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A s the hour crept past 11 p.m., the entire city of
Las Vegas was spread out radiantly some 850 feet below the windows
of the Stratosphere Hotel. Mark Warner, former Virginia governor,
was on the tiny stage, sandwiched uncomfortably between two Blues
Brothers impersonators. They’d given him a hat and sunglasses and
were striking up Wilson Pickett’s classic “Mustang Sally.”

Ice sculptures abounded, and around the corner from Warner,
fresh-cut sushi and a flowing chocolate fountain entertained the
eight-hundred-person crowd in between their trips to the open bars.
Elvis was playing on the other side of the Space Needle–like Strato-
sphere, near a gift shop selling “I ! lap dances” T-shirts. A floor above
Warner, on the outside observation deck, a group of bloggers debated
a rational national energy policy, their backs turned on the gratu-
itously lit and energy-draining Las Vegas Strip.

First Campaign #1811 pt2   10/18/07  3:13 PM  Page 247



The party could rival any of the soirees at a presidential nominating
convention, but tonight it was all about the Democrats’ newest inter-
est group: the blogosphere. In fact, at the 2006 YearlyKos convention,
the netroots activists who populate the progressive blog DailyKos 
lionize their outsider, insurgent status but at heart want nothing more
than to be party power brokers themselves. The convention was filled
with one thousand armchair ministrategists, all of them Mark Penns,
Joe Trippis, and Celinda Lakes in training.

Who would have thought three years ago, as Howard Dean began
his quixotic campaign for the presidency, that in the spring of 2006
he’d be chair of the Democratic Party, and bloggers, those great un-
washed “pajamaudheeden,” would be having a convention just like
the dental hygenists’ association—complete with box sandwich
lunches, an exhibit hall, and lanyarded credentials, as well as eighteen
workshops, ten roundtables, and twenty-four panel discussions? Even
the convention’s motto, “Uniting the Netroots,” was written in the
same font that Dean for America used during the 2004 campaign.
This was the state of the blogosphere circa mid-2006: It even had a
standardized font—Marydale—to demonstrate what was authenti-
cally “netroots.”

Just three years earlier, DailyKos founder Markos Moulitsas
Zúniga, who lent his name to the volunteer-organized conference, and
fellow blogger Jerome Armstrong were the rebel outsiders leading
party activists toward Howard Dean. Now the duo had penned the
bestselling Crashing the Gates: Netroots, Grassroots, and the Rise of
People-Powered Politics, and their movement had matured rapidly into
a powerful force within the Democratic Party.

At the convention, there was no shortage of Washington insiders
and party officials—the audience was peppered with staffers and con-
sultants from PACs, campaigns, committees, and think tanks like the
Center for American Progress. Bill Richardson, Howard Dean, Bar-
bara Boxer, Wesley Clark, and Harry Reid all attended. There was
even a pundit training session, where bloggers were taught how to do
television. Markos, who appeared that Sunday morning on NBC’s
venerable talk show Meet the Press, admitted he was taking the ad-
vice. “If I criticize our side for not being put together, I figured I
needed to be a bit more put together,” he remarked.
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The weekend conference displayed the new paradigm of U.S. poli-
tics: In the 2008 election, the four tools—online video, cell phones,
blogs, and social-networking ties—provide unparalleled power to ordi-
nary voters and together have created a new infrastructure for launch-
ing (and rebutting) political attacks. Add in the power of grassroots
small-donor fund-raising—what allowed Howard Dean, John Mc-
Cain, and Bill Bradley to challenge the establishment—and the 2008
election will be conducted on a playing field where the party establish-
ment will have the least control of any election in American history.
The four tools will also force campaigns to adapt, becoming ever more
creative to win the eyeballs they were once able to purchase with a
few network ads during the evening news and prime-time dramas.

Politics in this new paradigm will be markedly different from the
politics of the past half century, and the rules of the game right now
enormously benefit the Democratic Party and its candidates, for today
there’s much more energy and activity on the left than the right. And
don’t underestimate the power these bloggers can wield: We now live
in a world where a blogger like Markos can drive a story as much as
any traditional print journalist and where anyone, including, as we’ll
see, two guys who make videos about ninjas, has the potential to
reach as many people and voters as The New York Times. Especially
among younger voters who today make up the largest generation in
half a century, new media technologies are far more effective than tra-
ditional advertising means.

At YearlyKos, there was scant humility visible amid a group that
widely sees itself responsible for reinstalling a backbone in the cowed
Democratic Party and holding a lazy and entrenched Washington
press corps to account. Markos’s Thursday night kickoff speech was
celebratory and self-congratulatory; he gave those in attendance
credit for building an online community that, he said, now attracted
half a million readers a day. During a panel discussion on political
journalism, moderator and blogger Matt Stoller began by chiding the
national press in attendance: “It’s all off the record except for this: It’s
all your fault.”

At panel after panel—whose topics ranged from electoral reform 
to energy reform to “Building Progressive Infrastructure”—the tech-
savvy progressives debated what needed to be done. Throughout the
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rooms and halls, attendees—who ranged widely in age and skewed
more elderly than one might suspect—were perched typing furiously
mostly on Apple laptops and surfing the Web to see what others were
writing about the convention using the convention’s free Wi-Fi net-
work, named “n3tr00tz.” It was the first time many of the bloggers
had met their daily online conversation partners face to face, and
many people introduced themselves both by their real name and their
online handle, while others like DailyKos blogger “Hunter” stuck only
to their pseudonyms. Marveling at the diversity represented among
the crowd, one blogger said, “We’re not at all geeks. Well, we are, but
we’re interesting geeks.”

Further evidence of just how great a change the blogging commu-
nity has brought forth in the Democratic Party was visible just a few
hotels up the Las Vegas Strip at the Frontier, where the Young Demo-
crats of America were simultaneously holding their national con-
ference. Nevada 2006 Senate candidate Jack Carter, a son of the
former president who in the fall would go on to lose to incumbent
John Ensign by some 14 points, opened his remarks Sunday morning
to the 150-person crowd of young enthusiasts by plugging his cam-
paign blog and bragging that he even had a page on MySpace. Then,
perhaps echoing the feelings of his party leadership at large, he
laughed nervously and said, “I’ll let you know I’m not entirely comfort-
able with that.”

The truth is that few of the political elites in the country are com-
fortable with the new power being exercised online through blogs, 
social-networking sites like MySpace and Facebook, grassroots multi-
media endeavors like YouTube, and the power of cell phones, which
allow almost anyone, anywhere, to snap a candid photo and beam it
around the world.

Politicians and their high-paid strategists have good reason to 
be wary. The game of politics no longer belongs solely to the profes-
sionals. If you fast-forward in the 2008 campaign exactly a year 
from the 2006 YearlyKos conference—this campaign, after all, seems
to be stuck on fast-forward—and examine another example of the
new netroots paradigm, it is clear that this election belongs to ordi-
nary voters in ways that no election has in half a century. In June
2007, The Sopranos’ long run as one of the most acclaimed shows in
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the history of television came to an unexpected and controversial
end—in fact, creator David Chase left fans guessing exactly how it
ended, whether mob boss Tony Soprano lived or died. No one knew
what the ending actually meant. A few days later, Hillary Clinton’s
presidential campaign ended its monthlong online effort to select a
new theme song for the campaign. The effort was a textbook study in
the new online politics: Hillary’s campaign understood that a mere
press release or news conference wouldn’t cut it anymore, so they
turned the choice into a contest, e-mailing and texting supporters’ cell
phones to ask for suggestions. Then people voted using the website or
cell phones. All along, the campaign posted a series of videos about
the contest on YouTube. For the unveiling of the final song, the cam-
paign shot a special online parody video of the Sopranos ending, com-
plete with Bill Clinton and one of the show’s actors reenacting the
final scene while focusing on which song would win the campaign
song contest.

