drive and thought Peretti’s knowledge of what made content go viral could help. The antigun campaign the two men devised did not succeed, but it mustered an impressive 150,000 signatures in a short time.

A few weeks later Lerer was invited to dinner by a friend, Tom Freston, a Viacom executive who had helped invent MTV. They met at an Italian spot on the Upper East Side, where Freston had also invited Arianna Huffington, a tall and imposing woman with red hair and a thick Greek accent. Huffington was by then a well-known global socialite based in Los Angeles. After dating the British cultural critic Bernard Levin, she married the Texan oil heir Michael Huffington. She had played a crucial part in her husband’s election to Congress as a Republican from California in 1992 and had carved out a role for herself in Washington as a political pundit, palling around with Newt Gingrich to promote an agenda they called “compassionate conservatism.” She divorced her husband after he lost a Senate bid in 1994 and announced her rebirth as a liberal Democrat. When Lerer met her, she was fresh off the campaign trail, having run for governor of California before pulling out of the race after polling at less than 2 percent of the vote. The conversation at dinner revolved around John Kerry’s loss to Bush in the 2004 presidential contest and the need for a more muscular liberal media. Huffington asked to meet Lerer again.

In the meantime Lerer approached Peretti about working with Huffington. “You know the web,” Peretti recalls Lerer saying, “and I know business. Let’s do something together.” Peretti’s response was tepid at first. “I was never interested in business or making money, that wasn’t the point,” he told me years later. “Business wasn’t cool.” His experience was in the classroom and the research laboratory, where as a rule anything he created was offered, free of charge, to any technologist who had a use for it. But as he listened to what Lerer was proposing, he began to come around to the idea.

Lerer had been monitoring the conservative blogosphere, which arose alongside right-wing talk radio, and was dismayed by the havoc he saw them wreaking for liberal candidates and causes. He identified the command center of the right’s digital battlefront, Matt Drudge, who had launched the Drudge Report in 1995 and turned it into a high-traffic powerhouse. It was Drudge who had broken the story of Monica Lewinsky back in 1998, as it was Drudge again in 2004 who trumpeted the right-wing’s false allegations about John Kerry’s record in the navy. With Peretti and Huffington and a former Drudge assistant and Huffington researcher, Andrew Breitbart, Lerer wanted to strike back.

Before Peretti’s first meeting with Huffington at her home in California, he googled her to find out who she was. His search results painted an eccentric portrait: born Arianna Stasinopoúlou in Athens, she had gone to Cambridge University and become the first foreign student elected president of its prestigious debating society. She already had 10 books to her name, on topics ranging from conservative feminism to Maria Callas, Pablo Picasso, Greek mythology, and New Age spiritualism.

The Oakland-raised son of a schoolteacher could hardly have known what he was getting into when his red-eye flight touched down at LAX and a chauffeur whisked him off to the Huffington mansion in the elite Brentwood Hills neighborhood. The next morning he came downstairs at 7:00 to find his host at the kitchen table, juggling three BlackBerry smartphones and welcoming him to her second breakfast meeting of the day. (She usually had more than three.) As she was pressed for time, they had a brief exchange on a possible collaboration. Huffington envisioned some kind of blog that would curate and link to other content, like Drudge but for the left. Then Laurie David, wife of Seinfeld creator Larry, arrived at the door and Peretti learned he would be joining them on a private jet to Sacramento to campaign for Huffington’s friend, her fellow Greek American politician Phil Angelides, a Democrat who was running an ultimately unsuccessful campaign for governor.

This was Peretti’s first glimpse at the satellite system orbiting Huffington everywhere she went. She was, in her own words, a “gatherer” who made adroit and unapologetic use of her bulging list of contacts. On that list were many key ingredients for the media company she would build: contacts culled from the upper strata of London, Los Angeles, D.C., and New York. Their value to Huffington resided less in their money and power—although there was plenty of that—than in what they represented as personalities. She had at her disposal the likes of George Clooney, Madonna, Alec Baldwin, Bill Maher, Nora Ephron, Deepak Chopra, Diane Ravitch, David Geffen, and many other A-listers, all willing to write on her blog for free.

Peretti, recalled Lerer, still looked like a little boy, and Arianna, as everyone called her, made his eyes go wide. “I learned from Arianna,” Peretti told me, “seeing the limits and opportunities of celebrity, the importance of social networks.”

The final member of the founding quartet, Andrew Breitbart, bore certain similarities to Huffington. He too had changed his political stripes, having grown up a Brentwood liberal before turning sharply to the right. He was proud to call himself “Matt Drudge’s bitch.” But at the Huffington Post he was expected to play for the other team, and this did not come naturally. He barely survived the launch of the new site. Although he was brilliant at writing catchy headlines that drew traffic, Lerer fought with him and forced him out. Breitbart went on to start his right-wing site, Breitbart News, and was best known for breaking the Anthony Weiner scandal. Breitbart News in 2016 became Donald Trump’s Pravda. By then Breitbart himself was gone—he had died suddenly in 2012 at 43—but Breitbart News lived on under the leadership of Steve Bannon.

A clear division of labor sprang up among the team’s remaining members. Huffington served as their public face, working mostly out of her L.A. home, where she maintained a stable of six assistants upstairs. Lerer, Peretti recalled, “was a master at understanding the press” and was in charge of luring investors. Peretti was to shape the technological architecture of the site and was responsible for the broad category they labeled “innovation,” the word that would become contagious in every newsroom.

•  •  •

This was the golden age of blogs, the shorthand term for weblogs, when new, easy-to-use programs like Blogger enabled anyone to establish a home for their commentary and coverage. Soon there were tens of thousands of blogs, some with a readership of one. What distinguished them was their more personal, often opinionated perspectives and loose, conversational style. Respected journalists like Andrew Sullivan, a former editor of the venerable New Republic magazine, broke off on their own to reinvent themselves as bloggers and built sizable followings. Gawker, a blog that published gossipy items about journalists and celebrities, arose during this period. The blog format was perfect for Huffington, who was already a celebrity and liked to jump from subject to subject.

Meanwhile the New York Times and the Washington Post were turning some of their own writers into bloggers on subjects in which they had expertise and a following among readers. In the mid-2000s, the Times had 47 blogs, including one devoted to tennis, another to chess, and others to pet interests observed in the readership. For the Huffington Post to beat conventional publishers, Peretti determined, it would have to be not only contagious but also “sticky,” his term for the quality that kept readers coming back for more.

When launch day arrived in May 2005, Peretti and the technologists had been working frantically for 24 hours straight to gussy up the site’s appearance and root out any catastrophes in the lines of code that composed its infrastructure. They weren’t quite finished and pleaded for more time, but Huffington had managed to get booked on NBC’s Today show and refused to squander the opportunity to promote the launch. So, with the click of a button, the site appeared out of thin air on May 9, 2005, with the musings of celebrities Larry David, John Cusack, Ellen DeGeneres, and Laurie David, then the wife of Larry.

Initial reviews in the mainstream media were mainly negative, and indigenous bloggers ridiculed Huffington’s sanctimonious invasion of their little world. Even so, Peretti knew that “they wouldn’t be able not to look. Even the haters would come every day.” Stickiness was achieved, with celebrities and left-leaning politics. It took only six months for the Huffington Post to surpass the web traffic of the Wall Street Journal, the New York Times, and the Washington Post.

After the VIPs lent their stardust to prime the pump of Huffington’s superblog, she opened the site to anyone, regardless of fame, and offered to publish their submissions alongside the big names. The only catch, of course, was that they’d have to write for free. It was a clever ploy on Huffington’s part, reminiscent of Tom Sawyer convincing the neighborhood boys how fun it was to whitewash his fence. It meant she and her partners could escape the financial burden of investing in a large number of editors and reporters. All she had to do was provide space, a commodity with infinite reserves on the internet.

The strategy hit traditional publishers where it hurt most. Ever since the earliest incarnation of internet publishing, readers had been treated to a feast of content—more than you could read in a thousand lifetimes—for which they would never be expected to pay a dime. Deprived of any revenue from visitors, accountants for news publishers struggled to balance the paltry sums they made selling ad space on news sites with the costly enterprise of employing journalists. By paring down the cost of personnel to almost nothing, the Huffington Post could balance the budget much more quickly without having to sacrifice its output. There were so many contributors that it became known as a “content farm.”

It was an experiment in making a little go a long way. As the official innovator, Peretti tinkered with the mechanics of the website to optimize its offerings around what most appealed to its visitors. A “click-o-meter” measured the traffic on the website’s headlines, and Peretti pored over the data it collected to see which stories were gaining momentum and which were dying off; he could adjust the homepage accordingly. An A/B testing system was installed that allowed writers to publish the same story under two different headlines and see which proved more enticing. When big news broke, Peretti, who had no training in journalism, deferred to Lerer on what belonged on the homepage. “When Kenny weighed in, the click-o-meter didn’t matter,” Peretti recalled. “He had a good sense of what powerful people would be interested in.”

To get a sense of what interested everyone else, the small paid staff had only to look to Google’s constantly updated log of the most popular searches. When February rolled around, for example, Google identified a surge of the query “What time is the Super Bowl?” The Huffington Post’s search-traffic analyst alerted the newsroom staff, who nimbly whipped up a post that answered the question on everyone’s mind. That post, in turn, appeared atop the list of results Google fetched, giving Huffington’s site a windfall of visitors, who represented advertising revenue in crude form. It was brilliant, and with time and diligent testing, it became only more so.

Peretti’s pod of analysts noticed, for example, that people tended to google nouns instead of verbs—as in “Michael Jackson death,” not “Michael Jackson dies”—and advised the site’s editors to style their headlines accordingly. When the actor Heath Ledger died of an overdose, they saw a profusion of Google searches for “Keith Ledger” and cleverly tagged their coverage of his passing with the misheard name.