The hundred-second online video was a creative and unexpected
effort by the campaign’s media team, and the creativity involved was a
testament to one of the strangest side effects of the proliferation of
new media: Ad makers now need to be good, smart, and creative on-
line. No longer can they just put a thirty-second ad on television and
be assured that everyone watching TV will see it. Instead, they recog-
nize that online, no one has to watch anything, listen to anything, or
read anything that doesn’t grab their attention. The campaigns are
competing for eyeballs, and that means they have to step up their ef-
forts. In the case of Hillary’s song, the extra effort was rewarded: The
video almost immediately went “viral,” being passed around the inter-
net and (of course) posted on YouTube, where more than 250,000 peo-
ple watched it. In the “last campaign,” this anecdote would end right
here—the campaign released something and it was over. But the story
wasn’t over. After all, Hillary’s campaign didn’t have a monopoly on
creative energy. Far from it.

On blogs and in forums, people began to react, asking how Hillary
could have picked a song for her campaign (Celine Dion’s “You and I”)
that was sung by a Canadian. In California, two video bloggers, Kent
Nichols and Douglas Sarine, who produce a popular weekly Web
video called “Ask a Ninja,” where a costumed ninja answers random
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questions submitted by fans, were inspired by the theme song contest
to do their own parody of Hillary. They made a video of about the
same length in which “Hillary Clinton” announced that she was going
to have a theme song for every issue of her campaign. First up? The
war in Iraq. “Many of you know I voted for the war but am now
against it,” the actress playing Hillary said. “I’m sure that together you
and I can find a song that says that.” Their low-budget video quickly
went viral too (albeit on a smaller scale), receiving more than twenty
thousand views in its first twenty-four hours. But again, the story 
didn’t end there: In the comments on the ninja duo’s parody video,
hundreds of viewers weighed in, debating the video, its jokes, and its
message. Their video was then posted on other blogs, where people
continued the debate and discussed Hillary’s original videos. In this
“first campaign” environment, the creative energies and conversation
just kept going—far, far away from the original song contest and far
beyond the campaign’s ability to control it. This final point, though, is
the essence of the first campaign: The internet and the campaign are
both about a conversation, and success in one realm is contingent
upon success in the other.

THE 2000 CAMPAIGN first displayed the power of grassroots money to
help boost Bill Bradley and John McCain, and then the 2004 election
demonstrated how online grassroots organizations could help power a
campaign as Howard Dean recruited nearly two hundred thousand
Americans to join his Meetup groups in thousands of locations around
the country. The history books will likely reflect that 2008 is the cam-
paign of voter-generated content—when ordinary people seize the mo-
ment and use the increasingly powerful tools at their fingertips to
create and spread information without any help from the campaigns.

Here it is important to say that since its inception, the internet has
happened to candidates—they’ve always lagged behind in adopting
new technology, failing to realize what it could do and thus being
swept along with it as ordinary people step up and transform the
process. McCain and Bradley didn’t realize the financial power that
the internet would bring them until it did. The Dean 2004 Meetup
groups were already growing and swelling even before Joe Trippi put a
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link on the campaign’s home page. When it comes to the Web, the
campaigns themselves are more often than not getting yanked out of
the station as the train pulls away.

Of course, some early evidence seems to suggest that many candi-
dates don’t get it. Hillary Clinton announced her presidential candi-
dacy online in a video, which scored her some points among the
netroots, but then her initial forays into the world online through a se-
ries of video “chats” were as wooden and stagey as any political event
since Calvin Coolidge’s first “photo op” eighty years ago. “If this was
Clinton’s idea of adapting to politics in a Webby way, she has a long
way to go,” commented Dan Gillmor, a pioneer of online media, who
said that what we see right now is just the beginning. “Campaigns are
always works in progress. So is governance. Embrace that reality, and
help the public understand it. We’ll all be better off.”1 By the time of
the Sopranos parody, her campaign staff was beginning to better un-
derstand the medium, but there’s a long way to go before campaigns
fully accept or even understand the new world. To succeed in the first
campaign, a candidate needs to be willing to let go of the reins and
put trust in the voters—asking them for their help, for what matters,
and addressing the most critical issues of this new era.

Another pioneer, Henry Copeland, who founded blogads.com, which
provides income for bloggers to pursue their “hobby” as a full-time
job, explains, “We’re still just at the early stage of understanding what
happens when you shift from a hierarchal society to a conversation-
based one. The network is so much more powerful than this top-
down stuff.”

Copeland doesn’t have the highest hopes for the 2008 campaigns,
as they compete on a playing field so transformed that few truly un-
derstand the implications of the first campaign of the digital era. “It’s
just going to be brutal for these guys,” Copeland says. “You can’t pre-
dict what’s happening. There’s this astonishing level of cluelessness.
Peter Daou at the Hillary campaign gets this, but when you’re up
against a whole swarm you need an entire organization that gets it. If
your organization is hardwired otherwise, it’s like sewing wings on a
pig. It doesn’t make it a bird.” Copeland believes it might be ten years
before a campaign truly adopts the internet and the power it can de-
liver. He explains that just as traffic has a memory—a minor car 
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accident can ripple through a commute and cause tie-ups for hours
after it’s cleared away—campaigns have a memory too. There’s a
sometimes lengthy lag before new tactics are adopted. Tactics that
won the last campaign are the ones most often the focus of the next
one, even if the playing field has changed in the interim. In 2008, re-
gardless of who wins, the senior campaign staff will be folks who
came of age in the broadcast era of Campaigning 2.0. “The team that
wins will be an old-school fuddy-duddy campaign, and then that’ll live
on,” Copeland says.

Of course, as instances like the Hillary viral video ad, the George
Allen “Macaca” moment, Meetup, and the 2000 infusions of cash to
McCain and Bradley show, the campaigns themselves can’t wait until
they are ready to get it. The internet and its transformative politics is
happening to them regardless; they’re being swept along in the flood
of new information and tools. When pressed to comment on the viral
grassroots ad, Barack Obama admitted he was impressed. “You know,
one of the things about the internet is that people generate all kinds
of stuff. In some ways, it’s the democratization of the campaign
process,” he told CNN’s Larry King. “But it’s not something that we
had anything to do with or were aware of and that frankly, given what
it looks like, we don’t have the technical capacity to create something
like that. It’s pretty extraordinary.”2

This transformed campaign landscape will be another huge chal-
lenge for the rules of the Federal Election Commission. Built over
decades of scandals and mischief, the FEC rules are meant to prevent
corporations and unions from playing outsize roles in the process, but
they also have the effect of making it difficult for unaffiliated grass-
roots voters to get involved. Those ordinary people often have trouble
understanding the rules that prohibit “coordination” between cam-
paigns and outside entities. Zephyr Teachout, who helped run grass-
roots online outreach for the Dean campaign in 2004, had fight after
fight with supporters who couldn’t understand why she wouldn’t help
them with their little pro-Dean projects. How to “tax” and value free
speech is another huge question in the FEC rules. In the wake of the
passage of the McCain-Feingold campaign finance reform, a major
scuffle erupted online between bloggers and Carol Darr, who runs
George Washington University’s Institute for Politics, the Internet,

254 T H E  F I R S T  C A M P A I G N

First Campaign #1811 pt2   10/18/07  3:13 PM  Page 254



and Democracy, about whether bloggers’ political speech should be
regulated. Should procandidate posts be considered in-kind contribu-
tions? Should bloggers who receive money to run procandidate ads
have to file FEC paperwork if they write positive things about the
same candidates? Should campaigns be allowed to post materials like
videos, photos, and speeches under the Creative Commons license,
which would allow grassroots supporters to download them, remix or
personalize them, and repost the new materials to the Web as com-
mercials, viral videos, or flyers? Where’s the line between a campaign
contribution, political disclosure, and free speech, one of the most
cherished rights in the country? The FEC provides for a “media ex-
emption,” but in a world where anyone can launch a free blog in a few
minutes on sites like Typepad.com or Blogger, who counts online as a
journalist?

“Bloggers aren’t traditional columnists—they can write on any sub-
ject that they want, which means that as long as you’ve found some-
one who likes you, they can become a supporter,” says Jerome
Armstrong, the founder of MyDD, one of the early progressive politi-
cal blogs. That difference helps to explain why a campaign like Ed-
wards’s would invite a technology blogger like Robert Scoble aboard
his plane—politics may not be Scoble’s forte, but courting Scoble
might result in his reporting back to his niche-oriented readers, who,
in turn, might tune in to Edwards’s efforts.

Joe Hoeffel, who ran against Arlen Specter in the Pennsylvania
Senate race in 2004, recognized that the world was changing when he
found Mary Shull on his call sheets. Shull, a grassroots MoveOn.org
member, had built an e-mail address list of fifteen hundred friends
and activists, and Hoeffel felt he needed to call her just like any other
local power broker to court support. “Ten years ago, somebody like
Mary would be as interested as she is in politics, but her circle of in-
fluence would not have extended beyond her home or block or even
voting precinct. Now she’s got 1,500 other self-motivated and influen-
tial people at her fingertips and carries as much clout as half the peo-
ple I’ve been calling,” he explained.3

A similarly impressive example of the new breed of online cam-
paigner came to the Dean campaign in mid-2003 when it launched a
new program called Deanlink that allowed supporters to network with
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one another. Nearly four thousand miles from the Burlington cam-
paign headquarters, Jonathan Kreiss-Tomkins decided to get involved
in politics for the first time. As a fourteen-year-old middle schooler
living in Sitka, Alaska, he would have seemed to have limited options.
But he went online, found Deanlink, and quickly became the site’s
top booster. Over the course of the campaign, he would come home
from school and spend hours working on the site, meeting people
around the country, and creating his own grassroots network of some
five hundred people. While he eventually attracted some fame for his
age, online it didn’t matter that he was still a presidential term away
from being able to vote—although it did mean, under the FEC’s ar-
cane rules, he couldn’t participate in fund-raising.

Social Networking

Social networking sites are as old as the internet. But whereas in the
2004 election, sites like Friendster and Orkut.com had the field al-
most to themselves, by 2008 MySpace and Facebook had grown to
encompass tens of millions of users. Farouk Olu Aregbe was the coor-
dinator of student government services at the University of Missouri–
Columbia, when in January 2007 he started the One Million Strong
for Barack group on Facebook, a social-networking site started by a
couple of Harvard students that had blossomed into the industry
leader in its category. Within twenty-four hours, the new group passed
the thousand-person mark, and Olu Aregbe just watched as it took on
a life of its own and by May had some 325,000 members. To put that
number in perspective, at the end of 2003, Howard Dean’s entire 
e-mail list of supporters was a record-setting half a million, meaning
that the grassroots-founded Facebook group was actually larger than
most presidential candidates’ e-mail lists ever get—and it had hap-
pened nearly a year before the first votes of the 2008 election would
be counted.

Meanwhile, MySpace, the social-networking site now owned by
Rupert Murdoch, had become such a phenomenon that it arranged to
sponsor a presidential debate. As the Obama campaign discovered,
the world of MySpace was a complicated one with rules all its 
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own. After seeing Obama speak at the 2004 Democratic convention,
Joe Anthony, a paralegal in Los Angeles, started an unofficial My-
Space profile for the soon-to-be Illinois senator. As Obama’s popular-
ity grew, so did his online presence, and Anthony found himself
managing a massive online venture as Obama’s “friends” surpassed
the 160,000-person mark. In the spring of 2007, talks between An-
thony and Obama’s presidential campaign to work together broke
down, and Obama’s campaign asked MySpace to hand over Anthony’s
valuable URL, www.MySpace.com/barackobama, to it. Now Joe
Rospars, who four years before had shown up to work for Howard
Dean’s presidential campaign blog and had sent the election morning-
after e-mail that helped jump-start the former Vermont governor’s
DNC chair bid, had risen to be Obama’s director of new media—and
the former grassroots blogger found himself in the unlikely position of
representing “the man” in the blogosphere. The resulting furor, even-
tually smoothed over, ended with both sides being cast in poor light
online and damaged Obama’s grassroots fervor, but it underscored a
valuable lesson for 2008: Campaigns aren’t the ones in control any-
more.

As candidates and campaigns at all levels are finding, there are no
easy answers to the question of how best to campaign online. There
are also massive racial and socioeconomic differences a candidate
confronts when moving a campaign online. Hispanics in the United
States are oversubscribed to cell phones and text messaging and un-
dersubscribed to broadband. An average thirty-something Hispanic
male grew up with a cell phone and may have never had a landline in
his house, whereas a white male of the same age group probably still
has a landline. Two things are for sure, though: As we enter the era of
Campaigning 3.0, the internet is forcing a level of disclosure and ac-
countability with which candidates and elected officials have never
had to contend and allowing ordinary Americans of all stripes to par-
ticipate in ways that didn’t exist before.

The new technology is also allowing an ever-greater number of peo-
ple to participate in places where they never could have before.
Barack Obama’s podcasts have long ranked as one of the top political
podcasts on Apple’s iTunes music store. Thousands of people sub-
scribe to get his latest speeches and reports from Washington, and the
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system’s ease allows his messages to reach far greater numbers of peo-
ple than he would otherwise. When he hosted a seventy-five-minute
town hall meeting at Loyola University in Chicago, eight hundred
people packed the room—a good crowd by most standards—but
when the discussion was posted online, twenty thousand people lis-
tened to it.