The Huffington Post held itself accountable not to journalistic rules but to readers’ enthusiasm. It did not purport to dictate the terms of the national conversation but rather to reflect it. It aimed not to change hearts and minds but to resonate with them. Company leadership was notably void of anyone with editing experience. “Digital is painting in oil,” Lerer told me. “You can always paint over it.” A story that was wrong on first publication could be corrected right away. Accuracy, in any event, was not going to bring as many readers as the sheer amount of output. The challenge was to feed the beast.

Even as the business became profitable, it would be crucial to keep overhead costs at an absolute minimum, no matter the toll it took on the workforce. From inception, the Huffington Post determined that paying its bloggers was “not in our financial model,” according to Lerer, no matter how profitable the business became. The company began staffing its newsroom with writers recruited right out of college, catching them at their most desperate, and paying them barely enough to qualify as lower middle-class. To get by, many full-time staffers moonlighted as tutors, babysitters, or waiters. The work was strenuous and tedious. Some staffers almost never left the long plastic tables where they sat at computer screens finding stories already published elsewhere on the web, lifting and quickly repackaging them as Huffington Post originals, and siphoning off advertising that might otherwise have gone to the actual creators. Employees quit in droves. One former staffer described the work environment as “so brutal and toxic it would meet with approval from committed sociopaths.”

Just four years after Peretti had been catapulted to stardom as an opponent of sweatshop labor, he was responsible for what the Los Angeles Times decried as the sweatshop of publishing, characterized by “speedup and piecework; huge profits for the owners; desperation, drudgery and exploitation for the workers.”

In the five years between the new millennium and the founding of HuffPost, the worldwide population of internet users quadrupled in size to one billion. The volume of information being trafficked online grew 28-fold.

Old newspapers tried to learn the new tricks of the digital sphere. They were reaching audiences there that dwarfed what they had known in even the golden days of hard-copy circulation, when newspapers held local monopolies in many regions. But the economics didn’t add up. Online readers weren’t paying anything for newspapers’ reporting on the web, while a weekly, year-round home-delivery subscription could cost more than $700. As readers grew accustomed to reading on the web, both print circulation and print advertising began an irreversible downturn.

Shortly after the Huffington Post’s grand opening in 2005, the Times Company announced a plan to lay off 500 employees, one of the deepest cuts in its history. Two years later it announced it was shaving the paper’s width by an inch and a half and also shutting down one of its printing plants. Still, it was much worse elsewhere. The once highly profitable publishing conglomerate Knight Ridder sold all of its 32 newspapers and disappeared. The Washington Post spent millions to compensate employees who agreed to retire early. Smaller local papers suffered the most and retreated in the greatest numbers, leaving town councils and some state capitals without full-time coverage.

With the advent of sites like Craigslist, classified advertising for jobs, apartments, and cars—once the lifeblood of local newspapers—began rapidly migrating to the web, where the ads were free to place. At the Post, Weymouth recalled the horror of seeing her paper’s special section for classified job ads, which usually netted $100-plus million, go from the size of a small phone book to barely a wisp. As more and more renegade news organizations arose, journalists and readers alike sensed the paradox: they were entering a world with seemingly unlimited possibilities, yet discovering that their time-honored ways of producing and consuming the news were no longer viable. One such outlet was Yahoo! News, a billboard of news items from other sources picked and placed by machine. Because Yahoo was a popular email portal, many Yahoo users found it convenient to scan the news on its site rather than sitting down to read a newspaper. Veteran institutions watched how easily readers seemed to shift their time and loyalty to this free content. Newspapers, still digital innocents, operated in the mistaken belief that all they had to do was remake versions of their daily publications for display on computer screens.

The information explosion was staggering in speed and scale. The amount of digital data produced worldwide in 2006 alone was three million times the material of all the books ever written. A 2008 study commissioned by the Associated Press diagnosed “news fatigue” in young-adult readers. “That is, they appeared debilitated by information overload,” the authors observed. “The irony in news fatigue is that these consumers felt helpless to change their news consumption at a time when they have more control and choice than ever before.” A Pew study conducted in 2007 found that the share of Americans who could name the vice president had dropped 5 percent from 1989.

The true bête noire of the news industry, however, was not Yahoo but Google, its successor in the search-engine business and a product of Stanford technologists. Founded in 1998, the most disruptive element of Google’s business model hardly seemed threatening: that Google did not want to compete with the wider web for your time or attention; it simply wanted to organize the web and help you find what you were looking for. In providing that service, the Google machine effectively “learned” two crucial pieces of information: what you were seeking and where you found it. This formed the foundation of the most brilliant and hypertargeted advertising platform that had ever existed, one that has since attracted the lion’s share of ad revenues, along with Facebook, and continues to dominate the market year after year.

Once it had stockpiled enough intelligence to flesh out a satisfactory map of the internet, Google began to sell the rights to advertise on the page of search results it presented when queried. Beginning in 2000 an advertiser could pay Google to feature its page among the top results displayed to people who searched, for example, for “sneakers,” so that shoe-shoppers would be more likely to visit their web store. The balance of objectivity and sponsored messaging the company served up was “not very different from what you’d see say in a newspaper,” Google explained in a memo to the Securities and Exchange Commission, “but now it’s much more targeted.”

“Google users trust our systems to help them with important decisions,” the memo continued. That much was true too: the algorithm that powered its search engine delivered answers faster and more reliably than any other tool out there. It was only a matter of time before the machine began encroaching on the work of the mortal journalists once entrusted to go out into the world, dig out answers to timely questions, and relate them to curious readers.

When airplanes crashed into the Twin Towers on the morning of September 11, 2001, the online news sphere faced the most significant trial of its young life. The newspapers delivered that Tuesday morning went stale as soon as the first plane crashed, leaving the entire population of the nation to rely on TV broadcasts and online news. More people consulted the web than ever had before, and under the pressure of unprecedented traffic, many websites buckled. From 60 blocks north of ground zero, the New York Times marshaled its team of reporters, newly trimmed by two rounds of buyouts after the bursting of the dot-com bubble earlier that year, to cover the story of a lifetime. As the scope of the disaster unfolded, and the U.S. declared a war on terror and deployed troops to the Middle East, Times journalists proved their mettle and earned seven Pulitzer Prizes, a single-year record. And though its fortunes were diminishing, the publisher added a daily section, “A Nation Challenged,” to accommodate the crush of post-9/11 news, which contained, in a dignified tribute to the calamity, not a speck of advertising.

But the biggest winner was Google. While the Times’s journalists took testimony from firefighters and grieving families, embedded with battalions in Afghanistan and Pakistan, and conducted comprehensive assessments of the terrorist threat worldwide, Krishna Bharat, a 31-year-old research scientist at Google’s headquarters in Mountain View, California, pored over millions of queries that flooded Google’s portal that morning.

“People came to us and said, ‘Give us information about what just happened now,’ ” he observed, “and we didn’t have a good answer.” The challenge was to deliver the freshest material, incorporating as many sources as possible, and to display the package coherently and without the help of human oversight. Within six weeks Bharat had developed a functioning prototype of a tool called Google News. The service kept constant tabs on 150 news sources from across the web, detected new stories as they broke, and updated its front page every 15 minutes. Within a year it had harnessed the reporting power of 4,500 sources worldwide, aggregating their top stories and serving them up on the Google News page virtually as soon as they were published. By 2015 its funnel would widen to include 50,000 news sources, digested and displayed in 70 different regional editions.

That a chunk of code written by one person in six weeks could summarize the state of the world was revolutionary. To Google, it was another step toward its stated goal of making the company “an institution that makes the world a better place.” But others in the news business begged to differ. “There are those who think they have a right to take our news content and use it for their own purposes without contributing a penny to its production,” said then News Corp. chairman and CEO Rupert Murdoch. “Their almost wholesale misappropriation of our stories is not fair use. To be impolite, it’s theft.”

Both the Huffington Post and Google relied on aggregation to power their new operations, but they did so by different means and for different ends. Google’s virtual newspaper used an algorithm to pull from thousands of outlets worldwide and display their stories on its page in the form of headlines (plus a sentence or two) that linked to the original source. By collating a broad base of reports and arranging them all in one place, it presented the paragon of convenience for news consumers—hence the animosity from outlets whose readers it won away. But Google made no secret of the fact that these were not its stories. Huffington Post’s aggregators, by contrast, were humans who lifted as much of the original report as copyright law permitted. They then republished it on their site with only oblique reference or link to the original article.

For the Huffington Post, it was crucial to game Google’s search system. Peretti helped optimize the site’s presence so that its own knockoffs would appear in Google’s search results above the original versions and thus attract more clicks. More clicks meant more advertising revenue, although internet ads cost a fraction of what full-page newspaper ads did. (A full-page ad in the Times fetched $100,000, compared to the tiny amount an advertiser would pay for a banner on the young Huffington Post.) The ability to target specific audiences rather than reach the undifferentiated mass of Times print subscribers or broadcast network viewers became, for many marketers, not only the cheaper but also the more effective targeted ad buy.

To editors who were brought up on journalistic ethics and knew all too well how costly it was to fund original reporting, the ascendance of bootleggers was beyond galling. I remember my own horror in 2010 after the Times published an exclusive story based on mountains of leaked, classified data from Wikileaks, which had taken us months to report. The Huffington Post’s version of the story, with the same headline, appeared almost simultaneously, with no original reporting—and ranked above the Times on Google.