This last point—that the revolution in online politics is about par-
ticipation—is one reason that the Democrats outpace Republicans
online. Today, the GOP lags far behind the Democrats in adoption of
the internet and participatory online politics. So much so, in fact, that
when the top three Republican presidential candidates—John Mc-
Cain, Mitt Romney, and Rudy Giuliani—were asked at the end of the
first quarter of 2007 to release how much money they raised online,
they refused because the amounts were embarrassingly small. Mean-
while, Hillary Clinton, Barack Obama, and John Edwards proudly
trumpeted the tens of thousands of people who powered their record-
breaking fund-raising. “The trouble is not the internet strategists,”
said Michael Turk, who worked on the Bush-Cheney 2004 reelection
campaign as an internet strategist. “It is a party that doesn’t believe its
people will up and participate if they are invited to do so. If you’re
cynical you could make an argument that it is a party that doesn’t
trust its people enough to let them participate.”

As Peter Leyden, director of the San Francisco–based New Politics
Institute, explains, open discussion and debate is the strength of the
Democrats. “What was once seen as a liability for Democrats and pro-
gressives in the past—they couldn’t get 20 people to agree to the
same thing, they could never finish anything, they couldn’t stay on
message—is now an asset,” Leyden told The Washington Post. “All this
talking and discussing and fighting energizes everyone, involves every-
one, and gets people totally into it.”4

Online Video

While Virginia senator George Allen encountered a particularly devas-
tating backlash with his “Macaca” moment, none of the 2008 candi-
dates will escape the wrath of YouTube. The rules of the game have
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changed, and not in the candidates’ favor. As Republican leader after
Republican leader got up to speak at the Conservative Political Action
Conference in February 2007—from America First–er Tom Tancredo
to 9/11 hero Rudy Giuliani—two operatives in blazers and ties from
the Democratic National Committee videotaped every word of their
speeches from the back corner. It’s easy to justify the enormous re-
sources that political campaigns will pour into the 2008 video track-
ing, as one needs only a single “Macaca” moment to nail a candidate.
This time the Democratic operatives hit pay dirt twice. First, conser-
vative commentator Ann Coulter called John Edwards a “faggot” in
her CPAC speech. Second, when the campaign of Mitt Romney, who
had spoken just before Coulter, labeled her remark “offensive,” video
leaked—perhaps from the Democrats, perhaps from a rival GOP
campaign—showing Romney and Coulter laughing it up together
backstage. Of course, Republicans are not the only target. John Ed-
wards saw a video parody of him primping for the camera set to the
tune of “I Feel Pretty”; Hillary Clinton took a hit in a video made
when, at a speech commemorating the civil rights march in Selma,
Alabama, she affected a southern accent; Barack Obama’s campaign
found itself scrambling after a YouTube clip surfaced of him mis-
speaking about the number of people who died in a Kansas tornado (it
was twelve; he said ten thousand). In the new world, candidates have
to be prepared for anything they say to be around the world before
they finish a speech.

An early example of the power ordinary people will have in the first
campaign of the technological era was the pro-Obama remake of the
classic 1984-themed Apple commercial that launched the alternative
computer company. The seventy-four-second ad, created anony-
mously and spread through left-leaning blogs and the right-leaning
Drudge Report, rocketed around the internet, collecting over a million
views in just a few days.

“YouTube really rewards risk-takers—the edgier the ad, the more
likely it is to be viewed, forwarded, and echoed throughout the inter-
net and into the mainstream media,” says John Lapp, who headed the
Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee’s efforts to win the
House in 2006 before entering the private sector as a media consult-
ant. “The good news: It offers more ways than ever for people to im-

W E B  2 . 0  M E E T S  C A M P A I G N I N G  3 . 0 259

First Campaign #1811 pt2   10/18/07  3:13 PM  Page 259



pact campaigns, to influence the political dialogue. The bad news for
candidates: The attacks increase exponentially, by land, by sea, by
dark of night.”5

The original Apple ad, famous to technologists and advertising ex-
ecutives—TV Guide named it the best commercial of all time in
1999—first ran on January 22, 1984, during a break in the third quar-
ter of Super Bowl XVIII, which saw the L.A. Raiders dominate the
Washington Redskins. The ad showed an anonymous heroine dressed
in red shorts, red shoes, and a white tank top with a picture of Apple’s
new Macintosh computer running into an Orwellian world to throw a
sledgehammer at a TV image of Big Brother, who was propagandizing
to a room of dronelike people. The ad clearly was aimed at behemoth
IBM as Big Brother. A voice-over explained, “On January 24th, Apple
Computer will introduce Macintosh. And you’ll see why 1984 won’t
be like 1984.” The 2007 Obama ad replaced the Big Brother imagery
with Hillary Clinton, and the closing text read, “On January 14th, the
Democratic primary will begin. And you’ll see why 2008 won’t be like
1984.” It then popped up a link to Obama’s website.

The ad, which only later was discovered to have been made by a
Democratic internet strategist in Washington and secretly posted on-
line, started out on a few blogs, kicked around the Web for a week or
so, and then took off like a rocket when it hit some of the A-list blogs
and sites visited by hundreds of thousands of people each day. 
DailyKos, for instance, attracts roughly as many daily readers as the
Chicago Tribune. The thousands of diarists—those who blog them-
selves on the endless group blogs of the site—spend an average of two
hours a day on the site, debating, chatting, and gossiping about poli-
tics. Markos, the site’s namesake, is one of the Web’s new super-
stars—a “hyperinfluential.” Popular works such as Malcolm Gladwell’s
The Tipping Point and Jon Berry and Ed Keller’s The Influentials de-
scribe how certain “connectors” influence others about what to buy,
where to eat, and for whom to vote. Berry and Keller, for instance,
posit that one in ten Americans is “the Influential” among his or her
peers. The duo’s work on identifying “influentials” deeply influenced
the approach of Karl Rove and Ken Mehlman to the 2004 campaign.
They identified some two million “influentials” across the country to
target for special attention and invited Berry and Keller down to the
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Bush headquarters in Alexandria, Virginia, to make a presentation and
hear the campaign’s plans. As the two researchers left the nondescript
office building after seeing the campaign’s strategy, Berry turned to
Keller and declared, “It’s over. Bush will win.”6 And where can one
find these “influentials”? Studies have reported that more than 70 per-
cent of blog readers count as an “influential,” meaning that getting on
blogs is increasingly important to anyone hoping to spread a message.

Increasingly, even beyond the one in ten “influential,” the Web’s
disaggregated nature has seen another layer—the one in one thou-
sand person who is, like Markos, a “hyperinfluential.” The impact that
these major players will have on the race can be seen in how stories
and events evolve online outside of the mainstream media. Matt
Drudge, the founder of the popular gossip site the Drudge Report,
whose attention to a story online can almost guarantee its pickup in
mainstream media, may be more like a one in ten million online net-
worker, but this top tier of bloggers is constantly evolving and chang-
ing. “The so-called ‘A-List’ is an open club. Anyone with talent can
become a key influencer, no matter what community they inhabit,”
says Steve Rubel, who as an executive at Edelman Public Relations
has built one of the best blogs on the new digital era, Micropersua-
sion.com. “There’s also always a changing of the guard. New voices
replace the ‘fading stars.’ Everyone has a chance to rise.”7 For ex-
ample, there was no major leftist blog written by a woman until 
Jane Hamsher broke off from DailyKos to found Firedoglake.com,
just as in the era before YouTube, there was no political blog that in-
tegrated video into its posts before John Amato launched Crooksand
liars.com. The two sites are now among the most influential on the
left. Hamsher and Firedoglake’s team of “reporters” provided gavel-to-
gavel coverage of the Scooter Libby trial, becoming some of the first
bloggers admitted to cover a federal trial as their readership climbed
to nearly one hundred thousand page views a day.