As the Times and other publishers prepared cease-and-desist letters and considered suing for copyright infringement, the old guard’s leading lights came forward to denounce Huffington’s heist. Chief among them was my boss, Bill Keller, who had served as executive editor from 2003 to mid-2011. A razor-sharp writer who had won a Pulitzer Prize as a young foreign correspondent in Moscow, Keller enjoyed using his wit and pen to go to war. He blamed Arianna Huffington, “the queen of aggregation,” for what he diagnosed as “the ‘American Idol’-ization of news,” and lamented the kleptocratic regime she threatened to impose once she vanquished the industry’s incumbents. “In Somalia this would be called piracy,” Keller wrote. “In the mediasphere, it is a respected business model.” He called attention to the moment of reckoning this model would inevitably produce. “If everybody is an aggregator, nobody will be left to make real stuff to aggregate,” he wrote, adding that Huffington’s half-hearted foray into employing actual reporters was “like hiring a top chef to fancy up the menu at Hooters.” Soon similar analogies would be applied to Peretti’s next venture.

Huffington struck back with a retort that borrowed a page from Donald Trump. She dismissed Keller’s charges as “lame” and “laughable,” accused him of stealing her work, and attributed his frustration to the fact that her site, including traffic that went to its owner, AOL, had nearly double the page views as his. “Winning” was all that mattered.

The traffic scoreboard was, undeniably, a source of ire for the institutions that were committed to the brutally expensive high road of original reporting. More infuriating was what it signified: that readers didn’t seem to distinguish between the original and the imitator. At a moment when conventional journalism appeared in freefall, public opinion seemed to be coalescing in support of the very people whose disruptive new strategies further undermined it. Twelve months after the Huffington Post was born, Time ranked Arianna one of the 100 most influential people in America, right up there with her nemesis, Matt Drudge. From opposite ends of the ideological spectrum, the king and queen of aggregation had elbowed their way into the top tier of the media world, without regard for the consequences of their success. Now they were being toasted as revolutionaries, their triumphs exalted as underdog stories. “It took just two fingers, a modem and guts,” Drudge was quoted as saying in his Time profile. “And not giving a shit.”

A year into the life of his new site, Peretti grew restless. Gaming Google had been fun for a little while, but winning the game was no longer a challenge. It hadn’t been hard to master the dynamics of search engine optimization, SEO. The Huffington Post’s entrepreneurial spirit rewarded him for each incremental breakthrough by funneling more resources toward his next project. “I was just always interested in how you get from A to A plus one,” he explained. His contributions to HuffPo endowed the site with machine intelligence it would continue to profit from a decade hence. It was time to crack a new code.

By now Peretti knew what people searched for online and how Google’s algorithm decided to deliver it. He also knew what kind of content people clicked on: a funny blog post by Larry David, for example, or a newsy story with an eye-popping headline. The Huffington Post had become contagious and sticky, but the main system it relied upon to reach readers was Google, and that limited its potential. It meant readers had to wonder, first, then search before they would land on his site. They had to seek out HuffPo content rather than searching out readers. Taking a step back, he glimpsed a window of opportunity for a new type of publisher: one that would serve content that readers neither sought out nor found particularly vital to know. Rather than taking cues from the psychology of individuals in isolation, it would be grounded in insights about social dynamics.

Once again Peretti’s timing was preternatural. This was the very moment that the now-internet-fluent audience was becoming socialized. On the web, people were constituting new communities. Their online interactions were more than mere approximations of their in-person interactions—they were the majority of their personal communications. Life on the web and “real life” were merging. People were spending more time on what they chose to read, although anything longer than 10 seconds per click was considered on the long side. Readers were spending several hours a week on the web. The Times reported that its online readership spent 25 minutes per month reading its online offerings. (For the print newspaper, the average was 25 minutes per day.)

Peretti had a theory: content would become a form of conversation on the internet. He approached Huffington about setting up a skunkworks team that would run experiments on how and what people shared with each other online. She gave him the go-ahead, provided that he would export his best findings to the Huffington Post. With her blessing, he set out to fill the new power vacuum he had identified. Years later Lerer would recall this pivotal moment. “Arianna caught the SEO wave,” he told me. “Then the world started to change and Jonah caught the social wave.” Peretti extended the metaphor: “It’s like we happened to start surfing a few minutes before a great wave rolled in.”

That wave had been rippling for a couple of years, but now, just a few hours up the northeast corridor in Cambridge, Massachusetts, a sophomore named Mark Zuckerberg was amplifying it into a full-blown tempest. When he launched TheFacebook.com in February 2004, membership was restricted to his fellow students at Harvard. By submitting their university email addresses, users could enter the virtual world Zuckerberg had created and build a personal profile for their peers to find—and perhaps judge them by. Within 24 hours some 1,200 students had joined, and the cascade of interest would only ratchet up from there. Facebook expanded to other elite schools, and Zuckerberg dropped out of Harvard and moved to Palo Alto.

To join Facebook, internet users had to be willing to drop their anonymity, something taken for granted in blogging and chat rooms, to join a genuinely useful service. Facebook opened the network to all U.S. college students, launched internationally, and welcomed high school students. In September 2006 it took a leap of faith, allowing anyone with an email address—regardless of institutional affiliation—to join the party. It exploded.

That same month Facebook introduced the core feature of its platform, the News Feed, described as a “living newspaper” by Zuckerberg. “Living” referred to the fact that when users logged on and looked at this feed, they saw content shared by friends rather than stories selected by some monolithic publisher or algorithmic robot. “You had the underpinnings of a circulatory system that could be a publishing platform,” said Chris Cox, the engineer behind News Feed. “Each person was receiving updates from the set of people that interested them.” Cox would become a key person in Peretti’s life.

Six months before Facebook reorganized its site around the News Feed framework, Twitter had launched with a similar premise. If Facebook was the living newspaper, Twitter’s 140-character limit made its platform more like a hyperspeed news wire. From the start, the network attracted journalists and political junkies—not only to plug their own work but also to find and follow sources and track newsworthy events and cultural conversations in real time.

The device that forever changed how those events and conversations unfolded was introduced soon after Peretti broke off on his own. On January 9, 2007, a scruffy, owl-eyed man in a turtleneck whose lab had produced the Mac, the mouse, the laptop, iTunes, and the iPod strode onto a stage in San Francisco to announce his most innovative and disruptive invention yet. “iPhone is a revolutionary and magical product that is literally five years ahead of any other mobile phone,” Apple CEO Steve Jobs announced. The release date was set for June—expectant techies marked their calendars for “iDay”—and as the day approached, thousands took their spot in lines outside Apple stores across the country for the privilege of spending $499, or $599 for the deluxe model, on what early testers had already dubbed the “Jesus Phone.”

For journalism, the iPhone meant that readers would never again be more than a few swipes away from the latest story. Their new pocket computers quickly begot insatiable appetites for information and diversion at even the slightest lull in activity—the panacea for Peretti’s Bored at Work Network. It encouraged the public’s expectation that news be relayed in real time, upending the traditional newspaper schedule that for over a century had served as the de facto circadian rhythm of the profession. As important, it meant journalists would be armed with the power tools of the newsroom—word processors, internet hookups, cameras and video equipment—no matter where they were when news broke. The old, diurnal news cycle gave way to the 24/7 news cycle in a world in which people got updates constantly (and, to a degree, passively) from their smartphones, as if staying informed via an IV drip.

•  •  •

Now that a growing share of the population was connected through online social networks and their connections could travel with them wherever they went, Peretti decided to break away from Huffington entirely and devote himself full time to his skunkworks. With seed funding from Lerer and John Johnson, he was able to hire a few engineers and lease an office in Chinatown, on the third floor of a shabby walkup on Canal Street above a Mahjong bar once home to Chiang Kai-shek’s Kuomintang Party. For now, he was calling his new company Contagious Media LLC.

As a cofounder of Huffington Post, Peretti could one day expect a behemoth payday, though he’d have to wait another five years until AOL bought the company for $315 million. For now, he had already done enough to earn the confidence of deep-pocketed tech investors, who saw in him their best shot at capturing the burgeoning mediasphere. If the funding ran dry, it would be replenished. This meant he had the luxury of what he called his company’s “lab phase,” when it was insulated from the pressure to make money that often ruined promising start-ups.

It was time to start his own site. In the early going, his compass was the massive stockpile of data he had accrued and analyzed at the Huffington Post. This would bolster his intuition; without having to guess, he could grasp what types of content would succeed and could therefore avoid the duds. He purchased a few servers to get the new site up and running and tucked them into the office’s kitchen pantry. On the other side of the office he set up a long table where his first young hires could play video games when business was slow. The facilities were a far cry from the glassy palace where HuffPo lived, but there was a certain charm to the dilapidation. When the upstairs tenants moved out, their cockroaches descended en masse upon the Contagious Media office and built colonies in the backs of the colorful iMac G3s Peretti had bought.

Peretti by now understood that media, by any other name, was simply another mode of communication. It had been a one-way line during the print and broadcast eras, but as millions logged on to the internet, they entered a connective framework where media content, whether interoffice memoranda, vacation photos, or wartime reports, could move not just in one or two directions but ubiquitously and faster than the speed of light.

His idea, at first, was to create a computer system that would send out content along the same channels used for communication. Its function would be twofold: to monitor the public conversations of blogs and forums to glean what people cared about, then to cull the best material on those topics and serve it up in the form of an online “chat” message. Function No. 1 would be handled by a software program he devised called the Trend-Detector, and Function No. 2 would, for now, assume the form of BuzzBot. Anyone who signed up for the service would receive regular dispatches from BuzzBot, informing them of the Trend-Detector’s latest catch. It was an imaginative model for the future of publishing, one that was easily a decade ahead of its time. But the public wasn’t ready for the brave new world of BuzzBot, and automating the process by which a trend was spotted and converted into an intelligible piece of content proved unwieldy.

Peretti disbanded the bot but would keep the Trend-Detector and simplify the process by publishing the buzz it collected on a plain old website. It was time to name this protean beast he was raising, so he scoured the listings of for-sale domain names, looking for “something that sounded cool but was broad enough that we could experiment and do lots of different things.” By 2006 most of the good names were taken. He scrolled and scrolled until he came across one that fit the bill: BuzzFeed. He liked the futuristic ring of the portmanteau. The guy who owned the domain seemed to have no use for it and was happy to sell it to Peretti for a few hundred dollars.

Now Peretti knew what to call it, but he had only a vague notion of what the it would be. He relished the ambiguity, knowing as he did that open-endedness meant versatility, and versatility was crucial to success in a changing landscape. As late as 2008 BuzzFeed described itself mysteriously as a “platform” that “offers publishing tools and trend detection for a select group of trendspotters and buzz-makers.” Though it had been up and running publicly for two years, it played up the mystique by suggesting, “We are currently in private beta.”

The mumbo-jumbo notwithstanding, BuzzFeed’s site offered visitors something fairly straightforward: a daily crop of five or six posts covering cultural trends or rising gossip, each consisting of a sentence or two, followed by a roundup of links to other outlets’ articles, blog posts, or pictures on the topic. The posts were selected not for their newsworthiness or any higher purpose but for their entertainment value and shareability. Behind the simple edifice, however, was a complex and finely tuned algorithmic contraption that did most of the legwork to select which topics were catching fire. It was a marvel of “machine learning,” Peretti boasted, the process by which computers analyze patterns in order to develop, over time, uncanny intelligence, perception, and judgment. If it seemed like something out of a science fiction novel, BuzzFeed hoped it sounded more utopian than dystopian. In an overview of how the process worked, the company emphasized the role of its “network of human taste-makers” (i.e., a couple of staffers) who manned a “special terminal interface” to look out for “subtle trends our robots might miss.”

Humans would analyze the data, supervise the detector robots, and review and repackage the trending stories dredged up, but they would not be performing journalism. “The original editors were content test-pilots,” Peretti told me. “We created content almost as R&D.” As publishing models went, this one was especially supple in bringing man and machine together in cooperation. It was a bionic marvel that purported to cater to readers’ tastes better than their closest human friends could do. Its slogan: “Find Your New Favorite Thing.”

The earliest BuzzFeed blog posts included a compilation of the seven best links about gay penguins, four clips on Snoop Dogg’s new clothing line for pets, 20 celebrity nipple slips, and 15 links to animal pornography. As long as readers liked the stuff enough to pass it along to friends, Peretti was happy.

Most of these posts were about entertainment and fun, and he was agnostic about their content. The few items in those days that touched on hard news and serious subjects were presented no differently than the penguins and nipple slips, and weren’t intended to be. The web was a great leveler—foreign wars shared a room with the funny pages.

They were effective means to the end Peretti had in mind: the “social reproduction” of content. To get himself oriented, he roped in his old friend Duncan Watts and signed him to a contract that obliged him, every so often, to talk shop with Peretti over a beer. He dubbed it “the beer clause.” Together they devised a sort of litmus test that would be used to determine how well BuzzFeed’s content reproduced across the social web, expressed in the form of a quotient called Viral Rank—essentially the distillation of how likely a reader was to share the post with friends. If the post on “Interspecies Friends” mustered a higher Viral Rank than the post on a novelty line of lingerie made out of bacon, that was a hint to pivot toward animals and away from edible XXX nightclothes.

Shareability was the beginning and end of BuzzFeed’s model, as well as its organizing logic. “Buzzfeed wasn’t a content site,” Lerer told me, recalling the company’s early days. “It was to see how to make content travel virally.” Content wasn’t sorted by categories like business, the arts, or politics. “We organized the site around the emotions that lead to sharing,” Peretti said. For example, “if a football player does a funny touchdown dance, you share the video because it is funny, not because it is sports.” Touchdown dances and the like would be filed under the heading “LOL,” while posts that evoked awe, disgust, indignation, and Schadenfreude were filed, respectively, under “OMG,” “Trashy,” “WTF,” and “Fail.”

This methodology reflected BuzzFeed’s core innovation: its foremost concern was with readers’ subliminal predilections, not with the topics they consciously followed. This marked a departure from the search-based publishing model that Peretti devised for the Huffington Post, where editors looked to Google’s most-queried topics for their cues on what stories to pursue. Instead of tracking down information readers sought out, BuzzFeed’s algorithms and editors plumbed the innate inclinations of its audience—items most people shared some fondness for but would never cite as an interest. Things like “basset hounds running,” to use an example from BuzzFeed’s former chief revenue officer Andy Wiedlin. “No one searches it. But everyone clicks when they see it.” And, of course, anything to do with cats.

BuzzFeed didn’t need any high-tech trend-detectors to seize on the fact that the web loved cats. That much was too obvious to ignore. “We started with cute kittens and internet memes and humor, because that’s where the social web was when the company started,” Peretti said. “Cats on the web aren’t about the cats,” he added. “It’s about being human.” For BuzzFeed’s purposes, cats went viral because they so profoundly resonated with the emotional disposition of the online community.

As BuzzFeed grew, its understanding of what people liked—and, more to the point, what they liked to share with friends—became increasingly fine-tuned. “We start[ed] to get a sense,” Peretti would later explain, “of where’s the beating heart of the internet.” For most of its existence, the web was hailed as the ultimate information repository, a reservoir that contained and catalogued the sum total of human knowledge. Peretti, by contrast, saw it as the aggregate of human emotion, a living and breathing thing more sentimental than rational.

He considered his new venture a technology company, not a news site. This distinction was fundamental to other new digital media sites too. Technological tools for discovering existing content, rather than gathering new information or news, were powering BuzzFeed’s pioneering foray.

The young people Peretti hired were a motley crew, but in each he saw a prowess that served his purposes, even if they wouldn’t fly in a more conventional workplace. They straddled two identities—geek and tastemaker—and like little Perettis, they had their fingers on the pulse of the Bored at Work Network. These were decidedly not the people applying to journalism school.

One was Peggy Wang, Peretti’s admiring former student who had bought shoes like his on the field trip to New York. She had gotten her college degree and moved to Brooklyn and was bouncing around from job to job—developing software for a real estate company until they fired her after two weeks for never showing up on time, managing the website of a hipster nightclub after seeing the opening on Craigslist, and playing gigs with her indie-rock band, The Pains of Being Pure at Heart. She was working as a programmer at MTV and subsisting in a $200-a-month apartment in her friend’s basement when Peretti found her profile on Friendster, the social network. He got in touch to lure her to his lofty but ill-defined new venture. It would mean taking a substantial pay cut (she was earning $75,000 at MTV with health benefits, while Peretti offered her only $40,000). She discussed the options with her parents, Chinese immigrants who ran a combination video-rental and flower shop in New Orleans. Because Peretti had been her teacher, they said, she could go with him if that was what she wanted. Taking a leap of faith, she told Peretti she was in. “What’s the game plan after six months?” she asked him. “If we hate it,” he said, “we just won’t do it anymore.”

Wang became the site’s trend editor, the human counterpart to BuzzFeed’s algorithmic culture-combers, responsible for selecting which trends would make for shareable posts, then dressing them up with simple but intriguing headlines and one-line subtitles that Peretti told her should sound like “something you’d say if you were at a cocktail party.” While Peretti and his engineers tinkered with the algorithm, Wang drafted five posts for BuzzFeed to publish each day—the sum of its original content. One day, when all she could muster was three, Peretti marched up to her desk and requested she pick up the pace. She’d gotten food poisoning, she explained politely.

To help Wang handle the growing workload, Peretti hired a shaggy-haired, jean-shorts-wearing NYU student, Matt Stopera, as BuzzFeed’s first summer intern. If there was ever an archetypal Bored at Work member, Stopera was it. He came to BuzzFeed from a “nightmare” internship at a relative’s insurance company, where he was supposed to be digitizing files, but, he said, “I just kind of gave up because the people there had no idea what I was doing anyway.” He spent most of his daily eight-hour shifts scouring YouTube for hidden gems with fewer than a thousand views, which he would post to his website, Underonethousand.com. Stopera was an avid Britney Spears fan, so devout that MTV aired a segment on him. His childhood bedroom was festooned with Britney paraphernalia, and he zealously defended her reputation in online chatrooms under the screen name BIGHUGEspearsfan. The year he finally got to meet her, his family’s Christmas card showed the young Stopera posing with his idol.

As a high schooler he had taken pride in finding ways to turn his essays—whether they were supposed to be about ancient myths or The Odyssey—into ruminations on Britney’s greatness. In college he decided to major in communications after learning it would allow him to earn credits for classes on pop culture. “I originally wanted to go to school for journalism because I thought it was cool or something,” he later said. “I took the intro class and hated it.” Besides the insurance internship, his only professional credential was as a dishwasher at an Italian restaurant that somehow failed to notice the tonnage of cheese he embezzled every day when his shift ended. For Stopera, working at BuzzFeed was the best job imaginable. He was getting paid for doing what he loved. His marching orders from Peretti were “Just keep scouring the Internet,” looking for offbeat material he found funny or cool.

Rounding out the original team was Jack Shepherd, who came from PETA, the animal rights group, where he worked in the marketing department. His expertise was in composing promotional materials chock-full of images of tenderhearted animals to tug at donors’ hearts and purse strings. Shepherd approached his job with the rigor of a scholar. He appreciated that critter pictures possessed a tremendous degree of nuance, and he understood that, when done right, they could be enormously evocative. Shepherd realized that by serving up the right visuals, he had the power to recast the grim issue of species extinction in a new and infectiously uplifting light. He created a website that rebranded fish as “sea kittens.” The idea was funny enough to spark a few conversations, and before he knew it, a few became a few million, and from newspapers to radio to TV to the web the media world buzzed about sea kittens. At BuzzFeed he’d perform a similar function, though without the activist bent. He was given the title “Beastmaster.”