More than that, though, there are massive differences between the
right and the left online. The left has a far more powerful, larger, and
more popular blogosphere community, and its top bloggers differ es-
pecially in one key aspect—where top conservative bloggers like
Hugh Hewitt and Michelle Malkin are pundits and talk show hosts in
their day jobs who also happen to blog, on the left a new power struc-
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ture of ordinary bloggers like Kos and Armstrong has emerged. The
left’s blogosphere has grown up in an era when Republicans con-
trolled government, giving them a target and an ongoing battle to
wage. The right’s blogosphere has grown only in fits and starts within
a party that’s both in power and by its core nature more hierarchical.
It’s a situation remarkably similar to the atrophied communications
structure that Terry McAuliffe discovered at the DNC after Clinton’s
eight-year reign. Now, though, the reins of power online are firmly in
the hands of the Democrats, and it’s the right that is struggling to
catch up.

This is especially problematic for the GOP because between “in-
fluentials” and “hyperinfluentials” online, the internet is becoming
ever more important in people’s decision making. A 2006 Pew survey
showed that about sixty million Americans reported that the internet
helped them make big decisions or negotiate their way through major
episodes in their lives in the past two years—from health problems to
careers to where to live. Speaking just about politics, 15 percent of all
American adults—double the number from the 2002 midterm—
reported that the internet was the main source of their political news
in the 2006 election, and even many of the people who cited newspa-
pers or TV news as their main source of news admitted in the survey
that they “read” the newspapers online or “watched” the TV news on
a computer.

Winning Eyeballs

“There’s an explosion—it’s not glacial anymore,” says Democratic con-
sultant and tech campaign pioneer Will Robinson, who was one of the
pioneers in campaigning online. “It used to be a glacier sliding away
from broadcast. Now there’s a whole new generation of people who
don’t have phones that plug into the wall, who don’t read newspapers,
who don’t read their mail, and if you’re under twenty-five you don’t
watch television all that much. You’re just as likely to be on YouTube,
making video, or text messaging friends as doing anything else. People
receive information in ways that they’ve never received it before. Try-
ing to break through that clutter is really difficult.”
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It used to be that a political campaign or a product sponsor could
purchase ads on all three major networks and know that a sizable por-
tion of the nation would see the ad—such a move was called a “road-
block” ad. As late as 1980, the total share (or percentage of TVs
turned on watching) of the three evening news shows stood at 75 per-
cent. There was no way to escape it. Now you’d need to purchase
dozens of properties for the ad to reach that many viewers. Evening
news in the 2005–2006 season slipped to 35 percent, continuing its
steady decline of more than a point a year over the last quarter cen-
tury. In that same July week when broadcast television achieved its
lowest rating ever and Ned Lamont met Joe Lieberman to debate, the
three Spanish-language networks—Univision, Telemundo, and Tele-
Futura—garnered some 4.2 million viewers, and on cable, USA Net-
work’s Psych scored the highest premiere of a new scripted series so
far that year—a whopping 6.1 million viewers. Long gone are the
powerhouse evening shows that dominated the networks since TV’s
inception and allowed political (and corporate) advertisers to reach a
broad swath of the public with a few targeted buys.

During John F. Kennedy’s 1960 campaign, Gunsmoke ruled the air-
waves—with a 62 percent share, it was watched each week by an av-
erage of 37 percent of all households with a television. By 2005, the
top-rated show, CSI, barely covered a quarter of the market with just
over sixteen million viewers. This splintering has being going on for
years, but it has accelerated since 1990 as the cable market exploded
and other distractions like video games came along. In fact, none of
2005’s most popular shows would have made the top twenty list in
1988.

Campaigns and candidates are being forced to move to cable chan-
nels to reach voters. The Bush campaign in 2004 became the first
presidential campaign to make widespread buys on national cable
channels, totaling more than $3 million. The campaign realized early
on through demographic research that to reach where its key voters
were watching—Fox News, ESPN, and the Speed Channel, which
covers NASCAR—they had to move beyond broadcast ads.

Now advertisers are just as likely to encourage their targets to not
watch TV at all. When the U.S. Army evaluated its recruiting meth-
ods in the 1990s, it came to the conclusion that it was drastically lag-
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ging behind the entertainment industry. In 1999, after the recruiting
numbers hit a three-decade low, the army decided it needed a differ-
ent tack. On July 4, 2002, it released the results of a three-year $7.5
million production: a video game called “America’s Army” that allows
players to simulate being a soldier in the modern military. Distributed
on CD or available online for free, the game first offers basic training
and then allows teams of players to take on a variety of first-person
shooter missions, from capturing targets to escorting VIPs to defend-
ing the Alaska pipeline from terrorists. The game has been a huge hit
for the army—with millions of registered players and over two hun-
dred million game hours—and the driving force behind the military’s
video age recruiting. At the industry’s main gathering in 2006, the
Electronics Entertainment Expo, the army’s Golden Knights para-
chute team landed in the parking lot. “The Army is a brand now,” John
McLaurin, the army’s deputy assistant secretary for human resources
asserted. “The Army sells itself, but you have to know what the Army
is. And getting that door open to communicate is difficult.”8 Now, the
army estimates that a third of people of recruiting age have been ex-
posed to the game.

But there’s a problem with new technologies like this. The current
political consultants don’t understand it—and from what little they do
understand, it’s clear that they can’t make their typical 10 or 15 per-
cent commission off it. “What’s going on right now is that there’s a
struggle in the political community about dealing with that because a
lot of the people who are still in decision-making roles are still in the
world where they read newspapers, they watch Meet the Press, they
watch the local news,” Will Robinson says. Such people are an in-
creasing rarity: One Harvard study found that newspaper readership
among eighteen-to-twenty-four-year-olds is down 57 percent.9

Robinson sums up the situation: “Besides the age and the technol-
ogy divide, there’s a profit divide. A lot of these older consultants are
squeezing out every last fucking penny before the circus is over. I’m
on the cusp. I don’t think I can run out the clock on the old media. I
think that the old media is changing exponentially. Two years ago, it
would have been a nice slow gradual trend and now the Soviet Em-
pire is crumbling,” Robinson says. “There’s going to be a whole bloc of
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voters who we’re trying to talk to who won’t be listening because we’re
using dead technology.”

The new era requires the political professionals constantly to be in-
corporating new technology to hold people’s attention. In 2004, a year
after his daughter was born, Robinson was sitting in her pediatrician’s
office watching the man next to him playing Raiders of the Lost Ark on
his Palm Pilot. After asking, he learned that the man had found the
software to digitize video on the internet, downloaded it, and put the
Indiana Jones classic on a memory card. A lightbulb went off in
Robinson’s head, and by the time he was back at the office later that
day, the creative director was loading campaign commercials onto
Palms. He took the idea to the Cleveland, Ohio, suburb of Parma,
where he found that people really responded to the idea and the Palm
videos. He says it became a “bright shining object” of the campaign
season.