Stopera, the baby of the group, relied on BuzzFeed’s Trend-Detector as well as publicly available tools like Google Trends, which displayed the most popular queries of its search engine. With these tools, he would know whenever some new controversy or personality seized hold of the pop culture conversation. The inspiration for his very first BuzzFeed post, for example, was an uptick of popular interest in Jill Biden, specifically her appearance, during the lead-up to the 2008 presidential election. His write-up was simple: seven links to pictures and fawning comments about the surprising beauty of Joe Biden’s wife, a grandmother. Stopera’s come-on: “Dare I say GILF?”

“It was like going through a lot of crap and making a punchline,” Stopera recalled of the early days. “It was just a traffic game.” The spirit of gamesmanship infused the Canal Street office with a footloose energy and was further stoked by the shared understanding that nothing they published would be taken too seriously. Every so often, Peretti would announce an office-wide “sprint,” for which the staff would divide into two teams and race to publish as many posts as possible on a single topic—funny babies, say, or conspiracy theories. Each time a new post went up, the author banged a gong. It was one of the many madcap methods Peretti came up with to spur his staff to be maximally productive. On Fridays he would organize “game battles,” another competitive post-writing contrivance, all the wilder for the fact that it involved a steady intake of alcohol throughout the day.

When the buzz du jour was especially vulgar—like celebrities with “cameltoe”—some younger staffers were reluctant to author the post for fear that their mothers would see. Peretti adapted by giving them permission to publish under pseudonyms. (Stopera’s was Crumpetz.) Writing under aliases, Peretti recognized, had the added benefit of making BuzzFeed’s staff seem larger than it actually was. Falsifying a byline is grounds for firing at most news organizations, but BuzzFeed wasn’t yet trying to be a news company.

Still, most of the early team members seemed utterly unbothered by the off-color aspects of their job. When a nude photo of Kate Moss hit the internet, Wang didn’t think twice before posting it on BuzzFeed, entirely uncensored. To lure the especially depraved web surfers, she tagged the post “Kate Moss orgy video,” though no such video existed. Peretti too joined in the vulgar fun, publishing posts like “Penis Size Chart” and “YouTube Porn Hacks.” Looking back, he told me with a note of nostalgia in his voice, “Everything was disposable.”

Publishing serious news ran completely counter to BuzzFeed’s founding model. But Peretti was becoming a more sober person. His wife had given birth to twins. He was the head of a company with employees who depended on him. He was about to meet with executives and potential investors from Silicon Valley, like Marc Andreessen, to begin a new round of fundraising. He’d become a businessman who now cared about money. Peretti and BuzzFeed were beginning to grow up.

As more people discovered BuzzFeed’s mysterious mechanical acuity and infectiously wacky sense of humor, word of its success started generating interest in venture-capital circles, and before long, potential big-ticket investors started visiting the cramped and roach-ridden digs. One early believer was Andreessen, whose venture capital firm, Andreessen Horowitz, was probably the most important funder in Silicon Valley. “BuzzFeed was set up as a virtuous feedback loop,” he told me, where tech, content, and advertising all blended. This struck him as a new model, and his firm eventually made a first investment of $50 million. Andreessen loved newspapers. He had started reading them when he was four, he said, beginning with comics, then the sports pages, then the stock tables. He had no trouble with the notion that newspapers were a blend of the entertaining and the serious.

Peretti’s PowerPoint pitch to venture capital scouts emphasized that the BuzzFeed machine required little human input. It would increase traffic without hiring editors. “Raw buzz is automatically published the moment it is detected by our algorithm,” the document pronounced. This would streamline the process of making content for BuzzFeed’s audience, but as Peretti’s presentation made clear, the audience was merely a means to attract marketers. Brands and their spokespeople were the intended beneficiaries of Peretti’s trend-gauging and hit-making machine. The presentation invited them to “use BuzzFeed’s tools to promote the buzz you want to.”

“The future of the industry is advertising as content,” he proclaimed. BuzzFeed would be not the website or outlet but rather “the agency of the future.” It was first and foremost a tech company, the pitch stressed, which distinguished it from media companies that mostly made content, and from ad agencies that produced persuasion. BuzzFeed occupied the middle ground, which made the venture capitalists salivate, even as other publishers denounced it as a paramount conflict of interest that made a mockery of the fundamental separation of news from commercial storytelling.

Peretti’s biggest breakthrough was seeing that technology and creativity could be offered directly to advertisers in the form of what would be called “native advertising.” BuzzFeed would pursue business with advertising clients, but it wouldn’t accept their spots because Peretti didn’t want that clutter to distract visitors to his site. Instead it would sell them a more tailored service: BuzzFeed would have its staff create ads for the clients, in the form of signature BuzzFeed content, doing it all in-house. Native ads would be BuzzFeed’s only ads until 2017, when new economic winds forced Peretti to change models again. Creating viral content and viral ads was BuzzFeed’s core.

Could a site driven by the values of advertising and technology for the purpose of spreading buzzy tidbits like social viruses ever be a source of serious news? Peretti was, as always, restless for a new frontier, a new ground to test more of his hypotheses.



CHAPTER TWO

VICE I

The notion that news, especially when delivered by the aging, all-knowing anchors of broadcast news, had become a stodgy turnoff to anyone below the age of 35 had also animated the rise of another new media mogul, Shane Smith. Having beaten his path to the cutting edge not through the laboratory, like Peretti, but via the underground cultural scene, Smith never tired of telling the story of his rags-to-riches odyssey, which he often embroidered.

In 1994 Smith graduated from Canada’s Carleton University in his hometown of Ottawa with little notion of what he would do next. He knocked around Europe for a while and dreamed of becoming a novelist.

One of his best friends from home was Gavin McInnes, a tree planter who drew cartoons in his spare time. At Carleton they had played together in a band called Leatherassbuttfuk. This much was true.

While the old media barons like Henry Luce incubated their creations at elite universities like Yale, Smith’s origin story was hard to pin down. Wearing long dark hair, an earring, and a beard, he loved portraying his rebellious early years. “When I was young I was in kind of a quasi-gang,” he said. “And then by the time I was eighteen, you know, nine had died. So I would just get wasted and get into fights and screw and smash things. I didn’t care.” He described his family as “dirt poor.” McInnes, who had a falling-out with Smith in the mid-2000s, said all of this was an exaggeration. Smith also told Playboy that after college he was a war correspondent in Bosnia and the Financial Times that he was a currency hedger in Hungary, but a friend from those days said he spent the time loafing in Budapest.

Smith returned to Canada and at a bar met Suroosh Alvi, whose family was Pakistani. Alvi was a recovering heroin addict, newly released from rehab, and a music lover who shared his new friend’s gritty love for underground culture. Through a friend in his Narcotics Anonymous group, he had just gotten a job as the editor of a local alternative monthly newspaper focused on hipster culture, and he had hired McInnes after seeing the comic book he was working on, called Pervert, and taking a particular liking to a strip about heroin. Finally sober after a nearly decade-long period he called his “dark years,” Alvi was finding a viable substitute for his addiction in an obscure corner of publishing known as hate literature, magazines that trafficked in antifeminism, spotlighted human deformities, and glorified rape and violence. The stash of titles he pored over in his parents’ basement offered a veritable encyclopedia of taboo takes: magazines like Sewer Cunt, Fuck Magazine, and Murder Can Be Fun. “Everything else was so boring to read,” he later said, “and this stuff actually felt alive because it was seething with hate.”

Having displayed in Europe a bit of a knack for sales, Smith thought he could run the business with Alvi. Drunk at the bar, slurring his speech, Smith was enthusiastic, if not altogether coherent, in describing his vision for the trio to “take over the world.” McInnes said he could write the copy. He fancied himself the wordsmith of the three.

Almost on a whim, the trio applied for funding from a nonprofit agency in Haiti, of all places, called Images Interculturelles. To qualify, they had to be on welfare, which took little finessing, since they were already living on a steady rice-and-beans diet and sleeping on friends’ floors. When the Haiti funding dried up, they each asked their parents to kick in $5,000.

They worked in the loft where they lived, in spartan fashion, sleeping on futons and eating canned food. At night they indulged in their vices: drugs, drink, and women. Smith told one of his girlfriends that he was dying of a mystery illness, maintaining the lie for over a year. “They were feral,” said one woman who knew them. Though Smith would come to court respectability, his company never shook the misogyny at its roots.

Voice of Montreal, their free counterculture newspaper, debuted in October 1994 with an interview with Johnny Rotten of the Sex Pistols, an impressive get for a brand-new publication. During the early years, McInnes said, he wrote 80 percent of the copy and made up fake bylines so it looked like they had a real staff. “You need more blacks, you need more women writing,” people would tell him. “In order to meet those demands, I eventually decided to become those blacks and women.” Since McInnes would later become the far-right founder of an antifeminist fraternal order, the role-playing was quite a stretch. At the time the paper launched, he and his partners hated anything that smacked of political correctness, especially feminism.

They ran an issue with advertisements featuring pubic hair on the back cover and left a bunch of copies around the gay and lesbian center at Carleton, their alma mater, knowing it would stir a reaction. And sure enough, the administration banned the publication, touching off a campus debate about censorship and earning Voice of Montreal some welcome publicity.

One early story, headlined “Was Jesus a Fag?,” landed McInnes a spot on Politically Incorrect with Bill Maher. He came out of the green room stammering drunk and drooled all over one of the women guests. Almost all the magazine’s cover stories were equally provocative, featuring an open mouth with giant red lips and a studded tongue and, naturally, an erect penis. After one of the countless times its editors were accused of sexism, this time for featuring nude porn stars, they responded to critics by posing nude for the next issue.