He was amazed at how interested people were in watching the
anti-Bush videos he had on the Palm Pilot. “You know George W.
Bush, his brother, his nephew, his mom, his dad, his other nephew,
his twins, his dog, and even his mom and dad’s dog’s names. How
much could one video do?” Robinson asks. “I’d be showing it three or
four times because they’d get other family members to come to the
door. It was still pretty novel. That will dissipate for people pretty
soon . . . You’re struggling to break through this cacophony and com-
municate with people in a way that’s meaningful.”

Michael Bassik became one of the pioneers of political advertising
online in 2000 when he was a twenty-year-old University of Pennsyl-
vania senior and was hired by AOL as a summer intern in the online
giant’s New York advertising office. After his senior year and a thesis
on the effect of online ads in the 2000 election, AOL hired him to im-
plement his thesis and build out AOL’s educational, nonprofit, and
political advertising divisions. He traveled around the country in
2002, working with campaigns on both sides, and was just settling in
New York when a call from a political direct mail firm he’d never
heard of landed him in Washington to found MHSC Partners’ inter-
net advertising division. Bassik’s new job was created in recognition
that technological changes were rapidly changing the political land-
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scape. The traditional direct mail world, the source of much of the
political and advocacy-focused fund-raising in the United States, is a
relatively small and aging chunk of the country: It’s generally esti-
mated to make up about 6 percent of the adult population or about
twelve million people, two-thirds of whom are sixty or older.10 Now
Bassik’s staff has grown to ten people, and the division turns a profit.
At almost every campaign, though, he faces a reluctance to embrace
the Web’s power for advertising. “Traditional consultants find it cum-
bersome and confusing—which it is. The internet is the least scaled
advertising medium that exists. And so it’s hard; it’s not intuitive; it’s
time-consuming, unscaled, and not very profitable. Consultants mak-
ing 9 percent or 10 percent on a $10 million ad buy—that makes
sense to them. On the internet, a $25,000 ad buy is quite significant.
A $100,000 ad buy is quite significant. So the amount one could
make off online advertising given all its difficulties and scalability, it
renders it not a top priority for consultants to bring to the table,” he
laments. “Whereas in TV, there’s a commercial block and it’s all the
same time frames, on the internet, there are so many options. The
overwhelming sense of difficulty outweighs the benefits.”

As the Hillary Clinton Sopranos video shows, 2008’s first campaign
is forcing consultants to be creative again and break their traditional
molds. Even as recently as the last campaign, a media consultant
could have the most persuasive ad ever designed, but if it ran over a
minute, it would never make it to air. Now online videos have re-
moved the time constraints of television advertising while at the same
time forever altering the balance of power: You can’t buy people’s at-
tention as easily online; you have to earn their attention. After being
left out of a presidential debate in early 2007, fringe Democratic can-
didate Mike Gravel bypassed the traditional media and went online—
posting a three-minute-long video on YouTube in which he doesn’t say
a word. Instead, standing on the shore of a lake, he stares into the
camera silently for over a minute before walking away and stopping to
heave a large rock into the lake, before continuing on, disappearing
into the distance. It was far from traditional, but it met the criteria for
online success: it was amusing and compelling, and it made people
want to talk about it and pass it along. It received some 200,000 views
online. For decades, creativity has been an undervalued trait in a po-
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litical industry that strives to offend the fewest number of potential
supporters possible. Now it’s essential to any successful online effort.
“You can’t push something on people if they’re not looking for it,” says
Micah Sifry of techpresident.com, a website that’s tracking the first
campaign. “Go where the people are.”

Done right, online ads are proving surprisingly effective. In 2004,
the DNC bought a wide variety of ads online supporting John Kerry,
especially right before the presidential election. Those who saw the
ads, follow-up research showed, had higher favorability ratings for
Kerry, were more likely to vote for him, and were more likely to con-
tribute to the campaign.

Cell Phones

Three months after he campaigned with John Edwards, Robert “Sco-
belizer” Scoble and I were seated on the fourth-floor balcony of the
Austin Convention Center. Inside at the South by Southwest Interac-
tive conference were thousands of technologists of the first order—
the geeks who hope to build the next YouTube, Google, or MySpace.
They pondered what the “Web 2.0” movement, which seeks to 
connect blogs, podcasts, social networking sites like Facebook and 
MySpace, online games like “Second Life” and “World of Warcraft,”
and online video into ever more powerful connections, will bring in
the future. In this insular world, packed with laptop-wielding entre-
preneurs who wear T-shirts and corduroy pants to the office, Scoble
was one of the convention’s main A-list celebrities, as was Matt Mul-
lenweg, who created the blogging software powerhouse WordPress be-
fore he turned twenty-one. Amanda Congdon, the first celebrity of the
online video world thanks to her work on the site Rocketboom and,
not unrelatedly, one of the small number of females in this world,
turned heads wherever she went around Austin. Thanks to his eye-
opening experiences on the Edwards campaign, Scoble was one of the
handful of SXSW attendees pondering what Web 2.0 means for Cam-
paigning 3.0. Politics, after all, has evolved from a prebroadcast world
of marathon William Jennings Bryan–like stump speeches to thirty-
second sound bytes in the broadcast era to who knows what in this in-
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creasingly postbroadcast era. With the networks hitting ratings 
lows, and TiVo and Web distribution of television shows taking off,
the future of video appears to be a lot more like the Obama rip-off of
the 1984 Apple ad than it does an expensive studio-produced sitcom
episode.

Scoble, who has been a longtime blogging pioneer, explained blog-
ging’s origins as being rooted in a reaction against the flood of market-
ing facing Americans today. “We were sick of the committee-based
marketing. Sick isn’t the right word. We were becoming immune to it.
You stand out in the middle of Times Square and you see four hun-
dred marketing messages coming at you—they’re all done by commit-
tee; they’re all perfected; but none of them tell you anything. You
might see a Sony camcorder ad and a Canon camcorder ad and they
don’t tell you anything about the product. You can’t tell which one is
better. We wanted to fight back against this corporate-perfected 
world . . . You can tell when someone’s cleaned up the real world for
you. The real world isn’t clean. There are cigarettes on the table.” He
gestures at the full ashtray on the table between us. “There’s mess.
There’s dirt. Corporate committees never like that. They’ll get rid of
the cigarettes.

“The world’s collapsing. Thomas Friedman says the world is flat,
but I say the world’s in a conference room. I can talk with someone
via Twitter or Second Life or e-mail or IM and I have no concept of
where they are until they open their mouth and say, ‘I’m in Shanghai’
or ‘I’m in Moscow’ or ‘I’m in Munich,’ ” Scoble says.