Needless to say, none of this was journalism. They were producing an entertaining, purposely offensive lad mag at a time when Maxim and others were in vogue. Smith and McInnes would ingest a bunch of uppers to produce each month’s magazine, then, once the issue hit the stands, they’d need to unwind with their relaxant of choice, mescaline. They eschewed the notion of objectivity and just-the-facts reportage and maintained that position for years, even after they began employing a robust newsroom. “If you’re looking at Vice for being news and the truth,” Smith would tell the camera for a 2012 three-part day-in-the-life feature on himself that he was paying his friend to make, “then you’re in trouble.”

Smith, whom McInnes called “the Bullshitter,” was good at selling the space in their magazine to advertisers, often by using the tactics of a scam artist. He told one potential advertiser that their publication was distributed across North America and then mailed a few hundred copies to a skate shop in Miami and another batch to a clothing store in San Francisco. He developed a perversely fraternal rapport with the men in advertising departments and to win their business would send them “cool” goodies in the mail. (Some, unsurprisingly, were illicit.) His strategy for sealing deals with the women clients, he bragged, was to take them to bed.

Smith pursued the growth of his business like a man possessed. When he went to Ottawa to get the magazine established there, he called McInnes and Alvi at 4 a.m. and shouted, at the top of his lungs, “We’re going to be huge!”

When the local Montreal paper came by their office to do an interview, the partners lied, claiming that they were courting investors, including Larry Flynt, the strip-club and skin-magazine magnate, and Richard Szalwinski, one of the richest men in Montreal, whose pockets were flush from the dot-com boom. As they would later tell it, when Szalwinski read the article, he called them. “Who are you fucking guys?” he demanded. He ended up inviting them to lunch at a restaurant he owned. When they got there, one of Smith’s partners confessed up front, “Shane’s hungover.” Szalwinski looked at Smith, sizing him up. “Oh, you drink?” he asked. Smith didn’t miss a beat: “Oh, I can drink.” Szalwinski then presented a full bottle of Jack Daniels and challenged him to finish it before the meeting ended. Smith made it halfway, then sat through lunch trying his best to clinch an investment.

A few days later they went back to Szalwinski with a formal contract that, between the doodles, proffered a valuation of their company at a preposterous $4 million. Szalwinski was dubious. “That’s a lot of money,” he said. But he signed it and had his minions whisk them off, promising an up-front $50,000 for each founder, to hold them over. Smith kept his cool till they were safely out of earshot, then took off running in circles, baying joyfully. They flaunted their big break by throwing a blowout bash at which they wore rented mascot costumes without their accompanying character masks, inflated cartoon figures with tiny heads. But Smith and McInnes did too much cocaine and found it impossible to have a good time in the ridiculous costumes.

Shane Smith certainly was a bullshitter, but he had the moxie to make his exaggerated boasts come true, and as they did, his new boasts got bigger. In his gambit with Szalwinski he saw a blueprint for his future: over the decade that followed, his home-cooked valuation of the company would inflate so steadily and determinedly that the market eventually bought it, making him a billionaire.

    As the founders of Voice told the story, Szalwinski’s cash injection, which made him the majority owner, financed the magazine’s relocation to New York. (Szalwinski later told Wired magazine that he doesn’t remember reading the article and that his investment was a few hundred thousand dollars.) Smith, McInnes, and Alvi could scarcely believe their luck. They found a loft in Chelsea and, lest their work-life balance be upended, splurged on a mountaintop getaway in Costa Rica. With the move to New York, they would have to rename the magazine or risk getting sued by the Village Voice. They dropped the “o” from Voice and decided they liked the name better in all caps: VICE. After a strike at their printing plant, they abandoned newsprint for glossy paper. “When we got it back,” Smith remembered, “it was like the coming of the Holy Grail.”

“When we initially moved to the U.S. we were faced with a choice,” Smith told an interviewer: “Go mainstream or only print enough copies for cool kids.” Going mainstream would mean competing with the likes of Rolling Stone and Spin, magazines that already had a lock on the mass market of music and pop culture.

“We realized if we were going to try to go mass,” Smith said, “and try to go for a million copies, we were going to have to dilute how we wrote and how we did everything.” Instead they doubled down on catering to the cool kids and consciously kept their circulation number lower than market demand. They printed 150,000 issues to distribute across the U.S. and similarly small batches overseas, in Japan, then the U.K., then Germany. “We got to a million copies that way,” Smith said. Each of those cool kids would pass their issue on to six or eight friends, expanding the magazine’s circulation by word of mouth.

McInnes was always pushing the limits of bad taste. In 1999 Vice published “The Racist Issue.” He had previously thought up a popular monthly feature called “Fashion Dos and Don’ts,” and “The Racist Issue” featured four different models with exaggerated features that were obvious racial stereotypes. A young Chinese man with fake buck teeth appeared in a coolie hat as he made a kung fu pose; an African Canadian was dressed as a “mammy.” The spread featured a bald woman giving the Nazi salute with a KKK doll. A few advertisers pulled out, costing the company $10,000.

    In 1999, Vice moved into offices on West Twenty-seventh Street, in Manhattan, “with pink couches and gold-plated espresso machines, and branched into retail, selling streetwear by labels like Stüssy in stores they opened in Manhattan—on Lafayette at Prince—and in Toronto, Montreal, and Los Angeles,” according to The New Yorker.

“It paid to be perceived as edgy,” Smith wrote. “We were literally buying up the phenomenon that was streetwear . . . stores, magazines, clothing companies, the works. We actually had letters of intent to buy companies that were fucking 10 times our size.” McInnes asserted, “This is the first time young people have had a revolution that involves them getting paid.” Szalwinski’s investment encouraged Smith to think bigger, given the infinite potential of the internet, which had a low investment entry barrier. They envisaged a “multichannel brand” with a state-of-the-art website.

    The brand, however, was elusive. Smith’s formula was to be, as The New Yorker called it, “The Bad Boy Brand.” And he didn’t want to scare away advertisers and investors. When he moved into news, he applied the same formula. There would be serious, worthy work, but it would be subsidized by plenty of sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll.

This momentum would come to a halt, as Smith would relate it, when Szalwinski fell victim to the dot-com bust. Vice appears to have been one of his few holdings to survive, but he couldn’t keep funding it, and they were nowhere close to being profitable. Smith, Alvi, and McInnes struck an agreement to buy the company back from Szalwinski and moved to Brooklyn, where they got back to being poor and punk, without even an internet connection. But before Szalwinski could sell them back his stake, he went missing. The three hunted him down in Nantucket, where he showed up in a Mercedes with its power steering shot, appropriately symbolic. “What the fuck is going on?” they demanded. Szalwinski confessed he couldn’t fund them anymore. Alvi recalled the absurdity of Szalwinski’s hosting them for a steak dinner before sending them off the island.

Determined to save their little company, Smith and Alvi threw themselves into the business of selling ads while McInnes stuck to editorial. “Those guys had a real struggle, trying to get people to buy ads and market the Vice brand,” McInnes recalled. “I was still writing the Vice ‘Guide to Eating Pussy’ and having a great time.”

Vice’s edginess could still be a liability. Despite expanding circulation, many mainstream brands still refused to advertise. Beer companies had signed on, but getting fashion ads from good labels was beyond reach. The trio had not yet found the right balance between underground rebellion and entrepreneurship. It was harder than they thought to pull off what Alvi called “punk-rock capitalism.”

If advertisers remained wary of the magazine, the hipsters loved it. It was much edgier than BuzzFeed, with its cuddly “No Haters” ethos. It was a shameless assertion of masculine id, the epitome of a new brand of North American lad culture. Vice was shocking, transgressive, seductive; the devil opposite BuzzFeed’s angel on readers’ shoulders. An undeniable undercurrent of hatred ran through its pages, with half-baked reportage on depraved situations “and other manifestations of the societal underbelly from the perspective of their perpetrators,” as Casper Hoedemækers has written. Early issues featured writing by a friend of the founders, Robbie Dillon, whom McInnes described as a “loan shark ex-con,” on what life in prison is like. Once, Dillon brought them a story that would have been Vice’s first true blockbuster scoop: in Canada’s biggest drug bust ever, 35 tons of hash had been seized but only 27 tons disclosed, as dirty cops had secretly funneled the remaining eight tons to their informant as a payoff. The issue had already been sent to the printer when Dillon reappeared to demand they kill the cover story. They were reluctant at first, but Dillon produced a shoebox of cash, and that settled it. “So he gave it to us and we divided it up, spent it, and ran ‘Interview with a Potato’ or something like that instead,” Smith later said. “No big deal.”

As its readership grew internationally, its coverage broadened to include gonzo-style tale-telling and other absurd, often bacchanalian stories from foreign destinations. There were also kernels of what could be seen as journalism, reports from exotic locales and profiles of various subcultures.

By the spring of 2001 Vice was more popular with readers in their 20s than were famous “trendsetting” monthlies with more than 10 times the circulation, according to the Cassandra Report, a marketing survey. Within two years Vice was no longer in financial straits.

Still, its notorious reputation could make life hard for writers. Music writer Amy Kellner described her attempt to profile an all-female band called Bratmobile in an article titled “Rebel Girls: The Time Bratmobile Hurt My Feelings.” In the article, Kellner explained how she was refused an interview because of Vice’s sexist reputation, despite the fact that she was friends with the band.

Kellner tried to explain to Bratmobile that Vice was “operating in an ideal fantasy world where you can poke fun at every kind of stereotypical ‘identity’ group and it’s just all in good fun.” The explanation fell flat. “The girls each began to list the various affronts they’d either read firsthand or just heard about. Advertisements for skater clothes featuring porn models were mentioned, as well as an article where girls tell of their experiences of being raped. I could come up with defenses or explanations for those things but I wasn’t sure how much I wanted to stand behind them.” The band told Kellner she couldn’t be a real feminist as long as she stayed at Vice, and she silently agreed. “I hate me,” she confessed.