What had Scoble and everyone abuzz at South by Southwest was 
a recently launched site called Twitter, which allows people to create
groups of friends and send regular 160-character updates to their
computers, instant messaging programs, or even their cell phones.
Twitter updates from conference attendees float across large flat-
screen monitors set up around the convention center. As is often the
case with heady new products, there seems to be nothing that Twitter
can’t do. One blogger explains how it can save lives in a disaster by
aiding the response of emergency crews and rescuers. Scoble himself
has attracted some one thousand followers on Twitter who subscribed
to his miniupdates, creating a near flood of information about his
whereabouts and their whereabouts. “What happens if you have a
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Twitter group that just follows Romney through his day? People text
in, ‘Just saw him here,’ ‘Just saw him there,’ ” muses Henry Copeland,
the founder of blogads.com and whose 2002 start-up has grown to a
staff of twenty-two and allowed dozens of bloggers to make thousands
off their Web traffic. Imagine the power, Copeland says, of a group of
Twitter devotees tracking elected officials throughout their day and
holding them accountable to how they’re using their time. In coun-
tries like the Philippines, cell phones with their short messaging sys-
tem (SMS) have been key in recent elections. “SMS has been a big
part of political activity in Asia and Europe. Twitter is really showing
that we’re ready for SMS,” explains Joi Ito, another tech pioneer.

A May 2007 government study found that nearly 30 percent of 18-
to-29-year-olds in the United States used only a cell phone and don’t
have a landline phone at home. That number has profound impli-
cations for elections because pollsters aren’t allowed to call cell
phones—meaning that young people will be harder to predict as a po-
litical voting bloc—and most robo calls from campaigns don’t include
cell phones. At the same time, a growth in text messaging and the
adoption of sites like Twitter allow campaigns to more easily reach
cell phone–toting supporters.

Of course, the new technology may be second nature to teenagers
and younger Americans, but it’s still some time away from being em-
braced by the generation raised on rotary phones. When Speaker of
the House Dennis Hastert set up a blog, he often faxed in his blog 
entries to his office. “It’s one of the most interesting generational
changes where you have people in the same room, live in the same
country, who get their information in completely different places,”
muses Will Robinson. “It’s like, ‘Why would I watch local TV news
and wait for some guy in a plaid jacket to tell me what the weather is
when I can go online or check my cell phone?’ ”

“There’s a whole group of people who are communicating in one
direction and one way and that’s getting smaller, and then there’s a
whole set that’s communicating in a different way,” Robinson said.
“It’s a struggle for politics to start communicating with these people in
a way to reach them. The traditional ways of communicating with
folks are dying.” He held up a plastic bag filled with paper and ges-
tured. “This is two weeks of mail. I went through it this morning and
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threw out half of it.” Then he launched into what he hears in focus
groups these days: “ ‘My roommate hasn’t checked his mail in a year.’
‘I pay my bills online.’ ‘The only time I deal with molecules is when
my mom sends me cookies, and I’d rather she just e-mail me a gift
certificate and I’ll go off and get cookies here.’ ”

Robinson shook his head ruefully. “We sit in meetings around a
table talking about this, and the principals are like, ‘Text what?’ ” he
recounted. “Usually what I say is ‘While we’re having this meeting,
there are six of your assistants texting back and forth, “What a bunch
of dinosaurs.” ’ I can hear the tittering in the background because
that’s exactly what they’re doing.”

John Edwards, for one, didn’t wait to be targeted by a grassroots
network of trackers. He jumped on the bandwagon early and sent in
Twitter updates about what cities he was visiting and what he was do-
ing on the campaign trail. At 12:43 p.m. on March 10, he Twittered,
“Community meeting on healthcare in Newton, IA. Then 1hr1/2
drive to Burlington for a similar meeting. Later tonight, back in NC.”
Three days later, at 1:06 p.m., he updated, “Great to see my family. In
NC today. Call with student reporters. Interview w Wolf Blitzer. Col-
lege Tour Rally at Bennett in Greensboro.” Barack Obama joined soon
thereafter, and Hillary Clinton started her cell-phone text-messaging
campaign by asking supporters to vote for their choice for the cam-
paign’s theme song.

The Twitter schedule updates aren’t all that different from an ef-
fort pushed by Andrew Rasiej, the tech entrepreneur who ran for 
New York City’s public advocate on a municipal wireless platform.
Working with a new group, the Sunlight Foundation, he saw an oppor-
tunity for the Web to provide greater transparency and accountability
for Congress. The organization is named after the famous quotation
from Justice Louis Brandeis: “Sunlight is said to be the best of dis-
infectants.” The foundation’s “Punch Clock” campaign encouraged
members of Congress to open up their normally tightly held personal
schedules to the world. The text itself was simple enough: “I believe
citizens have a right to know what their Member of Congress does
every day. Starting with the next Congress, I promise to publish my
daily official work schedule on the Internet, within 24 hours of the
end of every work day. I will include all matters relating to my role as
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a Member of Congress. I will include all meetings with constitu-
ents, other Members, and lobbyists, listed by name. (In rare cases I
will withhold the names of constituents whose privacy must be pro-
tected.) I will also include all fund-raising events. Events will be
listed whether Congress is in session or not, and whether I am 
in Washington, traveling, or in my district.” In the 2006 elections,
ninety-two candidates signed the agreement, and one—Kristin Gil-
librand—actually won office. Gillibrand’s staff immediately got con-
cerned about her Sunlight commitment. As meritorious as her efforts
are, her implementation of the Punch Clock agreement met more the
letter of the agreement than its spirit. Her schedule is the last link at
the bottom of her website under the ambiguous title “Sunlight Re-
port,” and the page itself is replaced each day so there’s no easily
retrievable archive of her past schedules. Gillibrand, like Jack Carter
and his MySpace page, may welcome the new era in which they
serve, but they aren’t exactly comfortable with it—the new world
forces a degree of transparency and honesty and involves giving up a
level of control that campaigns have carefully massaged and manipu-
lated for decades.

A key challenge for journalists and campaign professionals is that
in a world when anyone can report something, candidates must con-
sider every person they meet and every person they see as a possible
“reporter.” When Scoble decided in mid-2006 to leave Microsoft for a
start-up video-blogging venture, he told fifteen people at a conference
on a Saturday afternoon and—in a moment of shocking naïveté for a
pioneer of this new world—asked them not to tell anyone until Tues-
day. He hadn’t officially told his boss yet. By 7 p.m. that evening, a
small blogger Scoble didn’t know reported that he was leaving the
software giant. That report was quickly picked up by another blogger
with a larger audience, and from there the spread started doubling al-
most every fifteen minutes, from one blog to two to four to eight in
the span of a quiet Saturday evening. By midnight the news had
spread to over two hundred blogs, and by the following morning the
news had hit the mainstream press. Within seventy-two hours, he was
on the front page of the BBC website. Waggener Edstrom, Microsoft’s
PR agency, later estimated that the story was picked up by more than
130 newspapers worldwide, as well as on numerous TV reports, and
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that altogether Scoble’s departure generated 50 million media impres-
sions. “Just because I quit a job,” Scoble says with a laugh. “It shows
that if you have information that people find fascinating, it’ll get
spread.” Looking ahead to the campaign and the new environment
facing candidates, he says, “A sex scandal could be broken on a blog
with five readers, and I guarantee that they’ll have fifty million media
impressions in seventy-two hours.”

Scoble says that as a blogger and avid blog reader himself, he starts
out reading something on a blog with a high degree of skepticism. “If
DailyKos reports that Hillary Clinton is going to do X or Barack
Obama is going to do Y, I’m going to be skeptical about that because
it’s only in one source. DailyKos is usually pretty accurate, but some-
times they mess up,” he says. “My skepticism starts out real high, but
over the course of twenty-four hours it goes way down. If a campaign
sees a rumor and it’s not true, they should fight it instantly . . . If
you’re not media hip enough to understand that stories go from blogs
with five readers to the front page of The New York Times in forty-
eight hours, then you don’t deserve to be part of this process—
especially at the Super Bowl level.”