When Alvi was interviewed about the Bratmobile contretemps by Toronto’s Globe and Mail, he lashed out at the band. “Their non-approval is emblematic of everything we despise about the last decade—uptight PC counterproductive thought, a form of liberal fascism that promotes censorship rather than freedom of expression at the end of the day.” Vice fashioned itself a rebuke to political correctness. While traditional news companies mostly leaned left and were careful not to insult any reader constituencies, Vice flaunted its offensiveness. To the founders, staying punk was a business principle, though McInnes’s insistence on championing the posture in its logical extreme—telling the New York Times in 2003, for example, “ ‘No means no’ is puritanism”—would ultimately become an obstacle to his partners’ ambitions.

Vice had already sent its issue to the printers when Osama bin Laden struck the United States. In a letter to the editor right after the 9/11 attack, one reader pleaded, “I hope and I pray that you don’t do some asinine piss take on the World Trade Center tragedy that took place on Sept. 11th. This is not a time for your irreverent and cruel take on things. You can’t make fun of this. In a sense your magazine is over now.”

Vice responded in typical form in its next edition: “This issue was on the way to the printers when the attack happened. It was, coincidentally, our most vapid issue in six years. . . . Some of the staff here was concerned with the juxtaposition of wasted partying and this monumental tragedy but fuck it—life goes on.”

Alvi had once said, “Vice had to be a well-balanced combination of smart and stupid content—stupid done in a smart way and smart done in a stupid way.” The response to 9/11 was clearly stupid done stupid.

They were taking in $350,000 in ads per issue and had a circulation of 150,000—decent but hardly breathtaking. A full-page color ad cost $6,500, which was peanuts by the standards of the New York Times or Time magazine, where a single page could fetch $100,000. Despite Smith’s best efforts, he was still struggling to get big-name advertisers. A letter from a Time executive, responding to a pitch from a Vice ad sales person, summed up the stigma it was working against.

Dear Suroosh,

Ann Moore passed along your package on Vice Magazine. While I am a fan (knew about Vice via one of my kids), it won’t work for Time Inc.: too edgy for our mainstream advertisers, too likely to get chucked out of Walmart (where we make one-third of our newsstand sales). Many thanks for sending along, best of luck.

Yours Sincerely,

Isolde Motley

Corporate Editor, Time Inc.

Vice published the letter in the next issue. It was a clever pose, dissing the corporate mainstream while attempting to sell to it. But the delicate dance would end in a tight embrace that required Vice to shed part of its radical identity and cede a measure of creative independence to multinational marketers. As Smith sought to shore up control over the magazine’s editorial operations, a struggle broke out between him and McInnes. Smith and Alvi already had concluded that McInnes’s overt racism, Nazi imagery, and misogyny were too risky at a time they were trying to rebuild the business. The relationship was nearing the breaking point.

Outside of Vice, McInnes’s politics were increasingly toxic. “In August 2003, McInnes wrote a column in The American Conservative, a magazine run by Pat Buchanan. The Ryerson Review of Journalism noted in a 2005 article, “In the magazine, he called young people a bunch of knee-jerk liberals (a phrase McInnes and his cronies use often) who’ll believe anyone with dark skin over anyone with light skin,” wrote Nicolle Weeks. “He laments the liberal views of most of the people who pick up his magazine, saying they’re ‘brainwashed by communist propaganda.’ ” In an interview with the Times in 2003, he said, “I love being white and I think it’s something to be very proud of,” adding, “I don’t want our culture diluted. We need to close the borders now and let everyone assimilate to a western, white, English-speaking way of life.” Such utterings were unlikely to open doors for Smith to land new business, and he was beginning to have a bigger vision for his company.

Although Vice was still a street brand, its focus was shifting and so was its platform. In 2006 Spike Jonze, the award-winning filmmaker and avid skateboarder, picked up a copy of the magazine on the floor of a sandwich shop. He liked what he read and decided to cold-call the main office in Brooklyn. An early recruit, Eddy Moretti, answered the call, and soon he, Smith, and Jonze were lunching together at a Williamsburg diner nearby. Impressed by Smith’s vividly told stories of exotic locales, Jonze offered some advice. “You guys are going around the world doing these insane stories, buying dirty bombs in Bulgaria or wherever,” he said. “I hope you’re bringing a video camera.” Of course they were, Smith bullshitted, then got the check, ran back to his office, and ordered a bunch of equipment.

At 36, Jonze already boasted a dazzling curriculum vitae as a filmmaker, directing critically acclaimed movies such as Being John Malkovich and Adaptation. For the small screen he made commercials, music videos, and shows on MTV. He had a knack for the visual realm, a cinematic cognition. He could see in his mind’s eye that Smith’s vision for Vice was meant to be visual. He wasn’t sure where or how it would be best to broadcast its unique point of view, but he knew it had to be seen.

Jonze’s past projects blurred the line between home video and professional production. His work was distinguished by the raw, often grainy texture of his shots and editing that lent it the pulse of punk authenticity. Blond and bespectacled, Jonze was Central Casting’s hipster, the physical opposite of his new alter ego. While Smith was dark-haired and portly with a goatee, Jonze had perpetual bedhead and was rail-thin. While Smith had grown up relatively poor, Jonze was the heir to the multibillion-dollar Spiegel Catalog fortune, raised in Bethesda, Maryland, where as a teen he worked in a dirt-bike shop. His mohawk earned him the moniker Spike, bestowed on him by his bike-shop coworkers in what Jonze took to be a reference to his street cred. He much preferred that to the legacy-laden family name.

In 1999, the same year Jonze made Being John Malkovich, he married Sofia Coppola, the talented director and daughter of the legendary Francis Ford Coppola. They wed at her father’s vineyard, with Tom Waits providing the soundtrack. Their nuptials were the “it” wedding of the year, certified by a spread in Vogue, but Jonze, holding fast to his air of mystique, somehow managed not to appear in any of the photos.

His family wealth and his own ambivalence toward fame notwithstanding, there was much about Jonze’s hipster persona that put him on common ground with Smith. He had skipped college and moved to California to start working for a BMX magazine, Freestylin’. When the BMX fad faded, he found his place in the equally tattooed and scabby skateboarding community. He founded a magazine for boarders and another more general-interest publication called Dirt, for young men like himself. As a skilled skateboarder, he was well-suited to making videos, and unlike most other videographers he could keep pace with pros on a skateboard, even while manning the camera. His early skate videos became cult classics, and as he gained stature, he linked up with other tastemakers like Jeff Tremaine, whose Big Brother magazine was pushing the envelope of underground youth culture. Tremaine also dabbled in skateboarding videos, and introduced Jonze to a group of maniac misfits and masochists whose stunts were more dangerous than artful: the lovable deadbeat Bam, a former clown with a cocaine addiction named Steve-O, a dwarf they called Wee Man, and their fearless frontman Johnny Knoxville.

With Tremaine, Knoxville, and characters like them, Jonze created the hit MTV show Jackass. Over the three seasons the show aired, it was a touchstone of youth culture, laddie entertainment in its purest form. The on-screen participants flung themselves into pits of slithering anacondas, snorted wads of wasabi, got tattoos in the back of fast-moving off-road vehicles, and locked themselves into brimming Porta Potties rigged to bungee cords that launched them 80 feet into the air. The content was deemed so injurious that each segment began and ended with a warning not to try this at home. Many viewers couldn’t help themselves, however, and several died in the process, causing Senator Joseph Lieberman to call for Congress to censure MTV for its complicity in the recklessness. Nevertheless the show continued to air, and the audience flocked to it like rubberneckers at a 10-car pileup. By 2007 Jackass had spawned six different spinoff shows, four feature-length films, and a video game.

In format, Jackass marked a departure from the tidy half-hour reality shows that predominated among the televised programming of its day. Each episode strung together a dozen or so shakily filmed stunts—one-offs that trafficked in slapstick shock and awe, one after another in a sequence unbound by narrative trajectory. The show was a mélange of gut-wrenching clips that did not necessarily relate to one another but rather felt like compiled footage. Each clip could take on a life of its own, beyond the airtime it got on the network. And with the advent of websites that hosted online video, the moment was fast approaching when such clips would be able to find vast audiences without ever needing to be aired on TV in the first place.

There was another area in which Jonze had injected hipness and edge for profit: advertising. Although he was becoming a film auteur, earning big bucks to create TV spots for selected brands was a great way to get rich and extend his own brand. In 2002 he created a commercial for the Swedish dorm-room DIY furniture chain, Ikea, that became an instant cult classic. Silly as it was, the Ikea ad, created by Crispin Porter + Bogusky and directed by Jonze, illustrated the power of basic storytelling, and brands loved it. Like Peretti at BuzzFeed, Jonze was on the frontier of a new form of “native advertising” that mimicked narrative journalism and movies. Vice too was soon signing clients to six-figure contracts.

•  •  •

The dawn of web publishing brought with it the unbundling of the newspaper package. Readers who had once been forced to purchase the entire paper to access any of its contents no longer faced that all-or-nothing choice. Each individual article now lived on its own web page, where it had a unique URL and could be shared, and spread virally. This put stories, rather than papers, in competition with one another. And just as news organizations were getting used to digital publishing, there arose a new disruptive force. YouTube would lead a revolution in the realm of video content.

A clip from an episode of Jackass or one of Jonze’s skateboarding videos or quirky ads might air on television and be seen by a live audience of a few hundred thousand viewers, but then it either faded from memory or cost the network hefty sums to re-air. The same clip, uploaded for free to YouTube, would live on the site indefinitely and could rack up millions and millions of views through the years, reaching audiences who did not have a cable hookup. Like Twitter, which launched the next year, YouTube had immediacy and authenticity, both often missing from local and national TV news. And unlike cable, YouTube was a free and open platform.