Mitt Romney demonstrated a by-the-book response in the YouTube
era when he was confronted with video of a debate from his 1994
Senate bid against Ted Kennedy. The clip showed him professing
more liberal views and threatened his aggressive courting of social
conservatives in the 2008 race. In only eight hours from the time 
the video surfaced on YouTube, Romney’s campaign had posted a
YouTube response: video of the former Massachusetts governor call-
ing in to a conservative radio talk show to explain the video and place
it in context. Showing the candidate on video himself explaining in
his own voice was a critical point of the response, as it showed it 
wasn’t just some staffer or flack apologizing in a statement e-mailed to
reporters or posted on a blog. The lesson of the new campaign is sim-
ilar to the Miranda rights offered to suspects placed under arrest:
Anything you say can and will be used against you. Soon. At the same
time, participating in the online conversation can help build trust.
Romney combated the attack effectively by getting online quickly and
forcefully, and by explaining what was going on. He treated the online
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audience (i.e., voters) as people who deserved his time and attention.
In campaigns past that hasn’t always been true—too often voters have
been merely an afterthought in the political industrial complex—but
Romney understood that his future depends on engaging people on
their terms, not his.

Online Fund-raising

In the 2008 race, candidates are being watched at every moment. A
clip of freshman senator Barack Obama campaigning in a poor Cleve-
land neighborhood appeared on YouTube. He told a crowd to con-
tribute to his campaign. “Everybody here pony up five dollars, ten
dollars for this campaign. I don’t care how poor you are, you’ve got five
dollars.” It was certainly a “gotcha” moment—a brief moment when
the candidate who espoused the hopes of the downtrodden seemed 
to mock their poverty—but it also illustrated how Obama and other
less established candidates can compete on a campaign playing field
increasingly driven by money. Iowa governor Tom Vilsack and In-
diana senator Evan Bayh were driven from the 2008 race long before
it really started simply because they didn’t think they could raise the
huge sums necessary to run for office. From 1996 to 2004, spending
in the presidential race soared by 300 percent to some $718 million,
and few would be surprised to see 2008 break the billion-dollar
mark.11

While more of the money necessary is coming from the bundlers
like George W. Bush’s Rangers and Pioneers, more of it is also coming
in the online era from small-dollar donations. In campaign parlance,
these major fund-raisers are known as “whales,” but to understand
why Barack Obama was asking his Cleveland audience to donate $5,
Will Robinson tells us to take a look at the real-life blue whale. Even
at birth the Balaenoptera musculus is a beast to behold. When born,
the calves are about twenty-five feet long and weigh 3 tons—larger
than a Ford Excursion. Adult blue whales can grow to eighty feet and
weigh up to 150 tons. They grow by feasting upon krill, tiny crus-
taceans no longer than two and a half inches. The whales force mil-
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lions of gallons of seawater through their mouths, trapping the tiny
krill in the netlike baleen that hangs from their upper jaws. During
the summer, blue whale can consume more than four tons—roughly
four hundred million krill. Internet fund-raising, says Will Robinson,
is like a whale feeding. Tens of thousands or even hundreds of thou-
sands of small donations add up to real money, and as credit cards
and websites have transformed the transaction time of a donation
from twenty days to twenty seconds, it makes sense to go after small
dollars in a way it never has before.

Sites like ActBlue are allowing grassroots supporters online to be-
come their own bundlers, and some blogs have successfully raised
tens of thousands of dollars for candidates. Here, too, Democrats
have a huge lead over Republicans: By the end of May 2007, ABC
PAC, the conservative fund-raising site equivalent to the left’s 
ActBlue, had raised only $385 for all the GOP field. Meanwhile, 
ActBlue, which draws upon the larger, more organized and powerful
progressive blogosphere, had raised more than $3 million for John Ed-
wards alone, and a total of some $22 million in online donations since
its 2004 launch.

As the online fund-raising field evolves, though, one aspect of on-
line campaigning is becoming clear: The thing that motivates some-
one to get involved and make a donation is the candidate himself or
herself, the candidate’s message and vision for a better world. This is,
in essence, the critical point lost on so many people about campaign-
ing on the internet: It’s not really about the internet at all. “Two thou-
sand four was the first time you saw people based on some offline
action, something in their regular lives, go to Google, searching for
the name of a candidate, clicking on an ad or clicking on a link, and
giving money. User-driven fund-raising. Usually fund-raisers chase
the donors. This was donors chasing the fund-raisers. ‘I want to give
you money, I’m going to seek you out and give it to you,’ ” explains
Michael Bassik, the founder of MHSC’s online advertising division.
“Howard Dean’s website wasn’t what made Howard Dean a fund-
raising phenomenon online. It was Howard Dean. He could have had
a website that was a fund-raising page and a few ‘About Us’ pages. It
wasn’t about the fact that he had a blog, it was that Howard Dean
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spoke to so many people and that he spoke in a voice that so many
people hadn’t heard in four—if not more—years.”

Bassik’s view is almost universal among internet strategists. “If you
look at the candidates who have all done well online—John McCain
in 2000, Howard Dean in 2004, even Jesse Ventura going back a
while—what they all had in common was they all had a core message
that was really resonating with people,” says Mark Soohoo, who over-
saw the 2004 Republican National Convention website and was one
of the early staff tapped for John McCain’s 2004 internet team. “You
become president because you have a vision, you have a message . . .
You don’t become president because you have a website. Howard
Dean did well online not because he had a cool bat but because he
had a good message.”

Phil Madsen, who served as Ventura’s webmaster, posted the same
response after his candidate won. “While it’s true that we could not
have won the election without the internet, we did not win the elec-
tion because of the internet. We won because our candidates, cam-
paign staff, and volunteers engaged the voters in a number of
meaningful ways,” he wrote on jesseventura.org. “The internet is not
about technology; it’s about relationships.”12

And herein lies the single most important lesson of the first cam-
paign for candidates to remember: In this campaign, the candidate
who succeeds online will be the one who succeeds offline. All of the
fancy tools, YouTube viral videos, and Twitter updates won’t help a
candidate who doesn’t offer a vision for a stronger, better America as
it confronts the twenty-first century. If he or she doesn’t offer a coher-
ent vision or fails to follow through once in office, the blogosphere
and online communities will be ready and waiting to hold the nation’s
leadership accountable. Creativity isn’t just important for winning
eyeballs online—the thought that goes into a well-crafted, attractive
ad that makes people talk speaks to a larger desire to connect with 
ordinary voters on issues that matter to them is just as important. The
internet, at its most fundamental level, is about opening up a con-
versation that has been dominated by elites for decades. In this era’s
first campaign, the candidate who best understands that the internet
isn’t an end to itself but merely a means to an end—a chance to pull
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people in and get them involved in the political process—will tri-
umph.

“I think it’s healthy for democracy to have leaders who understand
how to listen to the people they’re serving. I’m certainly attracted to
someone who understands how to listen to the world,” says Scoble,
who, ever eager, almost trips over himself as he discusses the transfor-
mation. “That’ll make this country a better place.”
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