Like Facebook, YouTube moved swiftly from garage experiment in San Bruno, California, in 2005 to worldwide sensation. With the slogan “Tune In, Hook Up,” YouTube was basically a video dating service. The idea was that strangers would film themselves and send in the footage for the chance to be judged by a community of people they had never met and might never see in person. When this turned out to be a tough sell, the founders, Chad Hurley, Steve Chen, and Jawed Karim, veterans of the online bill-paying service PayPal, broadened their approach.

They knew the world of online video was wide open. When they searched the web for video clips of two highly publicized events, they found nothing. One was the tsunami that ravaged coastal communities along the Indian Ocean in 2004; the other was Janet Jackson’s infamous “wardrobe malfunction” during the Super Bowl halftime show earlier that year. Both were indelibly imprinted on the collective memory of anyone with a cable hookup, but online there was hardly a trace of either besides written accounts and some still photography.

That spring the site opened itself to video uploading, this time without the stipulation that videos be romantic. They hoped it would catch on better than the dating site, but they were apprehensive as to whether anyone would take the bait. But the uploads came streaming in to the renovated site faster than its servers could accept them. They scrambled to buy more servers, taking care to stretch the seed money they’d solicited as far as possible.

The volume of untapped demand was staggering; or was it untapped supply? It was as if people had been saving up entire lives’ worth of home-video footage, waiting for the chance to screen it for the wider world. In three months the site celebrated the first viral YouTube hit. Unlike most of the site’s videos, this one wasn’t homemade: it was a brand ad produced by Nike, in which the Brazilian soccer superstar Ronaldinho tried on a new pair of cleats and performed seemingly impossible feats of skill. But which videos became sensations was not always so predictable. Alongside Ronaldinho’s showcase was another viral video called “Bus Uncle,” of a Hong Kong man exploding in anger at a fellow passenger who asked him to keep his voice down on his cell phone.

For the most part, the uploads were in keeping with the site’s new slogan, “Broadcast Yourself”—hortatory spiels and tangential rants shot and (lightly) edited by amateurs on fuzzy, low-resolution webcams in the depths of their basements. But it didn’t take long for users to discover the loopholes this new service exposed and begin exploiting them before the authorities could get wise. YouTube’s open call for submissions made it easier than ever for any average Joe with a camcorder to tape shows on network television and upload their bootleg version to the site, undermining the revenue models of the networks and violating their copyright.

After YouTube was up and running for a few months, people at the networks began poring through its endless listings and found, to their horror, segments they had paid to produce. This was piracy! Or was it aggregation? One clip in particular, a music video spoof from Saturday Night Live called “Lazy Sunday,” starring Andy Samberg, who just so happened to have been Jonah Peretti’s elementary-school carpool buddy, had been posted to YouTube and was spreading virally. Considering whether to clamp down on the content theft or negotiate a deal with the website hosting it, the networks wisely chose the latter. They set a precedent: the disruptive new online broadcaster would become a vital distribution outlet for the TV networks, and professional content would live side by side with no-budget frivolity.

The rapid flattening of the broadcasting landscape affected more than just the entertainment sector. It drastically changed the way breaking news was disseminated. Anyone could play. The middlemen and gatekeepers, the professional news editors, were being cut out.

Developments of this scope caught the attention of Google, whose scouts were always looking for acquisitions to bolster the company’s portfolio. In October 2006, just after Jonze and Smith found each other, Google announced it was acquiring YouTube for $1.65 billion in stock—a windfall for the founders of the year-old site, and a pittance for Google, which already had triple the market capitalization of the next-biggest media company. “This is the next step in the evolution of the internet,” declared Google’s CEO, Eric Schmidt. The site was attracting a daily average of 100 million video views, and some 65,000 new videos a day were uploaded by virtual nobodies. Schmidt called them “the broadcasters of tomorrow.”

YouTube made a frictionless connection between content creators and their audience. It had immediacy and authenticity. It provided news and information unmediated by anchors or news editors who still reigned at CNN and decided which footage was worth viewers’ time. In August 2006 an engineer at Lockheed Martin discovered major defects in the ships his employer was manufacturing for the Coast Guard, and after his bosses, government investigators, congressmen, and mainstream media outlets ignored his whistleblowing, he sat down at his computer and delivered his testimony to YouTube, where it could no more be smothered than could wildfire. Four years later his whistleblower lawsuit was settled by Lockheed for an undisclosed sum. The next year footage recorded on a cell phone camera of Saddam Hussein’s execution found its way onto the website.

Since its founding by Ted Turner in 1980, CNN had seen its audience balloon during the first Gulf War and then again after 9/11. Its website, launched in 1995, had become the third biggest global source of news by 2009. But its cable audience was aging, the expense of running a 24-hour news channel was exploding, and CNN’s reputation had been tarnished by controversies, including the retraction in 1998 of a special investigation into the use of sarin gas during the Vietnam War era.

Unlike CNN, YouTube ranged wisely and news was a small portion of the videos found on the platform. A proud mother from Ontario began uploading videos of her 12-year-old son’s talent-show performances and found an audience that grew to include talent scouts and music executives, who signed the young boy, Justin Bieber, to a label. When the race for the presidency rolled around, seven of the 16 candidates announced their 2008 campaigns on YouTube. The site collaborated with CNN to host two debates, with questions submitted by everyday citizens in the form of YouTube videos. They called it “The World’s Largest Town Halls.” YouTube was becoming a major news platform.

Like the other emergent social media platforms, YouTube could also be a dark place. It hosted recruiting videos of an al-Qaeda militant, Anwar al-Awlaki, inciting his followers to violent acts. YouTube did make efforts to take down terrorist propaganda, but like Facebook it did not want to assume the role that journalists play in editing or take responsibility for the material that was posted. Nor did it make content itself. It made instant stars out of toddlers (“Charlie Bit My Finger”) and academics speaking at TED conferences.

In 2005, when bombs exploded in the London Underground, traditional broadcasters couldn’t cover the destruction quickly enough. The BBC deputized citizens as stringers and received thousands of images and text-message reports from YouTube. When protests erupted in Burma later that year and the government barred journalists from entering the country, a legion of local bloggers exposed the military’s campaign against its people. A true endorsement from the media establishment came in 2008, when YouTube won a Peabody, broadcasting’s most prestigious award, for “promoting a free exchange of ideas” in a way that “both embodies and promotes democracy.”

The earthquake in Nepal, the Charlie Hebdo shootings in Paris, and popular uprisings like the Green Revolution, the Arab Spring, and the protests in Ferguson, Missouri, could be seen on YouTube almost as they unfolded, from the unprocessed point of view of those present. Cell phone videos of police violence, uploaded to YouTube, were transforming the criminal justice system. And there wasn’t just news content: by mid-2010 the site was attracting a viewership nearly double the combined primetime audience of America’s three biggest TV networks. (To be sure, broadcasters have long argued that online video numbers are inflated by including more casual viewers.)

YouTube became the world’s living archive, a democratically populated database of citizen-level perspectives on the globe at large. Vice, holding fast to its fight-the-power cachet and unfettered rebel spirit, found common cause with the upstart social platform, as both sought to upend the top-down elitism that the news networks tacitly enforced. By 2008, Vice’s cool-kids-only growth strategy was paying off, as the magazine’s circulation had almost reached Smith’s goal of one million copies and reached 22 countries. He bragged that within three hours of issues hitting newsstands, they all disappeared from the face of the earth. His magazine was the toast of global hipsterdom and his record label was signing hot bands. He was bringing the brand to new markets where crowds greeted him with adoration.

    Smith knew he could sell more magazines, but Vice, as a print product, was never meant for a mass audience. From inception it had stuck to its young, city-dwelling demographic: “urban hipsters that are well-educated, rich and all that comes with it,” as Smith put it. But the ground was shifting, and he saw the opportunity to go well beyond that small subset. The new readers, Smith said, “spend a lot of time online finding out cool shit, you know, the suburban or secondary market, little-city kind of kids, wanna-be cool kids that don’t know much about anything . . . the huge disenfranchised group of young people from say Oklahoma or Kansas City who don’t know and aren’t really interested in politics beyond ‘I don’t like this thing happening to me.’ ”

Few news companies had figured out video’s place in their offerings, and none had yet figured out YouTube, even forward-leaning sites such as BuzzFeed. At the New York Times, video accompanied more print stories, but it was watched by few readers. For Vice’s online version, Jonze envisioned video content that would be a cross between hard news and entertainment—video documentaries that took audiences to places in new ways. “Let’s go to places and learn and be more humanistic than journalistic,” he told Smith. To sound like a real channel, he and Smith named their endeavor Vice Broadcasting System, or VBS.tv, as they would call it. Jonze also wanted to bring aboard his friend Knoxville. Soon they found themselves in the slums of Rio, shooting material for what they called The Vice Guide to Travel. With characteristic bravado, they sold VBS as the antithesis of everything corporate media stood for, a menace to the powers that be and a force of liberation for fed-up youth. “Rescuing you from television’s deathlike grip,” they promised.

Engagement—staying on a website or reading an article to the end—was becoming harder. The author David Foster Wallace had called the information environment “total noise,” and it was getting harder to pierce it to command a loyal audience. Vice had proven it could win engagement in text and video. Now, with YouTube opening new vistas, Smith could take his company to the next level. Brands were hungry for ads that young people would watch till the end. Jonze and Smith knew how to make them. Jonze was installed as creative director of Vice. He was becoming the understudy for the role McInnes used to play in Smith’s buddy movie.
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